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The fall from diversity: An unknown catastrophe  

 

David Hancocks 

Director, Victoria's Open Range Zoo at Werribee 

PO Box 460, Werribee, Australia 

Tel  +61 3 9731 9620 

Fax  +61 3 9731 9644 

 

There is much loud self-congratulation about the contribution zoos are making to 

conservation, but it booms noisily in a fairly empty barrel. Zoos do, however, need to aim to 

become conservation centres. Unfortunately zoos, and all natural history institutions 

combined, have clearly failed to education people about the real needs of wildlife, the 

loss of biological diversity, and the frightening consequences. 

A vital part of the new role for zoos, and for all natural history institutions, is to convince 

people to make changes to their lifestyles in support of conservation, and to adopt 

different values. 

Specific goals and activities are discussed for zoos (and perhaps all natural history 

institutions) to consider adopting, as means of overcoming this dangerous problem. 

 

 

 

Challenges and opportunities for natural history museums in the field of education for the 

conservation of biodiversity. 

 

Dr S.M. Nair 

Director of Environmental Education, World Wildlife Fund for Nature – India 

172-B Max Mueller Marg, Lodhi Estate, New Delhi 110003, India 

Tel  + 91 11 469 1760 

Fax  + 91 11 462 6837 

 

Natural history museums are one of the primary centres for the visual documentation, 

research and interpretation of our biological diversity. Traditionally these institutions were 

pre-occupied with the collection and study of specimens representing nature laid out 

along taxonomical orders. Presenting them in a broader perspective, considering species, 

their habitats and inter-relationships is a comparatively recent development in most natural 

history museums. It is only in the last twenty or thirty years that exhibits and programs 

related to conservation of nature and natural resources started finding a place in these 

museums. Natural history museums, by virtue of their collections and displays representing 
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biological diversity and their educational programmes for public awareness, have a great 

potential for conservation education. 

This presentation will examine the challenges and opportunities before natural history 

museums in promoting education for biodiversity conservation, making an analysis of the 

initiatives already taken by these institutions, the potential that remains to be further 

exploited and the ways and means for fulfilling this mission.  

The following broad areas will be covered: 

 The need to review the functions of natural history museums as we approach the new 

millennium with changed environmental realities. 

 Loss of biodiversity threatening to change the face of nature and its consequence on 

the quality of human life. 

 The unique opportunity for natural history museums to provide the required research 

base, collections and interpretation facilities for education and public awareness on 

conservation of biodiversity. 

 The challenge of transforming the attitudes of people towards the natural world and 

the value and relevance of biodiversity conservation, and not just providing 

information. 

 The problems before natural history museums in taking a positive, action oriented step 

in education relevant to conservation of biodiversity. 

 The responsibilities that natural history museums should shoulder in an environmentally 

degrading world. 

 The educational potential of natural history museums in sensitising various target groups 

- School Children, Teachers, College Students and the Youth, General Public, Villagers, 

Women, Others. 

 The Indian experience 

 Cultural and religions traditions that promoted conservation of biological diversity 

 Living traditions and community initiatives for conservation 

 Enriching the school curriculum 

 Teacher Training 

 Nature Clubs 

 Collaborative programs with NGOs, Govt. Agencies. 

 Courses, Contests & Competitions. 

 Resource materials 

 Communication strategies and media for various target groups 

 Natural history museums in India and the role they play in education for biodiversity 

conservation. 

 Natural history museums, biodiversity conservation and public education in the 21st 

century. 

 
 

 

Biodiversity of Carboniferous forests - centerpoint of a new exhibition about the evolution of 

land plants 

 

Dr Gerhard Winter 

Education Department, Senckenberg Natural History Museum 

Senckenberganlage 25, D-60325 Frankfurt am Main, Germany 

Tel  +49 69 7542 356 

Fax  +49 69 746 238 

gwinter@sng.uni-frankfurt.de 

 

Today's diversity of animals and plants is a result of a process over hundreds of millions of 

years. Organisms evolved and persisted or vanished, and their constructions changed. All 

this is documented in fossils. Focused on this process the new permanent exhibition at the 

Senckenberg Natural History Museum (Frankfurt am Main, Germany) tries to evoke the 
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visitor's awareness and sensibility that we are responsible not to end or even to destroy this 

for ever.  

