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B I O D I V E R S I T Y

THE FADING RAINBOW
J O H N  F E E H A N

O n c e  o u r  p h y s i c a l  n e e d s  a r e  s a t i s f i e d  w h a t  f u r t h e r  u s e  h a v e  w e  o f  n a t u r e ?

I  G REW  UP O N  the edge o f a 
small town in the centre o f Ire  
land. I still live there. But as I 
walk the fields w here I grew 

up, I have the sense that som ething 
is missing. I can no longer hear the 
sound that, when I was young, most 
evocatively voiced the sense o f sum  
m er. B ecause  th e  c o rn c ra k e  has 
gone.

W h en  I try  to  ta lk  to  p e o p le  
younger than myself about this sense 
o f loss, they look at me as though I 
w e r e  R ip  v a n  W in k le  n e w ly  
re tu rn e d  to the real world after a 
sleep o f twenty years on some m od 
ern  Irish coun terpart to the Catskill

M ountains. But the simple tru th  is 
th a t they can n o t know  w hat they 
have lost because they have never 
e x p e r ie n c e d  it in  th e ir  lives: the  
c h o rd  in th e  h u m a n  s p ir i t  th a t  
echoes to the voice o f the corncrake 
h as  n e v e r  b e e n  s t i r r e d  by th e  
strange voice in the meadow.

B ut it’s not ju s t  the  corncrakes 
th a t have gone. T h e  m eadow s in 
w h ich  th e  c o rn c ra k e  sa n g  h av e  
them selves all gone, rep laced  by a 
m onotonous sward o f rye-grass and 
clover. T he com m on wild flowers of 
m e a d o w  a n d  p a s tu r e ,  a n d  th e  
species o f insect and o ther small ani 
mal that lived in them , have moved

out to the edges. And the o ther birds 
which that bountiful insect life sup 
p o rte d  have re tre a te d  also. N one 
h as  a c tu a lly  b e c o m e  e x t in c t  — 
though the corn b u n ting  has been 
extinct as a b reeding  species in Ire  
land since 1996, and  only about ten 
pairs o f  grey partridges rem ain — 
b u t  th e y  h a v e  r e t r e a t e d  to  th e  
fringes o f everyday hum an experi 
ence.

All this, we may feel, is the price 
o f progress, a small price for all we 
have gained over the  last century. 
But perhaps there is a lesson for us 
in the story o f Esau in the Book of 
G e n e s is . Esau sold his b irth righ t for a
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m ess o f  p o tta g e  b e c a u se  he  was 
starving: “Lo, I die; w hat will the 
first b irth righ t avail me?” But once 
o u r physical hunger is satisfied, what 
fu r th e r  n eed  have we o f  n a tu re ?  
W hat difference does it really make 
if  there  are  no swallows o r cowslips 
in  my sum m er, no mayflies in the 
river, as long as I have a surfeit of 
the good things o f the m om ent? To 
m any o f  us, as to Esau, it doesn’t 
seem  to be worth all that m uch. But 
beyond that level of m aterial satisfac 
tion, w hat need do we have for liv 
ing nature? T here  are, perhaps, two 
parts to the answer. T he first part o f 
the answ er is that w ithout access to 
n a t u r e ,  w e a r e  o r p h a n e d ,  we 
become som ething else.

Our need for the natural 
world
O u r very physique is a ttuned  to the 
natu ral world in which we have ou r 
origins, in which and  out o f which 
we evolved: a world which is almost 
literally an extension o f  o u r physical 
being. T h e  flicker o f a wild anim al 
against the line o f trees at the edge 
of the forest is an extension o f the 
line o f o u r eyes; the message in the 
chorus o f  birds is an ex tension  o f 
o u r ears, for our eyes and ears have 
been shaped by a precise evolution 
to respond to these things, attun ing  
us ever m ore closely to them. O ur 
feet are m ade for the touch o f grass 
and earth , o u r hands for its feel, ou r 
nose to smell this world o f natural 
things. And ju st as surely as we are 
physically shaped for this world o f 
n a tu re , so too  a re  we psychically 
m ade for it, and  this symbiosis o f 
n a tu re  an d  th e  h u m an  psyche is 
genetically coded as surely as o u r 
colour vision and the shape o f our 
hands and face. It is not som ething 
we can shake off, a skin we have ou t 
grow n, but som ething tha t is built 
into ou r genes over the millions of 
years d u rin g  w hich o u r hum anity  
evolved.

