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Conservation
for the

People

Pitting nature and biodiversity against
people makes little sense. Many
conservationists now argue that
human health and well-being should
be central to conservation efforts

By Peter Kareiva and
Michelle Marvier

INTERCONNECTEDNESS

of people and the natural

world must guide conservation
efforts, the authors say.
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n 2004 the World Conserva-

tion Union placed three vultures—

the long-billed, the slender-billed and
the Oriental white-backed—on the critically
endangered list. Populations of all three reached
nearly 40 million in India and South Asia in the
early 1990s but had fallen by more than 97 per-
cent. The reasons for saving these vultures from
extinction could be framed in familiar terms: we
have an ethical obligation to save the world’s
biodiversity for its own sake. But the reasons
could also be outlined in a less familiar way.

For a long time, observers did not know what
was causing the vultures’ decline. Some specu-
lated the culprit was habitat loss or pollution.
Several years ago researchers discovered that the
birds were being killed by an anti-inflammatory
drug, diclofenac, commonly administered to
cows. In bovines and humans, the medicine re-
duces pain; in vultures, it causes renal failure. As
the vultures have disappeared, hundreds of thou-
sands of cow carcasses customarily left for the
birds have festered in the sun, where they incu-
bate anthrax, according to some reports, and are
consumed by dogs. Because of the ready food
supply, the feral dog population has exploded—
and with it the threat of rabies. Thus, the vul-
tures’ fate may be linked with that of millions of
people; saving the vultures from extinction
would protect people from dangerous disease.
Casual observers do not always see links be-

tween human well-being
and aiding endangered spe-
cies, but such connections abound
in many situations that engage conservationists.
Ecosystems such as wetlands and mangrove
stands protect people from lethal storms; for-
ests and coral reefs provide food and income;
damage to one ecosystem can harm another
half a world away as well as the individuals who
rely on it for resources or tourism revenue.
Despite these mutual dependencies, the pub-
lic and some governments increasingly view ef-
forts to preserve biological diversity as elevating
the needs of plants and animals above those of
humans. To reverse this trend—and to better
serve humanity and threatened organisms—we
and a growing number of conservationists ar-
gue that old ways of prioritizing conservation
activities should be largely scrapped in favor of
an approach that emphasizes saving ecosystems
that have value to people. Our plan should save
many species, while protecting human health
and livelihoods.

Out, Out Hot Spot

Conservation’s misanthropic reputation has
arisen, in part, because millions of people have
been forced off their land or have otherwise had
their sources of food and income snatched from
them so that animals and habitats could be pre-
served. Kenya’s president Mwai Kibaki’s con-
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KOMODO NATIONAL PARK in Indonesia has lo-
cal support because it led to income from
cultivating reef fish and selling carvings.

ONCEPTS

~ = Preserving biodiversity for

its own sake, particularly
in areas called hot spots, -
_is not working as a conser-

~ vation strategy.

m Focusing on protecting
ecosystems vital to peo-
ple’s health and material
_ needs makes more sense.

= Such ecosystems would
include not only forests
but also wetlands that
maintain clean water,
- mangroves that shield
against storms and reefs
that sustain fisheries.

= Saving these sites can
preserve biodiversity and
ensure that peopleare
‘a priority. —The Editors
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