Definition and Scope of Wildlife

“Wildlife" generally refers to all undomesticated organisms living in natural environments,
including animals, plants, fungi and other organisms that thrive without human intervention

enwikipediaorg npsgov . IN practice, wildlife encompasses the full range of living fauna and flora
(often called biota) across every ecosystem on Earth. Wild species inhabit deserts, forests,
grasslands, freshwater and marine habitats, and even urban fringes enikipediaorg . In €cological
terms, wildlife constitutes the living (biotic) component of ecosystems, in contrast to

domesticated or cultivated species enwikipediaorg nps.gov .

Biodiversity and Key Ecosystems

Biodiversity is the variety of life in all its forms, from genetic diversity within populations to
the diversity of species and ecosystems amnhorg . It includes every living thing — from microbes
and fungi to plants, insects, fish, and mammals amnnorg . Biodiversity underpins ecosystem
health: diverse communities are more productive and resilient. Well-functioning ecosystems
provide services crucial to humans, such as pollination of crops, seed dispersal,

climate regulation, water purification and nutrient cycling amnhorg whoint. FOr example, forests (a
key ecosystem) absorb over 2.6 billion tonnes of CO, each year, helping regulate the climate
and improve air quality wheint. Wetlands and mangroves filter water and buffer storms, while
coral reefs (marine ecosystems) harbor vast numbers of fish and marine invertebrates. In
short, protecting the vast array of species and habitats is essential because

loss of biodiversity erodes all these life-support functions amnhorg whoint.

Roles of Wildlife in Ecosystems

Wildlife species perform many ecological functions. They contribute to pollination (insects,
bats and birds pollinate crops and wild plants), seed dispersal (birds and mammals that
spread seeds), pest control (predatory insects and animals consume crop pests), and nutrient
cycling (decomposers like fungi and microbes break down dead material). Predators regulate

prey populations — for example, wolves or big cats keep herbivore numbers in check,
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preventing overgrazing veterinariaorg wwtorg.uk . Herbivores and grazers (elephants, deer, krill, etc.) in
turn affect plant community structure. Many wildlife species are keystone or indicator
species: their presence (or absence) can have outsized impacts on ecosystem structure. For
instance, elephants are ecosystem engineers that clear trees and maintain

grasslands, while large carnivores (like lions) control herbivore numbers veterinaria.org wwforg.uk .
Overall, wildlife maintains the complex food webs and biogeochemical cycles on which

ecosystems depend veterinaria.org .

Examples of Significant Species by
Habitat

Tropical Forests: The Amazon rainforest alone harbors an estimated 3 million species
greenpeace.org . ICONIC examples include the jaguar (a top predator in Latin American

forests), orangutans in Southeast Asia’s rainforests, and countless smaller species like
frogs and insects. Many primates (e.g. the titi monkey pictured) and birds play crucial
roles in seed dispersal. Other forest inhabitants like tigers and Asian elephants (in Asian

forests and grasslands) are keystone species that shape vegetation structure.

Marine/Ocean: The oceans teem with wildlife, from plankton to whales. Coral reef
ecosystems — often called the “rainforests of the sea” — host tens of thousands of fish
and invertebrate species. Large marine animals include humpback whales (pictured),
which cycle nutrients between ocean layers and support plankton growth wordwiditeorg, and
sharks (over 500 species) that top marine food chains worldwidite.org worlawildifeorg . S€a turtles,
dolphins, and countless fish species are also vital. Overall, marine wildlife supports

fisheries and carbon cycling (e.g. great whales fertilize ocean waters)

worldwildlife.org worldwildlife.org .

Savannah and Grasslands: Wide-open plains (e.g. African savannas) feature African
elephants (the largest land animals wordwiditeorg ), lions (apex predators that help balance
herbivore herds wworgu), giraffes, rhinos and zebras. In North American grasslands,
species like bison and prairie dogs are ecosystem engineers. Grassland plants and

animals support large-scale pollination and soil health.
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Polar Regions: The Arctic and Antarctic host specialized wildlife. In the Arctic, the polar
bear is the top predator (and the largest bear on Earth worawiditeorg ). Other Arctic wildlife
includes seals, walruses, arctic foxes, and migratory birds. In Antarctica, penguins (e.g.
Adélie and emperor species) and seals dominate. These polar species rely on sea ice

and cold oceans; they play roles in nutrient transport and serve as indicators of climate

hea Ith worldwildlife.org .

