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With a double-row of  long eyelashes and the slits 
for nostrils that can be closed during sandstorms, 
the Bactrian camel is uniquely fashioned for life in 
the desert. Binge feeding on whatever can be 
found in the harsh Gobi Desert of  China – shrubs, 
thorns, salty plants – this camel has etched his 
living where few other living things could. The 
likely ancestor to all two-humped camels that 
evolved millions of  years ago – the Bactrian is a 
true survivor. Yet, fewer than one thousand remain 
today.

The Bactrian camel is but one of  millions of  
species could die out in the coming century, in 
what is now considered the sixth wave of  
extinction in our planet’s history. According to the 
latest survey by the International Union for 
Conservation of  Nature (IUCN), one in four 
known mammals and about one in three 
amphibians and invertebrates is at risk for 
extinction.

As the conservation community attempts to tackle 
this mounting crisis, a process of  triage is 
inevitable. Species that have always competed in 
the wild for food, water, territory and other 
resources, must now compete on a wholly different 
footing – for conservation funding. Until recently, 
the ancestral Bactrian would not have fared well in 
a contest that often tips in favor of  more 
charismatic animals: pandas, elephants, 
chimpanzees.

A novel approach to prioritizing species for 
conservation is now helping to put the freaks of  
nature, such as the Bactrian camel, on the map. 
The idea behind one such initiative – the EDGE 
program of  the Zoological Society of  London – is 
to rescue those species threatened with extinction, 
which have few close relatives on the tree of  life, as 
a means of  safeguarding the overall biological 
heritage of  the planet.

“Different species make different contributions to 
overall biodiversity,” explained Carly Waterman 
who manages the EDGE program. “You might 
have a specie, like the Hispaniolan Solenodon, 
that has millions and millions of  years of  unique 
evolution. There is nothing else similar to it left on 
the planet. If  it were to disappear, it would 
represent a greater loss to biodiversity than a 
species like a brown rat that only evolved very 
recently and has many close relatives.”

“In the financial world, if  you’re an investor, you 
would invest in a range of  different products to 
diversity your investment, as an insurance policy. 
We should be doing the same with biodiversity,” 
said Waterman. “We have identified a massive gap 
– a whole range of  species that are being 
overlooked.”

Far from the cute and cuddly animals that we are 
wired to love, the Hispaniolan Solenodon, an 
insectivore from the West Indian islands, has a 
long pointed snout and beady little eyes. 
Resembling a scruffy, overgrown shrew, one of  its 
most distinctive features is its lethal bite. It is one 
of  the few mammals that inject its prey with toxic 
saliva through special grooves in its incisors.

Another endearing critter that we are meant to 
rally around for its contribution to biodiversity is 
the Myers’ Surinam Toad. It is an ugly, warty 
thing that, even at the peak of  good health “looks 
like it has been dead for some weeks and has 
already partially decomposed,” said Waterman. 
Even the way these creatures come into the world 
is peculiar: a tadpole or, in some cases, a fully 
formed froglet, must force its way through the skin 
on its mother’s back during birth.

As urban dwellers, it seems a stretch of  the 
imagination that our quality of  life is somehow 
hinged to such odd creatures. But as ecologists 
know, the quality of  life on earth very much 
depends on the richness of  the planet’s 
biodiversity.What makes these creatures so distinct 
from an evolutionary perspective is also what 
makes it so important to save them. 

These are the old souls on the tree of  life.
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