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Half-a-million insect species face extinction
PARIS: Half of the one million animal and plant species
on Earth facing extinction are insects, and their disap-
pearance could be catastrophic for humankind, scientists
have said in a “warning to humanity”. “The current insect
extinction crisis is deeply worrying,” said Pedro Cardoso,
a biologist at the Finnish Museum of Natural History and
lead author of a review study published Monday.  “Yet,
what we know is only the tip of the iceberg,” he told AFP.

The disappearance of bugs that fly, crawl, burrow,
jump and walk on water is part of a gathering mass extinc-
tion event, only the sixth in the
last half-billion years. The last
one was 66 million years ago,
when an errant space rock
wiped out land-based
dinosaurs and most other life
forms. This time we are to
blame.  “Human activity is
responsible for almost all
insect population declines and
extinctions,” Cardoso told
AFP. The main drivers are
dwindling and degraded habi-
tat, followed by pollutants-
especially insecticides-and invasive species. 

Over-exploitation-more than 2,000 species of insects
are part of the human diet-and climate change are also
taking a toll. The decline of butterflies, beetles, ants,
bees, wasps, flies, crickets and dragonflies has conse-
quences far beyond their own demise.   “With insect
extinction, we lose much more than species,” Cardoso
said.  “Many insect species are vital providers of services
that are irreplaceable,” including pollination, nutrient
cycling and pest control.

Biodiversity ‘hotspots’ 
These “ecosystem services” are worth $57 billion (52

billion euros) a year in the United States alone, earlier

research has found.  Globally, crops that require insect pol-
lination have an economic value of at least $235-577 billion
annually, according to the UN biodiversity science panel,
known as IPBES. Many animals rely on abundant insects to
survive.  A sharp drop in bird numbers across Europe and
the United States, for example, has been linked to the col-
lapse of insect populations decimated by pesticide use. 

Scientists estimate the number of insect species at
about 5.5 million. Only a fifth of them have been identi-
fied and named.  “The number of threatened and extinct

insect species is woefully
underestimated because so
many are rare or unde-
scribed,” Cardoso said. The
International Union for the
Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) Red List of
Threatened Species has
evaluated only some 8,400
species of insects out of one
million known to exist. Five
to 10 percent of all insect
species have died out since
the industrial era kicked into

high gear some 200 years ago.
Half of indigenous species of plants and vertebrates

are found exclusively in some three dozen biodiversity
“hotspots” that cover on 2.5 percent of Earth surface.
“These hotspots likely harbour a similar percentage of
endemic insect species,” said the study t it led
“Scientists’ warning to humanity on insect extinctions,”
published in Conservation Biology. A quarter century
ago conservation scientists issued a “Warning to
Humanity” about the collapse of Nature. In 2017, they
issued a second warning, signed by 15,000 scientists.
The new study, titled “Scientists’ warning to humanity
on insect extinctions”, was published in the journal
Conservation Biology. — AFP
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UK team tests China 
virus vaccine on mice
LONDON: A team of UK scientists believe they are
one of the first to start animal testing of a vaccine
for the new coronavirus that has killed more than
900 people and spread around the world.
Researchers at Imperial College London said their
ultimate goal was to have an effective and safe way
of halting the SARS-like strain’s spread by the end
of the year. “At the moment we have just put the
vaccine that we’ve generated from these bacteria
into mice,” Imperial College London researcher
Paul McKay told AFP in an interview on Monday.
“We’re hoping that over the next few weeks we’ll
be able to determine the response that we can see
in those mice, in their blood, their antibody
response to the coronavirus.” Scientists across the
world are racing to develop a way to stamp out a
new strain of a well-known virus that has been suc-
cessfully combatted in the past.

Imperial College London said it cannot be sure
how advanced other teams’ research is at the
moment, but the animal tests they began running
Monday were one of the first. Britain has recorded
eight cases and been forced to shut down two
branches of a medical Centre in the southeast city
of Brighton where at least two staff members tested
positive. But coming up with a vaccine is a labori-
ous process that usually involves years of animal
testing and clinal trials on humans. Regulators must
then make sure that the vaccine is both sufficiently

safe and effective to be mass produced. Imperial
College London hopes that research on the SARS
coronavirus nearly two decades ago can speed
things up. “We’re hoping to be the first to get this
particular vaccine into human clinical trials, and
that perhaps is our personal goal,” McKay said.
“Once the phase one trial is complete-which can
take a few months to complete-it can be immedi-
ately started into an efficacy trial in people, which
will also take a few months to complete,” McKay
added. “So, perhaps by the end of this year there
will be a viable tested vaccine that would be suit-
able for use in people.”

‘Collaborative race’ 
Much of the world’s current research into the

new strain is being funded through the Coalition for
Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI). The
group was formed at the 2017 World Economic
Forum in Davos to help drug companies and univer-
sities join forces and stamp out dangerous and pre-
ventable diseases. Imperial College London is not
working with any of the current teams partnering
with CEPI and requires its own sources of funding.

Its scientists hope that successful animal testing
can help secure investments that allow clinical trials
to start sometime between June and August. McKay
said it would be unfair to say that the various uni-
versities and companies are competing to become
the first to develop a vaccine. “There’s been so
much cross-sharing with all of this information-I
mean the Chinese, as soon as the genome was
sequenced, they shared it freely with everyone in
the world,” he noted. “So to put it in a competitive
sense is probably not accurate. I would say that it’s
a collaborative race.” — AFP