All th ro u g h  o u r  lo n g  h is to ry  
n a tu re  has been on o u r doorstep . 
T he experience o f trees and  flowers, 
birds and  wind and stars, rocks and 
the sight and sound o f rivers and  the 
sea have always been there  to satisfy 
o u r d eep  psychological need. T h e  
places w here n a tu re  still b rea th es  
awake in us memories of a deeper 
childhood. T he flowers and trees in 
every  hed g ero w  aw ake th em , the  
s in g in g  o f  th e  b ird s , ev e ry  ro ck  
shaped  by tim e and  the elem ents,

every stream  that follows the form  of 
the land.

Many people live in a prison o f 
deprivation. They don ’t recognize it 
as a prison, because they have been 
bo rn  in it. O f course, we can stay 
alive w ithout nature. A songbird will 
stay alive for years in a cage. T h e  
E arth, indeed, can accom m odate ten 
times as many people, well-fed and 
s h o u ld e r- to -sh o u ld e r , b u t is th a t  
Life? T he experience o f woods car 
p e te d  w ith  w ood a n e m o n e s  a n d  
b lu e b e lls  sh o u ld  be  p a r t  o f  th e  
b irth righ t o f every child: the o p p o r 
tunity to catch for a m om ent an  echo 
o f  th e  m agic a n d  w o n d e r  o f  th e  
woods o f that deeper childhood. We 
d o n ’t k n o w  e n o u g h  a b o u t  o u r  
na tu re  as hum ans to be able to m ea 
sure 01 judge the deeper psycholog 
ical and  spiritual effects of its loss.

We may be a little less than  the 
an g e ls , b u t  we h av e  b e e n  sw ep t 
along by precisely the same exhila 
rating  evolutionary m aelstrom  as all 
the o ther species which people this 
m om ent o f life’s time with us; 4,000 
million years o f life have been spent 
travelling with them , and  before that 
we shared the same rem ote origins 
in the dust o f exploding stars. W ith 
out nature , we are  less than  we are 
m ade to be. W ithout natu re , we are 
less than we are m e a n t  to be. In the 
sense th a t the  w ord has taken  in 
com m on discourse, we are d e p r iv e d .

T he wonder, beauty, bounty and 
diversity of na tu re  have the capacity 
to enrich us above and  beyond this 
level. In  o u r  tim e, science — the 
a p p lic a tio n  o f  th e  tin y  s p a rk  o f  
G od’s own creativeness in us which 
blossoms in scientific apprehension  
o f the world — has enabled us to see 
how truly unim aginable is the w on 
der and diversity and com plexity of 
the creation.

IT IS PROBABLY EASY e n o u g h  to  
ap p rec ia te  this in th e  case o f  la rg e r 
an d  w hat a p p e a r  to  be m o re  d r a  
m a tic  a n im a ls  a n d  p re tty  flow ers. 
B u t b ird s an d  m am m als accoun t for 
only a tiny p erc en ta g e  o f  th e  species 
o f  life on  E arth , albeit th e  m ost co n  
sp icuous percen tage . But th e re  a re  
u n c o u n te d  u n seen  c re a tu re s  on  o u r  
d o o rs te p  w hich m ake th e  u n ic o rn  
look decided ly  o rd inary . N early  80% 
o f  all living species w hich have been  
describ ed  a re  insects. A nd th e re  is 
n o th in g  in  th e  w o rld  o f  b ird s  o r  
m am m als th a t evokes w o n d er in  us 
th a t is n o t equalled  o r  su rpassed  by

any g roup  o f insects o r o ther smaller 
animals you wish to choose. All they 
are lacking, if lack is the right word, 
in being able to attract o u r attention 
and  wonder, is size. For the smaller 
creatures which make up  the great 
m a jo rity , we n e e d  th e  new  eyes 
which come with closer a ttention, or 
the magic o f  the h and  lens o r the 
microscope. We need these new eyes 
to  b r in g  o u r  p ro d ig io u s  m o d e rn  
understand ing  to bear on the reality 
o f creation, because m ost o f G od’s 
c r e a tu re s  a re  th is  size  o r  m u ch  
smaller.

