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David S. Woodruff, 1943-2015

Not many academic scientists dedicate virtually all their research and free time to helping
save our planet’s biodiversity. Prof. David Woodruff, who sadly passed away on 16 December
2015, was one of them. We particularly miss him because he spent a large part of his career
working to help solve conservation problems in Thailand, and enriching his colleagues
here with his extensive knowledge of genetics, parasitology, ecology and biogeography.
He cultivated a wide network of colleagues here and conferred with them on every trip to
Thailand, which he visited at least once a year. We miss him as a friend, discussing conservation
problems over dinner, a beer, or a desk while working on a paper. Nearly all of his Ph.D.
students became conservation biologists and many worked on problems in Thailand. He has
served on the editorial board (1994-2005) then advisory board (2006-2015) and helped to
review papers for the Natural History Bulletin of the Siam Society, and has contributed papers
to it and to many other Thai journals.

David Woodruff hailed from Australia, and received his Ph.D. from the University of
Melbourne in 1968. He received a postdoctoral position from Harvard where he spent several
years, as Frank Knox Fellow and as Alexander Agassiz Lecturer on Biogeography under the
famous ecologist and evolutionary biologist Edward O. Wilson. He then moved to Purdue
University in 1974, and later to the University of California, San Diego in 1979, where he
helped develop the Section on Behavior, Ecology and Evolution, and also served as its chair.
He became active in the San Diego Zoo, and served as a trustee of the Zoological Society
of San Diego, which oversees the zoo’s research and international conservation programs.
Despite his many administrative duties and teaching commitments, Dr. Woodruff was
extremely generous of his time and seemed to have a warm spot in his heart and Thailand and
his colleagues there. We could depend on him to offer his knowledge and advice on virtually
any kind of conservation problem or issue, be it dams, protected areas, species conservation,
global warming, sea level change, or zoo management.

Dr. Woodruff’s research interests ranged widely over many topics. He has published
on the genetics and biogeography of snail hosts of human schistosomiasis parasites, and on
frogs (on which he did his doctoral thesis in Australia), gibbons, hornbills, chimpanzees,
and elephants. He is perhaps best known for developing non-invasive methods for obtaining
DNA from living organisms for genetic analysis. More recently, he turned his interests toward
biogeography, and coauthored (with student Jennifer Hughes and Philip Round in 2003, and
with Leslie Turner in 2009) several important papers on the biogeography of the Thai peninsula,
trying to settle the problem of where the transition between Sundaic and the continental
Indochinese fauna and flora is located, and why. A paper published in this journal with his
daughter Kathryn, a student in the School of Environment at Yale, predicts future sea level
changes on Thai coastlines. But one of his most recent papers, also published in this journal,
highlights one of his most significant contributions to Thai conservation biology: his article
“Wildlife conservation in protected areas in Thailand: lessons from Chiew Larn, Khao Sok
and Khlong Saeng” (NHBSS Vol. 59 [2]: 91-107, 2013). Woodruff describes an important
research project, carried out by several of his students (Tony Lynam, Sukamol Srikwan and
Luke Gibson), in impassioned terms and applies it to Thailand’s most important conservation
issue, the viability of its protected area system. The research involved studying the genetics
and survival of small mammal species naturally remaining on a series of islands created in
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the Chiew Larn reservoir behind the Rajaprapha Dam in Surat Thani, completed in 1987. It
was a study of the effects of habitat fragmentation and island size on biodiversity, one of the
central themes of modern conservation biology. The results of the study were dramatic—the
small mammal populations crashed to extinction in rapid fashion, in fact faster than expected
from the theory. The results made a global bang in the scientific community and beyond.
Anyone wishing to read Prof. Woodruff’s most eloquent pleas for conservation science and
conservation action should read this paper. It is his crowning gift to us.
Dr. Woodruff is survived by his charming wife Amy and two talented daughters.

Warren Y. Brockelman
Prachya Musikasinthorn
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A, David Woodruff with a cheetah at the San Diego Zoo’s Safari Park; B, David in the forest in Thailand,
somewhat leech-bitten; C, Prof. Woodruff giving a lecture at the 2005 meeting of the Biodiversity
Research and Training Program in Khon Kaen; and D, Prof. Woodruff on Univ. of California San Diego
campus in 2006 with visiting Thai students Chalita (left) and Chomcheun (right) from Mahidol University.