Contrary to all other exhibitions in the museum this new hall shall convey the feeling to walk 

in a 'greenhouse'. Large windows at the back of show cases ('scene cases') illuminate the 

hall with daylight. Glass plates reaching up to the ceiling in the 'scene cases' show tall 

reconstructions in transparent colours. The fossils are fixed in corresponding places to verify 

the graphics and thus a self explanatory presentation helps the visitor to understand the 

different fragments of fossil plants. 

One red thread for 'short time visitors' is the development of trees from the first forest in 

Devonian times to the wide variety of tree constructions in Carboniferous forests to today's 

tallest or mightiest trees. 

 

 

 

A new natural history museum for the Netherlands 

 

Dr Dirk Houtgraaf 

Director, Naturalis National Museum of Natural History 

PO Box 9517, Leiden 2300 RA, The Netherlands 

Tel  +31 71 768 7675 

Fax  +31 71 568 7666 

weiden@naturalis.nnm.nl 

 

Naturalis is the brand new public home of the 175 years old Dutch National Museum of 

Natural History (the former 'Rijksmuseum van Natuurlijke Historie').  

Naturalis has 7 permanent exhibits (4000 m2) which are part of one core message: the 

working processes of system earth, with a dazzling bio- and geodiversity as 'results'. This 

strong conceptual emphasis was matched by equally strongly structured working methods. 

Naturalis just opened to the public and it looks like being a real success. However, there 

are off course also 'bloopers' and misperceptions to be shown. In this presentation an 

impression of the exhibits is given and the clearest 'learning experiences' are told. 

 

 

 

The State Darwin Museum, Russia Moscow 

 

Anna Klioukina 

Director, State Darwin Museum 

57, Vavilova str., Moscow 117292, Russia. 

Tel  +7 095 135 3376 

Fax  +7 095 135 3384 

 

The State Darwin Museum (Moscow, Russia) celebrated its 90 year anniversary last year. The 

museum was founded by Professor Kots and it was one of the first evolutionary museums in 

the world. Museum collections are intended to illustrate the processes of evolution under 

natural conditions and domestication. Nowadays the museum harbours about 400 000 

animal and plant specimens, including collections of aberrant individuals (melanists and 

albinos) and threatened and endangered animal species listed in the Red Books. Separate 

divisions support the entomological and paleontological collections. The museum also 

houses expanded collections of rare books on natural history and artefacts presenting 

animals and interactions of human beings with nature.  

From its foundation to the nineties the museum hasn't had its own building. Moreover since 

1984 the museum exhibitions were closed to the public. The new museum building was 

completed in December 1994. The new exhibition was opened for public in September 

1995. The rearrangement of exhibitions was finished in 1997. Presently 5000 square meters of 
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exhibitions attract more than 200 000 visitors per year. Virtual exhibitions of the museum are 

accessible with the Internet (http://www.darwin.museum.ru). Our museum also presents all 

Russian museums at the webserver Museums of Russia (http://www.museum.ru). 

 

 

 

Botanic Gardens as agents of change – Their role in raising environmental awareness 

 

Rod Dunstan 

Education Officer, Scienceworks, Museum Victoria 

PO Box 666E, Melbourne, VIC 3001, Australia 

Tel  +61 3 9392 4823 

Fax  +61 3 9836 9506 

rdunstan@mov.vic.gov.au  

 

This presentation is based on a Churchill Fellowship which involved studying education 

programs in Botanic Gardens and Museums in the United States, England and Europe. The 

four month fellowship included visiting over forty institutions and learning about their school 

and public education programs.Many of these institutions are exploring new ways of giving 

the public greater access to the information held in their collections. For example, most are 

providing volunteer or staff led education programs on site, while others are making good 

use of the Internet, or providing outreach programs off site.  

