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Continental context

ÅEuropean colonisation of north America from the 16th century

ïLoss of traditional Indigenous management;

ïMuch clearing, and introduction of new plants and animals;

ïIntensive hunting of very many species;

ïHuman population increase to >350 million (USA+Canada)

ïExtinction of one land mammal species (the highly localised 
Sea Mink)



Continental context

ÅEuropean colonisation of Australiafrom late 18th century

ïMuch loss of traditional Indigenous management;

ïSome clearing, and introduction of new plants and 
animals;

ïSome hunting of a few species;

ïHuman population increase to c. 24 million 

ïExtinction of 30 land mammal species





Holt et al. (2013) Science339, 74-78 

Phylogenetic distinctiveness



Australian mammals: many extinct, 
many threatened

Of 272 endemic terrestrial 
species at 1788:

ï30 now extinct;

ï53 threatened;

ï42 Near Threatened

ïMost taxa still declining
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The geography of Australian mammal loss 

McKenzie et al. (2007). J. Biogeog. 34, 597-611.

apologies, Tasmanians





Decline of Brush-
tailed Rabbit-rat





Cramb & Hocknull (2010) Zootaxa2634, 41-56.

Conilurus capricornensis



Kakadu NP mammal 
monitoring results,
1996-2008



Population trends of Common 
Brushtail Possum in Kakadu:

1989-99: 94% decline.
2001-08: 86% further decline



Results from highly 
localised monitoring 
programs have been 
complemented and 
corroborated by 
reviews of broader-
scale Indigenous 
knowledge

Ziembicki et al. (2013) Biol. Cons.  157, 78-92.



Largely unrecognised, the mammal fauna in 
remote Australia is disappearing

ÅCounter-intuitive;

ÅContrasts with the general world trend for 
biodiversity decline to be most evident in regions 
with:
ïhigh human population density, 

ïclearing and 

ïenvironmental modification;

ÅLargely unappreciated by most Australians

ÅMost Australian mammal species are small, shy, 
nocturnal



It is, of course, not straightforward



Hedley Finlayson (1935) 
The Red Centre

Χ ǘƘŜ complex equilibrium which 
governs long established floras 
and faunas is drastically disturbed 
or even demolished ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ Χ 
much evidence of the past history 
of life of the country slips 
suddenly into ƻōǎŎǳǊƛǘȅ Χ

The old Australia is passing. 
The environment which 
moulded the most remarkable 
fauna in the world is beset on 
all sides by influences which 
are reducing it to a medley of 
semi-artificial environments, 
in which the original plan is 
lost and the final outcome of 
which no man may predict.




