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Text 3
Case Against Species Revival

In the movie Jurassic Park, a tree extinct for millions of years delights the paleobotanist.
Then a sauropod eats its leaves. This movie later shows us how to re-create the dinosaur but
not how to grow the tree, which at that size would be perhaps a hundred or more years old,
or how to do so metaphorically overnight. To sustain even a single dinosaur, one would need
5  thousands of trees, probably of many species, as well as their pollinators and perhaps their
~ essential symbiotic fungi.
De-extinction intends to resurrect single, charismatic species, yet millions of species are
at risk of extinction. De-extinction can only be an infinitesimal part of solving the crisis that
now sees species of animals (some large but most tiny), plants, fungi, and microbes going T
10 extinot af a thousand times their natural rates. “But wait’—claim de-extinction’s % \‘300 brin ba‘(‘k
proponents. - We want to resurrect passenger pigeons and Pyrenean ibex, not dinosaurs. Wmekhin ot 1N
Surely, the plants on which these animals depend still survive, so there is no need to €étinek Chov watdl
resurrect them as welll” Indeed, botanic gardens worldwide have living collections of an w2 d to Briiey batt
impressively large fraction of the world’s plants, some extinct in the wild, others soon to be wiut +m’vb ok,
15  so. Their absence from the wild is more easily fixed than the absence of animals, for which
de-extinction is usually touted.
Perhaps so, but other practical problems abound: A resurrected Pyrenean ibex will
need a safe home, not just its food plants. Those of us who attempt to reintroduce zoo-bred
species that have gone extinct in the wild have one question at the top of our list: Where do
20  we put them? Hunters ate this wild goat to extinction. Reintroduce a resurrected ibex to the
area where 1t balongs and it will become the most expensive cabrito ever eaten. If this
seems Cynical, then consider the cautionary tale of the Arabian oryx, returned to Oman
from a captive breeding program. Their numbers have declined so much that their home,
designated as a UNESCO World Heritage site, was summarily removed from the register. ...
25 In every case, without an answer to “where do we put them?—and to the further
quesfion, “what changed in their original habitat that may have contributed to their

>

extinction in the first place? —efforts to bring back species are a colossal Wwaste.
De-extinction 15 much worse than a waste: By settng up the expectation that
biotechnology can repair the damage we're doing to the planet’s biodiversity, it's extremely
30  harmful for two kinds of political reasons.
Fantasies of reclaiming extinct species are always seductive. It is a fantasy that real
scientists—those wearing white lab coats—are using fancy machines with knobs and digital ¢ ,o0have Yhe
readouts to save the planet from humanity’s excesses. In this fantasy, there is none of the E(Ah, . ¥hot 9o
messy interaction with people, politics, and economics that characterizes my world. There "¢ H;a al m‘i‘;ﬁr‘r
35 {5 nothing mvolving the real-world realities of habitat destructon, of the inherent conflict’ He(tloy Hag 3 C1 Entisd
— Botween growing human populations and wildlife survival. Why worry about endangered (o \ (it br'n
species? We can simply keep their DNA and put them back in the wild later. ... m | ‘
" The second political problem involves research priorities. I work with very poor people
in Africa, Brazil, and Madagascar. Rich only in the diversity of life amid which they eke out
40  their living, they generate no money for my university. Too many other universities equate
excellence with funds generated, not with societal needs met. Over my career, molecular .
biologists. flourished as university administrators drooled over their large grants and their Takn 0‘““'3'
expensive Tabs, Field-based biology withered. Many otherwise prominent universities have one m
no schaols of the environment, no ecology departments, no professors of conservation. It "2’)
45  was all too easy to equate “biology” with molecules and strip faculty positions and facilities

fom those who worked in the field. De-extinction etforts can only perpetuate that trend.
———— Y
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