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extinctions occur each year from a multitude of causes, most of which can be traced back to human impacts ( Cox 1997 ). This loss of biodiversity
has been called an extinction crisis ( Soul 1986 ), and in response to this crisis ecology has seen a surge of interest in the characterization of
population vulnerability. However, biologists trying to develop ways to estimate extinction risks have encountered several logistical roadblocks.
Most notably, we have precious few studies that provide long-term data detailing fluctuations in total population counts ( Lawton 1996 ). Most
population censuses have been conducted over a relatively short period ( e. g., Orell 1989, Pistorius et al. 2000 ) or have been conducted only
intermittently ( e. g. , Pierson and Turner 1998, Robertson and Jarvis 2000 ). As a consequence, long-term censuses of complete populations are
relatively rare, meaning that conservation biologists must often use relatively short-term data to forecast population fates over longer time spans.
Such forecasting has proved challenging because of the difficulties inherent in the accurate estimation of parameters underlying the dynamics of
biological populations ( Ludwig 1996, Ludwig 1999, Fieberg and Ellner 2000, Holmes 2001, Ellner et al. 2002 ). Despite these difficulties, population
viability analyses ( PVAs ) have now become a standard tool in conservation biology, with goals ranging from providing detailed guidance on
management actions ( Crouse et al. 1987 ) to simply characterizing the degree or nature...
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