Major Threats to Wildlife

Wildlife worldwide faces multiple human-driven threats. The leading threats include:

Habitat loss and fragmentation: Conversion of forests, wetlands and grasslands to
agriculture, urban areas or infrastructure is the single greatest threat. Habitat
destruction directly reduces wildlife populations. WWF’s Living Planet Report 2024 warns
that habitat loss and degradation (often from logging, farming and development) are
the dominant threats to wildlife populations globally worawiditeors. Fragmentation also

isolates populations, making them vulnerable.

lllegal poaching and wildlife trade: Poaching for ivory, horns, skins, bushmeat and
exotic pets is a major crisis. lllegal wildlife trade runs into billions of dollars and is “the
largest direct threat to the future of many of the world’s most threatened species”
worldwildifeorg . FOr @xample, rhino poaching in Africa has surged exponentially, and
elephants are killed for ivory at an unsustainable rate worawiditeorg . Overall, wildlife crime

(from tigers to timber) pushes many species toward extinction.

Climate change: Rising temperatures and extreme weather are increasingly severe
threats. Climate impacts such as habitat shifts, glacier and ice loss, droughts and
wildfires compound other threats. As the WHO notes, biodiversity loss is accelerating
due to climate change as well as deforestation ww.int. Many species (polar bears, coral
reef organisms, alpine plants) are already declining as habitats change beyond

tolerance.

Pollution: Chemical pollution, plastics and waste are harming wildlife. For instance, over
8 million tons of plastic enter the oceans annually; every minute a truckload of plastic

enters the sea, “sullying beaches, hurting wildlife, and contaminating our food”
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worldwildiite.org . Oil spills, pesticides (like DDT historically), and nutrient runoff also poison
ecosystems. Air pollution and toxins can accumulate in food chains, harming animals

(e.g. pesticides that decimate bees, mercury poisoning of fish).
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Invasive species and disease: Introduced plants and animals can outcompete or
prey on native wildlife. Invasive species have caused extinctions on islands and
disrupted ecosystems by reducing biodiversity oceansenicencaagov. Disease (often spread by
human activity or invasive species) also threatens wildlife (e.g. fungal diseases of bats,
birds).

Conservation Efforts (Global and
Local)

Many international and local efforts seek to conserve wildlife and habitats. Major global
organizations include the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), the International Union for
Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Conservation International, The Nature Conservancy and
others. WWF publishes the Living Planet Report and funds field projects worldwide. IUCN
maintains the Red List of Threatened Species (assessing extinction risk) and convenes
experts. Intergovernmental treaties play a key role: for example, the Convention on
International Trade in Endangered Species (CITES) regulates global wildlife trade to
ensure it “does not threaten the survival of the species” ctesog. The Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) sets broad targets for conserving ecosystems. Regional
agreements (e.g.

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands) protect key habitats.

At the national level, wildlife is protected by laws and protected areas. A prominent
example is the U.S. Endangered Species Act (ESA), which legally protects species listed
as threatened or endangered and requires recovery plans msgov. Similarly, the EU’s Habitats
Directive, India’s Wildlife Protection Act, and many other countries’ laws fund enforcement
and habitat preservation. Governments also establish parks and reserves (e.g. national
parks, marine protected areas) to safeguard wildlife. Community-led conservation and
Indigenous stewardship have also shown success (for example, community-managed
forests or wildlife corridors). In sum, concerted policy frameworks and on-the-ground
projects aim to halt declines — from anti-poaching patrols to habitat restoration —

although challenges remain.
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Wildlife's Impact on Human Society

Wildlife and biodiversity are foundational to human well-being in economic, cultural,
and health terms:
Economic: Healthy ecosystems support industries. Agriculture depends on
pollinators and soil life. According to the WTTC (Travel & Tourism Council), wildlife-
related tourism alone generates about $343.6 billion annually and sustains
~21.8 million jobs worldwide

researchhubwitcorg . ECOSYStem services also have huge economic value: the WHO
estimates

that biodiversity loss costs the global economy some $10trillion per year (including
crop losses from pollinator declines and increased healthcare costs) whoint. Commercial

fisheries, forestry, and pharmaceuticals likewise depend on wildlife.

