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World Will Completely Miss 2010 
Biodiversity Target 
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pecies classified by the International Union for 
Conservation of Nature (IUCN) as "threatened" 
increased by 2.1 percent in 2009, as 365 species were 

added to the organization's Red List of Threatened Species.1 
Only 2 species were removed from the list.2 Since 1996, a total 
of 47,677 species of animals, plants, fungi, and protists (a 
group that includes protozoans and most algae) have been 
evaluated by the IUCN, and 17,291 of these are now 
considered threatened—a full 36 percent.3 (See Table 1.) 
 

 
 
All species evaluated by IUCN are given a threat rating based on a standardized set of 
data that includes population size and structure and geographic range.4 Evaluated 
species for which data exist are divided into seven groups: least concern, near 
threatened, vulnerable, endangered, critically endangered, extinct in the wild, and extinct. 
Species in the three middle categories—vulnerable, endangered, and critically 
endangered—are collectively referred to as threatened. Species for which data are not 
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available are not included in the seven groups, even if many of them are thought to be 
threatened.5 
 
A complete evaluation of the world’s 1.7 million known species—not to mention the 3–50 
million species that have yet to be discovered—is extremely far off, but some species 
families have been completely described and evaluated, including birds, mammals, and 
amphibians.6  Below the family level, reef-forming corals, conifers, cycads (palm-like 
plants), freshwater crabs, groupers, and most recently sturgeon have also been 
evaluated.7 Currently, 30 percent of amphibians, 21 percent of mammals, and 12 percent 
of bird species are listed as threatened with extinction.8 Of all groups evaluated, cycads 
and sturgeon have the highest proportion of threatened species, at 52 and 85 percent 
respectively.9 (See Figure 1.)  
 

Table 1. Numbers of Threatened Species by Major Groups of Organisms, 
1996–2009 

 Species 
Described 

Species 
Evaluated 

Threatened 
Species 

Threatened 
Species as 

Percentage of 
Evaluated 

 (number) (number) (number) (Percent) 

Vertebrates 

   Mammals 5,490 5,490 1,142 21% 

   Birds 9,998 9,998 1,223 12% 

   Reptiles 9,084 1,677 469 28% 

   Amphibians 6,433 6,285 1,895 30% 

   Fishes 31,300 4,443 1,414 32% 

Invertebrates 

   Insects 1,000,000 2,619 711 27% 

   Corals 2,175 856 235 27% 

   Horseshoe Crabs 4 4 0 0% 

   Other invertebrates 303,071 4,136 1,693 41% 

Plants 

   Gymnosperms 1,021 909 322 35% 

   Flowering Plants 281,821 10,876 7,948 73% 

   Other plants 38,370 366 230 63% 

Fungi & Protists 

   All Fungi & Protists 51,563 18 9 50% 

TOTAL 1,740,330 47,677 17,291 36% 
Source: International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), The IUCN Red List of 
Threatened Species 2009.2, “Summary Statistics,” Table 1. 

 
Cycads are found in many tropical and subtropical areas. They are the oldest seed plants 
in the world.10 The main threats they face are habitat disturbance, loss of habitat due to 
urbanization, and illegal removal by collectors.11 In some cases, cycads become 
endangered due to the loss of pollinator insect species.12  
 



 
 
 

 
 
vitalsigns.worldwatch.org   3 

Sturgeon are also an ancient species, among the oldest families of fish in the world.13 
Their unfertilized eggs (called roe) are highly prized in cuisine, most notably for caviar. 
The Beluga sturgeon of the Caspian Sea produce roe that can be worth up to $10,000 
per kilogram for their use as black caviar. 14 Caviar demand has caused severe 
overexploitation of sturgeon populations throughout Europe and Asia.15 As a result, 63 
percent of sturgeon listed on the IUCN Red List are considered “critically endangered.”16 
 
In 2009, some 42.5 percent of amphibian species were deemed to be “declining” in 
conservation status, while less than 1 percent were on the rise.17 The leading threat to 
amphibians is habitat loss, affecting 61 percent of all species.18 Logging or land clearing 
in tropical forests is behind much of this threat, as more than two thirds of all amphibians 
are tree-dwelling.19 Pollution is a significant threat as well, due to amphibians’ semi-
aquatic lifestyle and their relatively low mobility.20 In addition, the chytrid fungus—an 
invasive species unknown prior to 1998—has affected some amphibian populations and 
driven them to rapid population decline.21 This fungus threatens around 8 percent of 
amphibian species.22  
 
