
Climate change and extinctions 
Scientists are finding more evidence that climate change will become the biggest cause of extinction 
in the 21st Century.  Climate change is causing all sorts of changes in different environments.  
Changes in rainfall and temperature can cause habitats to change.  Extreme events e.g. fires, storms 
and floods can cause habitat loss.  Changes in seasons e.g. length and timing, can affect when 
species successfully breed.  Ecosystems are interlinked and species are reliant on other species as 
well as the environmental conditions.  This means that one small change can have a massive impact. 
Some species are more susceptible to changes in the climate. For example those species that live in 
very specialised habitats and can’t live elsewhere or species that need particular environmental 
conditions in order to survive.  Also species that are unable to disperse (move elsewhere) and 
colonize new areas will be at risk. 
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Background 
The average temperature 
of the Earth is increasing 
and ice at both of the poles 
is melting earlier each year. 
There are 17 species of 
penguin. 
7 species of penguin live 
and breed in or very near to 
Antarctica.  These species 
are: rockhopper, macaroni, 
king, adélie, chipstrap, 
emperor and gentoo 
penguins. 
Penguins feed on fish, krill 
(small, shrimp-like 
creatures) and squid. 
Krill feed on plankton and 
algae in the water.  A great 
deal of algae grows on the 
underside of the sea ice.   
Krill forms the basis of 
much of the Antarctic food 
web. 

Penguins 

Things to do and think about: 
How are krill going to be affected by climate 
change and a reduction in the sea ice? 
A reduction in food could affect species other 
than penguins.  Can you find out which 
species would be affected by this? 
Can you think of other species that live on ice?  
How do you think they might be affected by 
climate change? 

How can species be affected by climate 
change? 
Species can be affected in a number of ways.  For 
example it may alter the amount or type of food 
available.  For some species a change in climate 
might be a good thing because they can survive in 
more places.  For other species climate change 
could spell disaster and cause them to become 
extinct. 
 Species can respond to the changes in four ways: 

Thrive: the new conditions might be better for a 
species so they are able to produce more 
offspring (babies) and their population might 
increase. 
Adapt: a species might be able to cope with the 
new conditions and overtime become suited to 
living under these new conditions. 
Move: species can migrate (move) to areas 
where the conditions are suitable for them. 
Go extinct: species may die out if they are not 
suited to the new environment and cannot move 
or adapt. 

Predicting how species might respond to a change 
in climate is difficult because climate change and 
species interactions with their environment are 
complex.  It is, however, important to identify 
species that are most vulnerable so that  we can 
focus our conservation efforts. 
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Background 
Turtles are reptiles and lay eggs. 
The sex of the offspring (baby 
turtle) is not determined by the 
genes, like in humans, but is 
determined by the temperature 
the eggs are incubated at.  The 
higher the temperatures the 
more of the offspring will be 
female. 
Marine turtles lay their eggs in 
sand on beaches in the tropics.  
The female then leaves the eggs 
to incubate and the eggs hatch 
by themselves a few weeks later. 

 

Please note that the turtles in the 
Discovery Centre are all freshwater 
(terrapin) species. 

Things to do and think about: 
Explain how climate change is 
affecting marine turtle species. 
What do you think would happen 
to marine turtle species if 
temperatures continued to rise? 

Background 
Amphibians include frogs, toads, 
newts, salamanders and caecilians. 
Amphibians need to keep their skin 
moist.  If they become too dry the 
animal is more susceptible to illness. 
A disease called chytrid (pronounced 
kit-rid) has been recently found which 
effects most species of amphibian.  
Chytrid is a type of fungus which 
affects the amphibian’s skin and 
causes them to die.  
The chytrid fungus survives in water 
and soil and prefers temperatures 
between 17°C and 25°C. 

Things to do and think about: 
Why do you think climate 
change is helping to spread 
the chytrid fungus? 
What other threats do 
amphibians face? 
Which amphibian species can 
you see in the Discovery 
Centre? 
Use the internet to find out 
what a caecilian is. 

Background 
Coral reefs are home to a whole 
host of species and are the basis of 
an ecosystem. 
Many species of animal including 
fish rely on coral reefs for food and 
protection. 
Corals are animals that have a 
symbiotic relationship with an algae. 
This means the coral and algae live 
together and help each other to 
survive.   
If sea temperatures rise this causes 
coral to expel (get rid of) the algae.  
The coral is then said to be 
‘bleached’ as only the skeleton of 
the coral remains.  If temperatures 
stay high for a prolonged period of 
time the coral dies because it no 
longer has the algae to provide 
energy from photosynthesis. 

 

Please note that the fish species in the 
Discovery centre are not coral dwelling 
species. 

