
MAKING ASSESSMENTS OF THREATENED 

SPECIES 

The resources available to look after animals and plants through conservation 

are very limited, and so a system is needed to decide which species need help 

the most. Species are placed into conservation categories, which allow 

conservationists and governments to allocate resources and take actions as 

required. 

The IUCN (International Union for the Conservation of Nature) is the 

international body that highlights the species that are threatened with 

extinction and promotes their conservation. 

 

 

 

The IUCN was founded in 1948, and has grown now to include over 1000 

governments and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs), representing over 

160 countries, as their members. 

Specialist groups are set up to advise the IUCN on conservation, biodiversity 

and the value of a range of species. The information is collected into ‘Red Lists’ 

which evaluate the conservation status of plant and animal species. 

 

 

 



CONSERVATION STATUS CATEGORIES 

 

 

 

First of all, species are ranked as being Not Evaluated, Data Deficient, or 

Adequate Data. 

Those with Adequate Data are assessed into a Conservation Status category. 

The status of a species is not just based on the number of individuals surviving 

in the wild (abundance). The IUCN also consider the area it lives in (range), and 

whether the species is increasing or decreasing in number, and how quickly 

this is occurring. 

  



CONSERVATION CATEGORIES 

1. EXTINCT  

e.g. Dodo Raphus cucullatus 

These large birds were found on the Mauritius islands in the Indian Ocean. 

There were related to pigeons, but were 1 metre tall and weighed up to 18kg. 

They were flightless, and had no natural predators on the islands. 

They were first recorded in 1598 by European explorers who arrived on the 

islands. They were eaten by the sailors and also impacted by various animals 

they brought with them such as dogs and rats. 

The last dodo was seen in 1662. 

 

 

  



2. EXTINCT IN THE WILD 

e.g. Barbary lion Panthera leo leo 

Only captive individuals survive, there is no free-living natural population. 

This sub-species of lion was originally found across northern Africa from 

Morocco to Egypt.  The last wild one was killed in 1942.  

They were one of the largest lion species, and were the lions used by Romans 

in their games. 

They are kept alive through the work of zoos. The lions in Belfast Zoo are 

Barbary lions. 

 

 

  



3. CRITICALLY ENDANGERED 

e.g. Javan rhino Rhinceros sondiacus 

This rhino used to be wide ranging, but now there is just one population, with 

46-66 adults surviving. 

They have suffered from a loss of habitat and poaching.  

They like dense lowland forest and grassland, and were particularly badly 

affected by deforestation during the Vietnam war. 

 

 

  



4. ENDANGERED 

e.g. Blue whale Balaenoptera musculus 

These are the largest animals to have ever existed (they are up to 3 times the 

size of the largest dinosaur). They used to be abundant around the world’s 

oceans, but they were nearly hunted to extinction during the 19th and 20th 

century. 

All blue whale hunting was banned by the International Whaling Commission in 

1967, but it takes a long time for a slow breeding, long-lived mammal to 

recover. 

There are between 5000 and 15000 adult blue whales in the wild. 

 

 

  



5. VULNERABLE 

e.g. Cheetah Acinonyx jubatus 

Cheetahs struggle with a lot of problems. Their habitat has become broken up 

(fragmented) because of livestock farming, they are hunted and they have 

been impacted by regional wars.  The surviving members often suffer health 

problems because the population is inbred. Many of their young are born with 

birth defects. 

The latest IUCN estimate found there are 6674 mature adults remaining in the 

wild. 

 

 

 

 

The three categories Critically Endangered, Endangered and Vulnerable are 

collectively known as the ‘Threatened Categories’. 

  



6. NEAR THREATENED 

e.g. Eurasian otter Lutra lutra 

Although these animals are not in any immediate danger, they may become 

threatened in future, and so should be monitored and evaluated frequently. 

The otter went into decline in the second half of the 20th century, and so 

became protected in many European countries, like Ireland. They had suffered 

from pollution and habitat loss, in particular when rivers were modified into 

canals.  

Thankfully their numbers are on the increase again, but they still need to be 

assessed regularly. The change in fortunes for the otter shows how effective 

and worthwhile conservation can be. 

 

 

 

  



7. LEAST CONCERN 

e.g. Red squirrel Sciurus vulgaris 

Thankfully, despite all the problems we see in the environment, most species 

belong to the last category, Least Concern.  

This means that they are in no risk of extinction at the current time.  

Sometimes these species may struggle on a regional basis, but the whole 

species is not at risk. 

Red squirrels have struggled in Ireland in the last 100 years, because of an 

invasive competitor, the grey squirrel, introduced from America.  In recent 

years the red squirrel has made a strong comeback and is doing well in Ireland. 

Red squirrels can be found across Europe and Asia, from Ireland to Japan. 

 

 

 



TO FIND OUT MORE 

 

The IUCN website https://www.iucnredlist.org/ contains information on a huge 

range of assessed animal and plant species.  

You can search for the species you are interested in, and find out all about it.  

Each page gives the Conservation Status of the animal or plant, the number 

surviving in the wild and lots more information. There is also a map showing 

the range of each species. 

Can you find animals belonging to each conservation category? 
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