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, B iological diversity must be treated more
seriously as a global resource, to be indexed, used, and above all, preserved. Three
circumstances conspite to give this matter an unprecedented urgency. First, ex-
ploding human populations are degrading the environment at an accelerating rate,
especially in tropical countries. Second, science is discovering new uses for bio-
logical diversity in ways that can relieve both human suffering and environmental
destruction. Third, much of the diversity is being irreversibly lost through extinc-
tion caused by the destruction of natural habitats, again especially in the tropics.
Overall, we are locked into a race. We must hurry to acquire the knowledge on
which a wise policy of conservation and development can be based for centuries
to come.

To sumnmarize the problem in this chapter, 1 review some current information
on the magnitude of global diversity and the rate at which we are losing it. 1
concentrate on the tropical moist forests, because of all the major habitats, they
are richest in species and because they are in greatest danger.

THE AMOUNT OF BIOLOGICAL DIVERSITY

Many recently published sources, especially the multiauthor volume Synopsis and
Classification of Living Organisms, indicate that about 1.4 million living species of
all kinds of organisms have been described (Parker, 1982; see also the numerical
breakdown according to major taxonomic category of the world insect fauna pre-
pared by Armett, 1985). Approximately 750,000 are insects, 41,000 are vertebrates,
and 250,000 are plants (that is, vascular plants and bryophytes). The remainder
consists of a complex array of invertebrates, fungi, algae, and microorganisms (see
Table 1-1). Most systematists agree that this picture is still very incomplete except
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