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The death of the dinosaurs gave rise to creatures which were never seen before. 

These creatures were called “mega fauna” or “Large Animals”. The animals were huge in 

comparison to the animals of today.  These “Mega Fauna” began to appear 1.8 million 

years ago and about 11,000 years ago they died out in a mass extinction caused by an 

unknown source. 

One of the “mega fauna” which died out was the giant rat kangaroo. The giant rat 

kangaroo weighed from 50 to 60 kg. “These renegades of the kangaroo clan terrorized 

the Australian continent for at least 25 million years, going extinct only sometime over 

the past 40,000 years.” (STEPHEN WROE 1999)  In Europe the Irish elk (below right), 

which stood 7 feet tall and had 12-foot antlers died out about 11,000 years ago. Even in 

North America the 11 feet tall, 860-940lb Arctodus simus or short faced bear died out 

12,000 years ago (below left).  
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The fact that these “Mega fauna” from different parts of the world died out around 

the same time period means the extinction was on a global scale. Several hypotheses have 

been made about why these animals died off. One theory states that global climate 

change caused the extinction. Near the end of the Pleistocene large ice sheets covered a 

good portion of the earth (bottom). These ice sheets were slowly retreating, which was 

causing weather changes around the world.  

The weather moved animals around and According to Robin Gibbons in her 

article “Examining the Extinction of the Pleistocene Mega fauna”  “some animals 

experienced range expansion while others saw their habitats shrink or disappear”. This 

would have caused competition between the Mega fauna. Darwin’s “Survival of the 

fittest” would then come into play. The smaller animals would not have needed as much 

food, making them the better-adapted animals for their climate. The bigger species of 

mega fauna would become extinct and the smaller animals would take over where the 

mega fauna once dominated. 

 

2 



Another theory is that the mega fauna were hunted to extinction. The death of the mega 

fauna coincides with the arrival of early humans in the area (below). Most of the mega 

fauna went extinct in the Americas and their extinction is around the same time that early 

humans began migrating over the land bridge to Alaska.  

Early humans are thought to be a cause of the extinction of the mega fauna 

because the previous ice ages had little effect on the mega fauna of the time. One of the 

few things different about the previous ice ages and the Pleistocene ice age was the 

introduction of humans. Some scientists believe that humans could have hunted an 

important species of mega fauna, which in turn would have had a snowball effect causing 

other mega fauna to become extinct. Humans would have hunted a variety of animals so 

another theory is that humans hunted all the mega fauna to extinction. There is one factor 

however, which could disprove this theory. 
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Robin Gibbons also states “The extinctions of the late Pleistocene occurred 

relatively rapidly, within a few thousand years. Additionally, there are very few kill or 

processing sites in the archaeological record connecting Homo sapiens to the lost 

fauna”. The lack of any fossils linking early human hunters to the extinction of the mega 

fauna prevents this from being a definite cause.  

The last theory of how the Mega fauna died was a hyper disease or a highly 

infective disease (example below). The migration of animals across the land bridge 

would have carried diseases from continent to continent. The animals that had not been 

exposed to the disease would have been seriously affected by it and some would probably 

have died. If the carnivorous mega fauna ate an animal from another continent it could 

extract a disease through food. The disease would have spread from animal to animal 

killing off those that were not immune to it. Some scientists think this is not a good 

hypothesis for the extinction. In the article “Was a hyperdisease responsible for the late 

Pleistocene mega faunal extinction?” it is discussed how a disease would have to infect 

all it came in contact with, survive without a host and not be lethal to humans. This is 

why the theory is not a definite answer. 
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The real cause of the extinction of the mega fauna would most likely be a 

combination of all of the theories. For example the short faced bear could have had its 

habitat restricted by the glaciers and the population density of the remaining areas where 

the bears lived could have increased. The increased number of bears in the area would 

have caused competition between them. The bears would have limited resources and 

when humans arrived it would be disastrous to their life style. Not only would the bears 

be in competition for food but also humans would hunt them. The humans could have 

brought a disease that they were immune to across the ocean, which would have infected 

the bears killing the species off. 

Robin Gibbons states, “Both hypotheses seem to have holes that are most 

logically filled with data from the opposing argument”. Each theory seems to be 

supported by the other theories. Even the theories together are not a definite answer. The 

links between the theories could create a new theory combing all three theories. For now 

we need to get more information before we can make a definite answer. Scientists will 

keep researching the extinction for a long time to come. We might soon know the cause 

of the demise of the great beasts. 
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