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WildlifWildlife’s big number comes with a big datae’s big number comes with a big data
prproblemoblem
A major index says monitored wildlife populations are down sharply, but scientists
warn that what we count shapes what we think we know.

A camera trap in a forest records signs of wildlife that are otherwise hard to see.

AAmajor global wildlife report says monitored an-
imal populations have declined by an average

of 73% since 1970, but scientists who work with
biodiversity data say the number comes with an
important warning: many of the world’s animals are
not being counted at all.

According to an article published by Phys.org and
republished from The Conversation, the figure
comes from the WWF’s 2026 Living Planet Index,
an estimate updated every two years that tracks
changes in wildlife populations. The index is used
to help measure progress toward United Nations
biodiversity goals, which are international targets
for protecting living species and ecosystems.

The first thing to understand is what the 73% figure
does and does not mean. It does not mean that
73% of all wild animals on Earth have disappeared.
It means that, among the wildlife populations in-
cluded in the index, the average population size
has fallen by that amount since 1970. A population
is a group of the same species living in a particular
place, such as fish in one river or birds in one for-
est.

That distinction matters because the number is
powerful. A simple statistic can travel quickly
through news stories, speeches and policy de-

bates. It can make an abstract problem feel con-
crete. But a simple statistic can also flatten a com-
plicated reality. Some animal populations are
shrinking, some are growing, and many have not
been measured well enough for anyone to say with
confidence what is happening to them.

The article’s authors argue that biodiversity is
much harder to measure than climate change. Cli-
mate scientists can use thousands of weather sta-
tions and measurements of carbon dioxide in the
atmosphere. Wildlife data are different. Counting
animals often requires people on the ground,
sometimes in remote places, repeating surveys
over time. Satellites can show where forests are
being cut down, but they usually cannot count the
frogs, insects, fish, birds or mammals living there.

That creates the main tension in the story. The
world needs clear information about whether
wildlife is in trouble, but the available information is
patchy. If scientists wait for perfect data, govern-
ments and communities may delay action while
habitats continue to change. If scientists rely too
heavily on incomplete data, they may give the pub-
lic and policymakers a picture that is too simple or
partly distorted.
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The Living Planet Index is built from available
wildlife counts. Those counts may come from acad-
emic studies, monitoring programs or management
records for species harvested by humans, such as
fish. But available does not mean evenly distrib-
uted. The article notes that many counts come
from protected areas or mostly undisturbed habi-
tats, such as national parks, remote wilderness or
places where researchers already expect nature to
be doing relatively well.

If that is true, the index might actually underesti-
mate the scale of biodiversity decline. Places that
have been heavily altered by farming, cities, roads
or plantations may have fewer long-term wildlife
records. If those places are missing from the data,
the global picture could look better than the reali-
ty.

But the bias could also run the other way. Scien-
tists may have more data for threatened species
because people are worried about them, or for
species that humans harvest because governments
and industries track them. Those are exactly the
kinds of species that might be more likely to be de-
clining. If they are overrepresented, the index could
make the overall situation look worse than it would
if all wildlife populations were counted equally.

This does not mean the index is useless. It means
the index is trying to answer an enormous question
with uneven evidence. The article says the Living
Planet Index attempts to address some bias by giv-
ing more weight to counts from undersampled re-
gions such as Africa and South America. These re-
gions have many species and have experienced
major habitat loss, so including them properly is
important. Still, this is a rough correction, not a
magic fix.

Another hard choice involves short records. Some
population counts in the index cover only brief pe-
riods, sometimes just two points in time. That
makes trends less certain. A population could look
like it is falling between two counts because of a
temporary event, or rising because the first count
happened during a bad year. But excluding short
records would leave even less data and could
make the remaining data more biased.

The disagreement here is not simply between peo-
ple who care about wildlife and people who do not.
It is also a disagreement over how to communicate
uncertainty without weakening the message. Con-
servation groups may want a clear headline that
pushes leaders to act. Data scientists may worry
that a single global number hides too much varia-
tion and too many gaps. Both concerns are reason-
able.

For a reader, the useful question is not whether the
73% number is true or false in a simple way. The
better question is what kind of truth it represents.
It is a serious warning based on one of the most
comprehensive wildlife data sets available. It is al-
so a measurement shaped by where humans have
looked, what they have counted and what records
survived.

That makes the story bigger than wildlife. Modern
society often depends on large indicators: inflation
rates, graduation rates, test scores, unemployment
rates, climate averages. Each one can reveal some-
thing real while also leaving important details out.
The challenge is to use numbers without pretend-
ing they are the whole story.

Written from reporting by Phys.org.
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THI NK  I T  T H RTHI NK  I T  T H RO UGHOUGH

1.1. When a prWhen a problem is uroblem is urggent but the data arent but the data are incomplee incomplette, should public re, should public reports emphasizeports emphasize a cleare a clear
headline number or lead with uncertainty? Deheadline number or lead with uncertainty? Deffend yend your choice.our choice.

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should weigh the value of motivating action against the risk of oversimplifying or
misleading the public.

2.2. If wildlifIf wildlife counts are counts are biased te biased toowarward places that ard places that are easier or more easier or more like likely tely to be studied, who migho be studied, who mightt
benebenefit or lose frfit or lose from decisions based on those countsom decisions based on those counts??

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should consider governments, conservation groups, local communities, industries
and species or ecosystems left out of the data.

