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Extinction is Forever!

65 million years ago, a meteor (a chunk of rock) the size of Table Mountain crashed into the Earth sending clouds of dust and debris kilometres into the air.  This devastating strike resulted in a serious change in climate and over the next few thousand years, those species, like the dinosaurs, which were unable to adapt to the changes became extinct.

65 million years later – we too are on the brink of another mass extinction – referred to as the “6th Extinction” – but this time, we can’t blame a meteor or anything else - but people (us....) themselves!

We are facing many environmental challenges – in some case disasters – which are contributing to the changing of our natural world.  In almost every case, it is us – people – who have caused the problem.  Climate change, habitat destruction and pollution are just some of the problems that are sending us over the edge towards the “6th Extinction”.

This is all loss of biodiversity!  "OK, OK" you may say, "I understand there may be a biodiversity crisis, but how does that affect me?”

Well - you see, it's like this.....

The Earth’s natural assets - plants, animals, land, water and the atmosphere – sustain the planet’s ecosystems, and that means OUR health and OUR livelihoods. But we are currently using 25% more natural resources than the planet can sustain.  As a result species, habitats and local communities are under pressure or direct threats (for example from loss of access to fresh water).

Biodiversity underpins the health of the planet and has a direct impact on ALL our lives.

Simply put, reduced biodiversity means millions of people face a future where food supplies are more vulnerable to weather, pests and disease, and where fresh water is irregular, in short supply or non-existent.  For humans that is worrying - Very worrying indeed!

In most instances, species in our natural environment are threatened or on the brink of extinction because of destruction of habitat - the place where they live and find their food.  People want the natural areas to live and to grow their food for themselves or people introduce alien species and the natural species are pushed out.  In other cases, the animals are hunted to within an inch of their lives, or huge trees are chopped down for timber or just for fire wood, and plants are destroyed in their entirety for one dose of muti.
South Africa has the dubious title a country with one of the highest percentages of Red Data Book entries.  The Red Data Book is an international register of all endangered, threatened and vulnerable species produced by the IUCN (International Union of Nature Conservation).  The IUCN, situated in Gland, near Geneva in Switzerland, is the world’s oldest and largest global environmental network - a democratic membership union with more than 1,000 government and NGO member organizations, and almost 11,000 volunteer scientists in more than 160 countries.

South Africa has already lost the Quagga, the Cape lion and the Blue Buck as well as many plant species and the future doesn’t look bright for a good deal of the rest of the species that call South Africa home!
The conservation status of a plant or animal species is described by the following terms:

· EXTINCT: a species for which there is a historical record, but which no longer exists in the area under review.

· ENDANGERED a species in danger of extinction, and whose survival is unlikely if the factors causing its decline continue.  Critically endangered means that the species is on the brink of extinction.

· VULNERABLE a species which it is believed will move into the endangered category if the factors causing its decline continue.

· RARE a species with small populations, which are not yet vulnerable or endangered, but which are at risk. 

· THREATENED is the term commonly used as a collective description for species which are endangered vulnerable or rare. 

In South Africa, we have a glorious diversity of species, but look closer and the picture becomes very gloomy indeed! 

Plants:

More than 20 300 species of flowering plants occur in South Africa.  One of the six most significant concentrations of plants in the world is the Cape Floral Kingdom, with its distinctive fynbos vegetation, in the south west Cape.  More than 4400 plant species are endangered (some of them critically endangered) – many of them in the Fynbos of the Western Cape.  32 species have become extinct in the past decade.  Six plant species are extinct in the wild (such as the Wood’s cycad – of which only a single plant of this species has been found and it is a male plant.)  Because Cycads have remained unchanged for millions of years, they are highly prized by collectors, and many have been poached from their natural environment and die in gardens as their soil type is incorrect.

Many species of Proteas are endangered or vulnerable through the introduction of the alien Argentine ant, because, unlike the Cape ant which takes the Protea seeds underground before nibbling the seed coating enabling the seed to germinate, the Argentine ant eats the seed coating above ground, leaving the seed to be eaten by various rodents – resulting in no seed to germinate!
Reptiles and Amphibians:

A total of 370 reptiles and amphibians occur in the South Africa, of which 21 are threatened – a number of which are critically endangered. 

Both the beautiful Python and Gaboon adder are endangered because of indiscriminate killing for their skins, muti or just plain ignorance and fear.
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The numbers of Geometric tortoise with their striking yellow and black shells have declined dramatically because of habit destruction and also the illegal pet trade.  These beautiful creatures were declared critically endangered a number of years ago, and despite mammoth conservation efforts, their numbers are still very low.  It is to our shame that the Geometric tortoise is the probably third most endangered tortoise in the world.
The tiny, elusive Table Mountain Ghost Frog, restricted to less than 10 km² on the southern slopes of Table Mountain, is critically endangered.  Although its entire habitat is situated in a protected natural environment, this frog is threatened in places by erosion caused by human pedestrian traffic, stands of alien vegetation reducing water runoff, overgrazing and trampling by the invasive Himalayan Tahr as well as too frequent fires. This leads to streams being clogged with sediment.  Alien deciduous trees alongside streams (e.g. poplars), lead to the severe clogging of tadpole habitat with leaf-litter.  This precious frog’s tadpoles take over a year to develop into mature frogs.  This little frog may well be a victim of climate change as well if warmer and drier climatic conditions lead to the loss of perennial streams.

