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Humans v nature: our long and
destructive journey to the age of
extinction
Phoebe Weston

The story of the biodiversity crisis starts with a cold-case murder mystery
that is tens of thousands of years old. When humans started spreading
across the globe they discovered a world full of huge, mythical-sounding
mammals called “megafauna”, but by the end of the Pleistocene, one by one,
these large animals had disappeared. There is no smoking gun and evidence
from ancient crime scenes is – unsurprisingly – patchy. But what
investigators have learned suggests a prime suspect: humans.

Take the case of Genyornis, one of the world’s heaviest birds, which was
more than 2 metres tall and weighed in excess of 200kg. It lived in Australia
until, along with many other megafauna, it went extinct 50,000 years ago. In
North America, giant beavers weighing the same as a fridge and an
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armadillo-like creature called a glyptodon, which was the size of a small car,
existed until about 12,000 years ago, when they, too, went extinct. In all,
more than 178 species of the world’s largest mammals are estimated to have
been driven to extinction between 52,000 and 9,000BC.

For a long time, these extinctions were thought to be linked to natural
changes in the environment – until 1966, when palaeontologist Paul S Martin
put forward his controversial “overkill hypothesis” that humans were
responsible for the extinctions of megafauna, destroying the romantic vision
of early humans living in harmony with nature.

Prof Mark Maslin, from University College London (UCL), suggests that the
unsustainable hunting of megafauna may have been one of the driving
forces that led humans to domesticate plants and animals. People started
farming in at least 14 different places, independently of each other, from
about 10,500 years ago. “Weirdly enough, I think the first biodiversity crisis
was at the end of the last ice age, when early humans had slaughtered the
megafauna and therefore they’d sort of run out of food, and that
precipitated, in many places, a switch to agriculture,” he says.

Although the debate is far from settled, it appears ancient humans took
thousands of years to wipe out species in a way modern humans would do in
decades. Fast forward to today and we are not just killing megafauna but
destroying whole landscapes, often in just a few years. Farming is the
primary driver of destruction and, of all mammals on Earth, 96% are either
livestock or humans. The UN estimates as many as one million plant and
animal species are at risk of extinction.

After the spread of farming and significant population increases, it was
European expansion that would be the next big blow to the planet’s
biodiversity. While Indigenous peoples across the world lived mostly within
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the limits set by nature, recognising their dependency on it and protecting it,
while hunting to survive, all that was about to change.

A man stands on a pile of buffalo skulls as another rests his foot on one at a glue factory in Rougeville, Michigan,

1892. Photograph: AP

Spanish explorers and settlers arrived in central and southern America in the
15th and 16th centuries. In The Human Planet: How We Created the
Anthropocene, Maslin and Prof Simon Lewis, also from UCL, describe maps
of that time showing large tracts of lands with not much on them. These
places already had names, but the Europeans claimed them for themselves.
“Religion and notions of the superiority of Europeans loomed large as
justifiers of both the conquest of land and the names themselves. The
heyday of geologists naming vast portions of Earth’s history was also the
European colonial era,” they write.

Their arrival also heralded the displacement, persecution and killing of
Indigenous peoples. Researchers from UCL, including Maslin and Lewis,

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jan/31/european-colonization-of-americas-helped-cause-climate-change
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found the European colonisation of the Americas caused the death of 56
million people by 1600 – 90% of the Indigenous population. Today,
Indigenous people make up just 6% of the world’s population but protect
80% of the planet’s biodiversity.

European scientists’ interest in the diversity of life peaked in the Victorian
era. Great natural history museums are testament to this excitement of
discovery – they wanted to show off the exotic animals and plants collected
from all over the British empire to the public at home. For the first time, they
began to understand the immense diversity of the natural world and that
humans were destroying it.

In the 18th century, one of the most significant missions to understand the
diversity of life on Earth was that of the Swedish natural philosopher Carl
Linnaeus. He is known as the “father of taxonomy”, naming more than 12,000
species of plants and animals. His Systema Naturae, published in 1735, still
shapes how we classify flora and fauna today. Modestly, he is said to have
commented: “God created, but Linnaeus organised.” To be fair, he was pretty
much right.