I rem em ber, earlier in the year, 
having a conversation about biodi 
versity with a frien d  o f  m ine — a 
frien d  w ho has a deep ly  religious 
outlook on life. We were exchanging 
instances o f  life’s w onders and  he 
rem arked  that if  you can im agine it, 
God has already th ough t o f it. But it 
is far m ore w onderful than  this. The 
creatures on the draw ing board  of 
th e  im a g in a tio n  d o  n o t  h av e  to  
b reathe and live in a real world. If 
we w ere to apply  the  c rite rio n  o f  
realism to our im agined creatures, 
few of o u r candidate animals would 
transla te  in to  real beings. Yet the 
diversity o f actual, real life surpasses 
anything o u r im agination could ever 
have devised. T h ere  is hardly a cor 
n er o f the Earth, however extrem e 
o r however small, to which different 
forms o f life have not adapted  them  
selves, sometimes with almost unbe 
lievable inventiveness. Each species 
is a c h o rd  in  th e  s y m p h o n y  o f  
Achieved Being, not sim ply im ag 
ined being.

This is the h rst time in all o f his 
tory tha t it has become possible for 
ordinary  people to contem plate, and 
be enriched in m ind and  spirit by, 
the  ra inbow  o f  life’s d iversity , to 
have free access to the keys o f Lin 
naeus’s countless cham bers.

The decline of global 
biodiversity
But this new dem ocratization o f the 
possibility o f access to n a tu re  at a 
deeper level is opening for us at the 
very m om ent in history that colour 
is beginning to bleed from  the ra in  
bow of natural diversity. T he colours 
o f  life’s ra inbow  have, o f  course, 
slowly changed th ro u g h  geological 
tim e, and  each co lour has a ltered  
constantly its hue  as evolution has 
played its sym phonies with its possi 
bilities. But what is happening  today 
is d i f f e r e n t .  T h e  r a te  a t w h ich
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sp e c ie s  a re  b e c o m in g  e x t in c t  
because o f  us is betw een  1,000 
and 10,000 times what it would be 
w ithout us.

About If million species o f liv- 
i n g  o r g a n i s m s  h a v e  b e e n  
d esc rib ed , nearly  80% o f th em  
insects, and  most o f the rem ain  
d e r green plants. T he t r u e  num  
ber is most likely between 10 and 
30 million, though it could be 100 
million. T h e re  have been books 
w ritten in recent years trying to 
decide w hether the num ber is 10 
million or 100 million. We are as 
lost with figures like these as we 
are with the num bers o f stars in a 
galaxy, the num ber o f galaxies in 
this astonishing universe. W hatev 
e r  th e  f ig u re , th e  d iv e rs ity  o f  
na tu re  is bew ildering and bounti 
ful beyond o u r com putation. T he 
g reater p art o f this natural rich 
ness, m ore than half o f all species 
described, is concentrated in the 
trop ics, especially in  ra in fo rests 
and warm seas.