Fish and coral reefs 

Things to do and 
think about: 

What other 
species might be 
affected by the 
loss of coral 
reefs?   

Turtles 

Amphibians 
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ZSL conservation project: Penguin lifelines 
Penguin lifelines is ZSL’s project in Antarctica. 
Penguins are declining due to climate change, pollution, fishing and disease. 
The project looks at the threats to penguins and informs the public of the 
impacts of climate change. 
ZSL is using DNA from penguin moult feathers to identify individuals so they 
can track populations.  The feathers are also screened for disease. 

 
For more information go to www.zsl.org/conservation/regions/antarctica/  

Penguins 

ZSL conservation project: Amphibian conservation in the Caribbean 
The fungus chytrid is threatening many species of amphibian around the 
world and it has spread to the islands in the Caribbean. 
ZSL is working with a number of other organisations in Dominica to find 
out more about the fungus and how to conserve the unique species of 
amphibian that live in there e.g. the mountain chicken frog. 
ZSL is not just working in Dominica to help save the mountain chicken.  At 
London Zoo we have a captive breeding programme in a biosecure unit 
(strictly controlled area) where we aim to breed this Critically endangered 
species. 

For more information go to: www.zsl.org/conservation/regions/americas/
amphibian/ 

Amphibians 

Who is ZSL? 
ZSL stands for the Zoological Society of London and is the charity that owns Whipsnade Zoo and 
London Zoo. It works to promote and achieve worldwide conservation of animals and their habitats.  
ZSL achieves this through breeding animals in the zoos (captive breeding), conducting scientific 
research and conservation projects ‘in the field’ with wild animals. ZSL runs conservation projects 
worldwide, in more than 40 countries. The conservation projects are varied and can focus on a single 
species, an ecosystem or widespread issues like climate change.   

How is ZSL helping to tackle Climate 
change? 

ZSL is determined to support local, national 
and international efforts to address climate 
change.  ZSL is doing this by:  

researching the impact on species and 
ecosystems 
leading conservation programmes 
communicating climate change issues to the 
public, businesses and governments 
monitoring and reducing its own carbon 
footprint.   

 
Current research projects looking into climate 
change are:  

exploring the impact of climate change on 
the behaviour and distribution of wild 
animals.       
monitoring the impact climate change is 
having on ecosystems using data from 
satellites.   
researching the link between changing 
climates and the spread of disease in 
wildlife. 

 
To find out more go to: www.zsl.org/
conservation/climate-change/ 



What can you do about climate change? 
Reduce, reuse and recycle 

Reduce your energy use by turning off electrical appliances 
when they are not needed.  Walk or cycle instead of using a 
car. 
Reuse items, don’t just throw it away.  Take your lunch to 
school in a reusable box rather than a plastic bag you throw 
away. 
Recycle items you don’t want or need.  Lots more things are 
being recycled now; look into a recycling scheme near you.   

Support conservation 
Find a conservation project or organisation near to you and 
support them.  You could support ZSL in a number of ways: 

You and your family could become members and receive 
unlimited annual entry. 
You could adopt an animal at the Zoo. 
When you are 18 years old you can volunteer at the Zoo. 

Spread the word 
Don’t let others do it for you.  If you are concerned about 
climate change tell people how it is affecting species other 
than humans. 
Write to your local MP (Member of Parliament) to show your 
support for reducing climate change and ask them to support 
Parliamentary Acts that reduce harmful emissions. 

ZSL conservation project: Marine Protected Areas (MPA) 
ZSL played a role in establishing the Chagos marine reserve in 2010 which is home to some of 
the most pristine coral reefs in the world. 
Chagos MPA is now the largest no-take zone, this means that commercial fishing within the 
reserve is not allowed.  This protects the fish within the MPA and protects the coral reef 
ecosystem. 

 

For more information go to:  
www.zsl.org/conservation/regions/marine-freshwater/index,219,ZI.html 
www.zsl.org/conservation/news/chagos,761,NS.html 

Fish 

ZSL conservation project: EDGE corals 
EDGE stands for Evolutionary Distinct and 
Globally Endangered.   
Corals are threatened by a number of things 
including climate change, overfishing and 
pollution.   
19% of coral reefs have already been lost and 
35% are threatened by overfishing and pollution. 
However if you take into consideration the effects 
of climate change all coral reefs are threatened. 
Bleaching caused by increasing sea 
temperatures is a major threat to corals.  16% of 
the world’s coral reefs were severely damaged as 
a result of the El Nino event in 1998.  A long term 
rise in temperature of just 1°C can cause 
bleaching. 
MPA like Chagos can help protect corals from 
overfishing and other human activities which will 
hopefully alleviate some of the stresses corals 
face. 

 

For more information go to: 
www.edgeofexistence.org/coral_reef/default.php 

Corals 
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