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The mass extinction event we are currently witnessing is especially
devastating in fragile refugia that harbor unique species.  One of these hot
spots is Madagascar, the research terrain of Alison Richard, Yale Peabody
Museum's Verill Medalist. This island has been the substrate of a
spectacular 90-million-year evolutionary experiment not only involving
Alison's lemurs, but also unique species of tenrecs, geckos, spiny succulent
trees and other wondrous organisms. Human-induced devastation of natural
habitats in Madagascar is forcing many of its species to the brink of
extinction. Many of these species represent unique lineages with
ancient histories, so their loss also means the loss of irreplaceable
information about diversity, structure, genes and genealogy.

Madagascar is but one example of the massive trauma to ecosystems and
species on a global scale caused by habitat destruction, over-harvesting,
pollution, invasive species and climate change. What organisms will get through this sieve of destruction and how will the resultant environments define our quality of life in the future?  For some of the answers we must look back.

The fossil record shows that the early colonizers after mass extinction
events were often wide-ranging, opportunistic species, the ancient
analogues of rats and weeds. Humans are destined to be embraced by such a
pest and weed ecology as the current extinction event advances. Moreover,
the great wellsprings of global biodiversity, the tropical rainforests and
coral reefs, will no longer yield the potentials for biotic enrichment that
fuel evolutionary change. There are examples of resource management and land conversion that show the human capacity for mitigating the crisis, but the effort needs a major rescaling. At the same time, the critical roles of
species in providing ecosystem services, natural beauty and pleasure, and
sustaining human lives is a message that requires constant attention and
re-crafting in order to impact diverse audiences.

