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It's a raging debate. What's the greatest cause of
extinction on Earth - humans or our climate? Associate
Professor Rod Wells looks at the cause and effect of our
diminishing biodiversity.
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HE ebb and flow of
life and death has
been with us since life
first appeared on the

planet. Extinction has been
as much a part of evolution
as the appearance of new spe-
cies.
And the causes of these

extinctions appear to be many
and varied.
Palaeontologists (scientists

who study ancient life) speak
of background extinction to
differentiate the general evo-
lutionary process from that
of extinction through catas-
trophe.

For example, the evolution
of the dinosaurs involved
considerable species replace-
ment (background extinc-
tion). This was a slow process,
often caused by one species
not being as well adapted
to survive cyclic changes in
the Earth's environment as
others about it.

But the apparently sudden
extinction of most dinosaurs
at the end of the Cretaceous
period was catastrophic, prob-
ably the result of an asteroid.

It is against the vast back-
drop of history that we must
judge the Earth's present
situation.
We also must understand

where the Earth is in its
ongoing cycle of fire and ice.
We now live in an ice-age - a
period with polar ice-caps
- that has lasted almost two
million years.
Throughout this time, expan-

sion and contraction of the
great northern hemisphere
ice sheets has resulted in falls
and rises in sea level as water
is taken up then released by
glaciers.
The world is now in an inter-

glacial phase of an ice-age.
The last great glacial period
(LGM) reached its peak about
18,000 to 20,000 years ago.

The penultimate glacial max-
imum occurred about 140,000
years ago.

Indeed, we now know that
during the past 700,000 years
the Earth has cycled through
ever-deepening periods of
low temperature and gla-
cial aridity at approximately
100,000-year intervals.
As sea levels fall, new land

bridges are exposed and, in
the lead-up to the last gla-
cial maximum, these bridges
allowed humans to fan out
across the globe.
By the end of this glacial

period, about 10,000 years ago,
temperature and sea level
had returned to something
approaching the present. But
by then many of the world's
largest ice-age mammals, the
megafauna, were extinct.
What was the cause of this

extinction?
We can see from the fossil

record that the megafauna
had survived previous glacial
periods. So what was different
thic time?

The presence of humans.
Interestingly, the one place

where large numbers of mega-
fauna survived was where
they had known mankind the
longest: Africa.
Was it the naivete of the non-

African megafauna facing this
new human predator that led
to their demise?
Like the Dodo, did they

simply fail to recognise these
strange new creatures as a
threat? Scientists can still not
agree.

Perhaps the last glacial
phase was more extreme than
the previous one. Perhaps the
cumulative impact of this
and previous glacial phases
changed the pattern of veg-
etation. Perhaps a combina-
tion of climate and human
hunting - or perhaps even dis-
ease - spelt their downfall.
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