Some of these institutions are also adding to their traditional cultural and research roles-

they are becoming agents of change and shapers of public opinion. There is widespread 

public concern about environmental issues and the most forward looking institutions are 

responding to the need for independent sources of accurate information for the public to 

use when forming opinion. 

 

 

 

The Gallery of Life: a living exhibition in a 21st Century museum 

 

Ross Field & Luke Simpkin 

Manager & Producer, Gallery of Life, Museum Victoria 

PO Box 666E, Melbourne, VIC 3001, Australia 

Tel  +61 3 9284 0210 

Fax  +61 3 9416 0475  

rfield@mov.vic.gov.au 

 

At Museum Victoria's Melbourne Museum, which is currently under construction, a new kind 

of exhibition is being built. The Gallery of Life applies areas of traditional museum expertise- 

geology, biology, history and cultural studies to the subject of the tall timber Mountain Ash 

(Eucalyptus regnans) forests and its adjacent rainforest gully environments which occur 

close to Melbourne. This will be achieved in an outdoor 1500 m2 landscaped gallery 

comprising some living key flora and fauna of these forests. The gallery will contain more 

than 80 species of higher plants, numerous fungi, 25 vertebrate species comprising birds, 

fishes, reptiles amphibians and mammals and hundreds of species of invertebrates, both 

terrestrial and aquatic. As such, it combines what might be found traditionally in museums, 

national parks, zoos and botanic gardens, yet it is not imitative of any of these. This 

presentation will outline how the museum's insights into this environment and innovative 

exhibition design can contribute to education and conservation in a totally new way. 
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Live invertebrates: token biodiversity? 

 

Alan L. Yen 

Head Curator, Environment Program, Museum Victoria 

71 Victoria Crescent, Abbotsford, VIC 3067, Australia 

Tel  +613 9284 0209 

Fax  +613 9416 0475 

ayen@mov.vic.gov.au 

 

Invertebrates – the animals without backbones – dominate marine and terrestrial 

environments in terms of numbers of species and numbers of individuals. While some 99% of 

animal species are invertebrates, the vast majority of live animal displays involve the other 

1% (the vertebrates). The question is whether the small number of live invertebrates 

represent invertebrate biodiversity in a meaningful manner or whether those on display are 

token biodiversity – chosen because they are larger and more appealing (thus used as 

surrogate pseudo-vertebrates). To overcome the mixed messages emanating from many 

of the current live invertebrate displays, the Museum Victoria's proposed Biodiversity 

Conservation Centre will consider invertebrates primarily from a functional approach: the 

roles that various invertebrates play in providing ecoservices. They will be seen as, in the 

words of Professor E.O. Wilson, "the little things that run the world". 

 

 

 

An example of conservation of living biodiversity 

 

Anne Marie Slezec 

Chargee des Projets du Museum en regions, Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle 

57 rue Cuvier, Paris 75005, France 

Tel  +33 1 4079 3182 

Fax  +33 1 4079 3484 

slezec@mnhn.fr 

 

The National Museum of Natural History of Paris manages 4 zoological parks: the zoo of the 

botanical garden, the zoological park of Paris, the zoological park of la Haute-Touche 

(Indre) and the zoological park of Clères (Seine-Maritime). They are all open to visitors. They 

have the tasks of spreading knowledge and of research. 

Through these 4 parks, the National Museum of Natural History manages a strict 

programme in preservation, acclimatisation and protection of species. At the zoological 

park of Paris, there is an international program of preservation of 3 species of lemurs. It is the 

only place in the world where these animals are reproducing in captivity. In the same way, 

the zoological park of la Haute-Touche is specialised in the preservation of cervidae. Some 

species disappeared from their natural living conditions. At the zoological park of Clères, 5 

species of pheasants are reproducing outside their natural living conditions. 

