Biodiversity
& Extinction
T his is an introduction to a 12-part series. We explore the stunning
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richness of life on Earth, and the head-on collision between one
species – us – and the rest of nature.

Johannes Gutenberg
It was my press that
propelled us along two
opposite tracks. The first
was to knowledge (like
evolution and biodiversity).
The second was to our
exploding population
(and the extinction of
biodiversity). Ironical!

Nicolaus Copernicus
Within 100 years of the printing
press, came the Scientific
Revolution. An entirely
new way of seeing the
world and the universe
emerged. It began
when I discovered
that the Earth is not
the centre of the universe.

1769: Industrial Revolution

James Watt
My steam engine
powered the Industrial
Revolution. With it
came the extensive
coal mining and oil
drilling. Unfortunately,
this led to atmospheric
pollution and climate
change.

1859: Evolution

Charles Darwin
In my Origin of Species,
we learnt about
evolution and how
species adapt. Like
the Earth, we find that
humans are not the
centre of the universe.
We are related to the
world around us.

Biodiversity
Biodiversity is the variety of life on Earth. Have a look at the
elephant timetree to see how elephants evolved over time
due to environmental change, including climate change.
Notice how even within one class there are different
elephant species. So diverse! In recent years, we have had
a greater effect on the environment in general, not just the
elephant. Let us preserve the rich biodiversity of what is left
of our planet.
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Wave 1

The six giant steps from the Middle Ages to the Information Age
1543: Scientific revolution

The Earth has seen five mass extinctions of
different species. Natural disasters caused
these extinctions. The Sixth Extinction began
about 70 000 years ago, when our ancestors
began to spread across the world from
Africa. People destroyed habit, introduced
alien species to areas, and began to pollute. It’s
not much different to what we are doing to the
environment today. Biologists predict that, if we
don’t stop this wave of extinction, half of all plants,
animals and birds will become extinct before 2100.

Sixth Extinction in three waves

From the printing press to biodiversity
1454: Printing press

T he Sixth Extinction

1735: Names and classifications

Carolus Linneaus
I came around and gave binomial
names (genus and
species) to plants and
animals, including
us: Homo sapiens.
I also classified plants
and animals into
families, order and
so on.

People moved out of Africa
as hunter-gatherers 70 000
years ago. 80-90% of all large
mammals and large flightless
bird species were hunted to
extinction, except in Africa.

Mammals
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Wave 2

1992: Biodiversity

People moved out of the
Middle East as farmers 10 000
years ago. There was a largescale removal of natural habit
for agricultural land.
Microorganisms

Insects
Plants

Edward Wilson
I popularised the word
‘biodiversity’. We can
now imagine the
immense richness
of life around us.
We’ve become
aware of how much
effect we have on the
environment.

Plants

Wave 3

People moved out of north-west
Europe as industrial man in 1500 AD.
They burnt more and more fossil fuels,
which polluted the atmosphere and
oceans. This led to climate change and
may lead to other changes.
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Until a million years ago, there were the same number of people on
Earth as chimpanzees. From then until present, our population has
exploded while the chimp population has declined dramatically. We
have obviously had a huge impact on the environment.
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