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CHAPTER ONECHAPTER ONE

The State of 
Endangered 

Species
The Bornean elephant, a subspecies of the Asian elephant, is 
the smallest elephant in the world, standing only about 8.2 to 
9.8 feet (2.5 to 3.0 m) tall. It has large ears, relatively straight 
tusks, and a long tail that sometimes touches the ground. The 
Bornean elephant lives in forests on the island of Borneo. Sci-
entists studying the elephant determined that it was genetically 
different from other Asian elephants, making it a separate sub-
species, Elephas maximus borneensis.

These elephants need to roam across large areas to fi nd 
enough food. Yet that is becoming increasingly diffi cult. Located 
in Southeast Asia, Borneo is shared by three countries: Malay-
sia, Indonesia, and Brunei. On Borneo, the elephants primarily 
live in the Malaysian state of Sabah, with a small population liv-
ing in Indonesia’s part of the island. Sixty percent of the forests 
where the elephants live in Sabah have been cut down over the 
past forty years. Large swaths of forest have been converted 
into commercial plantations. Logging, small farms, and palm 
oil plantations have also fragmented and shrunk the elephant’s 
habitat, reducing opportunities for contact among elephant 
groups. With limited contact, the elephants have fewer opportu-
nities to fi nd mates, which can lead to a loss of genetic diversity.

By 2024, fewer than fi fteen hundred Bornean elephants 
lived on Borneo, according to the World Wildlife Fund (WWF). 
These animals are a keystone species in Borneo’s rainforests, 
dispersing seeds and creating clearings that support forest re-
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growth and plant diversity. A keystone species is one that other 
species depend on in an ecosystem. The loss of this elephant 
species would have a significant impact on Borneo’s ecosystems. 

In June 2024, the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN) officially classified the Bornean elephant as endan-
gered on its Red List of Threatened Species, which provides in-
formation about the health of species worldwide. When a species 
is endangered, its population has dropped so low that it could 
disappear forever. “As a distinct subspecies of the Asian elephant, 
these animals are unique to the island of Borneo and part of our 
natural heritage. The inclusion of Bornean elephants on the Red 
List is a pivotal step to galvanize conservation efforts and direct 
resources to areas of utmost importance,”4 says Cheryl Cheah, 
an ecologist with the WWF Malaysia.

IUCN Red List Classification
To protect and save species like the Bornean elephant, scientists 
must first classify their risk of extinction. Making these classifica-
tions is the job of the IUCN Species Survival Commission. The 
commission is made up of more than eight thousand scientists 
from 162 countries. It periodically reviews the status of every spe-
cies, including animals, plants, and fungi, with sufficient data to 
make an assessment for the IUCN Red List.

Commission members receive intense training to evaluate the 
status of each species. Scientists review data such as population 
size, number of breeding adults, and geographic range. Using the 
data, the commission places each species in one of nine catego-
ries: not evaluated, data deficient, least concern, near threatened, 
vulnerable, endangered, critically endangered, extinct in the wild, 
and extinct. Sometimes a species has not been evaluated, or 
more data are needed, and its classification reflects this. Species 
that are classified as being of least concern and near threatened 
are not at immediate risk of extinction. All species classified as 
vulnerable, endangered, or critically endangered are considered 
to be threatened, which means they face the risk of extinction. 
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Species in the fi nal two categories are already extinct either in the 
wild or entirely.

A species that lives in different ranges can be placed in dif-
ferent Red List classifi cations. As a result, a species can be clas-
sifi ed as being of least concern in one region but endangered 
in another. For example, gray whales living in the western North 
Pacifi c are considered critically endangered on the IUCN Red List 

due to signifi cant threats from oil and gas devel-
opment and fi shing, but a healthy population of 
gray whales lives in the eastern Pacifi c Ocean 
along the North and South American coasts.

As of December 2025, the IUCN Red List 
classifi ed more than 48,600 species, including 
animals, plants, and fungi, as threatened with ex-
tinction. That number is approximately 28 percent 
of all species assessed by the commission. “Spe-

cies around the world are under huge pressure. So no matter where 
you look, the numbers of threatened species are rising,”5 says Craig 
Hilton-Taylor, head of the IUCN’s Red List unit.