Cultural: Wildlife is central to many cultures. Animals and plants feature in folklore,
religion and art (from sacred cows to national symbols like eagles). Nature-based
tourism and recreation (birdwatching, safaris, wildlife parks) have cultural and spiritual
value for millions. Many communities hold traditional knowledge and practices linked
to local wildlife and biodiversity. The intrinsic value of wild species — their beauty,

majesty or uniqueness — enriches human life beyond measure.

Health: Biodiversity underpins human health. Ecosystems provide fresh water and
nutrition, and many medicines are derived from wild species. For instance, countless
pharmaceuticals (painkillers, anticancer drugs, antibiotics) originate from plant and
animal compounds. Well-functioning ecosystems also regulate disease and improve
health; the WHO notes that forests and wetlands help purify air and water and even

stabilize infectious disease patterns wnoint whoint. Losing wildlife can directly impact
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health — for example, pollinator declines can threaten food security, and degraded

environments can increase vector-borne diseases.

Emerging Issues and Future
Challenges

Looking ahead, several emerging trends pose new challenges for wildlife conservation:

Climate Change: As noted, climate impacts intensify all other threats. Many species
are already shifting ranges poleward or to higher elevations. For example, warmer
oceans are bleaching coral reefs and altering fish migration. The rapid rate of climate
change means many species may not adapt fast enough; some projections suggest
up to 30— 50% of species could be at increased risk of extinction by 2100 under high-
emission scenarios. Mitigating climate change and building wildlife resilience (e.g. by
protecting climate refugia) are therefore urgent priorities.

Human-Wildlife Conflict: With growing human populations and encroachment into
wild areas, conflicts are rising. Crop-raiding by elephants and primates, livestock
predation by big cats, and dangerous encounters (bears in suburbs, sharks near
beaches) are increasingly common. Such conflicts can lead to retaliatory killing of
wildlife. Managing coexistence (via better land-use planning, barriers, compensation

schemes and community engagement) is an emerging focus in conservation.

Loss of Genetic Diversity: Beyond species counts, genetic diversity within species is
eroding due to small populations and fragmentation. Low genetic diversity reduces
adaptive potential (making species less able to cope with new diseases or
environmental changes) and increases inbreeding. Conservationists emphasize
preserving not just species, but the genetic variation that gives them resilience.

Captive breeding and gene banks are sometimes used to counter this loss.



Emerging Diseases: Pathogens that jump between wildlife and humans (zoonoses)
are a growing concern, as seen with COVID-19. Wildlife trade and habitat disturbance
can facilitate disease spillover. Balancing disease prevention with conservation (for
example, by regulating wildlife markets and preserving intact ecosystems) is an

important future challenge.

In summary, wildlife and biodiversity are critical to planetary health and human well-
being. But they face unprecedented pressures. Addressing these challenges requires
comprehensive strategies — protecting habitats, enforcing laws like CITES/ESA, supporting
local conservation efforts, and tackling climate change. Only through sustained global and
local action (by governments, NGOs like WWF and IUCN, communities, and individuals)
can we hope to

preserve Earth’s rich tapestry of wildlife for future generations wordwidie.org citesorg fwsgov -

Sources: Authoritative reports and publications from conservation organizations, scientific

literature, and international agencies were used to compile this overview amnhorg who.int

veterinaria.org greenpeace.org wwf.org.uk worldwildlife.org worldwildlife.org worldwildlife.org oceanservice.noaa.gov cites.org

fws.gov researchhub.wttc.org .
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