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species, such as millipedes, can colonize 
near and far islands via drift or human 
transport. As the islands (most of which 
are deposits of glacial till) were connected 
to the mainland approximately 9,000 years 
ago, some native species may have arrived 
before isolation and persisted. Habitat 
diversity appears to have a very strong in-
fl uence on species diversity, especially the 
presence of freshwater, which is a scarce 
resource on the islands. Small islands with 
even a small freshwater seep have many 
more species than their size alone would 
predict.

Public education and engagement
Outreach and education have been 
integral components of the ATBI since its 
inception. We want to instill an awareness 
that “biodiversity” is not restricted to the 
tropics or defi ned only by colorful birds 
and large mammals in wild, remote parks, 
but rather that everyone can “explore the 
microwilderness,” even in a small urban 
park. You can’t expect people to appreci-
ate what they can’t see, and therefore we 
have worked to bring insects up to a scale 
where their bizarre forms, beautiful colors, 
and fascinating bits and pieces can be 
seen clearly using high-resolution images 
generated from state-of-the-art imaging 
software at Harvard. Aside from each spe-
cies having a full gallery of images in the 

ATBI’s online database, we have produced 
eye-catching posters of the ants, leafhop-
pers, bees, weevils, and other denizens 
of the park (fi g. 2) as well as an award-
winning PredatOR-Prey playing card game 
and foldout fi eld guides to commonly 
encountered “Creatures of the Microwil-
derness.”

The ATBI has also stimulated the develop-
ment of insect-themed, curriculum-based 
school programs for fi fth through eighth 
graders. The fi eld and classroom activities 
were developed through collaboration 
among project scientists, NPS education 
rangers, and Thompson Island Outward 
Bound Education Center staff , and have 
thus far reached more than 4,000 students 
in the Boston area. The curricula and 
materials, including almost 200 specimens 
embedded in clear resin, and several 
wheeled suitcases full of insect-collecting 
and -observing gear, are intended to long 
outlast the ATBI itself.

In addition to educating people about in-
sect diversity, the ATBI has been a catalyst 
for getting people involved in the process 
of biodiversity discovery (fi g. 3, next page). 
The project has relied on a small army of 
high school and college students, interns, 
volunteers, youth groups, retirees, skilled 
amateurs, and citizen scientists to do much 

of the day-to-day work. This includes 
tending traps on the islands and, even 
more importantly, sorting, pinning, label-
ing, and databasing tens of thousands of 
specimens in the lab. We have gotten new 
park records from the nets of fi fth graders, 
and we have had almost every staff  person 
at the park spend a day in the lab marvel-
ing at bee diversity through the micro-
scope. An added benefi t of the project is 
that their new appreciation and enthusi-
asm for insects make students, citizens, 
and park staff  alike ideal ambassadors and 
advocates for the microwilderness.

Practical applications
Managers might wonder, aside from get-
ting baseline knowledge of biodiversity in 
the park and looking out for potential pest 
or rare species, how we can make use of 
distribution information for 1,800 inver-
tebrate species. Documenting “hot spots” 
of biodiversity within the park is one way, 
including habitats that we already know to 
be important for other wildlife and plants 
(e.g., freshwater) and microhabitats that 
might otherwise be overlooked (e.g., sandy 
south-facing banks that provide nesting 

The challenges of documenting biodiversity
All ATBIs have special challenges, but there are several issues common to all inven-
tories that truly include “All Taxa” and, thereby, are dominated by invertebrates.
Any sort of invertebrate sampling will inevitably bring in overwhelming numbers of
specimens that need to be processed, identified, and ultimately stored somewhere. 
Each of these three steps can pose huge difficulties for parks, in terms of process-
ing labor and lab space, finding taxonomists willing to share their expertise, and
finding museums willing to house large collections of park material. As biodiversity
discovery activities gather momentum across the country, it will be important for 
each park to consider and address these challenges in its own planning process. A 
new Taxonomists-in-Parks program is being developed that will provide guidance
at a national level. For more information, contact the author, Jessica Rykken, or 
Sally Plumb (sally_plumb@nps.gov), NPS biodiversity coordinator.

Figure 2. A poster featuring predators and 
their prey found in the microwilderness.
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