“Species around the 
world are under huge 
pressure. So no matter 
where you look, the 
numbers of threatened 
species are rising.”5

— Craig Hilton-Taylor, head of 
the IUCN Red List unit

Logging, farming, and oil 
plantations are shrinking 
the habitat of the 
Bornean elephant and 
causing a loss of genetic 
diversity in this species.



The Endangered Species Act
Although the Red List identifi es species at risk, the IUCN lacks 
legal authority to require anyone to protect those species. How-
ever, governments and nongovernmental organizations world-
wide use the IUCN Red List to guide their decisions regarding 
conservation efforts and environmental policies. In the United 
States, the 1973 ESA protects plants and animals in danger of 
disappearing. Under the ESA, species can be classifi ed as either 
endangered or threatened, depending on how close they are to 
extinction. “Threatened species by defi nition are at an infl ection 
point—they are not yet in danger of extinction, but are likely to 
become so in the foreseeable future if nothing is done to reverse 

The International Union for 
Conservation of Nature

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) is a global organization 
based in Switzerland that works to protect nature and reduce biodiversity loss. 
Founded in 1948, the IUCN is the world’s oldest global environmental organiza-
tion. It brings together governments, scientists, nonpro� t organizations, and local 
communities to � nd solutions to environmental challenges. One of its most impor-
tant contributions is the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species, which is a compre-
hensive information source that assesses the conservation status of plants and 
animals worldwide. These rankings help governments and conservation groups 
decide where to focus protection efforts. The categories are as follows:

•  Extinct: No individuals remain anywhere on Earth.

•  Extinct in the wild: Survives only in captivity or as a naturalized population 
outside its historic range.

•  Critically endangered: Faces an extremely high risk of extinction in the wild.

•  Endangered: Faces a very high risk of extinction in the wild.

•  Vulnerable: Faces a high risk of extinction in the wild.

•  Near threatened: Close to qualifying for a threatened category or likely to 
do so soon.

•  Least concern: Widespread and abundant; currently at low risk.

•  Data de� cient: Not enough information to assess extinction risk.

•  Not evaluated: Has not yet been assessed against the criteria.
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their trajectory,”6 says Ellen Richmond, se-
nior attorney with Defenders of Wildlife, a 
nonprofi t conservation organization. Each 
category comes with specifi c protections. 
When a species is added to the list, geo-
graphical areas important to its survival are 
identifi ed. Certain activities in these areas 
may be limited to prevent harm to the spe-
cies. In most cases, it is illegal to kill, harm, 

or disturb listed animals unless a special permit is granted. Vio-
lating the law can result in large fi nes or even jail time.

To decide which species are protected under the ESA, the FWS 
and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
National Marine Fisheries Service consider information from several 
sources, including the IUCN Red List. Individuals can also submit 
a petition for these agencies to list a species under the act. To 
be considered for listing, there must be evidence that a species is 
threatened or endangered because of a loss of habitat or range, 
overexploitation, disease or predation, natural or human threats, 
or the failure of other regulations or measures to protect a spe-
cies. FWS and NOAA scientists review each petition and decide 
whether to classify a particular species under the ESA as endan-
gered or threatened. Today, nearly twenty-four hundred animal and 
plant species are protected under the ESA, with almost seventeen 
hundred of those species located within the United States. 

Since its passage, the ESA appears to be working. “The ESA 
is the cornerstone of wildlife protection in the U.S. Since its en-
actment more than 50 years ago, the ESA has been remarkably 
effective at protecting our nation’s biodiversity: almost every listed 
species is still with us today. Hundreds are on the path of recov-
ery,”7 says Richmond.

Threats to Endangered Species
Endangered species face many serious threats, mostly caused 
by human activities. Habitat loss is the biggest threat; forests, 
wetlands, and grasslands are destroyed as people create farms, 

“Threatened species by 
defi nition are at an infl ection 
point—they are not yet in 
danger of extinction, but are 
likely to become so in the 
foreseeable future if nothing 
is done to reverse their 
trajectory.”6

— Ellen Richmond, senior attorney 
with Defenders of Wildlife



56

SOURCE NOTESSOURCE NOTES

Introduction: Saving the Gray Wolf
  1.  Quoted in Natalie Brand and Anna Grazulis, “How a Smithsonian 

Lab Is Helping Threatened Species Get Off the Endangered List,” 
CBS Saturday Morning, August 23, 2025. www.cbsnews.com.

