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Minchin studies, teaches conservation issues
When people hear about Tasmania, the 

first image that often comes to mind is 
the animated cartoon character “Tasmanian 
Devil” from the Warner Bros. “Looney 
Tunes” series. The cartoon may be a human 
invention, but the animal is very real. In 
2009 they were placed on the Australian 
endangered species list. Nearly 70 per-
cent of these animals have disappeared 
since the 1990s. Someone working here 
in Edwardsville who is familiar with the 
species – as well as other issues related 
to the conservation of plants and animals 
– is Peter Minchin, an associate professor 
in the department of biological sciences at 
Southern Illinois University Edwardsville. 

“The real devil is a marsupial predator,” 
explained Minchin, adding that they are 
related to kangaroos. “They are nocturnal, 
and they are about the size of a cat. I think 
they got their name because of the sound 
that they make, which is a very diabolical 
sound. One of the earliest Dutch explor-
ers that landed in Tasmania wrote in his 
log, ‘We hear devils in the forest.’ They are 
actually not harmful to humans. They are 
probably more scared of you than you are 
of them.”

Born in Hobart, Tasmania, Australia, 
Minchin earned his doctorate in botany 
from the University of Tasmania. Among 
the areas he researches and teaches is a field 
called restoration ecology, the science of 
restoring an area to a natural condition. A 
task many believe is nearly impossible.

 “Often restoration doesn’t really mean 
putting things back the way they were, 
just improving them,” said Minchin. Then 
you have to decide how far back you want 
to go, what it used to be like, whether 
pre-European settlement condition or pre-
human condition. In many cases we don’t 
know what conditions were like.”

�Conservation gets even more complicat-
ed when you introduce the issue of climate 
change. While many people think that it just 
has to do with rising temperatures making 
ice melt, the fact of the matter is that these 
changes are also affecting the diversity of 

plants and animals around the globe.
“Species are changing the timing of the 

year when they do things, or shifting their 
actual range of distribution,” Minchin said. 
“So there is really good evidence that a lot of 
events that normally occur at certain times 
of the year are actually happening earlier. 
For example, the flowering time of many 
plants is happening weeks earlier than it 
used to, and the reproductive time frame 

for different animals is happening earlier 
because it’s warmer earlier in the year.” 

�Minchin said that ecologists today use all 
kinds of tools to understand how things are 
changing in our environment. One way is 
by utilizing fossilized pollen that is trapped 
in different layers of ice in different parts of 
the world. “That’s why ecology is so inter-
esting,” he said, adding that he works to 
pass on his enthusiasm to his students.

“Well, I think that especially with my 
graduate students that’s part of what 
we do,” he said. “We try to know what 
it’s all about and make them aware of 
the things that are involved in science, 
especially when they get up to the level 
where they are going to be publishing. 
Some of them might want to go to Ph.D. 
programs.”

�Despite his enthusiasm and hard work, 

as well as that of others in the field of 
conservation biology, there are many who 
argue that humans have already messed 
too much with the natural environment, 
to the point that it may be too late. 

“Well, I am fairly pessimistic,” he 
acknowledged. “I think that this is pretty 
hard to correct now, like climatic changes 
for example. I think that even if we 
immediately stop producing greenhouse 
gases, or stop the use of fossil fuels 
tomorrow, the climate is still going to 
continue changing for a hundred years 
or more. But on the other hand, I think 
there are things that we can do.” Despite 
his pessimism, Minchin continues his 
work unabated and is currently study-
ing natural communities of plants and 
animals. These communities are much 
more complex and delicate than most 
people think. Removing a single species 
or introducing an invasive one can create 
serious ecological damage.

 “Right now, I am working with math-
ematical methods that can be used to ana-
lyze the way a community is changing,” 
he said. “For example, in restoration you 
can use this method to determine whether 
you are actually hitting towards the goal 
that you are trying to reach.” Minchin 
added that he sees his work not only as a 
scientific duty, but as a moral one. 

�“I think it is our duty as scientists 
to find the best possible science to take 
on all the problems that exist,” he said. 
“Then, of course, you have to have the 
political support to actually do it.”

Aldemaro Romero is the Dean of the College 
of Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” 
can be heard every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on 
WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_
Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Dr. Peter Minchin while doing field work with students.

 

Sounds of        

the season
The Junior, above, and 
Senior, below, members of 
the Edwardsville Catholic 
Schools band, comprised of 
students from St. Boniface 
School and St. Mary's 
School, entertained stu-
dents and guests at both 
schools on Dec. 13, with 
Christmas songs and med-
leys.  The bands are directed 
by Marsha Etzkorn and 
Susannah Arana. Photos for 
the Intelligencer.
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Last summer Mike Walters, a Republican from Godfrey’s District 7, sug-
gested that the county change from two groups (15 and 14) to three groups 
(10, 10 and 9).

State statute permits counties to choose either option, and Walters 
urged the county to follow the lead of the state senate, which goes with 
three.

County Board members agreed. At their Aug. 15 meeting they asked 
County Board member Judy Kuhn of Highland to draw slips of paper from 
a drum.

