
 

Study reveals extent of human impact on the
world's plant-life
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Santo Antao (Cabo Verde). Credit: Sandra Nogue

Research has shed new light on the impact of humans on Earth's
biodiversity. The findings suggest that the rate of change in an
ecosystem's plant-life increases significantly during the years following
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human settlement, with the most dramatic changes occurring in locations
settled in the last 1500 years.

An international research team studied fossilized pollen dating back
5000 years, extracted from sediments on 27 islands. By analyzing the
fossils they were able to build up an understanding of the composition of
each island's vegetation and how it changed from the oldest to the most
recent pollen samples.

The study was led by Dr. Sandra Nogué, Lecturer in
Palaeoenvironmental Science at the University of Southampton, UK and
Professor Manuel Steinbauer from the University of Bayreuth, Germany
and University of Bergen, Norway. Ph.D. student Dr. Alvaro Castilla-
Beltrán was also a member of the Southampton team.

Dr. Nogué said, "Islands provide the ideal environment to measure 
human impact as most were settled in the past 3000 years when climates
were similar to today's conditions. Knowing when the settlers arrived on
an island means that scientists can study how the composition of its
ecosystem changed in the years before and after."

The results, published in Science, showed a consistent pattern on 24 of
the islands where human arrival accelerated the turnover of vegetation
by, on average, a factor of eleven. The most rapid changes occurred in
islands that were settled more recently—such as the Galápagos, first
inhabited in the 16th Century. Islands where humans arrived more than
1500 years ago, such as Fiji and New Caledonia, saw a slower rate of
change.
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Teide Fieldwork - Canary Islands. Credit: José María Fernández Palacios

"This difference in change could mean that the islands populated earlier
were more resilient to human arrival but it is more likely that the land-
use practices, technology and introduced species brought in by the later
settlers were more transformative than those of the earlier settlers,"
explained Dr. Nogué.

The trends were observed across a range of geographic locations and
climates, with islands such as Iceland producing similar results to
Tenerife and other tropical and temperate islands.
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Ecosystem change can also be driven by a number of natural factors such
as earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, extreme weather and changing sea
levels, however the researchers have found that disturbance caused by
humans surpasses all of these events and the change is often irreversible.
They therefore advise that conservation strategies must account for the
long-term impact of humans and the degree to which ecological changes
today differ from prehuman times.

  
 

  

Field Work in Cabo Verde. Credit: Sandra Nogue

"Whilst it is unrealistic to expect ecosystems to return to their pre-
settlement conditions, our findings may help to inform targeted 
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restoration efforts and provide greater understanding into the islands'
responsiveness to change," concludes Dr. Nogué.

  More information: "The human dimension of biodiversity changes on
islands" Science (2021). science.sciencemag.org/cgi/doi …
1126/science.abd6706

Provided by University of Southampton

Citation: Study reveals extent of human impact on the world's plant-life (2021, April 29)
retrieved 16 August 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2021-04-reveals-extent-human-impact-
world.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/tags/restoration+efforts/
https://science.sciencemag.org/cgi/doi/10.1126/science.abd6706
https://science.sciencemag.org/cgi/doi/10.1126/science.abd6706
https://phys.org/news/2021-04-reveals-extent-human-impact-world.html
https://phys.org/news/2021-04-reveals-extent-human-impact-world.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

