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Scientists call policy-makers to be scale-
aware

August 30 2012

This is a photo of an endangered Natura 2000 butterfly, Phengaris arion (listed in
the Habitats Directive as Maculinea arion). Credit: Chris van Swaay

To be successful, nature conservation measures must account for the
complexity of the human impact and how nature responds to them, at
different spatial and temporal scales. "Scale-sensitive research" emerges
as a new, interdisciplinary field in nature conservation where researchers
adjust concepts, analyses, and tools to the scale in which these might be
used. Policy-makers, on their side, must ensure that the decisions they
take resolve ecological problems at the relevant administrative and
spatial scales.

Scientists involved in SCALES, a large-scale integrating project funded
by the 7th Framework Program (FP7) of the European Union, have
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identified a series of mismatches between the scale of research at which
conservation biologists study how best to protect biological diversity and
the need for implementation of scale-based approaches in policy and
management, especially in the design of Natura 2000, Green
Infrastructure and biodiversity monitoring.

These concerns and new findings have been discussed at a dedicated
SCALES symposium at the 3rd European Congress of Conservation
Biology (ECCB) in Glasgow on 28th-31st of August 2012. Dr Klaus
Henle from the Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research - UFZ in
Leipzig, Germany and coordinator of SCALES opened the discussion:
"It has long been known that scale issues play an important role in
ecological research. In recent years, however, it has become increasingly
clear that scale-awareness is also crucial in designing and implementing
conservation practices. Conservation in a rapidly-changing world
requires systematic and dynamic approaches to shorten the time from
research findings to policy implementation."

A mosaic of management combined with a flower rich road verge provides a
wealth of butterflies. Credit: Chris van Swaay
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Prof. William Kunin from the University of Leeds, UK, added: "Policy-
makers should consider not only or mainly the need to protect species
richness (that is what scientists call "alpha-diversity"), but also changes
in species' composition from one habitat to another, or what is called
"beta-diversity". Focusing on beta-diversity, rather than on number of
species or certain focal species in a given area or scale, will certainly
enhance conservation effectiveness".

Dr. Henle showed that the problem with variation is relevant not only to
space but also to time. For example, areas that may be identified as
critical to protect may differ if we use data from different years. Hence,
even well-researched programs to select protected areas will fail if they
don't consider changes in species distribution and composition between
years (that is what scientists call "temporal variation").

Dr Guy Pe'er from the UFZ suggested that "connectivity between
remnants of natural habitats must be more effectively included in policy
and planning, in order to allow species to survive through climate
change: if natural habitats remain so fragmented, many species simply
will not be able to alter their distributions with changing climate". Many
scientists are aware of the problem, but nevertheless connectivity still
does not attract sufficient attention of policy makers and planners, partly
because of dealing with "larger scale problems", so to say, of ecosystem
functioning and ecosystem services. Novel individual-based simulation
models, presented by Guy Pe'er and Greta Bocedi, give some tools to
bridge this gap and reduce the risks of errors when moving from local
studies to tackling large-scale threats.

Dr Szabolcs Lengyel and his team from the University of Debrecen,
Hungary presented a survey of the literature to investigate how specific

today's conservation strategies are to certain scales. Although they found
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a generally increasing awareness of scale-related issues in conservation,
they also identified important gaps. The results of the study call
conservationists and policy-makers to develop scale-sensitive
approaches, in much the same way as cell biologists may use different
levels of magnifications under the microscope depending on what they
wish to observe and study.

"Perhaps the biggest gap between scientists and policy makers is the gap
of speed. We need to work and publish faster. The scientific work will
fail to target its most important audience as long as the time until
publication is slow, the language is often too technical and the outcomes
are published in specialized journals of limited access. Instead, we need
to communicate and share our data and findings more openly and far
more rapidly", concluded Dr. Henle, the Editor-in-Chief of the new,
open-access, inter-disciplinary journal Nature Conservation.

More information: Henle, K. et al.: Nature Conservation — a new
dimension in Open Access publishing bridging science and application;
Nature Conservation 1: 1-10. DOI 10.3897/natureconservation.1.3081
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