Fish:

220 freshwater fishes occur in South Africa, of which 21 are threatened. There are more than 2 000 marine fish species, for which very little information is available about threatened species.  However, due to a noticeable decline in fish stocks being caught, a number of species are under a huge amount of pressure.  

To try and save these species, WWF (World Wildlife Fund –SA) together with SASSI (South African Sustainable Seafood Initiative) have compiled a species list to help you make choices that are better for the environment when buying seafood or dining out.  This list tells you about the conservation status of popular fish species and allows you to consider your seafood choices from an ecological perspective.  To download a copy of the pocket guide – visit www.wwf.org.za/sassi/ .
If you are unsure of the conservation status of the fish you are about to buy, send an SMS to SASSI – 079 499 8795 – with the name of the fish and they will let you know immediately what the status is.  Green means that the fish (like Dorado, snoek, mussels, hake etc) is plentiful and is fine to eat; Orange is a maybe – a little dicey, (fish like mackerel, kingklip, kabeljou and sole) but eat and enjoy but not too often; but Red means No way! – (fish such as galjoen, stumpnose, musselcracker and steenbras).  These species are illegal to buy or sell in South Africa.
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Insects:

80 000 insects are known to occur in South Africa, many of which are endemic. There are many more as yet undescribed species. 

A number of endangered species of insects immediately spring to mind (and who would have thought that an insect can be endangered!? – and you are also wondering why Noah didn’t squash the mosquitoes when he had the chance!)  The pretty little Roodepoort Copper and Brenton Blue butterflies, as well as the Flightless Dung Beetle of the Eastern Cape are under serious threat of extinction.

Birds:

Birds are disappearing at alarming rate worldwide and here in South Africa the situation is no different.
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According to the latest regional red data listing published in 2013, 91 (11%) of South Africa's 845 bird species are listed as Threatened and another 54 species are listed as Near-Threatened.  Nine species will be listed as Critically Endangered which include the White-winged Flufftail (recent estimates show that there is a mere 50 birds left in South Africa and less than 250 globally); Blue Swallow (only about 38 breeding nests remain) and the Wattled Crane (only 235 birds remain in South Africa).
The reasons for the declines in our bird species have been identified as

· Habitat loss 

· Loss of prey base

· Poisoning incidents

· Electrocution and collisions

· Shooting and direct persecution;

· Habitat management
Wattled Crane numbers are extremely low and their habitat is threatened. The permanent wetlands of the highlands are scattered and difficult to consolidate into reserves.  These birds can only nest in wetlands, and with so many wetlands being drained by the damming of rivers as well as for grazing land, this loss of nesting sites means that the birds are unable to increase in numbers.

The Blue Swallow is the rarest of the swallows in southern Africa. It favours unspoilt, mist-belt grasslands. These areas are characterised by high rainfall, frequent mists, and deep soils. As such, they are ideal for commercial timber plantations. Forests of pine, gum and wattle trees now cover huge areas of former habitat for these birds. The disappearance of the blue swallow's habitat has caused the numbers of birds to decline rapidly.

Mammals:
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A total of 243 mammals are found in the region.  At least 10 species are critically endangered and many more are listed as ranging from vulnerable to endangered.
The Riverine Rabbit is one of the world's rarest mammals. The conservation status of this Karoo rabbit was raised from endangered to critically endangered in 2003. There are presently less than 200 adult riverine rabbits left and that the population is showing a continued drop in numbers.  The recent discovery of the riverine rabbit in the Sanbona Wildlife Reserve and Vaalkloof Private Nature Reserve are positive signs for the survival of this species.
The status of rhinos, both black and white rhinos is alarming to say the least!.  The poaching of rhinos for their horns has reached unprecedented levels. While ten years ago, a mere 25 rhinos were poached, 618 have been poached in South Africa as at 6 August 2014!   These magnificent animals are killed indiscriminately to take their horns – and all the horn is just a bunch of compressed hair! – the same stuff that your own hair and finger nails are made from!
God’s creation is under threat 
For hundreds of years human activities have changed ecosystems, but with the modern demands of agriculture and urban, recreational, mining and industrial development, the pace and extent of change has got out of hand.  Habitats, living space which provide plants and animals with food, water and shelter are being destroyed.

Biodiversity loss is like dismantling a brick wall. You can remove some bricks, but if too many are removed, the wall collapses. It is said that if all the bees on earth were to die, we humans would survive for only three or four years. So it is with the web of life, everything is dependent on the other. Christians can talk in stronger terms. It is not just biodiversity loss we are bringing about – but the extinction of God’s creation. This is a sin.  Let’s all band together to do more to protect this precious gift from God.
God our creator,

You have made us one with this earth to tend it and to bring forth fruit:

May we so respect and cherish all that has life from you,

that we may share in the labour of all creation to give birth to your hidden glory,

Through Jesus Christ our Lord

Amen
�


Blue Swallow





�


Riverine Rabbit





�


Roodepoort Copper


Aloeides dentatis





� HYPERLINK "http://www.capenature.co.za/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Table-Mountain-Ghost-Frog.png" ���


Table Mountain Ghost Frog
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