3.3. Think oThink of anof another arther area wherea where sociee society rty relies on a single statistic telies on a single statistic to summarizo summarize a complee a complex rx reality.eality.
What can this wildlifWhat can this wildlife ste story tory teach us about using that number reach us about using that number responsibly?esponsibly?

A strA strong answer:ong answer: A strong answer should apply the article’s ideas about sampling, uncertainty and communication to
a different public issue.
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WildlifWildlife’s big number comes with a big data pre’s big number comes with a big data problemoblem

BIAS DECLINE ECOSYSTEM HABITAT INDICATOR

MONITORING POPULATION SATELLITES SPECIES SURVEYS

E E E C O S Y S T E M S E L N M O R

J E B E W T R A C I O D E A A C T P

S I N D I C A T O R N I O L O L A I

D Y S M E C P E L E E T T C T D A E

E G S P O P U L A T I O N S E G B T

E C U E E N E L F N E E T B D B T I

H E R O S C I I N O I V P I H I S O

T H V F B O I T N T S S D T U H E O

H D E C L I N E O T A C E N T A I R

I T Y D T L C S S R B M O T T C I I

T E S I I M R H A B I T A T O E E S

H A G N A M E E I I A N A S A L J T

I G E C I L S I E U S L G V E Z Y E

Y O T L I I T I E P N I L O T D P N

B I I M T M I C R E R H O C E A I O

I H O O H E B P O I D E R S H E I A

T C I P G T I N T U J S U N O S E N

T O Y T S T I N E L T R B I A N O O
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WildlifWildlife’s big number comes with a big data pre’s big number comes with a big data problemoblem

ACROSS

11 Organized counts or information-
gathering efforts in an area

44 Natural place where an organism lives
and finds its needs

77 Same-kind organisms living in one area

99 Measurement showing the condition or
trend of a larger issue

DOWN

22 Orbiting devices that gather images or
other data from above

33 Repeated checks that track change over
time

55 Community of organisms interacting with
one another and surroundings

66 Organisms able to reproduce with one
another

88 Unfair pattern that favors one view or
group

1010 Drop in size, amount, health, or number
over time
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WildlifWildlife’s big number comes with a big data pre’s big number comes with a big data problemoblem
— answer key

BIAS DECLINE ECOSYSTEM HABITAT INDICATOR

MONITORING POPULATION SATELLITES SPECIES SURVEYS

E E E C O S Y S T E M S E L N M O R

J E B E W T R A C I O D E A A C T P

S I N D I C A T O R N I O L O L A I

D Y S M E C P E L E E T T C T D A E

E G S P O P U L A T I O N S E G B T

E C U E E N E L F N E E T B D B T I

H E R O S C I I N O I V P I H I S O

T H V F B O I T N T S S D T U H E O

H D E C L I N E O T A C E N T A I R

I T Y D T L C S S R B M O T T C I I

T E S I I M R H A B I T A T O E E S

H A G N A M E E I I A N A S A L J T

I G E C I L S I E U S L G V E Z Y E

Y O T L I I T I E P N I L O T D P N

B I I M T M I C R E R H O C E A I O

I H O O H E B P O I D E R S H E I A

T C I P G T I N T U J S U N O S E N

T O Y T S T I N E L T R B I A N O O
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WildlifWildlife’s big number comes with a big data pre’s big number comes with a big data problemoblem
— answer key

ACROSS

11 Organized counts or information-
gathering efforts in an area

44 Natural place where an organism lives
and finds its needs

77 Same-kind organisms living in one area

99 Measurement showing the condition or
trend of a larger issue

DOWN

22 Orbiting devices that gather images or
other data from above

33 Repeated checks that track change over
time

55 Community of organisms interacting with
one another and surroundings

66 Organisms able to reproduce with one
another

88 Unfair pattern that favors one view or
group

1010 Drop in size, amount, health, or number
over time

S
1

U R V E Y S
2

A M
3

H
4

A B I T A T O

E N E
5

S
6

L I C

P
7

O P U L A T I O N

B
8

E I O S

I
9

N D
10

I C A T O R Y

A E I E I S

S C E S N T

L S G E

I M

N

E

High school · Monday, October 12, 2026 · Teacher copy · © 2026 3andB Inc.

7/8



PublishedPublished

RRead bead by us ony us on

FFrree Activitiesee Activities HIGH SCHOOL ·  MONDAY, OCTOBER 12,  2026

WherWhere this came fre this came fromom

This article was written for 3andB from the reporting below. It is not a reprint — the
wording is ours and the facts are theirs.

PhPhyys.ors.orgg
“Wildlife populations have declined 73% since 1970—but many of the world's animals still aren't being
counted”

Sunday, October 11, 2026

Monday, October 12, 2026

https://phys.org/news/2026-10-wildlife-populations-declined-world-animals.html

W HAW HAT  I S  I N  T H IS  PT  I S  I N  T H IS  PAACK ETCK ET

The article with a note on each question, a word search, a crossword, and the answer key
to both.

C O PC OPY I NG AND RY I NG AND REUSEEUSE

Free to print, copy and hand out for classroom use. Please keep this page with the packet,
so the next teacher can see where the story came from.

MorMore where where this came fre this came fromom

If this short lesson worked for your class, our full workbooks go further with the same
care:

• Complete units with student and teacher editions
• Worked solutions for every exercise
• Standards-aligned, classroom-tested, print-ready

See the full lessons at 3andB.comSee the full lessons at 3andB.com

© 2026 3andB Inc.
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