The 18th century was also when people realised humans were having big
local impacts on the climate and environment. In 1778, the French naturalist
Georges-Louis Leclerc noted the decimation of fish populations and
destruction of forests, warning that humans “use everything up without
renewing anything”, according to one account in Elephant Treaties: The
Colonial Legacy of the Biodiversity Crisis, by Rachelle Adam.

https://www.statista.com/chart/27805/indigenous-communities-protect-biodiversity/
https://www.biodiversitylibrary.org/item/10277#page/2/mode/1up
https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/E/bo45317750.html
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Radeau de la Rivière de Guayaquil by Alexander von Humboldt, an explorer who recognised human destruction of

nature. Photograph: Alexander von Humboldt/Wellcome collection

At the end of the century, the explorer Alexander von Humboldt was on the
loose. He was writing at a time when nature was generally seen as
something that humans had to control, but he saw that it was humans who
had the power to damage ecosystems and the climate through activities
such as deforestation, mining and water extraction.

His work was a great inspiration for Charles Darwin. The British naturalist did
not use the term biodiversity (which wouldn’t be coined for another 150
years) but he had worked out a key premise of it – that all species are linked
and can be traced back to a single origin, as most notably laid out in On the
Origin of Species, published in 1859. The decline of specific species was
turning into an understanding about the broader, more far-reaching impacts
of ecosystem decline, because of this premise that everything is connected.

In 1881, Darwin published a book about earthworms in which he showed how
they aerate the soil, breaking down organic matter into nutrients that can be

https://www.sciencefocus.com/planet-earth/alexander-von-humboldt-the-first-environmentalist/
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2008/feb/09/darwin.introduction
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used by plants. He proved agriculture – and, therefore, our food supply – is
heavily dependent on the amount of worms that we have. “That kind of
analysis was already there,” says Ted Benton, emeritus professor of
sociology at the University of Essex. “But there is a distinction between the
analysis being there and how far it is widely understood. And furthermore,
how far that understanding filters into government action. That’s what makes
a difference.”

Neither Humboldt nor Darwin were activists, unlike Darwin’s collaborator,
Alfred Wallace. In his book Island Life, published in 1880, Wallace criticised
the “reckless destruction of forests, and with them of countless species of
plants and animals”.

A lithograph depicting 17th-century explorer Jacob Cornelis van Neck’s voyage to Mauritius, showing the soon-to-

be extinct dodo bird. Photograph: Album/Alamy

Although often critical of colonialism, slavery and the destruction of
ecosystems, these early explorer scientists were products of that world. The
colonialists needed people capable of deciphering the ecology of new
territories, for commercial interests and for the health and safety of those

https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/island-life/8FF2B1663BBFB579EC3C442107AC12A6
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onboard the ships.

Scientists are still debating the official start of the Anthropocene, but some
argue that it began towards the end of the 18th century with the advent of
the industrial revolution. The majority believe it was more like the 1950s, with
the testing of nuclear weapons and the start of the “Great Acceleration”,
when destructive human activity surged across the planet. It marks a period
when humans (“anthropo”) have altered the planetary boundaries to such a
degree it has its own geological epoque.

In the 20th century, a series of natural crises made people more aware
nature was under threat, as the planet started being damaged at a faster rate
than ever before. The “roaring 20s” gave way to the “dirty 30s” with a
decade of dust storms in the US and south-east Australia. In 1935, the
dramatic dust clouds of the American midwest loomed over New York and
left three-quarters of western states parched. They were caused by a
combination of extreme weather – heatwaves and drought – and
unsustainable farming practices, which replaced native prairie vegetation.

https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/what-is-the-anthropocene.html
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An abandoned farm in the dust bowl near Dalhart, Texas, June 1938. Photograph: Dorothea Lange/FSA/OWI

Collection/Courtesy of Library of Congress

Ecologist Francis Ratcliffe was sent from London in 1929 to find out more
about what was going on in Australia and later wrote Flying Fox and Drifting
Sand. He described soil erosion as a “creeping mortal sickness” and said the
only solution was to reduce the number of farmers in the area. In response to
his reports, soil conservation bodies were created in New South Wales in
1938 and Victoria in 1940.

