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I remember sitting in the stunned audience of the 2008 Australian Mammal Society conference and 
seeing the frustration and desperation on the faces of everyone in the crowd as we were told that 
the Christmas Island pipistrelle probably had months, not years, before it went extinct. In his 
account, Woinarski picks apart the causes and consequences of the pipistrelle’s demise and lays 
them bare so that land managers and conservation biologists can understand the processes 
involved, from start to finish. 

While meticulous, it is immediately obvious that this book isn’t simply a clinical necropsy. The 
introduction is peppered with words that evoke emotion—mourn, sorrow, fate, requiem, doom. It 
delves into exquisite detail and deconstructs the events leading up to the end with scalpel-sharp 
precision. However, it also instils a sense of responsibility in the reader and an understanding that 
while we are often removed from environmental catastrophe such as this, we are human, and 
humanity is the culpable destructive force that drove this bat to extinction. 

The tragedy can be informally divided into two acts. In the first, Chapters one to five set the stage. 
Woinarski describes how the pipistrelle was perhaps doomed from the outset: while islands can be 
highly biodiverse, with exceptional levels of species endemism, they are often a precarious melting 
pot where geographic uniqueness renders species extinction-prone and ecosystems can be swiftly 
unravelled. Christmas Island is a prime example of how humans invariably contribute to island 
species decline and the discovery of valuable phosphate reserves 130 years ago sealed the 
pipistrelle’s fate. Poor quarantine standards and a lack of coordination among governing agencies 
allowed a suite of invasive animal and plant species to upset the island’s ecosystem, which is 
precariously balanced on the back of the red crab. The inability of the mining company, the island’s 
major employer, to accurately predict the extent of phosphate reserves meant the long-term 
viability of the human community was never planned; in 1974 rubbish was still disposed of by 
dumping it off a cliff into the sea! Woinarski presents an exhaustive list of the animal and plant 
species affected by human occupation, which culminates in a chapter dedicated to the pipistrelle. 
Unfortunately, it was a small and unremarkable insectivorous bat whose “loss excited more interest 
than its life”. Considered stable in the 1980s, it was soon realised that the pipistrelle was declining 
rapidly and linearly until the last individual was seen on August 26th 2009. 

The second act explores the biological and political drivers of the extinction. Woinarski offers a range 
of possible explanations for the pipistrelle’s extinction and logically runs through each one step by 
step, carefully arguing each hypothesis and examining every speculative tangent. The causes are 
complicated, varied and now untestable, but he offers two opinions: the simple explanation is 
predation by the introduced wolf snake; the complicated offer integrates bat life history, habitat 



degradation and the establishment of yellow crazy ant supercolonies. Woinarski laments the weak 
obligations and lack of concrete responsibility contained within current legislation. He pulls no 
punches, holding the mining companies, Australian parks service and Australian governments of 
both persuasions responsible and criticises the unequal distribution of funds between charismatic 
species and those with a lower subjective aesthetic value. He advocates for the provision of funding 
for emergency measures to save individual species instead of only ecosystem-level preventative 
measures. 

Chapter eight is an interesting change of pace. Here, ten field ecologists, responsible administrators 
and government agencies, who were directly or indirectly involved with the species’ decline, write 
personal responses to the pipistrelle’s extinction. The reactions range from rage to defensiveness to 
indifference, frustration and disappointment. The final chapter offers some sober reflection and 
recommendations for the protection of Christmas Island’s biodiversity. There is some consolation in 
the conservation activity that the pipistrelle’s extinction has spurred but Woinarski iterates that the 
extinction is symptomatic of bigger problems with how humans and the environment interact. He 
hopes that we can learn from the pipistrelle’s downfall and makes a final plea for the interest, 
understanding and care of the intrinsic value of nature.   

This book is a fascinating, in-depth analysis of the pressures that humans place on the world we live 
in written by one of the world’s leading conservation biologists. It is clear that Woinarski enjoyed 
being freed from the confines of the journal article format because the language is a joy to read—
complex and elegant but still precise and deliberate. This reflects the factual content; if I were to use 
one word to describe this book it would be “thorough”. However, this is where I also find my major 
criticism. The book is sometimes too detailed as it delves into the minutiae of the subject matter, 
particularly in the historical chapters. The monumental amount of content can be a lot to digest, 
which I found detracts from the linearity of the tale. Nevertheless, the book is important. Woinarski 
recognises that appreciating the interactions between species and their environments is essential for 
any biologist. Understanding how these relationships can be disrupted by anthropogenic pressures is 
vital. Finally, ensuring that applied scientific research is reflected in policy change and management 
implementation will be the best way to prevent future extinctions. 

 

 


