
“The Big Four”
They’re the four major 
pollinating orders; and 

include 80% of all insect 
species.
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The insects first appeared some 425 million years ago (in the Late Silurian). 
They’re a good deal older than the flowering plants, birds and mammals that we’ve 
already looked at. And they’re by far the most diverse group of organisms around.

Extinction

Diversity of InsectsClass: 1

Orders: 30

Families: 600

Genera: uncertain

Species: 926 000
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 The insects are crucial to the health of 

our environment. Yet most of us are not 

very friendly towards them and destroy 

them without too much thought at all. 

How about chatting to your parents 

about preserving rather than cutting down 

the trees around us. And how about 

loving the wonderful diversity of Nature!

The insect 
timetree
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6thObserved species diversity of 
all known living organisms

As we still know nothing at all about 80% of the 
different kinds of insects living out there, it is impossible 
to know how many we have already caused to go 
exticnct.

But just think of this. We humans have destroyed over 
80% of the habitat in the 34 biodiversity hotspots on 
Earth (see Part 2 of this series). It is certain then, that we 
have already wiped out a vast number of insect species:  
before even knowing they ever existed.

Yet the insects in general are the greatest survivors! 
They survived the previous 5 global extinctions and 
they’ll survive the 6th:  if we remain unconcerned 
enough let it run its course!

Scientists over the last 300 years or so have described close to 1 million 
species of insects.

But the best estimate of how many insect species actually live in our world is 
about 5 million. So, very remarkably, 4 out of every 5 insects living in our 
forests, woodlands and grasslands are still unknown.

Known living diversity

Archaeognatha
Bristletails

Odonata
Dragonflies & damseflies

Ephemeroptera
MayfliesZygentoma

Silverfish
Embiodea
Webspinners

Origin & spread 
of grasslands

Triassic 
Explosion

Diversification 
of seed plants

Origin of arboreal 
plants (trees)

Origin of vascular plants (higher 
land plants with specialised tubes 
for conducting water & minerals) 

Plecoptera
Stoneflies

Orthoptera
Crickets & grasshoppers

Pangaea

Blattodea
Cockroaches

Mantodea
Mantids

Phasmatodea
Stick & leaf insects

Isoptera
Termites

Coleoptera
Beetles

Dermaptera
Earwigs

Psocoptera
Barklice

Phthiraptera
True lice

Thysanoptera
Thrips

Hemiptera
Plant lice & true bugs

Megaloptera
Alderflies

Trichoptera
Caddisflies

Siphonaptera
Fleas

Diptera
Flies

Neuroptera
Lacewings

Lepidoptera
Butterflies & moths

Mecoptera
Scorpionflies

Hymenoptera
Ants, wasps & bees

Insects
926 000

Beetles
350 000

Ants, wasps 
& bees
125 000

Flies
120 000

Butterflies 
& moths
150 000

Viruses, 
bacteria, 
algae etc.

Higher plants
248 400

Bugs & all 
others
181 000

Other Animals
282 000

Zoraptera
Grylloblattodea

Icecrawlers Mantophas-
matodea

Rock crawlers

Raphidioptera
Snakeflies

Strepsiptera
Twisted wings

Insects
Total species:  926 000

All known life
Total species:  1 582 400

How do we 
recognise an 

insect?
6 legs
•	spiders have 8
•	mammals have 4
external skeleton
•	ours is internal
•	 jellyfish have none
3-part body
•	we have only head 

& torso

Where do they 
live?

Just about everywhere 

on the continents; from 

forest to woodland,   

from grassland to desert.

Though they’re rather 

rare in the oceans.

Activity
See if you can find 

images for these 5 rare, 
strange or less-known 
orders. You won’t find 
them on our timetree.

First larvae

First folded wings

First wings

the climate 
continuously 
changes

The continents 
continually drift

The vegetation evolves & 
the insects (& other animals) 
evolve along with it.

Diversification of 
flowering plants
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Guestimates are that 
perhaps 100 million 
insect species have lived 
at one or other time 
& clambered on this 
425 million-year-old 
timetree.