After the second world war, amateur naturalists started documenting a
decline in birds and butterflies. In the US, populations of the bald eagle – the
national bird – were rapidly falling. Synthetic pesticides developed during the
war, including DDT (dichloro-diphenyl-trichloroethane), used to prevent
insect-borne diseases such as typhoid and malaria, were identified as the
culprits as more insecticides were used in the push to intensify agriculture.

But it was probably not until the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring

https://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/ratcliffe-francis-noble-11490
https://www.wob.com/en-gb/rare-books/f-ratcliffe/flying-fox-and-drifting-sand-the-adventures-of-a-biologist-in-australia/1652172918EMB
https://journals.openedition.org/quaderni/92?lang=en
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in 1962 that the wider public began to understand the implications of the
loss of nature. She wrote about how DDT and other chemicals were
damaging ecosystems, killing insects and birds and eventually reaching
humans.

Immediately there was great public interest. She was sued by American
chemical giants who launched a publicity campaign that criticised her for
being an unmarried, hysterical and unscientific woman who kept cats and
loved birds. Oil and gas giants used similar tactics to distort science on the
climate crisis from the 1980s onwards.

In 1972, DDT was banned in the US, and today a ban on its use in agriculture
is worldwide. Carson’s book led to numerous laws being passed to protect
the environment as well as the creation of the US Environmental Protection
Agency. In 1969, Friends of the Earth was set up in the US and two years
later Greenpeace was founded in Canada. Awareness about the environment
was at an all-time high.

Meanwhile, in the UK, a popular TV presenter was seen lying down beside a
mountain gorilla, called Poppy, in Rwanda. It was 1979 and the presenter was
David Attenborough, whose series Life on Earth was watched by 25 million
people. For the first time, huge swathes of the public witnessed lifeforms
they never could have imagined and learned about wildlife far away.

“I think that was an iconic moment, particularly in the UK,” says Maslin. “It
starts off as the importance of these as species … I don’t think it was until
much later that we realised that ecosystems are essential for the functioning
of the biosphere.”

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2012/may/27/rachel-carson-silent-spring-anniversary
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/jun/30/climate-crimes-oil-and-gas-environment
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David Attenborough on location with mountain gorillas during the filming of Life on Earth in Rwanda, 1979.

Photograph: John Sparks/NPL

In 1989, the then prime minister, Margaret Thatcher, made a 30-minute
speech to the UN about the importance of the environment. She spoke
about the ozone layer, acid rain and climate change and mainstreamed
issues previously associated with “tree-hugging weirdos”.

A trio of biodiversity researchers – Richard Leakey, Edward O Wilson and
Thomas Lovejoy, who all died in the space of 10 days over Christmas and
new year 2021 – were key in driving forward an awareness about threats to
the natural world. Lovejoy persuaded famous people such as Tom Cruise to
go the Amazon to raise awareness of its immense diversity and why it needs
protection.

The term “biological diversity” appears to have been used for the first time in
1916 in an article by J Arthur Harris titled The Variable Desert, but it was not
until 1980 that Lovejoy used the term in scientific work. It was picked up
rapidly and contracted to biodiversity in the mid-80s, although there is some
dispute about the exact date. Scientists found the term useful to
communicate the fundamental problem of the decline of nature – the loss of

https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/107817
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/blog/2013/apr/09/margaret-thatcher-green-hero
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/jan/13/they-saw-bigger-things-richard-leakey-edward-o-wilson-and-thomas-lovejoy-remembered-aoe
https://www.jstor.org/stable/6182#metadata_info_tab_contents
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natural variety.

