
 

Conservation organizations need to keep up
with nature
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Little Nutton Hook, the conservation project by Scenic Hudson that was featured
in the paper. Credit: Robert Rodriquez Jr.

Nature is on the move. As the impacts of climate change reveal
themselves, species and ecosystems are moving in response. This poses a
fundamental challenge to conservation organizations—how do you
conserve something that won't stay still?

A new paper authored by a University of Tennessee, Knoxville,
professor suggests that in order to cope, conservation organizations need
to adapt like the organisms they seek to protect.
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The paper, published in Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, argues
that conservation organizations need to be bolder in their adaptation
efforts given the rate and extent of the ecological changes that are
coming. The article can be found at http://bit.ly/1B7rclb.

As the climate warms and other global changes progress, species move
outside their historical ranges, new ecological communities form and
ecosystems transition to new states. Moreover, scientists are predicting
that these changes will accelerate in the future.

"If you are an organization that has focused on conserving particular
species in a particular place, as many of today's conservation
organizations are, then something has to give—either you need to change
your business model or revisit your conservation priorities. And neither
is going to be easy for some of these groups," said Paul Armsworth, lead
author and associate professor of ecology and evolutionary biology.

The paper puts forward a number of new ideas for how conservation
organizations might address the challenges they are facing. It also
highlights stories of success.

For example, Scenic Hudson, an environmental and land conservation
group in New York State, has updated the way it prioritizes parts of the
landscape for protection to better incorporate a changing climate,
especially the impacts of sea-level rise. To get out ahead of the issue, in
2008 the group hired an experienced conservation biologist, created a
detailed plan for shifting its land conservation along the Hudson River
and developed resources to help local communities along the waterway
adapt to rising sea levels.

"Previously, we focused on conserving places that harbor the most
important habitats and species today," said Sacha Spector, Scenic
Hudson's director of conservation science. "But then we looked at the
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projections for sea-level rise in our region. Continuing with business as
usual would have left us quite literally under water. Now when
prioritizing sites for protection, we also look to acquire areas upslope to
open up the possibility for the habitats we are targeting to migrate as the
climate changes."

Spector said the paper's suggestions were right on target.

"What the authors are saying certainly resonates with our experiences
here in the Hudson Valley," he said. "For example, the authors appeal
for conservation organizations to start evaluating over what time period
their investments in habitat protection are likely to provide conservation
benefits. We must recognize that if you are in for the long term—as
most conservation organizations expect to be—you are going to have to
ensure that the investments you make today align with the conditions you
expect for the future. This matches very closely with our new approach
to protecting the Hudson's tidal habitats."

The paper was produced by a team of authors from universities, 
conservation nonprofits and relevant federal agencies.

  More information: Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, 
web.utk.edu/~parmswor/FrontiersArmsworth2015.pdf
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