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Touching Extinction:
A Wildlife Conservation Love Story 
The pace of animal extinctions has accelerated in recent years, 
such that the calculated average rate of vertebrate species loss 
over the last century is 72-100 times greater than expected from 

natural causes. Big, fierce mammals have been espe-
cially impacted, with African lions, Alaskan 

sea otters, Greenlan-
dic narwhals, Coastal 
killer whales, Hawaiian 
monk seals and many 
more disappearing be-
fore our eyes. Twen-
ty-five years ago, my 
husband, Jim Estes, 
and I decided that we 
had to do something 
to stop the downward 
trajectory of wild-
life. As field biologists 

working on opposite ends of the globe, we had independently 
witnessed the underlying forces driving a sixth mass extinction 
during our scientific lifetimes. The realization of what was about 
to be lost devastated us. We wondered, what would happen if we 
combined our scientific careers and expertise to try to save the 
kingdom of carnivorous mammals?

This lecture is our wildlife conservation story. It crosses the globe 
and scientific disciplines to explore how large carnivorous mam-
mals are uniquely built, and how a rapidly changing world due to 
anthropogenic pressures now threatens the survival of the world’s 
most iconic species. Most importantly, our discoveries directly 
connect you to the wilderness, not just because our daily lives im-

pact wild animals, but because wild animals hold the 
secret to our own survival.     

Terrie M. Williams is a professor in 
the Ecology & Evolutionary Biology 
Department at UC Santa Cruz. Her 
research is at the forefront of under-
standing the physiology of exercise 
and energetics in large mammals, 
with recent projects focused on the 
comparative physiology of animals 
including African lions, wolves, polar 
bears and marine mammals. She has 
identified energetic vulnerabilities in 
these animals, studied resource lim-
itations in apex predators, explored 
the effects of noise on diving seals 
and dolphins, and uncovered how 
changes in ice have impacted polar 
marine mammals such as narwhals.

Professor Williams has been published in top-rated physi-
ology journals and broadinterest journals such as Science. 
She has written several award-winning books, including 
The Hunter’s Breath, detailing her research of the Weddell 
seal in Antartica, and The Odyssey of KP2: An Orphan Seal, 
a Marine Biologist, and the Fight to Save a Species, about 
her conservation work with the Hawaiian monk seal. Two of 
her proudest honors were related to “scientific grit”: a USGS 
Antarctic Site Designation, Terrie Bluff, Antarctica, honor-
ing her Weddell seal fieldwork, and Medal finisher in the 
2011 Coeur d’Alene, ID Ironman Triathlon where she learned 
firsthand about Exercise Physiology for her students. 

She is a recipient of the August Krogh Award in Physiology 
by the American Physiological Society. She has been invit-
ed to give numerous guest lectures, including the Bidder 
Plenary Lecture by the Society of Experimental Biology in 
London, the Society of Integrative and Comparative Biology, 
and the International Mammalogy Congress in Australia.

For the past 25 years, Professor Williams’ lab has been a 
focal point for educational tours for campus visitors from 
Betty White to Make a Wish and the UC President. 

She received her PhD and MS from Rutgers University, and 
was a NIH Postdoctoral Fellow at the Scripps Institute of 
Oceanography and a Kaiser Environmental Fellow at the 
San Diego Zoological Society.
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