Australian Rodent Is First Mammal Made Extinct by Human-Driven Climate Change, Scientists Say
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SYDNEY, Australia — Australian researchers say rising sea levels have wiped out a rodent that lived on a tiny outcrop in the Great Barrier Reef, in what they say is the first documented extinction of a mammal species due to human-caused climate change.
The rodent was known to have lived only on Bramble Cay, a minuscule atoll in the northeast Torres Strait, between the Cape York Peninsula in the Australian state of Queensland and the southern shores of Papua New Guinea. The long-tailed, whiskered creature, called the Bramble Cay melomys, was considered the only mammal endemic to the Great Barrier Reef.
“The key factor responsible for the death of the Bramble Cay melomys is almost certainly high tides and surging seawater, which has traveled inland across the island,” Luke Leung, a scientist from the University of Queensland who was an author of a report on the species’ apparent disappearance, said by telephone. “The seawater has destroyed the animal’s habitat and food source.”
“This is the first documented extinction of a mammal because of climate change,” he said.
Anthony D. Barnosky, a professor at the University of California, Berkeley, who is a leading expert on climate change’s effects on the natural world, called the disappearance of the melomys “a cogent example of how climate change provides the coup de grâce to already critically endangered species.”
“I think this is significant because it illustrates how the human-caused extinction process works in real time,” Dr. Barnosky added, noting that storm surges and rising seas had wiped out a species that had no route of escape. “On land, we’re seeing the same thing, except rather than water barriers, the barriers are the 51 percent of the Earth’s land surface that has been taken over by people.”
Warming seawater temperatures have caused significant coral bleaching along the northern sections of the Great Barrier Reef of Australia this year. Scientists have reported that bleaching has led to the death of some corals, and that climate change is the main long-term threat to the health of the reef.
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Dr. Leung and Natalie Waller, another University of Queensland scientist, along with Ian Gynther of the Queensland government’s threatened species unit, conducted surveys of Bramble Cay, which Dr. Leung described as “not much bigger than an average football field,” in 2014. They found no evidence of the melomys, which had been listed as endangered.
The scientists recommended that Queensland declare the species extinct. “The assertion that Australia has lost another mammal species can be made with considerable confidence,” they wrote in the report to the state’s government, which released it last week. The study’s findings werepreviously reported by The Guardian.
Accounts of the melomys’s presence on Bramble Cay date to 1845, when European sailors encountered what they described as large rats (and tried to kill them with bows and arrows). Researchers found hundreds of the creatures on the island during the 1970s.
But within a few decades, their numbers had fallen drastically, with just 10 melomys captured during a 2002 survey and 12 in 2004. None at all were caught during a 2011 survey, but that expedition was cut short for fear of damaging green-turtle nests.
The melomys had to compete for food with nesting seabirds and turtles on a shrinking island, according to the new report. By March 2014, the island’s livable habitat — that is, the area above the high-tide mark — was the smallest ever recorded, and refuge sites for the melomys in rock caves, crevices and overhangs had begun to disappear, the report said.
In August and September 2014, the scientists used traps and cameras to try to determine how many melomys were left, and they found none. No tracks were seen, and no scat was discovered.
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