Study Questions for the Essay “Planet of Weeds,” due Oct. 26.

Base your reading notes on these questions, although you may go beyond them.
1. What is meant by the background rate of species extinction?  What is a “mass extinction?”  How do the two compare?  

2. What is landscape conversion, and how does it typically proceed?  What are some examples cited in the article?  What does human population have to do with landscape conversion?  What does landscape conversion have to do with species extinction?

3. According to Quammen, what is the connection between wealth and landscape conversion? Is there also a connection between human poverty and landscape conversion? 
4. What are invasive species?  How would you characterize them generally? What threat do they pose to the earth’s species?  Can you provide an example of an invasive species that has threatened a species?  Why is it predicted that invasive species will be an increasing problem in the future? 

5. You probably have never seen a species go extinct. Few biologists have ever witnessed a species extinction either. Yet many reputable biologists claim that we are currently experiencing a mass extinction of species of proportions unparalleled since the extinction of the dinosaurs or possibly earlier.  What is the scientific basis for this claim? How do biologists know this is occurring if none of them have ever seen a single species become extinct?  

6. What does the extinction of a species mean to you?  How does it compare to disappearance of other things? The loss of a possession?  The death of a wild animal?  The death of a pet?  The death of a person?  The loss of a language?  The termination of a character on a favorite television series?

7. Extinction is natural.  The dinosaurs are extinct. 99% of species that have ever lived are extinct. Why should we care about extinctions of species?  

8. Consider the biophysical resources of the planet, such as water, space, plant biomass.  How do we apportion those resources among human and the non-human inhabitants of the planet?  What is Nature’s share?

