
25/03/2013 

1 

PUTTING CONSERVATION SCIENCE INTO 
PRACTICE: PERSPECTIVES FROM A 

CONSERVATION NGO 

James Watson 
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Was I doing Conservation 

Science? 

• … pursuit of a coherent goal: the protection and 

perpetuation of the Earth’s biological diversity. 

A mission-oriented, crisis-driven discipline 

comprising both pure and applied science 

– Meine et al. 2006 

• …not defined by a discipline but by its goal — 

to halt or repair the undeniable, massive 

damage that is being done to ecosystems, 

species, and the relationships of humans to the 

environment. 

– Ehrenfeld 1992  
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Was I doing Conservation Science? 

• … pursuit of a coherent goal: the protection and 

perpetuation of the Earth’s biological diversity. 

A mission-oriented, crisis-driven discipline 

comprising both pure and applied science 

 

No, all I was doing was describing a problem 

and hoping for the best 

 

I was being a good ecologist 

Andrew Knight 

“Conservation is 
a verb….it 
means you 
have to get off 
your arse and 
do something” 
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Conservation-based Science 

PHILOSOPHY POLICY 

MANAGEMENT 

PHILOSOPHY 
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What is philosophy? 

• Every area of science generates philosophical 
problems. 

•  Hardly any philosophical question have a 
'correct' answer 

• A good philosophical answer is one that is 
backed up by well-ordered and clear 
arguments 

• The debates defines and pushes a discipline 
forward  
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Biophysical questions dominated early on 
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Social and economic questions  
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What actions to take 
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Conservation science is a young 
discipline 

Conservation Philosophy  

Growth of Conservation Science 

Biophysical 
questions 

Understanding 
and 
incorporating 
social values 

Understanding 
the triple 
bottom line: 
 
Social-
environmental - 
economic 
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Avoid Ivory Tower syndrome 

All I need to do is 
engage with the 
philosophical debate 
and I am 
contributing to 
conservation 

POLICY 
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What is conservation policy? 

• Conservation policy is concerned with how we regulate 
human activities that affect the environment 

• People achieve this through environmental laws, treaties, 
policies, and agreement. 
 

Can conservation scientists be 
advocates? 

• Scientists are relied upon for neutral, credible, 
scientific information. 

 
• Simple rule 1. Don’t cross the line and advocate for 

a position that is not scientifically supported 
 

• Simple rule 2. Conservation scientists must equally 
protect against the misuse of science 

 

• Simple 3. Sitting on the fence is taking a position.  
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Policy decision often are dominated by business interests. 
They are almost always not made by conservation scientists 

Four broad conservation scientists can 
engage conservation policy 

1. Identify novel problems 

2. Identify novel solutions 

3. Engage with the policy debate 

4. Work with policy makers to write 
the policy 
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Four broad conservation scientists can 
engage conservation policy 

1. Identify novel problems 

2. Identify novel solutions 

3. Engage with the policy debate 

4. Work with policy makers to write 
the policy 

 

 

 

Degree of 
engagement/
pain 

Moreton Bay’s migrant 
shorebirds are in freefall 

Red Knot   -8.9% 
Bar-tailed Godwit -6.9% 
Ruddy Turnstone -6.8% 
Greenshank   -5.8% 
Great Knot  -4.5% 
Whimbrel   -4.1% 
 
All resident species are 
 fine 

Wilson et al. 2011. Conservation Biology, 25, 758-766. 
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1975: Low Tide 
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2010: Low Tide 
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SE Asia

Africa

Latin America

Annual Rate of Loss (%) 

Mangroves  
(1.25 – 3.62% per yr) 

Tropical Forests (0.38 – 0.91% per yr) 

Intertidal Mudflats (0.79% per yr) 

Peatlands (3.7% per yr) 

Seagrass (1.5% per yr) 

Habitat Loss Rates 

University of 
Queensland Study  
(Murray in prep.) 

Paper published to identify the 
problem…more to come 
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Working with policy makers 

Identify your change agent, create the 
demand, communicate concisely, make it 
safe and let your science do the talking, 
and turn up 
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REDD and biodiversity 

Land clearing in Queensland 
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Getting fed up with the policy makers 
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Victory 

MANAGEMENT 
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Bring the practitioners on board early 
on 

• Involve them from the start 

• Listen to them 

• Work with them 

• Publish with them 

• Don’t neglect them 
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A New Zealand  example 

•  

•There are  ~553 
species: Nationally 
Critical, Nationally 
Endangered and 
Nationally 
Vulnerable 

• Only ~25 % (~142 
species) of these 
species were 
managed in some 
way 
 

New Zealand’s DoC needed a planning 
process that… 

…is appropriate, achievable and transparent 

…can compare and prioritize effective actions 

…involves conservancies, regions and national office 

…facilitates ownership & commitment of the plan 

…provides a basis for monitoring and evaluation 
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Cost of management 
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Budget ($NZ) 

188 species = $17 million 

$31 million = 273 species  

Original spending: $31 million = 188 species (not effectively managed)  
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A new marketing tool 

With this kind of information, statements such as 
these are possible: 

“as little as $3 million is needed to secure 72 of 
the most threatened species”  

and  

“400 of New Zealand’s most threatened species 
can be secured with $50 million/year” 

  

Engagement with the other 99%  
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Are there any win-wins? 
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Broad lessons 

• Turn up and don’t give up 

• Get key people engaged early 

• Patience and build long-term relationships – 
trust  

• Be vocal and police the science 

• Pick your battles but also the hill you are 
willing to die on 

• Be effective in how you communicate  



25/03/2013 

31 

Conservation is not really about 

this…. 

It is about this 
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63 

     

Thanks!!! 
 

 

jwatson@wcs.org 


