
© 1983 Nature Publishing Group  http://www.nature.com/naturebiotechnology• THE ECONOMICS OF CONSERVATION 
A Wealth of Wild Species: Storehouse 
for Human Welfare. Norman Meyers. 
Pp. 274. ISBN 0-86531-132-3 (West­
ern Press, Inc.: 1983). $27.00 

T his book is not specifically writ­
ten for a business audience, but 

it is useful to those in the biotechnolo­
gy industries. It offers a list of raw 
materials (i.e., wild plants and ani­
mals) and discusses the need for pres­
ervation due to their potential for 
corporate development. The book is 
divided into four sections-agricul­
ture, medicine, industry, and genetic 
engineering-and in each the author 
points out the possible economic ap­
plications for a wide range of plant 
and animal phyla. 

The book presents a good overview 
for scientists seeking knowledge in 
related fields; its bibliography is ex­
tensive and provides ample access to 
the scientific literature. Managers 
and others without extensive techni­
cal training will find this book useful. 
The following examples are indica­
tive of its broad scope and general 
utility. 

Our major crop plants, including 
wheat, corn, and rye, are heavily in-

bred. They are likely to rapidly de­
cline in productivity if genetic vari­
ability is not restored by occasional 
outbreeding with wild strains. 

The author estimates that between 
40 and 60 percent of the productivity 
increase in modern food crops can be 
attributed to genetic improvement. 
Wild species tend to carry genes for a 
variety of economically valuable 
traits: resistance to insects and dis­
ease, stress tolerance to such factors 
as salinity, pH, and cold, and some­
times increased production of pro­
tein. Rice farming, in which the world 
output doubled between 1971 and 
1976, provides a good example. Fully 
half of this 15 metric ton gain, the 
equivalent of a $1.5 billion, can be 
attributed solely to genetic improve­
ment. 

Plants for Pharmaceuticals 
All organisms are capable of manu­

facturing biochemical substances, 
some of which have medical applica­
tions. The book points out a particu­
larly good source of many of these 
compounds, tropical plants which 
provide the basis for tranquilizers, 
anti-cancer drugs, anesthetics, laxa-
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tives, and heart drugs. The potent 
drugs vincristine and vinblastine have 
been isolated from a single tropical 
flower, the rosy periwinkle. When 
used in conjunction with other mate­
rials, these compounds increase the 
chance of remission in such cancers as 
Hodgkins' disease and acute lympho­
cytic leukemia. 

The book is filled with useful infor­
mation, but it neglects to explore the 
innovative techniques necessary to 
make these raw materials commer­
cially viable. One major drawback of 
the book is the lack of synthesis of the 
material which it presents; it needs a 
discussion and conclusion section. 
Unfortunately, in an effort to exhort 
the reader to manage the environ­
ment that produces these valuable 
raw mate rials, the author tends to 
evangelize. This alienates what could 
otherwise be a sympathetic reader­
ship. 

Betty Lane Faber, Ph.D., is an ento­
mologist specializing in tropical in­
sect behavior at The American Mu­
seum of Natural History, New York, 
NY. 
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The use of filamentous fungi in 
industrial processes is now well 
recognised and is gaining even more 
importance with the current 
awareness and rapid expansion of 
biotechnology. 
This volume concentrates on the 
technology of growing fungi 
particularly in large-scale liquid 
fermenters as well as in solid-state 
cultivation. 
£32 .50 boards 416 pages illustrated 
Publication April 
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The Techne Stirring 
System"can 

multiply cell yield 
substantially 

compared to 
traditional spinner vessels. Highly 

efficient but gentle, the MCS-104 incorporates 
all the important features you need in a microcarrier 

or suspension cell stirrer. There are no bearings in 
the autoclavable culture flask which is specially shaped 

to ensure uniform suspension of cells. The positive­
sealing screw cap provides the safety needed when 

working with pathogens. The heatless two-watt motor 
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won't upset incubator or culture media temperatures. 
For full details, call or write for Catalog 203. 

•Patents applied for li h 
Techne Incorporated ec ne 

3700 Brunswick Pike, Princeton, NJ 08540 , (609) 452-9275. 

Circle No. 98 on Reader Service Card 


	THE ECONOMICS OF CONSERVATION
	Plants for Pharmaceuticals


