Biodiversity “Hot Spots”
In an attempt to prioritize efforts to protect biodiversity, scientists have identified the most endangered habitats around the world. Conservation International has identified 34 biodiversity “hot spots.” Several criteria were used to help identify these critical habitats. The primary criteria are the amount of the original habitat remaining and the number of unique species present in the region. The primary cause of habitat loss is human activity. Therefore, protection of these areas requires actions that discourage the continued modification of the habitat. Species that are only found in specific locations are said to be endemic to the region. Some regions have large numbers of such unique organisms and are said to have high rates of endemism. Since it is impossible to study all the organisms in an area, scientists have looked at two groups of reasonably well-known organisms, plants and vertebrate animals, and determined rates of endemism for a region.


High rates of endemism are found in areas that have been isolated from other areas for a long time. If you look at the list of selected biodiversity hot spots in the table, you will notice that many of them consist of islands or groups of islands. Other areas may be isolated because they are surrounded by other kinds of systems that have very different types of organisms. For example, the tropical rainforest areas of western Africa are isolated by dryer savanna to the north, east, and south. Whenever ecosystems have existed in relative isolation for millions of years, the likelihood is high that unique species will have evolved in the region that are not found elsewhere in the world.


Both the brown and red colors identify hot spots. The two colors are used so that two hot spots that are adjacent to one another can be distinguished from one another.
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