In 1986, nine prominent US scientists attending the National Academy of
Sciences forum on biodiversity warned that species loss was the most
serious challenge facing the world, “second only to the threat of
thermonuclear war”. The first mention of “biodiversity” in the Guardian was a
write-up of that conference.

Libby Robin, emeritus professor at the Australian National University, notes
that this was before the public had picked up that the climate crisis was an
issue. She says: “Climate scientists (physicists) elsewhere were starting to
be concerned about carbon/global warming but this emphasis came later in
the public mind, particularly with James Hansen’s message to the American
Congress at the height of the hot ‘greenhouse’ summer in 1988.”

Looking back at Guardian coverage, it is clear scientists were
communicating how alarming the situation was 50 years ago. In 1972,
American biologist Barry Commoner was quoted as saying that the “rate of
exploitation of the ecosystem, which generates economic growth, cannot
increase indefinitely without overdriving the system and pushing it to the
point of collapse”.

Many ideas we perceive as “new” are not. In 1980, Prof Norman Moore wrote
a piece about “biological diversity” in the Guardian (the first time the term
appeared in the paper) about how to make compromises that would promote
productive farming and conservation, which sounds very familiar to current
discussions about the British government’s proposed subsidy system
(environmental land management schemes, or Elms) to encourage nature-
friendly farming.

Moore wrote: “Generalised statements about the desirability of conserving
wildlife will have no effect unless we can order our affairs so that the

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/environmental-land-management-schemes-overview
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individual farmer can be helped to conserve wildlife on particular bits of
ground.” He suggested the best agricultural land should be used for farming,
while less productive places should be given over to wildlife.

In 1982, the Guardian wrote about the Brandt Report, that said: “Few threats
to peace and survival of the human community are greater than those posed
by the prospects of cumulative and irreversible degradation of the biosphere
on which human life depends.” In the same article, British environmentalist
Norman Myers, who was responsible for a lot of the Guardian’s early
biodiversity coverage, wrote about the importance of soils, water, forests,
grasslands and fisheries as ecosystems that “underpin our material welfare”.
If a nation lost them “its economy will quickly decline”, he said. This is the
basic premise of the landmark and much-celebrated Dasgupta review,
published almost 40 years later, in 2021.

In 1987, Myers wrote that “life may be in its death throes”. He said: “Within
the lifetimes of many readers, we may well witness the summary demise of
at least one quarter, and possibly one half, of our fellow species.” He wrote
about a statement from the US National Academy of Sciences written at the
time. “They are unanimous in their view that we already have enough
scientific information to urge political leaders and policymakers to get to
vigorous grips with the extinction crisis forthwith.”

So people had recognised biodiversity loss, and its importance, but what to
do about it?

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/feb/02/economics-failure-over-destruction-of-nature-presents-extreme-risks
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Dead forest in Poland’s Karkonosze mountains, caused by acid rain pollution, 1990. Photograph: Christopher

Pillitz/Getty Images

One of the first and most important organisations set up to try to protect
biodiversity was the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). It
was founded in the French town of Fontainebleau in 1948, and supported the
creation of international law to protect the planet’s wildlife.

Today, the IUCN is a leading force in shaping international conventions,
developing rules and principles for conservation and management of
ecosystems. It first established its Red List of Threatened Species in 1964,
as a way to mobilise funding and experts to tackle extinction threats. It
continues to be the global authority on biodiversity loss, regularly releasing
reports and updates.

The IUCN helped push through legislation to tackle wildlife loss by creating
the first draft of what would become the UN’s convention on biological
diversity (CBD).

The birth of the CBD was at the Rio conference in 1992, when the UN

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/conservation
https://www.iucnredlist.org/about/background-history
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/iucn-red-list


7/2/23, 07:16 Humans v nature: our long and destructive journey to the age of extinction | Biodiversity | The Guardian

Page 14 of 17https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/nov/25/cop15-humans-v-…ture-our-long-and-destructive-journey-to-the-age-of-extinction-aoe

created the conventions on climate change (IPCC), biodiversity (CBD) and
desertification (UNCCD). It was a moment of celebration. The conference
involved many world leaders and there was general recognition our form of
civilisation was exhausting the world we depend on. The first draft was
based firmly on the idea that “biodiversity was a global and common
heritage”, writes Adam.

