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Possingham et al. [1] have warned against the improper
use of threatened species lists. However, their character-
ization of misuse masks the essential role of these lists in
conservation. Although threatened species lists are indeed
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typically problematic, the IUCN Red List provides quan-
titative measures, rather than qualitative estimates, of
extinction risk and, as such, is a major exception [2].

We agree with Possingham et al.’s [1] main point that
()t is naive and counterproductive from all points of view
to use threatened species lists alone to allocate resources


http://www.trends.com

for recovery, to guide reserve planning, or to constrain the
use of the natural environment’. However, most recovery
and planning efforts already avoid this danger by using a
diverse array of information. The strongest evidence that
they present of sole reliance on threatened species lists
is the link between such lists and the allocation of funds
for species recovery. Even where this is true, it does not
support rejecting the use of threatened species lists to
inform prioritization.

However, that is what Possingham et al. [1] appear to
endorse when they declare ‘(i)t is inappropriate to use
threatened species lists for resource allocation’. Contra-
dictorily, the second half of the same paragraph states
‘(s)tatus is only part of the information required for
resource allocation’. We can only assume that the authors
realize the value of threatened species lists for prioritizing
species recovery, but object to the allocation of resources to
the most threatened species. However, in their attempt to
highlight a particular misuse of threatened species lists,
they manage to discredit the use of such lists in general.

Possingham et al. [1] draw attention to several genuine
problems that can undermine the credibility of threatened
species lists and invite misuse, which have also been raised
by other authors [3]: that is, qualitative estimate of risk,
political influence, uneven taxonomic or geographical
coverage. That changes in the lists reflect changes in
knowledge more often than do changes in status has also
been discussed [4]. Over the past 15 years, the IUCN Red
List has concentrated on overcoming these problems.

TUCN - The World Conservation Union has been pro-
ducing Red Data Books and Red Lists since 1963 [5]. The
current list (http:/www.redlist.org), updated annually, is
a product of the Species Survival Commission (SSC), a
network of >7000 scientists who provide assessments
with independent peer review. Transparency and account-
ability are the cornerstones; species assessors are named
and data sources referenced. The listing protocol is clear
and comprehensive, but flexible enough to handle uncer-
tainty, and also incorporates detailed, quantitative data.
Listings can be challenged, and the SSC seeks to facilitate
the resolution of disagreements. The IUCN Red List is
global, and strives for taxonomic completeness. BirdLife
International (then ICBP) produced the first worldwide
list of threatened birds in 1988 [6], and has revised it twice
[7,8]. All mammals have been assessed since 1996 [9], and
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a comprehensive update is ongoing. An assessment of all
amphibians, including range maps, is due in 2003.

The IUCN Red List database also records whether a
species has been assessed for the first time and logs the
reasons for any change in status. This information
heightens the awareness of species groups for which real
extinction risk has increased (e.g., albatrosses [10] and
freshwater turtles of South East Asia [11]).

The IUCN Red List is one of the most effective sources of
information for conservation planners. Possingham et al.
[1] acknowledge the value of sound threatened species lists
when they describe them as a tool that ‘should be a part of
the contributing information’ [1], but this point deserves
greater prominence. The IUCN Red List is unique in its
efforts to be both quantitative and comprehensive to
reduce the potential for misuse. Therefore, as the IUCN
Red List continues to advance, it will remain an essential
data set for informing conservation planning in all the
ways outlined by Possingham et al. [1].
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Underwater ultraviolet
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In arecent article in TREE, Paul and Gwynn-Jones [1] call
for an integrated approach to the study of the ecological
roles of ultra-violet (UV) radiation, as they suggest that
the interface between UV vision and broader UV effects
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(such as cell damage from high UV-B exposure) remain
unexplored. These authors, doubtless for reasons of
compactness, considered only terrestrial ecosystems.
However, recent work in aquatic ecosystems demonstrates
just the integrated approach that they, rightly, champion.

UVradiation can damaging living cells, suggesting that
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