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GIANT PANDA 
(AILUROPODA MELANOLEUCA)

EVERYONE LOVES A PANDA…THEY MIGHT BE THE KITSCHIEST
ANIMAL HUMANITY HAS DRIVEN TO THE BRINK OF EXTINCTION YET.
FROM STUFFED ANIMALS TO MARTIAL ARTS-TRAINED CGI
ABOMINATIONS, WE JUST CAN’T SEEM TO GET ENOUGH OF THE BI-
COLORED BEASTS. THOUGH THEIR “AWW FACTOR” MAY VERGE ON
THE CLOYING, IT HASN’T BEEN WITHOUT EFFECT. CHINA, WHICH IS
HOME TO THE REMAINING WILD POPULATION OF FEWER THAN
2,500 INDIVIDUALS, HAS SINCE THE LATE 1980S INSTITUTED MORE
STRINGENT HABITAT PROTECTIONS AND POACHING HAS ALL BUT
CEASED. THEIR STATUS IS STILL TENUOUS, THOUGH. THEIR RANGE
IS FRAGMENTED AND THEY ARE STILL SUBJECT TO DISEASE,
OCCASIONAL PREDATION, AND STARVATION WHEN LARGE
SWATHES OF THE BAMBOO ON WHICH THEY FEED COMPLETES ITS
LIFE CYCLE AND DIES.



TIGER 
(PANTHERA TIGRIS)

WILLIAM BLAKE’S “FORESTS OF THE NIGHT,” THE STALKING
GROUNDS OF THE SIX SUBSPECIES OF TIGER, ARE BURNING BRIGHT.
SLASH-AND-BURN AGRICULTURE, ALONG WITH LOGGING, AND
HUMAN ENCROACHMENT, HAVE HUGELY DIMINISHED THE HABITAT
AVAILABLE TO THESE FELINES, WHICH REQUIRE EXTENSIVE RANGES
CAPABLE OF SUPPORTING THE LARGE HERBIVORES THAT
CONSTITUTE THE BULK OF THEIR DIETS. POACHING—FOR TROPHIES
AND BODY PARTS USED IN ASIAN “MEDICINE” —IS THOUGHT TO
POSE THE GREATEST THREAT TO TIGERS. PROBABLY FEWER THAN
4,000 ARE LEFT IN THE WILD. IN 2014, CHINA EXPLICITLY
OUTLAWED THE CONSUMPTION OF ENDANGERED SPECIES,
INCLUDING TIGERS, WHOSE BONES, PENISES, AND OTHER ORGANS
ARE SUPERSTITIOUSLY BELIEVED TO HAVE MAGICAL CURATIVE
POWERS.



HOOPING CRANE 
(GRUS AMERICANA)

IN 1938, THE FIRST YEAR A POPULATION SURVEY WAS CONDUCTED,
ONLY 29 WHOOPING CRANES REMAINED IN THE WILD. THREE
YEARS LATER, ONLY 16 WERE LEFT. HUNTING AND REDUCTION OF
THEIR WETLAND HABITAT HAD VITIATED THE POPULATION AND
CONCERTED EFFORTS TO SALVAGE REMNANT BIRDS DID NOT BEING
UNTIL THE LATE 1960S. TODAY, THERE ARE OVER 400 BIRDS,
THANKS IN LARGE PART TO INNOVATIVE BREEDING PROGRAMS.
THOUGH A PLAN THAT INVOLVED TRANSFERRING WHOOPING
CRANE EGGS TO THE NESTS OF RELATED SANDHILL CRANES FOR
FOSTERING ULTIMATELY FAILED, CAPTIVE REARING AND
REINTRODUCTION HAVE ESTABLISHED TWO WILD POPULATIONS IN
FLORIDA, ONE OF WHICH HAS BEEN TAUGHT TO MIGRATE TO
WISCONSIN. NEITHER IS SELF-SUSTAINING. THE ONLY SELF-
SUSTAINING POPULATION MIGRATES BETWEEN ALBERTA, CANADA,
AND TEXAS, U.S.



