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“It is interesting to contemplate an entangled bank, clothed with many plants of many kinds, with birds singing on the bushes, with various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling through the damp earth, and to reflect that these elaborately constructed forms, so different from each other, and dependent on each other in so complex a manner, have all been produced by laws acting around us.”
So wrote Charles Darwin, born February 12, 200 years ago, in “On The Origin of Species,” published when he was 50. (There’s an annotated version of this opus in our special Science Times package on Darwin.) I thought this sentence looked rather nice juxtaposed with one of the mesmerizing paintings of Isabella Kirkland, interviewed in the first month of Dot Earth.

[On the original blog at the URL above there is a link to six of Isabella Kirkland’s paintings: Descendant (of species on the decline in North America), Ascendant (of invasive species outcompeting native species), Trade (of species threatened by illegal trade), Collection (of species that are popular subjects of study and collection), Back (of threatened species which have revived with our care) and Gone (of species we have driven to extinction).]

I spent Darwin’s birthday at a symposium in Washington convened by the country’s leading scientific organizations to consider “managing the living world two centuries after Darwin.” While he wrote of the origin of species, this meeting was essentially considering the fate of species in the face of humanity’s extraordinary growth spurt since Darwin’s time. When Darwin was on his voyage of biological discovery, there were fewer than 1 billion people on Earth. Now there are 1 billion teenagers.

At the meeting, Darwin’s name surfaced repeatedly in talks about the importance of increasing the number of well-managed fish stocks, on exploring how to stem the crash of amphibians in the American tropics as a result of the advance of the chytrid fungus, on mountain ecosystems where some species are running out of room as climate zones shift, moving up the slopes.

The above excerpt from Darwin was cited by James P. Collins, associate director for biological research at the National Science Foundation and an expert in amphibian threats. His talk focused on the relentless waves of amphibian die-offs in Central America, where hosts of unique populations were blinking out with each few miles of new territory affected by the fungus.

He talked about the “Amphibian Ark” project, which grew out of an amphibian conservation summit focused on the die-offs, in which samples of frogs from areas ahead of the approaching fungus were taken for safekeeping and breeding to zoos and aquariums – perhaps to be re-established in the wild at some point.

Dr. Collins said he and many colleagues saw the need for a new kind of protocol for dealing proactively with species in harm’s way, given the spreading threats posed by invasive species and diseases, rapid climate change, encroaching development and the like. He cited a 2005 paper that he wrote with Ben A. Minteer for Conservation Biology that proposed the development of a new kind of “ecological ethics” to deal with thorny questions, including where to draw the line on rescuing samples of species or letting them vanish. 

Boris Worm, a marine biologist at Dalhousie University, posited that Darwin’s voyage aboard the Beagle, which provided a sweeping view of the world’s variegated sheath of life, helped give the pioneering biologist “big-picture global thinking.”

He then showed slides illustrating the extraordinary depletion of some of the species Darwin marveled at, including white-tipped sharks. “He wrote of ‘the large number of sharks struggling with fishermen for their catch,” Dr. Worm recounted. Now the sharks are the catch, with many populations utterly crashing.
In considering the overall challenge of conserving biological diversity on a crowding planet, he concluded, at the very least humans should “at least stop doing the really dumb things.”

If not, could it be that the entire human species would end up getting one of those annual Darwin Awards?

Do we need a new ethics to conserve biology on a crowding planet? How can scientists better explain what’s at stake?