Ten County Board members received slips with the numbers “4-4-2”; 10 
others had “4-2-4” nine received “2-4-4.”

When the issue returns again in 10 years, the County Board will again use 
the three-group method of determining County Board terms, unless those 
board members vote to return to two. 
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He ranks as Edwardsville’s longest serving mayor with his five-term 
run and has to be considered among its most effective too.

Assessed valuation in the city climbed from approximately $140 mil-
lion in 1993, Niebur ’s first year in the office, to almost $600 million in 
2008.

Sales tax also rose dramatically from just over $2 million in 1998-99 
to more than $4 million in 2008-09.

He ran for mayor ’s seat in an uncontested race in 1993, following 
Dennis DeToye’s decision not to seek re-election. Before he became 
mayor he spent eight years on the city council.

Even with his decision not to run for re-election, Niebur said he will 
continue to be active in the community.

“My desire to have a positive impact in this community has remained 
strong and unwavering from the day I first took office and will contin-
ue beyond my tenure as mayor. I am extremely proud to have played a 
role in the success of this thriving community,” he wrote. “While I will 
leave the office of mayor in May 2013, my continued love and passion 
for the city of Edwardsville will most certainly motivate me to remain 
active in the community.”

Since Niebur ’s announcement, five candidates have picked up peti-
tions to possibly run for the mayor's seat.

The first day for candidates to file for candidacy was Dec. 17 and the 
last day is Dec. 26.
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Alderman Tom Butts once again voiced his 
concern about what the facade program was 
paying for and the fact that the committee needs 
to re-examine the ordinance.

“I think that we need to revisit our facade pro-
gram,” said Butts. “I think that we have gotten 
away from what appears to me was the intent of 
this program.”

The intent of the facade program was to 
encourage property owners to spruce up their 
building and to help restore buildings to the 
way they used to look and preserve some of the 
original architecture.

Butts continued saying that ordinary mainte-
nance should not be refunded and that a com-
mittee should be put together and look at the 
facade program.

Stamer agreed that the facade program does 

need to be re-examined and see if changes can 
be made.

The application received unanimous approv-
al.

Business proceeded with a resolution autho-
rizing the single source purchase of Image 
Trend’s EMS Field Bridge Reporting Software in 
the amount of $13,580.

Fire Chief Richard Welle made a presenta-
tion to the council in which he provided an 
explanation of why the software is needed, 
what the software is for and how it is being 
paid for.

“For the last year, we have been taking a very 
hard look at our current EMS software provider 
and the product that we have been trying to 
make workable,” said Welle. “The difficulty that 
we have been having with it since it was first 
purchased is that we didn’t put our best effort 
forward to try and make everything work and 
make sure there wasn’t a problem on our end. 
In just one month’s time we had poured in more 
than 200 man hours of our department along 
with dozens of hours from REJIS, who is our 

IT support for the city. We came to the conclu-
sion that there wasn’t much that we could do to 
improve the product and meet our expectations. 
It has fallen well short, with daily breakdowns 
and in one instance the entire system actually 
crashed for six weeks despite our best efforts.”

The money for the purchase of the software is 
coming from money saved from the purchase of 
a used monitor defibrillator and a weather siren 
that was not purchased.

“The software is what we actually do our 
ambulance run reports on for every run that we 
make, so this is something that is used on a daily 
basis,” said Welle.

The software is designed so that reports can 
be submitted electronically for the National 
EMS Information System for data analysis to 
see if there can be improvements made. The 
reason that the reports are required to be done 
electronically is because of the volume of calls 
the department receives.

The resolution received unanimous approval.
The next city council meeting is scheduled for 

7 p.m. Wednesday Jan. 2.
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“It’s hard to say,” Byrd said as to whether or not the area will see a white 
Christmas. “We’ll be above freezing during the day.”

The dusting residents woke up to Friday morning will melt as highs 
Saturday and Sunday are expected in the mid-40s.

Another round of cold weather is expected to arrive Wednesday with a 
high of 34 and a low of 18.

Thursday looks to be even colder with 30 predicted as the high and 14 
pegged as the low.

Those numbers stand in stark contrast to the 2012 average daily tem-
perature of 62.3, which, through Tuesday, ranked as the highest figure on 
record.

That’s one full degree warmer than the old mark set in 1921 and well 
above the third-place figure of 60.5 from 1990.

The Illinois State Water Survey reports that on an annual basis, southern 
Illinois has no more than a 20 percent chance of a white Christmas each 
year.

That goes along with the National Weather Service records which show 
snow has fallen on 20 of the 113 years records have been kept.

The temperatures are forecast this year are also in line with the normals of 
40 as a high and 25 as a low.

In 2011, there was a 3-inch cover on the ground, marking the area’s last 
white Christmas.

The St. Louis record for snowfall on Dec. 25 was set in 1913  at 9.2 inches.
The record high for Christmas Day was set in 1889 at 71 degrees while the 

record low of 7 was set in 1983.
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