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Around 65 million years ago, or so 
the story goes, an extraterrestrial ob¬ 
ject hit our earth. That impact 
wrought havoc upon the animals 
and plants of that time, in particular 
wiping out the group then dominant 
on land — the dinosaurs. It is a col¬ 
ourful, dramatic concept. For many 
people — yes, even many scientists 
— it has become an article of faith, 
so firmly accepted as to be no 
longer questioned. 

Yes, there are good reasons to be¬ 
lieve that there was an extraterrestrial 
“event” at that time. Geophysical re¬ 
sults have produced the image of a 
large crater at Chicxulub, in Mexico’s 
Yucatan Peninsula. This is consid¬ 
ered to result from the impact of an 
asteroid, a large meteorite or, just 
possibly, a comet. Moreover, be¬ 
neath the waters of the North Atlantic 
Ocean and widely elsewhere, the 
sediments at the Cretaceous-Tertiary 
boundary are unusually rich in irid¬ 
ium, an element that is normally quite 
rare. The iridium layer is so wide¬ 
spread that it is now being used to 
define the boundary between two 
geological eras, the Cretaceous and 
the Tertiary. 

The question, though, is whether 
this impact did indeed trigger a 
worldwide extinction — of the dino¬ 
saurs and of the other creatures that 
were supposedly its victims. By Late 
Cretaceous times, the world was a 
populous place, with a rich vegeta¬ 
tion in which the flowering plants 
were becoming predominant and 

with a whole array of animals other 
than the dinosaurs. There were 
crocodiles in abundance, some liv¬ 
ing wholly on land; there were liz¬ 
ards and snakes in quantity; most of 
the modern groups of birds and in¬ 
sects were already present; and the 
mammals, which had for so long 
been tiny creatures living in the 
shadow of the dinosaurs, were be¬ 
coming bigger and already, it 
seems, competing with them for 
food. 

Well before that “boundary event,” 
there had already been significant 
changes. The pterodactyls, once the 
kings of the Mesozoic skies, had al¬ 
ready succumbed to competition 
from the birds. Only a handful of big 
scavengers, typified by the jet- 
fighter-sized Quetzalcoatlus, were 
still surviving. In the seas the coil- 
shelled ammonites and the belem- 
nites — creatures having a 
bullet-shaped internal “guard,” much 
like the cuttlefish bone that budgies 
chew — were in deep decline. The 
ammonites faded out well before the 
end of the Cretaceous, whereas a 
few belemnites actually lived on past 
the “event.” The plesiosaurs and 
mosasaurs, the marine reptiles 
which had fed on these two groups, 
were gone, their extinction hastened 
by increasing competition from the 
sharks. In contrast, the marine tur¬ 
tles, protected by their shells, swam 
on happily through the “event” and 
onward to the present day. The 
fishes, whether living in the seas or 
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in rivers and lakes, were equally un¬ 
affected. So too was a primitive 
crocodile-like group called the 
champsosaurs, which might have 
seemed fit candidates for oblivion. 

Yes, some species and even gen¬ 
era from the groups listed above did 
become extinct at about that time. 
However, these extinctions were mi¬ 
nor, occurring at a rate readily ac¬ 
counted for by the competition and 
the changing relations of land and 
seas — in other words, at a quite 
normal rate. Neither were there ma¬ 
jor extinctions among the land plants 
nor the marine plankton. Yes, one 
small group of zooplankton did fade 
out, but the other groups showed no 
signs of decimation. 

So, when considering this sup¬ 
posed “mass extinction” at the time 
of the presumed impact, we are left 
with the dinosaurs. Well, what about 
them? Weren’t they a flourishing I roup and didn’t they suffer a world- 

ide simultaneous wiping-out? 

The answer to those questions is 
'Jo” and “We don’t know.” The di- 
osaurs, after being abundant and 
iverse for 125 million years, had be- 
un to decline in variety about fifteen 
lillion years earlier — a long time 
arlier, longer than the entire span of 
lan’s life on earth. By the end of 
retaceous times only a few types 
ere left, notably the ceratopsians 
he horned herbivores) and the car- 
osaurs (the bipedal predators that 
reyed on them). Most other types 
f dinosaurs may have already 
ided out. 

I write “may” because, in honest, 
re do not know when the dinosaurs 
ecame extinct. We have evidence 
nly from a very circumscribed re¬ 
ion — the northern Great Plains of 
le United States and Canada. From 
ther parts of the world, there is as 
et no information. 

To confidently assume that, be¬ 
cause an extinction happened in that 
time in one region, it happened 
worldwide at the same time, is mani¬ 
festly absurd. At that same time, the 
marsupials (the pouched mammals) 
disappeared from the North Ameri¬ 
can fossil record, yet they remain 
numerous in South America and 
Australasia, right through to the pre¬ 
sent day. One of them, the opos¬ 
sum, has even spread back to 
Canada! 

Moreover, certain dinosaurs would 
surely have been well suited to life in 
tropical jungles. That is an environ¬ 
ment so inimical to the processes of 
fossilization that we know almost 
nothing of what lived in it, before, 
during or after the time of the dino¬ 
saurs. Is it coincidence that, when 
reports have come of living dino¬ 
saurs, it has always been from tropi¬ 
cal jungles? 

What other evidence is there for a 
“mass extinction” at about the time 
of that supposed extraterrestrial im¬ 
pact? Well, there is indication from 
fossil plants that certain plant com¬ 
munities were destroyed — and 
guess where? Yes, you have it — in 
the northern Great Plains. Farther 
north in Canada and in other regions 
of the world, nothing similar seems 
to have happened. Moreover, even 
in that region the plant communities 
recovered fully in less than ten thou¬ 
sand years — in geological terms, a 
very swift recovery and scarcely sug¬ 
gesting a planet-wide devastation! 

Study of the sediments beneath 
the North Atlantic Ocean has also re¬ 
vealed a hiatus, a time when the 
sediments were barren of microfos¬ 
sils. Again, though it was a brief in¬ 
terval, the micro-organisms were 
soon back. If devastation had been 
worldwide, where did they come 
from so swiftly? 
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Well then, let’s put it all together. 
Yes, there are convincing indications 
that, 65 million years ago, the earth 
may have suffered the impact of 
some extraterrestrial body. The irid¬ 
ium layer, found so widely across 
the globe, may have been a product 
of that impact (though some geo¬ 
chemists believe it had a volcanic 
origin). However, that layer is no¬ 
where found resting upon a concen¬ 
tration of fossils of any kind, let alone 
dinosaur bones! 

Indeed, the evidence from fossils 
does not indicate a worldwide bio¬ 
logical cataclysm. There was no 

“mass extinction”; most groups of 
organisms survived from the Creta¬ 
ceous to Tertiary, quite unaffected. 
The dinosaurs, already in decline, 
may have been wiped out in North 
America by the short-term environ¬ 
mental effects of that impact. Else¬ 
where in the world, though, we 
cannot say when they became ex¬ 
tinct, for we have no evidence. 

Editor’s Note: This article was originally 

printed in the Ottawa Citizen. 
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