Thank you for participating in this pilot test of the structured inquiry search tool in the Animal Diversity Web (ADW).

You will be using this tool to collect and compile data from a large natural history database (the ADW). You’ll then use those data to test several hypotheses about how animal life history influences conservation risk.

There are multiple factors that affect how likely it is that an animal species becomes rare or endangered. Habitat destruction and ecological change are two, important factors that influence animal species. But how populations of animal species respond to external threats, such as habitat destruction, is influenced by the life history characteristics of that species. In this exercise you will investigate a set of life history characteristics in an animal group, or pair of animal groups, in order to determine which factors seem to influence conservation risk most strongly. These animal groups are groups of related species, which may or may not be similar in their life history characteristics. Look for variation in characteristics both between and within the groups that you are assigned to investigate.

Group I –This group will compare New World hystricognath rodents (taxon name: Hystricognathi) to rabbits and their relatives (rabbits, hares, and pikas, taxon name: Lagomorpha). Both groups are similar in ecology, they are small to medium-sized mammals that eat primarily grasses and other plant materials. However, they differ in some important ways in terms of their life history strategies. You’ll figure out how those differences translate to differences in vulnerability to population pressures.

Group II – This group will compare members of the cat family (taxon name: Felidae) to members of the dog, wolf, fox, and jackal family (taxon name: Canidae). Both groups are important medium to large-sized predators throughout much of the world. But they also differ in some important life history dimensions. You’ll figure out how those differences translate to differences in vulnerability to population pressures.

Group III – This group will look at variation within the mammalian family that includes antelope, cattle, gazelles, goats, sheep, and other relatives (taxon name: Bovidae). 

Four widely recognized factors that influence conservation risk among animals are:
1) human exploitation,

2) specialization (relying on a narrower set of resources),

3) restricted distribution (being found only in a small range), and 

4) slow reproductive rates (limiting the ability to respond to population declines).

Human exploitation is pretty straightforward – have these animals been intensely harvested (for food or other materials) or persecuted by humans? 

· We suggest looking for keywords related to the economic importance of these animals (used as food, valuable body parts).
Animals can be specialized in various ways. They may have very narrow requirements for growth, reproduction, habitat needs, diet, and other factors. Having such narrow requirements for survival and reproduction means that these species will be less flexible in the face of environmental changes. For this exercise we suggest you examine dietary specialization, so looking at how varied diet is in your group. 

· We suggest looking for primary diet keywords (piscivore, folivore, carnivore, etc.).

Animals with restricted distributions will be more vulnerable to environmental changes because their populations are smaller and they are likely to have narrow requirements that are only met within their small range. Particularly compelling examples of the effect of restricted distributions on conservation risk are animal species that are found only on islands. These species have frequently evolved on the island and are not found anywhere else. They may have many special characteristics that result from their evolutionary isolation on the island. Island “endemic” (found only on that island) species are some of the most vulnerable to rarity and extinction.

· We suggest looking for the keyword “island endemic” and also to review the text of the account for indications that the animals are not widespread.

Animal species that reproduce slowly will have more difficulty in responding to environmental disruption and population declines. However, many species have evolved life history strategies that involve large amounts of investment in relatively few young (humans are an example). Consider the effect of various measures of reproductive investment in young and their effect on conservation risk. 

· We suggest searching for factors such as gestation length, number of offspring in each reproductive bout (litter size), and the amount of time spent nursing young (time to weaning).

Once you design a search, or set of searches, to extract data from the ADW, you will evaluate the effect of the factors mentioned above on conservation risk. To do this you’ll need to incorporate conservation status in your searches. We suggest you use the IUCN categories. Although they are more numerous (7-8 categories), they are more reliable than CITES or U.S. Endangered Species Act lists. CITES is not regularly updated and tends to lump animals into categories (like all parrots on CITES Appendix II). The U.S. ESA is not global in scope; it focuses more on North American species, although it does include species from other parts of the world.