These different species are studied in depth, especially in areas such as physiology of 

reproduction, genetic or ethology. Some of them could already have been re-introduced 

in their natural living conditions. 
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World Wide Worms–connecting museum expertise with wider audiences 

 

Robin Wilson 

Senior Curator, Science Program, Museum Victoria 

PO Box 666E, Melbourne, VIC 3001, Australia 

Tel  +613 9291 2114 

Fax  +613 9291 2139 

rwilson@mov.vic.gov.au 

 

Museum curators and scientists are custodians of vast amounts of information in their field 

of expertise. Some of this information is provided in highly interpreted form to general 

audiences in formats such as exhibitions and popular publications. Much more detailed 

information is generally available through scientific publications, but these generally are 

less interpreted and are often only useful to colleagues with expertise in the same field. A 

third audience is poorly catered for and includes tertiary and graduate students, 

academics and researchers in related fields, expert amateurs and others with special 

interests. This neglected audience often requires access to detailed information from a 

variety of sources, and this can now be provided through a variety of digital media. 

An example of one approach is a current project aimed at those who need identifications 

and other data on marine polychaete worms. Polychaetes are only studied by a few 

specialist scientists, but they are so abundant and diverse that ecologists and many other 

marine scientists need identifications and other information about these worms. Software 

using a data format known as DELTA allows many specialist researchers to contribute 

information which can be distributed as an interactive identification tool and database. 

Information developed in this way can be readily maintained and expanded, has many 

uses and can be distributed as a stand-alone application or over the web 

(http://www.mov.vic.gov.au/poly). 

 

 

 

Paleontological and geological contributions in education for the conservation of 

biodiversity. 

 

Natascha Heintz 

Senior Curator, Paleontologisk museum, University of Oslo 

Sars gate 1, N-0562 Oslo, Norway 

Tel  +47 2285 1670 

Fax  +47 2285 1810  

maria.adamiec-fidjeland@toyen.uio.no 

 

The present day biodiversity is the result of the biological evolution that started when life 

first came into being more then three million years ago. The restless earth surface has 

played a very important part in providing new environments for the ever changing life 

forms. Many times during earth's history, biodiversity has been dramatically threaten and 

reduced, for example, on the boundary between the Cretaceous and Tertiary periods. 

Then large and diverse groups like dinosaurs and ammonites died out. But at the same time 

this made way for mammals and birds for to expand and diversify. However, compared to 

the present situation it required an exceedingly long time. 

Perhaps the most important contribution from palaeontology and geology to today's 

situation, is the message that evolutionary processes require an immensely long time, if the 

changes are not to lead to a complete extinction. Thus both in school teaching and 

particularly in museum exhibitions and activities we should especially focus on the 

geological time aspect. 
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Communicating over the catchment - Zoo education in cyberspace 

 

Jim Wilson 

Principal, Education Service, Zoological Parks and Gardens Board of Victoria 

PO Box 74, Parkville, VIC 3052, Australia 

Tel  +613 9285 9355 

Fax  +613 9285 9340 

jwilson@zoo.org 

 

There is an old television maxim that says - 'never work with children or animals'. Well, Zoo 

Education staff at Melbourne Zoo in Australia have decided to ignore this advice and have 

entered the world of live television, and the Internet, complete with both children and 

animals. 

For the past three years, we have conducted programs on the Interactive Satellite 

Television Network which enables programs to be beamed to schools throughout the 

eastern half of the Australian continent.  

We have broadcast stories and ideas for environmental action created by students and 

have demonstrated exemplary projects in conservation. Students are able to listen to guest 

speakers and watch pre-recorded programs from other schools. They are presented with 

environmental issues and asked to consider what can be done to resolve them. They can 

then telephone, fax or e-mail their questions directly to the studio and have them 

answered live, on-air. The project is not limited to television, but is backed by an inter-

active web site, student and teacher materials and more recently, web-chats with zoo 

keepers who answer questions directly on our web site.  

Schools in regional areas have organised special student conferences for the day of the 

broadcast so they can meet, share ideas, discuss their projects and help propose solutions 

to them.  

The Zoo Education Service is thus able to spread its message way beyond those who are 

able to come for a zoo visit. We can connect with students and teachers thousands of 

kilometres away and share ideas for conserving our environment. Technology is thus 

providing a new way for us to spread our message of conservation of biodiversity. 