BLUE WHALE 
(BALAENOPTERA MUSCULUS)

THERE ARE FEWER THAN 25,000 BLUE WHALES, THE LARGEST
ANIMALS ON THE PLANET. COMPRISING SEVERAL SUBSPECIES,
BLUE WHALES ARE FOUND IN ALL OF THE WORLD’S OCEANS SAVE
THE ARCTIC. THE CURRENT POPULATION IS THOUGHT TO HAVE
BEEN REDUCED BY UP TO 90% BY WHALING IN THE 20TH
CENTURY. COMMERCIAL HUNTING OF THE SPECIES WAS
ULTIMATELY BANNED IN 1966. THE NATIONAL MARINE FISHERIES
SERVICE OF THE U.S. SPELLED OUT A RECOVERY PLAN IN 1998. IT
STIPULATED THE MAINTENANCE OF PHOTO DATABASES OF
INDIVIDUAL SPECIMENS AND THE COLLECTION OF GENETIC AND
MIGRATION DATA IN ORDER TO BETTER UNDERSTAND THE SPECIES,
WHICH REMAINS AT RISK FROM SHIP COLLISIONS AND
ENTANGLEMENT IN FISHING NETS.



ASIAN ELEPHANT 
(ELEPHAS MAXIMUS)

THE IUCN’S BEST GUESS ON THE CURRENT POPULATION OF ASIAN
ELEPHANTS, WHICH INHABIT 13 COUNTRIES, IS AROUND 40,000–
50,000. THAT NUMBER MAY BE FAR LOWER; SOME REGIONS
INHABITED BY THE LUMBERING PACHYDERMS ARE INACCESSIBLE
DUE TO THE TERRAIN OR TO POLITICAL VOLATILITY. OVER 50% OF
THE POPULATION IS CONCENTRATED IN INDIA. THE BURGEONING
HUMAN POPULATION THERE—AND ELSEWHERE IN ASIA—CREATES
CONFLICTS FOR SPACE AND RESOURCES. AND WHILE THE TUSKS
OF ASIAN ELEPHANTS ARE MUCH SMALLER THAN THOSE OF THEIR
AFRICAN COUNTERPARTS, THE ASIAN SPECIES IS STILL POACHED
FOR ITS IVORY, MEAT, AND SKIN.



SEA OTTER 
(ENHYDRA LUTRIS)

THE LUXURIOUS WATERPROOF COAT THAT INSULATES SEA OTTERS
FROM THE CHILLY WATERS THAT THEY INHABIT ALMOST LED TO ITS
EXTINCTION. A TARGET OF THE COMMERCIAL FUR TRADE, THE
SPECIES WAS ALMOST WIPED OUT, WITH ONLY SOME 2,000 OF AN
ESTIMATED 300,000 LEFT BY 1911. THAT YEAR, AN INTERNATIONAL
BAN ON COMMERCIAL HUNTING WAS ENACTED. THOUGH THAT
BAN, ALONG WITH MANAGEMENT AND CONSERVATION MEASURES
TAKEN IN THE WAKE OF THE 1972 MARINE MAMMAL PROTECTION
ACT, HAVE HELPED POPULATIONS RECOVER TO PERHAPS A THIRD
OF THEIR EARLIER NUMBERS, THEY ARE HIGHLY VULNERABLE TO
BOTH NATURAL PHENOMENA SUCH AS KILLER WHALE PREDATION
AND TO ANTHROPOGENIC FACTORS SUCH AS OIL SPILLS.



