
 

Wildlife 'Red List' a grim tally of extinction
threat

September 4 2021, by Marlowe Hood

  
 

  

Craig Hilton-Taylor, head of the Red List Unit of the IUCN. Habitat loss,
overexploitation and illegal trade have hammered global wildlife populations.

The world will get an update Saturday of the Red List of Threatened
Species, the authoritative catalogue of how many of the planet's animal
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and plant species are teetering on the brink of extinction due to human
activity.

Experts for the International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN), which is holding a world congress in the French city of
Marseille, have assessed nearly 135,000 species over the last half-
century, and almost 28 percent are currently at risk of vanishing forever.

Habitat loss, overexploitation and illegal trade have hammered global
wildlife populations, but scientists say they are increasingly worried
about the looming threats of climate change.

AFP spoke with Craig Hilton-Taylor, the IUCN's Head of Red List Unit
on the eve of the congress.

Q. Are we in or on the cusp of the sixth mass extinction?

If we look at extinctions every 100 years since 1500, there is a marked
inflection starting in the 1900s. The trend is showing that we are 100 to
1,000 times higher than the 'background', or normal, extinction rates. I
would certainly say that the red list status shows that we're on the cusp of
the sixth extinction event [in the last 500 million years].

If the trends carry on going upward at that rate, we'll be facing a major
crisis soon.
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Lions have lost more than 90 percent of their historic range and population.

Q: The Red List began in 1964. Has it changed much?

A: The initial list wasn't really based on scientific criteria. It was more of
a gut feel: 'We think the species is under some degree of threat'. But as
the list started to grow, we realised that we needed to make the list
scientifically defensible. So we took a big step back and asked: 'What is
it we are trying to measure?'

The answer was quite simple: risk of extinction.

Q: Are there species that would have gone extinct without the Red List?
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A: There are lots of species around the world that we would almost
certainly have lost. The Red List process drew attention, for example, to
the plight of the Arabian oryx and led to conservation efforts—taking
the animals out of the wild, captive breeding, reintroductions. We've
seen species very nearly extinct that are thriving now.

Q: Does the Red List make recommendations?

A: The Red List is not policy prescriptive, it's really just a statement of
fact –- this is what the status of the species is. Then it's up to the 
decision makers to interpret that and decide what policies should be
enacted.

  
 

  

Graph showing the percentage of vertebrate groups driven to extinction since
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1500.

Q: Do you ever come under pressure over the listings?

A: There is lots of lobbying. Surprisingly, it's not so much about the up-
listing to a higher threat level. For some high-profile charismatic species,
if you want to down-list them because there has been successful
conservation actions, we often get lobbied very, very hard to not do that.

There's real concern that if a species goes down a category, that
conservation investment will stop. This is where the 'green status' will
really help.

Q. What is the green status?

A: After you've done the Red List assessment, what are you going to do
about it? This is where we started talking about the green status. How do
you measure whether your conservation actions are being successful? If
we hadn't done anything, where would it be now? If we stopped all 
conservation efforts now, what will happen to that species going
forward? Those are the metrics in the green status process.

Q: Couldn't that lead to species conservation triage?

A: There's a limited amount of funding available and vast number of
species. It does come down to some really harsh realities. You're
obligated to just let some species go extinct because we really can't save
them.
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A maasai giraffe walks in Nairobi National Park, Kenya.

But it's not something we tackle head on in the Red List process. We
effectively pass the buck on to others to make those very hard decisions.

Q: Climate change is rarely cited as a driver of extinction. Why is that?

A: It is obvious for the polar bears because of the direct link between sea
ice cover and global warming, but with other megafauna it's a lot harder
to detect the impacts of climate change.

There is evidence pointing to climate change for the increasing
frequency and intensity of wildfires. But when experts record threats to a
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species they may put 'increased fire frequency', not climate change.

The chytrid fungus is wiping out amphibians all around the world, and
we are pretty sure that its emergence is very much linked to climate
change. But with the evidence we have now, the category of threat is
invasive species, not climate change.
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