  2.  Quoted in Brand and Grazulis, “How a Smithsonian Lab Is Help-
ing Threatened Species Get Off the Endangered List.” 

  3.  Quoted in Harley Coldiron, “Problem Solvers: Trump Administra-
tion Pushes to Remove Gray Wolves from Endangered Species 
Act Protections,” KTVZ 21, December 11, 2025. www.ktvz.com. 

Chapter One: The State of Endangered Species
  4.  Quoted in Shubhangi Dua, “World’s Smallest Elephant Heads To-

ward Extinction, Just 1,000 Left in Wild,” Interesting Engineering, 
June 28, 2024. https://interestingengineering.com.

  5.  Quoted in Michael Phillis, “Endangered Species List Grows by 
2,000. Climate Change Is Part of the Problem,” Associated 
Press, December 11, 2023. https://apnews.com.

  6.  Ellen Richmond, “Defenders Testifi es on the Importance of the 
Endangered Species Act,” Defenders of Wildlife, July 9, 2024. 
https://defenders.org.

  7.  Richmond, “Defenders Testifi es on the Importance of the Endan-
gered Species Act.” 

  8.  Quoted in Yale Climate Connections, “Climate Change Threatens 
Habitats That Many Endangered Species Need to Thrive,” Febru-
ary 17, 2025. https://yaleclimateconnections.org.

  9.  Quoted in Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodi-
versity and Ecosystem Services, “Media Release: IPBES Invasive 
Alien Species Assessment,” September 4, 2023. www.ipbes.net.

10.  Quoted in Glenda S. Booth, “Why Save Endangered Species?,” 
Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources, December 6, 2023. 
https://dwr.virginia.gov.

Chapter Two: The Power of Habitat Conservation
11.  Quoted in Benjamin Shingler, “World’s Globetrotting Animals at 

Risk Due to Habitat Loss, Climate Change,” CBC News, February 
12, 2024. www.cbc.ca.



59

FOR FURTHER RESEARCHFOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Books
Sneed B. Collard, Defending Nature: How the US Military Protects 
Threatened and Endangered Species. Millbrook, 2025.

Carol Hand, Marine Conservation. Abdo, 2025.

Tom Jackson, Endangered Animals Atlas: A Journey Across the 
World and into the Wild. Quarto Group, 2023.

Darcy Pattison, Diego, the Galápagos Giant Tortoise: Saving a Spe-
cies from Extinction. Mims House, 2022.

Laura Perdew, Conservation Success: Protecting Wild Spaces and 
Species. Nomad, 2025.

Tracy Sue Walker, Wildlife Conservation Technology. Lerner, 2024.

Internet Sources
Natalie Brand and Anna Grazulis, “How a Smithsonian Lab Is Help-
ing Threatened Species Get Off the Endangered List,” CBS Saturday 
Morning, August 23, 2025. www.cbsnews.com.

Green Earth, “7 Strategies for Protecting Wildlife,” April 7, 2023. 
www.green.earth.

Sophia Kagan, “How Endangered Species Have Fared in 2025—
and What New Ones Made the List,” WGAL 8, December 25, 2025. 
www.wgal.com.

Mary Kate McCoy, “Axolotls Are on the Brink. Can We Bring 
Them Back?,” Conservation International, August 12, 2025. www
.conservation.org.

Richard C. Paddock, Zunaira Saieed, and Sanjit Das, “In a Remote 
Jungle, the Gruesome Poaching of Rare Elephants,” New York Times, 
December 16, 2025. www.nytimes.com.

Alexa Robles-Gil, “Sharks and Rays Gain Sweeping Protections from 
Wildlife Trade,” New York Times, December 2, 2025. www.nytimes
.com.



61

Note: Boldface page numbers indicate 
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