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Preface

It’s easy to think that as a result of the extinction of the dodo we are now sadder and wiser, but there’s a lot of evidence to

suggest that we are merely sadder and better informed.

(Douglas Adams and Mark Carwardine, Last Chance To See, 1990.)

Why bother?

It seems only fair to the reader, at the start of

any book, to explain why the trouble was taken

to write it. In the case of Key Topics in Conserva-

tion Biology, the question has answers at two

different levels – the first explains why the

topic itself is rivettingly relevant for everyone

who gives even a jot, not just about Nature, but

about the future of the human enterprise

worldwide (and surely that makes it relevant

to just about everybody), whereas the second

explains why we tackled it in this particular

way – an answer which reveals, unusually,

that in this case the process is almost as inter-

esting as the product.

At the first level, the reason why the key

topics of wildlife conservation are relevant are

not only because we are in the midst of an

extinction crisis, but also because countless

species not yet facing extinction, and their

habitats, are nonetheless facing grave change

(almost always for the worse), invariably due

ultimately to the hand of Man and often with

consequences that also affect people. The

extinction crisis itself is the topic of the first

essay, by Pimm, Dickman and Cardillo, so

there is no need to repeat the detail here.

Similarly, issues such as bushmeat, hunting,

pest control, agriculture and other forms of

conflict are each the topic of other essays, as

are such issues as infectious disease, invasive

species and climate change. Again, other than

drawing attention to the breadth of these

topics, our purpose here is not to summarize

these essays, but rather to direct the reader

to them.

Like medicine, conservation biology is a mis-

sion-driven science. Physicians take it for

granted that we all care about saving and

extending human lives. Thus motivated, they

study the pathology of ill health and practice

methods to prevent or minimize it. Although


