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Our species was born in Africa. Every human being today is a direct descendant of African hominids that 
later migrated out of the continent, colonizing the four corners of the globe. The most recent evidence 
indicates that around 300,000 years ago our ancestors started to migrate around Africa and then moved to 
other continents (Callaway, 2017; Hublin et al, 2017; Richter et al, 2017). 

The environmental impact of our species’ expansion has been tremendous. Humankind is most likely 
responsible for the extinction of most of the world’s megafauna (Sandom et al, 2014). Johnson (2006) 
details the three waves of the extinction of mammal species in Australia. The first happened in the 
Pleistocene, between 130,000 and 10,000 years ago, when 50 species of large marsupials disappeared. 
The second was in the Holocene, between 10,000 and 200 years ago, when the remaining large carnivores 
became extinct. The last wave began over 200 years ago with the arrival of the first Europeans and 
resulted in 10 marsupial species having gone extinct, with 25% of the extant species threatened with 
extinction. The marsupial lion went extinct from a combination of climate change and the changes in the 
habitat due to the hunting habits of Homo sapiens, who arrived in Australia more than 50,000 years ago. 

  

Source: Painting by Anne Musser (Johnson, 2006). 

There is little doubt that the expansion of humankind leads to ecological imbalances. There is a tradeoff 
between economic development and biodiversity. Today, economic development is a major threat to the 
extant megafauna in Africa. For instance, the number of elephants have been decreasing for a long time. 
The Great Elephant Census, the most extensive count of a wild species ever attempted, suggested that at 
2016 about 350,000 African savannah elephants were alive, down from more than 500,000 ten years 
earlier (The Economist, 2017). 

One of the main barriers for the survival of elephants in Africa is the continuous loss of habit. “According 
to George Wittemyer of Save the Elephants (STE), a Kenyan research-and- conservation charity, an 
average elephant living in and around Samburu National Reserve, in northern Kenya, ranges over 1,500 



square kilometres during the course of a year, and may travel as much as 60km a day.” (The Economist, 
2017). 

Many of the inhabitants of the Samburu National Reserve are pastoralists, driving herds of cattle from 
grazing place to grazing place. There has been competition with elephants for pasture as the herders’ 
populations have grown. “On top of this, some pastoralists have begun to settle down. Buildings and 
fences are appearing on land which, though outside the reserve, is part of the local elephants’ ranges as 
they travel from one place to another.” (The Economist, 2017). 

The situation in Kenya has always been far too common. There is a delicate balance between the welfare 
of human societies and the environment at large. Kenya is a country of almost 50 million people, where 
over a third of the population lives below the poverty line. Only 26.5% of the population live in urban 
areas. Life expectancy is much lower than in developed countries—approximately 68 years as of 2017. 
Nevertheless, the country’s GDP per capita has almost tripled since the start of the 21st century. It was 
USD 400 in 2000, and it was almost USD 1,500 in 2017 (all data from the World Bank). Kenya’s 
prospects for 2018 were not very good, as the combination of a credit squeeze and ballooning public debt 
created headwinds for economic growth. As with many poor countries, the country faces political 
instability, with the Supreme Court invalidating the presidential election in 2017.  

If such obstacles are overcome, the country might catch up with the rest of the world. And as Kenya 
continue to develop, the elephant population should continue to dwindle. Elephants might go the way of 
mammoths, driven to extinction by the change in climate and the encroachment of human activity. 

 

Questions for discussion. 

1) One recognized global issue is the tragedy of the commons, an issue that emerges from access to 
common resources. Natural reserves, in Africa and everywhere, are examples of what happens 
when people can extract common resources for private use. Another tragedy of the commons is 
overfishing – 85% of fish stock in the seas is either fully or overfished. With this information in 
mind, use the version of the Solow model in chapter 3 to explain the long run effects of the full 
use of common resources. 

2) Kenya should develop over time. What do you think is the role of the global society regarding the 
relationship between Kenya and the environment? 

3) Urbanization, as many issues in the global economy, is riddled with costs and benefits. Establish 
the role of urbanization in long-run development and detail the differences in the economic 
growth/environment tradeoff in urban areas vis a vis rural areas. Do you think urbanization is 
going to happen in Kenya? Explain your answer. 

References:  

Callaway, E. (2017) Oldest Homo sapiens fossil claim rewrites our species' history, Nature (news 
sections), available at: https://www.nature.com/news/oldest-homo-sapiens-fossil-claim-rewrites-our-
species-history-1.22114. 

The Economist (2017) Conserve elephants. They hold a scientific mirror up to humans, June 17th, 
available at: https://www.economist.com/science-and-technology/2017/06/17/conserve-elephants.-they-
hold-a-scientific-mirror-up-to-humans. 

https://www.nature.com/news/oldest-homo-sapiens-fossil-claim-rewrites-our-species-history-1.22114
https://www.nature.com/news/oldest-homo-sapiens-fossil-claim-rewrites-our-species-history-1.22114


Hublin, J. J., Ben-Ncer, A., Bailey, S. E., Freidline, S. E., Neubauer, S., Skinner, M. M., et al & Gunz, P. 
(2017). New fossils from Jebel Irhoud, Morocco and the pan-African origin of Homo 
sapiens. Nature, 546(7657), 289. 

Johnson, C. (2006). Australia's mammal extinctions: a 50,000-year history. Cambridge University Press. 

Richter, D., Grün, R., Joannes-Boyau, R., Steele, T. E., Amani, F., Rué, M., et al  & Hublin, J. J. (2017). 
The age of the hominin fossils from Jebel Irhoud, Morocco, and the origins of the Middle Stone 
Age. Nature, 546(7657), 293-296. 

Sandom, C., Faurby, S., Sandel, B., & Svenning, J. C. (2014). Global late Quaternary megafauna 
extinctions linked to humans, not climate change. Proc. R. Soc. B, 281(1787), 20133254. 


