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Threats to biodiversity

Direct exploitation
The populations of many species have declined as they been exploited for a wide range 
of products, or they are considered to be harmful. Some of these species now have legal 
protection although, in many cases, an illegal trade continues.

Food
Many species have been overexploited to provide food for humans, for example, turtles, 
cod, swordfish, tuna, many sharks, and many herbivores. Some species have become extinct 
including the Dodo, Great Auk, and Passenger Pigeon. See page 341, The environmental 
impacts of fishing.
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Fashion
Animal skins have been used for clothing throughout human history. However, 
certain animals have been over-exploited for fashion, for example:   

 fur coats and accessories: leopard, snow leopard, ocelot, tiger, fur seals (fur 
seals were nearly hunted to extinction for their skins in the 1900s);

 leather bags and shoes: crocodiles and alligators; 
 feathers from kingfishers, parrots and ostriches.

 A bag made from crocodile skin

Pets and entertainment
 Pets: parrots, lizards, snakes, tortoises, tropical fish.
 House plants: ‘air plants’ (Tillandsia), some tropical exotics and many 
insectivorous plants are collected in the wild to be sold.

 Zoos: it used to be common to collect wild animals for zoo collections. This 
is rarer now and normally only occurs for conservation reasons, such as a 
need to increase the gene pool for a captive breeding programme. 

 Aquaria: marine fish do not breed well in captivity because the conditions 
they require are not understood. Most captive marine fish have been taken 
from the wild. 

 Marine life centres: many of the dolphins and Orcas (killer whales) that are 
kept in captivity were caught in the wild.

Furniture and ornaments
Many species have been selectively collected to make furniture or ornamental items:

 a lot of furniture is made with timber from tropical rainforest trees such as mahogany, teak, 
and ramin;

 black piano keys were made with tropical ebony wood and the white keys were made 
with elephant ivory;

 jewellery has been made with shark’s teeth, turtle shell, and mollusc shells; 
 coral and sea shells have been collected and sold as tourist souvenirs. 

Traditional medicines
The demand for traditional medicines, especially in Asia, has led to large numbers of selected 
species being collected. There is little scientific evidence that they are effective as medicines. 
Even if they were, they may become unavailable in the future as populations decline.

Many species are killed for the traditional medicine trade.

 Tigers: different parts are used in the belief that they cure a range of problems, for 
example, claws as a sedative, the tail for skin diseases, dung for alcoholism, brain for 
laziness, whiskers for toothache. 

 Rhinoceros: the horn is used as a supposed cure for many medical problems from 
nosebleeds to smallpox.

 Seahorses:  these are used to make medicines in the belief that they treat infertility, 
baldness, asthma, and arthritis.

Other products
A very fine oil was extracted from whale blubber and the spermaceti from the heads of Sperm 
Whales. It was used until the 1970s in the manufacture of products such as lamp oil, candles, 
soap, lubricating oil, cosmetics, and perfume. It has been replaced with oil from the jojoba plant.

Eradication of predators and competitors
Many species have been killed because they threaten humans or interfere with human activities.

Examples include:

 animals which threaten humans, for example, sharks, poisonous snakes and crocodiles;
 pathogen vectors, for example, malaria mosquitoes, tsetse flies;
 predators of livestock, for example, wolves, puma, lions, birds of prey, herons, seals;
 agricultural pests, for example, insects, fungi, birds, molluscs;
 wild herbivores that eat crops or compete with livestock, for example, rabbits, deer;
 forestry pests, for example, wood-boring beetles, deer, squirrels, beavers.

 Common Seal, wood boring beetle, Grey Heron, Nile Crocodile
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 The Banggai Cardinalfish is endemic to the Banggai Islands of Indonesia. It is 
endangered in the wild because of excessive collection for the pet trade
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