JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH
“The State of the Planet’s Wildlife”

“Right now we know that at least 25 percent of the world’s 4,000 or so mammal species are threatened or endangered. Two out of three bird species are in decline worldwide.” 

– Steve Osofsky, Wildlife Conservation Society

“The State of the Planet’s Wildlife,” hosted and narrated by Academy Award® winner Matt Damon, poses one of the most critical questions of the 21st century: why are nearly half of the world’s wildlife species facing extinction within the next few decades? The ninth episode of the critically acclaimed environmental series JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH, the program is a global investigation of what scientists call “the sixth great extinction of the world’s animals and plants.” The documentary, airing on PBS Tuesday, April 18, 2006, 9:00-10:00 p.m. ET, also includes spectacular wildlife photography in a celebration of the beauty and diversity of the natural world. 
Specific case studies explore the loss of wildlife due to climate change, population and poverty pressures, poaching, the international bush-meat trade and the loss of wildlife corridors. “The State of the Planet’s Wildlife” visits the high country of Montana, Florida’s Everglades, South Africa, Singapore, Bangladesh, Kenya, Zambia, the Amazon, the Arctic and China to present the variety of threats to animals today.

From severe drought to melting ice, trophy hunting to loss of habitat through overdevelopment, “The State of the Planet’s Wildlife” examines the effects of these and other factors on wildlife. There are also stories of hope and success, from ranchers learning to restore marshes and bird sanctuaries on their rangeland, to communities that have given up poaching to become stewards of the land, to diverse groups of citizens in Montana who created wildlife corridors to protect endangered species such as the grizzly bear.

Host Matt Damon also directs viewers to the JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH website, pbs.org/journeytoplanetearth, where he introduces visitors to a variety of interactive features. In conjunction with the broadcast, museums and science centers around the country will be working under the guidance of the American Association for the Advancement of Science to offer exhibits and activities that complement the case studies profiled in the special.

The Sixth Extinction

And while there have been other extinction crises, this will be a dramatic alteration that will fundamentally threaten the future of humanity because we are all linked. We are all part of this web of life.

– Bob Cook, Wildlife Conversation Society

Wildlife extinctions are not new phenomena. During our planet’s long geological history, at least five catastrophic events wiped out vast numbers of species. The last great extinction occurred 65 million years ago, when a giant asteroid crashed into the Earth. The ash sealed the fate of the dinosaurs, along with more than 75 percent of the world’s plants and animals. Today, the threat of what scientists call the sixth extinction won’t come from outer space or a volcanic eruption. The next extinction will be the result of human activities.  

Global Turf Wars

The Amazon year after year is being eaten away by major deforestation. And what we’re getting closer and closer to is a tipping point which will affect the whole system. If you do lose the entire Amazon, you are losing probably one-fifth of all the wildlife species on earth.  

– Tom Lovejoy, The Heinz Center

The sudden economic boom in China has brought problems with prosperity: the demand for meat and poultry — once luxury items the Chinese couldn’t afford — is consuming millions of acres to raise these animals. When farmers in China need more soybeans to feed their pigs and poultry because their own grasslands have been overgrazed, they turn to the Amazon as their new grassland. In the Amazon, millions of acres of wildlife habitat are burned for farmland and cattle pastures to supply the needs of people half a world away.  

Wild species are facing the prospect of a kind of demographic winter, a period of time in which there are so many human beings on the planet and their economic needs are so great, they have so dominated the planet that it’s very difficult for wildlife to survive.

– Bob Engelman, Population Action International
Florida’s Everglades have been under assault for decades; today, over 90 percent of the bird population is gone and only 30 Florida panthers remain in the wild. But here, a story of hope comes from an unlikely source: cattle ranchers. Today’s ranchers are learning that turning unused portions of their lands into wetland sanctuaries and filtering agricultural run-off through these marshes can spare Lake Okeechobee and the Everglades from further pollution and even improve the health of this valuable ecosystem.

Poaching and the Wildlife Trade

What we’re essentially doing is creating what’s known as the empty forest syndrome. And this means that we’re getting forests which look fantastic. They’re full of wonderful trees, but they’re losing their wildlife from inside them because it’s being hunted out. And that means that we’re losing pollinators, dispersers, browsers and that’s likely to have a domino effect within the forest and will cause other species to go, too, including species which are very important for medicines, for timber.

 – Elizabeth Bennett, Wildlife Conservation Society

Each year millions of animals are killed so the poor can earn enough for the bare necessities of life — while the world’s tigers are going extinct. Each year millions of animals are killed to feed the hungry — while the world’s primates are going extinct. Each year millions of animals become trophies for the wealthy — or their body parts are turned into medicines and potions. And each year millions of animals are caged and illegally sold as exotic pets. The loss of bird species is nearly unimaginable.  
Positive steps have been taken in some areas to prevent over-hunting. In Zambia, economic incentives have been offered to help farmers put aside snares and guns in return for help in making agriculture economically feasible.  

Global Climate Change

From polar bears in the Arctic, whose hunting grounds of sea ice are melting away, to grizzly bears in Montana, “The State of the Planet’s Wildlife” examines the real — not theoretical — effects of global warming. Animals driven from their habitats frequently have nowhere else to go as their pathways are blocked by human development.

Yet in Montana’s Blackfoot River Valley, a coalition of ranchers, activists and citizens has come together to restore the valley and its famous river and co-exist with its grizzlies, rather than isolate them into extinction. Using new logging techniques, forests are thinned rather than clear-cut. A species that vanished nearly 100 years ago — the trumpeter swan — has been reintroduced to the area.

Where We Are

You have to be realistic about the size and scope of the problems. They are unprecedented. My optimism is that we will eventually see the nature and the global scale of these problems and at that point people will insist on developing and really working on solving the problem. 

– Charles Kennel, Scripps Institution of Oceanography

In the end, the urgency to avoid a sixth extinction presents enormous challenges. What’s needed now are the efforts of people everywhere, those who are willing to find ways to strike the right balance between what we want and what our planet’s wildlife can endure.    
JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH, produced by Emmy® Award-winning filmmakers Marilyn and Hal Weiner, is the only continuing primetime television series that deals exclusively with the most critical environmental and sustainable development issues of the 21st century.  

Each episode of the series is supported by an educational outreach initiative featuring leaders’ guides and teaching materials for informal and formal education, a comprehensive web site (pbs.org/journeytoplanetearth/), a companion web site for children hosted by the New York Hall of Science (tryscience.com), strategic partnerships with science museums and environmental organizations, and a publicity campaign to raise public awareness of the series and its complementary outreach activities.

The two most recent episodes of JOURNEY TO PLANET EARTH — “The State of the Planet” and “Future Conditional,” broadcast in April 2005 — were selected from more than 1,300 submissions from 30 countries as best environmental films at the U.S. International Film and Video Festival.  
Underwriters: National Science Foundation, Kellogg Foundation and Arthur Vining Davis Foundations. Producer: Screenscope, Inc. in association with South Carolina ETV. Producers: Marilyn and Hal Weiner. Format: CC Stereo Letterbox. Online: pbs.org
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