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As for other taxonomic groups, and relative to their land area, islands support a disproportionately large share of the world’s 
mammal species, but also a disproportionate share of mammal extinctions and threatened mammal species. The extinction-
proneness of island species is exemplified by the loss of two Australian island-endemic mammal species in the last decade. 
Island species tend to be susceptible to novel threats because of their typically small population sizes, limited genetic variation, 
predator naivety and life history characteristics. Somewhat conversely, islands have also provided conservation security for some 
mammal species that have disappeared from their formerly extensive mainland ranges due to threats introduced to mainland 
areas but not yet to islands. We review the fate of the world’s island mammal species over the last few centuries relative to that 
of the mammal fauna of mainland areas, and describe the factors that have most influenced that fate. We quantify and summarise 
the current conservation state of the world’s island-endemic mammals. We conclude that the dismal rate of extinctions of island-
endemic mammal species is likely to continue into the future unless there is more concerted attempt to enhance island biosecurity, 
spread extinction-risk, eradicate priority pests from priority islands, and engage better with island communities. 
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Islands have been critical for conserving Australian mammal species, which have proven highly susceptible to impacts from pest 
species (cats, foxes, rabbits, other herbivores) introduced after European settlement. More than on other continents, these pests 
have subverted native mammal populations, causing multiple species extinctions. At least 8 mammal species survived this 
invasion shock only because of naturally-occurring populations on islands that remained pest-free. Other species survived on the 
mainland only precariously, and populations on pest-free islands provide some insurance against extinction. The value of islands 
for avoiding mammal extinctions was recognised as early as the late 1800s, with rates of island translocations accelerating during 
the past 40 years. The construction of barrier fences on the mainland to exclude cats/foxes, and protect native species (‘mainland 
islands’) began from the 1990s. Both approaches have been critical to the conservation of Australia’s mammals (and other 
species), although each has constraints that limit implementation and/or require specific management focus. To describe the 
past, and potential future, contributions of ‘island-arks’ to Australian mammal conservation, we compiled information (from 
multiple sources) on the presence/absence of cats, foxes and threatened mammals across all Australian islands and fenced 
areas. We examine the value of island-arks for the persistence of species with varying susceptibility to cat/fox predation; we 
compare the contributions of islands and fenced areas to species’ persistence; and compare the contributions of n aturally-
occurring and translocated populations to species’ persistence. Finally, we identify ‘gaps’ in representation of threatened species 
across island-arks. 
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Translocations to areas free of introduced predators (offshore islands, mainland fenced exclosures) have become a key 
management action for conserving Australian mammal species, many of which are highly vulnerable to predation by introduced 
foxes and/or cats. Multiple safe havens create multiple safe havens, further reducing the risk of extinction. However, creating 
safe havens is expensive, with an ongoing legacy of maintenance and biosecurity. Consequently, the safe haven approach is 
broadly viewed as an emergency intervention used to secure species from extinction. To date, the existing safe haven network 
is highly decentralised where conservation agencies have created safe havens independently of one another. Consequently, 
species representation is highly disproportionate, with some species are represented in several safe havens, and other species 
in none. Creating new safe havens strategically could rectify unequal representation, ensuring a minimum level of security for all 
threatened taxa vulnerable to foxes/cats, while minimising the number of costly new projects. In an Australia-wide prioritisation 
for creating new havens, we identified 106 taxa whose persistence strongly depends on representation within safe havens. We 
assessed the vulnerability of each taxon to foxes/cats, and characterise their current population structure. Potential new safe 
havens were prioritised based on the expected reduction in extinction risk across the suite of threatened species, improving 
representation within the network with a minimal number of new fences. This approach provides a tool for assessing the merit of 
new additions to Australia's safe haven network, pursuing the dual goal of minimal cost and improved representation. 
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