In  o u r day, when we can fully 
appreciate it for the first time, we 
are allowing this diversity to slip 
th rough  o u r largely uncaring fin 
gers. As we en ter this th ird  Chris 
tian m illennium , we are allowing 
the d isappearance o f  en tire  sec 
tors o f this awesome spectrum  o f 
n a tu ra l  d iversity , th is  k a le id o  
scope o f richness upon which — to 
be e n tire ly  selfish a b o u t it fo r  a 
m om ent — o u r own very survival 
depends. This is a crisis the like of 
which the world has never seen, not 
merely in term s o f hum an history, 
but in the E arth ’s long history. It is 
the greatest and  most rapid spasm of 
extinction in the history o f life. And 
it is w rong — a wrong for which we 
m u s t all s h a re  re sp o n s ib ility , as 
m ankind , as w om ankind: it is our 
re sp o n sib ility  as a species. G o d ’s 
m ind and heart and  word to us are 
in all the species which weave life’s 
diversity. We have all heard  o f Fran 
cis o f Assisi, who spoke o f b ro ther 
wolf, and  we smile approvingly  at 
the m etaphor. It is not a m etaphor. 
T he m ore deeply we grow in o u r sci 
en tific  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  c rea tio n  
th ro u g h  th e  best ex erc ise  o f  the  
divine spark o f intelligence that is in 
us, the m ore deeply we understand 
the ex trao rd in ary  closeness o f  o u r 
kinship with all creatures, do think 
we are  less is to dim inish God; to 
im agine we are m ore is to diminish 
ourselves.
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E dw ard W ilson estim ated  some 
years ago that at the present time we 
are  exterm inating  27,000 species a 
year —- o r seventy-four each day, 
th ree every hour. T he great majority 
we don’t even know the nam es of, 
even if we accept the  conservative 
estimate that o f the tens o f  millions 
o f species o f plants, animals, fungi, 
protists and  microbes alive on Earth 
today, only about 10% (or l j  million) 
even have names. Wilson estim ated 
that at p resen t rates a fu rth er 20% of 
e x is t in g  sp e c ie s  w o u ld  b e c o m e  
extinct within thirty years.

T h ere  is considerab le d isag ree  
m ent am ong professional biologists 
a b o u t th e  p re c ise  e x te n t  o f  th e  
re d u c tio n  in b io d iv e rs ity , b u t  to 
become preoccupied with this is to 
fiddle while Rome burns. And while 
som e o f  th e  f ig u re s  q u o te d  a re  
a lm o s t  a n e c d o ta l ,  a n d  m ay  b e  
u n re p re se n ta tiv e , th e  cu m u la tiv e  
evidence is very dear.

T he loss of natural diversity on a 
global scale is due prim arily to habi 
tat loss. Much of it results from  the 
destruction o f tropical rainforests. In 
1989, the  total a rea  o f  rem ain in g

rainforest occupied an  area about 
the size o f  the  contiguous forty- 
eight states o f the United States. 
T h e y  w e r e  — a r e  — b e in g  
reduced  at a ra te  equivalent to the 
size o f Florida o r West Virginia or 
Costa Rica every year. A straight- 
line  e x tra p o la t io n  o f  th is  ra te  
means it will all be gone by 2135 
AD. It is m uch  h ig h e r  in som e 
areas. M adagascar has lost 93% of 
its forest cover. T he Atlantic forest 
coast o f Brazil is 99% gone. T he 
forests o f  m ost o f  the islands o f 
Polynesia and the Caribbean are 
gone altogether. Fifty p er cent o f 
the w orld’s tropical forests have 
gone. Asia has already lost 88% of 
its natural forest. T h roughou t the 
1990s, the rate o f  rainforest disap 
pearance was 1% a year.

Biodiversity in Ireland
In m icrocosm , we see the same 
d im in u tio n  in d iversity  h ere  in 
Ireland. It is slower, less in actual 
loss o f species than in their abun  
dance, m ore in the loss o f habitat, 
o f places for the wild. In an earli 
er period o f o u r own history, we 
witnessed a level o f destruction of 
natural diversity com parable with 
what we see today in the tropics, 
and fuelled by the same cause: a 
soaring population, 
fh e  likelihood is that few species 

have actually d isappeared  from Ire  
land, but such has been the extent to 
which the area o f land occupied by 
natu ral habitats has been constricted 
that many species which were once 
c o m m o n  h a v e  b e c o m e  s c a rc e ,  
though there  are  many exceptions. 
O ne consequence o f  this is that not 
only are they hard  for the expert to 
find, but they are no longer a part of 
th e  com m on e x p e rie n c e , w ith all 
tha t such restriction o f  experience 
implies.

H ere in Ireland, we are at a turn- 
in g  p o in t  in  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  
between people and  nature , because 
from  now on we m ust consciously 
support the m aintenance o f  diversi 
ty. We have reached the point where 
we have so little left that not only 
m ust we retain all that we have, but, 
w h en ev er o p p o r tu n ity  allow s, we 
m ust recover as m uch as we can of 
what has been lost. We m ust allow 
natu re  the space to grow back. •
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