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1. The Sixth Mass Extinction


This story begins with a misunderstanding, or perhaps a bit of twisted information. In January 2022, scientists from the University of Hawaii and the National Museum of Natural History in Paris, Robert H. Cowie, Philippe Bouchet and Benoît Fontaine published the article The Sixth Mass Extinction: fact, fiction or speculation?1 There, the authors explained that “There have been five Mass Extinction events in the history of Earth’s biodiversity, all caused by dramatic but natural phenomena. It has been claimed that the Sixth Mass Extinction may be underway, this time caused entirely by humans”.


The authors explained that many colleagues don’t support the idea of a Sixth Mass Extinction, and that they usually base on the IUCN “red list” (International Union for Conservation of Nature Red List of Threatened Species, which provides an exhaustive list of species and their dangers of extinction). However, for these authors that list is biased, since it includes almost all mammals and birds, but only a small part of the invertebrates. Their own study of invertebrates and molluscs is presented as evidence that species extinction rates are alarming.


By January 2022 the subject was not new: the scientific community had been debating the matter for years. The fact is that the article was shared on Twitter by the user @rainmaker1973, along with a photo of molluscs fossils. Shortly after, the one who re-tweeted the information was none other than Elon Musk, although this time with a comment that had little to do with the article itself: “There is 100% chance of all species extinction due to expansion of the sun, unless humanity makes life multiplanetary”, Musk wrote.


Behind Musk’s (never innocent) twit several issues arise. The first: are we going through a period of mass extinction? If this is true, is human activity to blame? Is there a scientific consensus on the subject, and how does all this fit into the dominant climate change narrative? How would the extinction of humanity fit into this story? On the other hand, clever as he is, Musk uses the idea of a Sixth Mass Extinction to fuel his agenda of colonizing Mars. Is that a viable option to avoid the extinction of our species?


Life on Earth has developed over millions of years, and the extinction of species is part of this natural and biological process in which multiple factors have contributed to certain species dying and new species developing. Various scientists warn about an accelerated process of species extinction, and affirm that if the current levels are maintained, in just 300 years 75% of the species that today inhabit the Earth will have become extinct. In tune with the climate change narrative, some scientists want to highlight the importance of the environmental impact of human activity and pretend to give our geological era a new name: Anthropocene.


There are many opinions in relation to this topic, and there are also diverse and controversial “solutions” with which humanity could repair the damage caused: from reviving extinct species to designing a biosphere, including the colonization of other planets or even the overcoming of the species towards a post-humanism.


•





2. Extinctions throughout history


In the first place, it is necessary to make it clear that although many scientists agree in their assessments, there is no absolute consensus that allows defining the issues related to the mass extinctions that have taken place in the history of our planet. In fact, the best known of such extinctions, the one that would have wiped out the dinosaurs from the Earth 65 million years ago, is often attributed to the impact of a meteorite, but many still pose other theories.


Mass extinction is considered when more than 75% of the species perish in a period of up to three million years. Five major mass extinctions are usually mentioned to have happened over the last 540 million years:


1. The Ordovician-Silurian extinction, 439 million years ago. Its duration is estimated between 500,000 and 1 million years. It is stipulated that 85% of the species became extinct and that the causes could be a Supernova or the rise or fall of the ocean levels due to glaciation.


2. The Devonian extinction, 367 million years ago. With a three million years duration, this extinction would have wiped out 82% of the species and the cause would be the Mantelic Plume and volcanic activity.


3. The Permian-Triassic extinction, 251 million years ago. With a lasting of one million years, 96% of the species would have become extinct and the causes could be a meteorite and the Mantelic Plume.


4. Triassic-Jurassic extinction, 210 million years ago. Also lasting a million years, 76% of the species would have become extinct due to the fragmentation of the Pangea continent and multiple eruptions.


5. Cretaceous-Palogene extinction, 65 million years ago. This time with a much shorter duration, just 30 days, 73% of the species would have become extinct due to a meteorite and massive eruptions.


The number of mass extinctions varies according to scientists between 2 and 61, although these five are the ones that are most often counted. The current mass extinction process would be the sixth on this list and what is under discussion, as we will review next, is whether it is a different phenomenon because it is being caused by human activity.


The causes of the five mass extinctions are usually attributed to epidemics (pathogenic organisms that can appear for different reasons and cause large mortalities of species or entire food chains), competition between species, anoxia in the marine world (loss of oxygen concentration, which impacts throughout the environment), changes in sea level, climatic changes (periods of warming and cooling), extraterrestrial objects such as meteorites impacting or supernovae exploding close to Earth, changes in orbit or magnetic field and volcanic activity. Many specialists point out that in fact the great extinctions have coincided with periods of extraordinary volcanic activity, and what is known as the Mantelic Plume: columns with material from the Earth’s mantle, which when reaching the surface cause hot spots and anomalous volcanic activity.
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» WA"LCH OUT! EARTH IS IN THE MIDST
OF ASIXTH MASS EXTINCTION EVENT.
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