
 

A blast from the past…..a lesson for our future 
 
What is “Paleobiology” to us? Knowledgeable persons can say the science of dealing with 
fossils, enthusiasts may drag Jurassic Park or more recent venture Ammonite; but the realms of 
Paleobiology goes far far beyond that!! It is well known that a plant or animal fossil can tell us 
about past forms of the organisms, their occurrence at a particular time, and their distribution at a 
certain place. Recent research tells us that these encounters with the past have an important role 
in handling the Earth’s fragile biodiversity and ecosystem services.  
Let us take the example of the southern California beach study. A routine exploration for the 
fossils in the continental shelf ultimately hit siltation buried Scallops and Brachiopods. Scallops 
are one of the usual clams and Brachipods are bivalves with upper and lower shells. Both are 
ancient group of animals, known as filter feeders who used to get nutrients out of the water. And 
they were supposed to be the part of an ancient marine ecosystem in that region. Researchers 
initially presumed that their disappearance from 
the area might be related to the change in the 
ecosystem owing to the sea level fluctuations. 
However, there was a twist in the story due to a 
time scale mismatch. The occurrence of such 
ancient groups in the comparatively recent 
strata, which means their long term existence in 
the area and faster disappearance in the recent 
time period. To investigate the anomaly, an 
extensive search was conducted on historical 
landscape events in the region which led them 
towards the history of the livestock 
management by the Spanish missionaries in the 
late eighteen centuries. Heavy grazing 
especially by the cows transformed the land 
devoid of grasses and compacted the soil. This 
compact soil was prone to voluminous erosion 
during the rainy season resulting in the heavy 
sediment deposition in the sea shore - the 
elusive culprit behind the ancient marine 
dwellers’ abolishment. The ancient members 
which had survived all the upheavals in the last 
4000 years suddenly fell prey to human land 
use practices. With this fossil study and its 
relation with historic land use patterns, it became possible to decipher the inherent connection 
between historic land use decisions and its impact on the landscape as well as on the seascape. It 

CEiBa Newsletter Volume 4 Issue 3, 2021 

 

Page 26 



was alarming that the impact of the uncontrolled grazing was extended beyond the land and 
affected the marine ecosystem. It is likely that many such examples are scattered worldwide 
which may shed new light on the earlier anthropogenic impacts on the ecosystems and their 
dramatic consequences. 

So readers, Paleo-life is not only about fossils or chronicles of the geological time scale, it opens 
up a good opportunity to dissect our past activities, learn from them, detecting mistakes, and 
instill the wisdom for better planning of the future. 

Source:  Tomasovych A and Kidwell SM. (2017) Nineteenth-century collapse of a benthic marine ecosystem on the 
open continental shelf. http://dx.doi.org/10.1098/rspb.2017.0328 
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