In the mammal category, 1,219 of the 5,488 species evaluated by IUCN are considered 
threatened, and 76 species are known to have become extinct since 1500.23 Over 2,000 
mammals are now facing dangerous rates of habitat loss, and a full 30 percent are 
declining in conservation status.24 An extremely thorough evaluation process must be 
undertaken before a species can be deemed extinct. The little earth hutia, for example, a 
small rodent of Cuba that has not been observed in the wild for over 40 years, is 
considered critically endangered rather than extinct.25  
 
Birds, while relatively less in danger than amphibians or cycads, are increasingly 
threatened overall.26 Certain species, especially those that lay few eggs per clutch and 
have larger bodies, are extremely threatened.27 Albatrosses and cranes are rated at 80 
percent and 62 percent threatened, respectively.28 Some 225 bird species have moved to 
a higher threat category at some point in the past 20 years, while only 32 are considered 
less threatened.29  
 
Wetland birds of North America are among the few bird groups experiencing population 
gains.30 The Wetlands Birds Indicator has risen steadily since 1970 thanks to wetland 
conservation and restoration as well as protections for certain hunted waterfowl.31 Still, 
the wood stork of the Florida Everglades and other tropical and subtropical areas and the 
clapper rail, which favors estuaries, are two popular wetland species that remain federally 
listed as endangered.32  
 
Birds of the Arctic, along with most other species in this region, are facing drastic 
changes to their habitats as climate change accelerates.33 Arctic Sea ice has been 
declining since 1979, with the area of winter ice dropping an average of 8.9 percent per 
decade.34 This represents a loss of habitat and an alteration of the chemical composition 
and temperature of the waters in which many species, such as the snowy owl and its 
prey, the lemming, survive.35  
 
Reef-building corals also face potent threats from climate change. A significant portion of 
carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from human activities is taken up by the ocean, where 
the reaction between CO2 and water increases the acidity of ocean water and disrupts 
the formation of corals’ skeletons.36 As CO2 levels rise, corals’ skeleton strength will 
weaken and reefs will be at greater risk of erosion. All known species of reef-building 
corals—numbering 845—were fully assessed for the first time in 2008.37 Some 27 
percent are listed as threatened and an additional 20 percent are near threatened, with 
deteriorating status.38 Given the hundreds of thousands of plant and animal species that 
reside in reefs worldwide, the health of coral is yet another reason that CO2 emissions 
must be stabilized.39  
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According to IUCN, the “species that are in greatest danger of climate-change driven 
extinction are those with high susceptibility to climatic changes, distribution ranges that 
will experience large climatic changes, and low adaptive capacity.”40 When evaluated for 
these traits, 35 percent of birds, 53 percent of amphibians, and 71 percent of reef-
building corals were found to be facing severe threats to survival if climate change 
proceeds as predicted by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.41 
 
Biodiversity was named in a 2009 study in Nature as the “planetary boundary” that 
humans have surpassed more than any other.42 The study identified nine “Earth-system 
processes and associated thresholds which, if crossed, could generate unacceptable 
environmental change.”43 The proposed threshold for biodiversity loss was an extinction 
rate of 10 species per million per year, a boundary even higher than preindustrial 
extinction rates, which was estimated at a single species per million per year.44 The study 
put the current extinction rate far above the boundary, at 100 species per million per 
year.45 No other planetary boundary has been exceeded to such a great extent, although 
other boundaries with an impact on biodiversity have surpassed safe levels as well, 
including climate change and disruption of the nitrogen cycle.46  
 
In 2010, the International Year of Biodiversity, the United Nations will evaluate progress 
on achieving a goal it set eight years ago: “to achieve by 2010 a significant reduction of 
the current rate of biodiversity loss at the global, regional and national level as a 
contribution to poverty alleviation and to the benefit of all life on Earth.”47 The status of 
that goal will be discussed at a meeting of the U.N. Convention on Biological Diversity in 
Japan in October, but it is already clear that the global biodiversity loss crisis is 
worsening. The number of threatened species is on track to rise again in 2010. In the first 
quarter of the year, IUCN had already added 25 species to the Red List and removed 
only 1.48 
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