 

 

 

Providing access to our biological legacy ( or 101 ways to skin a database) 

 

Dr Ken Walker (presented by Ross Field) 

Senior Curator, Environment Program, Museum Victoria 

71 Victoria Crescent, Abbotsford, VIC 3067, Australia 

Tel  +613 9284 0201 

Fax  +613 9416 0475 

kwalker@mov.vic.gov.au 

 

Society currently has an extensive store of information based on biological collections ( a 

'biological legacy' from the past 250 years of scientific research. Until recently this has been 

difficult for the public to access. However new information technology (databases, 

Internet) make it possible for the public to get information that would otherwise take 

months of extensive fieldwork and analysis.  

This paper will outline a 'Bioinformatics' web site, currently being developed, to provide 

information about terrestrial animals in Victoria including butterflies, frogs and snakes. The 

site will enable people to get information about the distribution of species, their seasonal 

occurrence and changes in their distribution over the last 100 years. The data will be 

available in different forms including photographs, species lists and distribution maps for all 

districts of Victoria. The system provides a great deal of flexibility in the types of questions 

and ways of obtaining data, making it useable for people with simple or more 
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sophisticated questions. Teachers and students in upper primary, secondary and tertiary will 

find the site useful for science and environmental projects as will researchers, 

conservationists and amateur naturalists.  

 

 

 

Marine biodiversity: the role of natural history museums in its assessment and conservation 

 

Dr Gary Poore, 

Senior Curator, Environment Program, Museum Victoria 

71 Victoria Crescent, Abbotsford, VIC 3067, Australia  

Tel  +613 9284 0215 

Fax  +613 9416 0475 

gpoore@mov.vic.gov.au 

 

This year 1998 is the International Year of the Oceans. Nations all over the world are 

developing Oceans Policies and strategies to implement them. One of the policies is on the 

conservation of marine biodiversity. Natural history museums have a significant role to play 

in this process now and in the future. 

The sea is the cradle of life and today is home to most of the Earth's biodiversity. It covers 

71% of the surface of the globe, extends from the surface 11 km down and from the poles 

through the tropics. Notwithstanding the diversity of insects on land, there may be more 

species in the sea than on land. Twenty-eight of 33 phyla occur there, 13 exclusively. 

Australia's Exclusive Economic Zone is one of the world's biggest and comprises tropical 

and temperate environments. As far as is known it is one of few mega-diverse marine 

environments. This is especially so in southern Australia where 3000 km of coast and 

marginal shelf supports an endemic fauna and flora. Not only are more than 90% of the 

species not found elsewhere, the number of species is exceptionally high compared to 

similar places elsewhere and the percentage of undescribed species is embarrassingly 

high. High endemism and high diversity are explained in part by a long period of isolation; 

and our ignorance by Australia's short history of scientific endeavour. 

The main threats to biological diversity of oceans and estuaries are habitat loss and 

degradation, declining water quality, unsustainable use of resources, and introduced 

marine pests. Marine and estuarine environments in Australia are in good condition along 

most of our uninhabited coastline but are not in good shape near population centres. Most 

people live along the uniquely diverse southern coast. 

Museums have a role in understanding marine biodiversity and advocating its 

conservation. Their contribution relies on their three core missions: collections, public 

understanding, and research. Museums are seen by the general public as places to go for 

an authoritative answer to questions about the natural world. To maintain this authority 

they must underpin their public face with original and relevant research. Taxonomic 

research is the area where museums excel and the knowledge generated by it is relevant 

in management of marine environments, for example, in the recognition of endangered 

species and introduced marine pests, in the definition of marine regions, and in monitoring 

changes in biodiversity. Museum Victoria has been active in all these areas, especially 

recently. 

The value of the marine environment to wealth generation and human enjoyment will 

increase substantially over the next few decades while the seas are put at increased risk. 