An orangutan seeks refuge from bulldozers as they destroy the forest in Ketapang district, West Borneo.

Photograph: International Animal Rescue

The three goals of the CBD are: the preservation of biological diversity; the
sustainable use of its components; and fair and equitable sharing of the
benefits of genetic resources.

Every 10 years, it aims to set targets on biodiversity for the following decade.
But the targets are not legally binding and the world failed to meet a single
one of the 20 set out at Aichi in Japan in 2010.

Which brings us to today and nature’s next big moment – the UN biodiversity
conference Cop15, which will be held for two weeks in Montreal, Canada,
from 7 December. The more than 20 targets expected to be set will probably

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/sep/15/every-global-target-to-stem-destruction-of-nature-by-2020-missed-un-report-aoe
https://www.cbd.int/article/draft-1-global-biodiversity-framework
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include preserving 30% of land and sea for nature by 2030, reducing the
rate of introduction of invasive species by 50% and cutting pesticides by at
least two-thirds.

The meeting comes weeks after the Cop27 climate meeting in Egypt. Ever
since the Rio summit, biodiversity has taken second place to the climate on
the international stage. But it is increasingly being recognised that the two
crises cannot be separated.

Cop26, the UN climate conference held in Glasgow in 2021, included a
special day for nature, the first time biodiversity and the climate crisis were
linked at the international level. Destroying biodiversity by chopping down
forests also results in carbon being released, while climate change in the
form of extreme weather, such as droughts and heatwaves, damages
ecosystems. Some think the two crises never should have been split. “I’m
not sure that we should be placing biodiversity loss and climate change in
separate boxes; they are all part of the planetary crisis that human activities
have caused,” says Adam.

The climate crisis generally gets more media attention because flooding and
fires make headline news, whereas biodiversity loss is harder to see.

https://www.cbd.int/article/draft-1-global-biodiversity-framework
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/nov/02/nature-climate-crisis-new-mindset
https://ukcop26.org/nature/
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The effects of soil erosion on farmland in Shottisham, Suffolk, UK. Photograph: Clynt Garnham

Environmental/Alamy

Victor Anderson, a visiting professor in sustainability at Anglia Ruskin
University, also argues biodiversity loss has been seen by some as a middle-
class, trivial or even rightwing issue. He says: “There has been a connection
between nature conservation and the aristocracy. In the 19th century, the
protection of the countryside came about because of responses to rising
industry. And then there is also the big game issue. If you look back at the
beginning of WWF, it’s really well-off people wanting large African animals to
continue, in some cases because they still wanted to hunt them.”

He says the issue continues to be difficult, not least because every aspect of
industry is entwined with nature’s destruction. “I think tracing through the
causes of biodiversity loss is a bit frightening, because it does lead you to
the whole way in which the world economy operates.”

The story of the biodiversity crisis is a tale of decline spanning thousands of
years. From hunting huge mammals to extinction to poisoning birdlife with
pesticides, humans have treated nature as an inexhaustible resource for too
long. Environmentalists, Indigenous peoples and scientists have been



7/2/23, 07:16 Humans v nature: our long and destructive journey to the age of extinction | Biodiversity | The Guardian

Page 17 of 17https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/nov/25/cop15-humans-v-…ture-our-long-and-destructive-journey-to-the-age-of-extinction-aoe

sounding the alarm about the biodiversity crisis for more than half a century,
and yet no meaningful action has been taken. Much has already been lost,
but there is still lots to play for. Cop15 is an opportunity to start to change
the narrative.

This article was amended on 27 November 2022 to remove one image.

Find more age of extinction coverage here, and follow biodiversity reporters
Phoebe Weston and Patrick Greenfield on Twitter for all the latest news and
features
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