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Refining the Sixth Great Extinction

Are we living through the sixth mass extinction of life in Earth history?

That we are is something you'll often hear asserted in conservation circles - and you'll easily find dozens of news articles taking the notion at face value. It's even acquired a posh name - the Holocene extinction. In this week's Nature, a team of researchers looks at all the evidence that's been assembled down the years and asks whether it's really happening. The previous "Big Five" events all involved, as far as scientists can tell, a loss of at least 75% of species in existence at the time - 96% in the case of the Permian event 250 million years ago.  Are we really on a trajectory towards something that serious?

Answering that question means addressing a huge number of subsidiary ones - notably, how can we tell? It's not a trivial matter. Assessing current extinction rates is difficult enough given that less than 3% of the world's known species have been formally assessed. Also, what do we mean by "current"? If the Holocene epoch is taken as beginning about 10,000 years ago at the conclusion of the last Ice Age, what tools can we use to assess extinction rates back then? The problems become even greater when you try to look back to the previous five mass extinctions. The fossil record is pretty much our only friend here, despite advances in molecular phylogeny techniques. And it is given that only certain kinds of creatures are preserved in fossils, that only a fraction of the fossil beds existing in the Earth's crust are accessible for inspection, and that looking back to the earliest of the Big Five (the Ordovician event) entails making sense of evidence laid down 440 million years ago. Another question is whether you measure the speed - the extinction rate - or the number of species that ultimately disappeared - the magnitude.
The review concludes that the magnitude of extinctions isn't yet at Big Five levels - but that's only part of the story.
Richard Black, BBC, 2 March 2011 
Present this document and comment upon it.
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