The challenges are huge and museums can contribute by improving our knowledge of 

biodiversity and by making better use of what is already known. Specific tasks are 

participation in surveys, enhancement of taxonomic ability and providing better access to 

and interpretation of information in collections. 
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Protecting the forgotten kingdom: natural history collections and the conservation of fungi. 

 

Dr Tom May 

Seniour Botanist, National Herbarium of Victoria, Royal Botanic Gardens Melbourne 

Birdwood Avenue, South Yarra, Victoria 3141, Australia 

Tel  +61 3 9252 2319 

Fax  +61 3 9252 2350 

tmay@rbgmelb.org.au  

 

Fungi are vital for plant health (through mycorrhizas), ecologically important as 

decomposers, and of great utility in human affairs through, for example, antibiotics. The 

fungal kingdom is megadiverse, with at least 3 million species expected worldwide; yet at 

most 5% are formally described. Although fungi are held in many natural history collections, 

they are under-represented both in terms of specimens, and research and curatorial staff. 

The conservation status of most fungi (described or not) remains unknown. 

Tackling the problem of documenting fungal biodiversity is often seen as too hard, with far 

too many species and not nearly enough mycologists. Nevertheless, institutions with natural 

history collections are the ideal locale for improving knowledge of this overlooked 

kingdom. The research and curatorial activities at the National Herbarium of Victoria (MEL) 

provide a model for an integrated program to maximise progress on documenting and 

understanding fungal biodiversity. 

Assessment of conservation status relies on accurate data for each taxon on the correct 

name, and on the distribution and ecological preferences. A Catalogue of Australian Fungi 

is in preparation (in the Fungi of Australia series) bringing together the correct name, all 

synonyms, and all literature relating to each species. The catalogue will eventually be 

available on-line as a continually updated database. 

For the Australian state of Victoria, all collections of macrofungi (larger fungi such as 

mushrooms and puffballs) at MEL are now included in a specimen database (including 

geocode data). Analysis of these collections shows that most species are represented by 

less than five collections, with more than a third of species represented by a single 

collection. For more than half the 1,500 or so species of known Victorian fungi there are no 

MEL holdings (due to lack of voucher material, and because many types are lodged in 

overseas institutions). There is little additional information in the literature, and most recently 

described species are based on one or few collections. Thus, there is currently insufficient 

data to determine the distribution and conservation status of almost all known species. 

Rapid improvement of knowledge of distribution and rarity can, however, be achieved. 

Important data and specimens have been added to the Herbarium through a community-

based distribution scheme (FUNGIMAP), establishment of a network of collectors across 

Australia, and provision of an identification and information service. Examples are 

discussed from FUNGIMAP, which has produced a significant advance in distribution 

knowledge of a range of target species. 
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Museum collections - vital tools for assessment of biodiversity in New Zealand 

 

Brian Patrick 

General Manager Collections & Research, Otago Museum 

Box 6202, Dunedin, New Zealand 

Tel  +03 477 2372 

Fax  +03 477 5993 

brian.partick@otagomuseum.gov.nz 

 

In New Zealand as elsewhere assessments of biodiversity are important for the prioritisation 

of conservation funds. The four major museums in New Zealand are long established and 

are committed to collection care, research and data sharing. They hold much historical 

material and a great many types. Other public institutions with collections have other roles 

and philosophies. New Zealand's public museums have large collections of flora and fauna 

that is often ignored in studies of regional biodiversity.  

Modern studies of biodiversity often suffer from the lack of historical data that museums 

might be able to supply. Often there is a temptation to do the fieldwork without having 

investigated what collections are held and hence where the gaps are. This leads to 

duplication and over collecting of some taxa. Variables such as seasonality and distribution 

are difficult to assess by fieldwork alone, but easily obtained by examination of collections 

and the literature pertaining to those collections. 

Museums are an appropriate venue for systematic studies based on the material they hold, 

and museums either do this work or enable it to be done. Without targeted and properly 

interpreted systematics, biodiversity studies are meaningless. Examination of collections, 

particularly museum collections, is a prerequisite for biodiversity studies because it is 

relatively easy, informative and cost effective. It will provide data that is both difficult and 

expensive to obtain in the field. 