SNOW LEOPARD 
(PANTHERA UNCIA)

THOUGH IT’S CALLED A LEOPARD—AND CERTAINLY RESEMBLES A
FROSTED VERSION OF THOSE SPOTTED HABITUÉS OF MORE EQUATORIAL
REGIONS—THE SNOW LEOPARD IS ACTUALLY MORE CLOSELY RELATED
TO THE TIGER, AT LEAST PER GENETIC ANALYSIS. PROBABLY FEWER
THAN 6,500 REMAIN IN THE WILD, THOUGH DUE TO THE REMOTE
MOUNTAINOUS TERRAIN PREFERRED BY THE SPECIES, AND ITS ELUSIVE
NATURE, DATA IS HARD TO COME BY. THE LARGEST POPULATIONS ARE
IN CHINA AND MONGOLIA, WITH SIGNIFICANT POPULATIONS IN INDIA
AND KYRGYZSTAN AS WELL. ITS NATURAL PREY INCLUDE BLUE SHEEP
AND IBEX, BUT IN SOME AREAS, IT IS HEAVILY DEPENDENT ON
DOMESTIC ANIMALS. THE FARMERS WHO DEPEND UPON THE ANIMALS
SHOOT THE “PROBLEM” LEOPARDS. POACHING STILL CONSTITUTES A
MAJOR THREAT TO THE SPECIES, AS DOES OVERHUNTING OF ITS
NATURAL PREY SPECIES.



GORILLA 
(GORILLA BERINGEI)

THERE ARE PROBABLY ONLY AROUND 220,000 LEFT IN THE WILD.
HABITAT ENCROACHMENT AND POACHING FOR BUSHMEAT,
TROPHIES, AND MAGICAL TALISMANS HAVE LED TO SUBSTANTIAL
LOSSES. BECAUSE THEIR SOCIAL STRUCTURE IS SO COMPLEX AND
BECAUSE THEY REPRODUCE SLOWLY—WITH FEMALES ONLY GIVING
BIRTH ONCE EVERY FOUR YEARS AT BEST—THE REMOVAL OF EVEN
A FEW INDIVIDUALS FROM A GORILLA TROOP CAN
CATASTROPHICALLY IMPACT ITS ABILITY TO SUSTAIN ITSELF.



TASMANIAN DEVIL 
(SARCOPHILUS HARRISII)

BETWEEN 1996 AND 2008, THE POPULATION OF TASMANIAN
DEVILS DROPPED SOME 60% DUE A CONTAGIOUS CANCER KNOWN
AS DEVIL FACIAL TUMOUR DISEASE. IT CONTINUES TO DECIMATE
POPULATIONS OF THE SPECIES, WHICH ONLY OCCURS ON THE
AUSTRALIAN ISLAND OF TASMANIA. THERE MAY ONLY BE 10,000
WILD INDIVIDUALS REMAINING. CAPTIVE BREEDING OF
UNINFECTED INDIVIDUALS HAS BEEN INSTITUTED AND EFFORTS
HAVE BEEN MADE TO DEVELOP A VACCINE FOR THE CANCER,
WHICH IS THOUGHT TO HAVE STEMMED FROM MUTATED CELLS
FROM A SINGLE SPECIMEN.



ORANGUTAN 
(PONGO PYGMAEUS)

“ORANGUTAN” IS MALAYSIAN FOR “PERSON OF THE FOREST.”
THOUGH MORPHOLOGICALLY THEY MAY RESEMBLE MELTED
MUPPETS MORE THAN PEOPLE, THEIR SOPHISTICATED COGNITIVE
ABILITIES ARE VERY HUMAN INDEED. LIKE GORILLAS AND
CHIMPANZEES, THEY HAVE BEEN KNOWN TO USE TOOLS. DUE IN
LARGE PART TO LOGGING AND CAPTURE FOR THE EXOTIC PET
TRADE, ORANGUTANS—RESTRICTED TO THE SOUTHEAST ASIAN
ISLANDS OF BORNEO AND SUMATRA—NUMBER FEWER THAN
60,000 PER A 2004 STUDY. UNLIKE OTHER GREAT APES, THEY ARE
USUALLY SOLITARY OR LIVE IN GROUPS OF FEWER THAN THREE,
MAKING THEM DIFFICULT TO TRACK AND STUDY.


