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Editorial -

Equal Rights for Parasites

Ag impoctant issue in conservation bology is lying dor-
mant. The term blodiversity scems to be used almost
entirely fer free-living animals and plants. Parasites scemn
to he ignored or regarded as a threat to the conscrvation
of endangered species.

The reality is that parasites arc among the most diverse
of all arganisms. It coald cven be argued that the main
purpuse for preserving free-living organisms is 1o protwect
their parasites. But rather than launching intc an us-
versus-them dichotomy, my goal is to get parasites widely
recopnized as a legiimate part of biodiversity.

Parasites are highly specialized creatures that have
cvolved amazing ways to live in or on other creatures,
The very fact than 211 animals have parasiees strongly in-
dicates that parasites are an integral part of our hiesphere.
Nevertheless, we tend to despise them, We censider our-
selves to b in good lealth only when we are lree of
parasites—or good reason, because thhy are deadly, de-
bilstating, and painful. Even those who specialize in the
study of parasites tend o regand them with conorolled
disdain. Parasitology is usually taughet from 2 medical or
veterinary perspective in which parasites are pasty crit-
ters o he eliminated. Informing most penple, even most
bicloglsts, that parasites are golng extnct is sure to bring
g response such as “gond riddance.”

But what can be done? The followiog is an example of
how parasites can he rendered exxinct by well-meaning
biclogists. In the attempt to save certain freediving spe-
cies from excinction, no attention is given o the fare of
their parasites. When the last remaining members of 2
species are taken into capuvity they could lose their pac-
asites, either by the drastic change o living conditions, by
infeclion with new pacasites (hat vverwhelm the natwral
ones, by treatmoent from zoo veterinarians, or by genera-
tions of captive breeding. When these care specics arc
released back to the wild, they may be free of their nat-
ural parasites. The hosts may bhave been saved, hot theic
parasites could have hecome extinct.

A fow drecades ago predators were discriminated
against amd bounties were e¢ven paid for their dead bod-
ies. Parasites tend to be beld in that same low esteem

today. Sure, when trying to save the last remalnlng indi-
viduals of a species, a parasitic burden may not be appro-
priate. If the parasites are host-specific, then they will
bececome cxtinet when their hoat becomes extinet. IF the
parasites are oot host-specific, then there may not be a
problem. But, if host-specific parasites are fairly benign
then pethaps they could be left in their hosis. B caprive
brecding is practiced, perhaps the parasites could be re-
intreduced into the wild in thosc host animals that are
ultimately released. Or, perhaps they conld be reintrn-
duead after the wild population has had a chance o re-
cover. But parasites are apportunists, and any species liv-
ing anywhere for any length of time is sure to pick up
0 parasites, so the reintroduced namral parasices may
not be able 10 cosnpete with the interlapers.

As we watch the rain forest burn and as we lament the
hortible destruction of biolopical diversity, let us remem-
ber that foc each of the free living specics that are lost,
there will be an equal if not greater aumber of parasite
species lost. Because it is hard 1o imapine a bost fortanate
enough to have only one species of parasite, the chances
are that the greater scenario applies. Here iy where bio-
bogical diversity is really taking 4 beardng. Parasites are oot
normally studied until their hosts are. Unfortunatcly.
many of the hosts have not even been identified yet.

The hest me 0 save a species is before it becomes
cendangered. The more host animals we save, the more
parasites we will also save, The parasite-host relationship
is not always simple, however, (has twe fascination of
parasitology. Same parasites have life cycles in which
they pass through several unrelated host species. If cven
one of the species in this cycle s los, the parasiie is
doomed unless it can rapldly find a new intermediate host
species. All stages of its complex life cycle must be pre-
served, even though most life cycles have yet tm be un-
derstood, We are fzeoed with fosing a biological diversicy
that is so unstudicd that we will not even know what we
kase—unless, of coursc, the removal of a paragite enables
one nf 1t intermediate hosts to suddenly undetgo a pop-
ulation explosion due o the loss of a biological control
and thercby attract our attention. The very complexity of
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