 

 

 

Preservation management of the Australian Institute of Anatomy Collection:  

'wet specimens' in Wentworth solution 

 

Janet Hughes (& Ellie McFadyen) 

Conservation Department, National Museum of Australia 

GPO Box 1901, Canberra 2601, Australia 

Tel  +61 2 6208 5253 

Fax  +61 2 6208 5299 

jhughes@nma.gov.au  

 

The Australian Institute of Anatomy collection contains both human and Australian wildlife 

specimens dating approximately from the 1920s to 1960s. The collection comprising over 

3,000 specimens was transferred to the National Museum of Australia in 1985. It is proposed 

that many of the wildlife specimens will be displayed at the Museum's new building to be 

constructed on Acton Peninsula opening in 2001.  

The collection contains irreplaceable material including a whole skinned adult thylacine 

and (separate) internal organs, the complete embryonic sequence of the platypus and 

Phar Lap's heart. Biologists from the CSIRO Division of Wildlife and Ecology have inspected 

the collection and are impressed with its extent although unfortunately no detailed 

location information is available for most specimens.  

The specimens were preserved in Wentworth solution (glycerol base with approximately 2% 

formaldehyde) rather than ethanol since the shape and colour of the specimens was more 

important to the Institute of Anatomy's research. Presentation requirements of Phar Lap's 

heart, in particular, requires continuation of the use of Wentworth solution.  

The conservation management of the collection is discussed including: 
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Issues of formaldehyde gas loss from specimens 

Occupational health and safety and disaster preparedness concerns 

Maintenance requirements for the collection  

Display preparation and constraints of the collection 

 

 

 

Biodiversity and the new role of natural history collections  

 

Katja Poboljsaj (& Dr Ignac Sivec) 

Associate Researcher, Slovenian Museum of Natural History  

Presernova 20, PO Box 290, SI-1000 

Tel  +386 61 218 886 

Fax  +386 61 218 846 

Katja.poboljsaj@guest.arnes.si 

 

Natural history research and collections are, beside education, the basic activity of Natural 

History Museums. Their main role is preserving, collecting, assessing and promoting 

information on our past and present biodiversity. 

The beauty, exotica and trade value were the main purpose of 'classic' natural history 

collections. But progressively, conservation awareness and the high technology possibilities 

of photography, video and audio recording are replacing the classical collection of 

specimens. Habitat destruction and negative human impact on the environment are 

becoming our main concern. 

Every day several organisms disappear from the earth ( some of them have not even been 

discovered! Therefore natural history collections again have an important role. Despite all 

modern techniques we still need preserved specimens, gene and seed banks, etc. with all 

the information that carry. They will enable our active nature conservation and 

rehabilitation projects in future. 

 

 

 

Who's got the specimen? 

 

Dr Leonard P. Hirsch 

International Liaison, Office of International Relations, Smithsonian Institution 

Washington DC 20560-0705, USA 

Tel  +202.357.4788 

Fax  +202.786.2557  

lhirsch@si.edu 

 

Key to the work of natural history museums is the collection, curation, and research on 

specimens. The movement of existing and new specimens across national borders is 

getting increasingly difficult. New laws on access and movement of biological specimens 

are being enacted around the world. Many of these laws are in response to obligations 

and expectations from the Convention on Biological Diversity – one of the Rio Treaties. This 

presentation will look at the changes in access and import/export laws and the steps that 

natural history museums, scientists, and administrators will need to take be make certain 

that the work of the museums can go on effectively and unimpeded in the decades to 

come. 
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These abstracts were compiled by the members of the organisation committee of our 

Melbourne meeting, who all did a great. Many thanks to all of them and especially to  

Kate Philipps, who provided these abstracts as Word document. 

 

The abstracts are also found in the internet under  

http://senckenberg.uni-frankfurt.de/icom/nh-melab.htm 

 

.......................................................................................................................... 
ICOM - Natural History Committee  

Gerhard Winter (Secretary) 


