
 

Linking social science and ecology to solve
the world's environmental problems

December 16 2013

Researchers from the ARC Centre of Excellence for Coral Reef Studies
(CoECRS) at James Cook University are engaging social science to help
solve some of the world's biggest environmental problems.

Dr Christina Hicks, an interdisciplinary social science fellow at the ARC
CoECRS, holds a joint position with the Center for Ocean Solutions at
Stanford University in the USA.

Dr Hicks says more powerful economic interests, such as tourism,
currently drive coral reef management. Little thought is given to
community needs such as food or wellbeing. This results in conflict.

Dr Hicks explains to improve long-term coral reef management, "human
values need to be considered in decision-making."

Dr Nick Graham, a senior research fellow at the ARC CoECRS, adds
that humans play an essential role in ecology, but different people have
different priorities. He says these priorities need to be considered when
managing natural environments.

For example, in a recent co-authored paper for the journal Global
Environmental Change, Dr Hicks and Dr Graham, along with Dr Joshua
Cinner, measured and compared how managers, scientists and fishers
prioritised specific benefits from coral reef ecosystems. This in effect
highlighted key areas of agreement and conflict between the three
different stakeholder groups.
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Dr Graham says the lack of 'ownership' of reef resources for fishers,
who depend on fish for their food and livelihoods, underlies a main area
of conflict. But the paper also indicated that managers might be well
placed to play a brokering role in disagreements.

"Communities that are engaged and recognised are more likely to trust
and support their management agencies," adds Dr Hicks. She explains
that governments who consult local communities in order to develop co-
management plans generally reduce conflict and see increased livelihood
as well as ecological benefits (such as a rise in fish stocks) in their area.

  More information: 'Synergies and tradeoffs in how managers,
scientists, and fishers value coral reef ecosystem services' by Christina
C. Hicks, Nicholas A.J. Graham and Joshua E. Cinner appears in Global
Environmental Change: www.sciencedirect.com/science/ …
ii/S0959378013001349
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