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About the time I was immersed in the planning stages for
the IFAW Forum that gave rise to this volume, I hap-
pened across a book review in the journal Nature, written
by Brian Child, Chairman of IUCN’s2 Southern Africa
Sustainable Use Specialist Group. “Conservation,” Child
begins, 

…is like the old Soviet Union: A few self-
appointed wise men – scientists mostly, in
this case – decide what is best for everyone,
justified by a strong ideological creed of
nature preservation, animal welfare and
wilderness.3

I was not particularly surprised by Child’s comments,
having first become aware of his views in a 1990 paper,
co-authored with his father and presented at the IUCN
triennial meeting in Perth, Australia.4 And I was very
familiar with the views of the Southern Africa Sustainable
Use Specialist Group,5 which – among other things – once
recommended that: 

The precautionary approach should be
applied in this sense, it is risky not to use
resources, therefore we should use them.

It was sobering to realize, however, that Child’s own
ideological “creed of nature preservation” – once asso-
ciated with those who simply wanted to justify their
exploitation of nature and wild living natural
resources for personal gain – had become so absorbed

by the mainstream that by 2004 it would be printed
without question, comment or debate in an invited
book review in one of the most prominent scientific
periodicals on the planet.

I was reminded of an article published a year or so ear-
lier in The Economist, which described “a clash between
different flavours of conservationist”. The article reads in part,

Wolf Krug, a researcher on social and eco-
nomic issues…believes there is an ideolog-
ical clash between “welfare” and
“sustainable use” conservationists.  The sus-
tainable-use lobby takes the view that the
long-term future of a species is best
ensured from making money from it
[emphasis added].6

The “clash” was further described as a conflict between
“the poor-world agenda of sustainable use”, and the “rich-
world agenda of [animal] welfare”.

While I would agree that there currently is a “clash”
within the conservation movement (if it can any longer
really be called a movement, as such), the clash is very dif-
ferent from the one alluded to in Nature and depicted in
The Economist.  The clash I see is actually between:

• the “sustainable use lobby” (also known as the
“wise-use movement”, the commercial consump-
tive use movement, or – to use its own words –
the “anti-environmental movement”),7 which
advocates a “use it or lose it philosophy”; and
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• the traditional, progressive conservation move-
ment that views commercial consumptive use as
a threat to wildlife, and advocates prudence and
precaution when we use nature and so-called
natural resources.

On one side of the conflict are those who promote short-
term economic gain and often, in reality, biologically
unsustainable uses of wildlife, and nature, generally –
“wise users” such as Child and Krug, quoted above.  On
the other side are those who argue that if or when we use
resources, we should do so prudently and in a biological-
ly sustainable manner – the traditional conservationists,
who dominated the mainstream conservation movement
throughout most of the 20th century.  The latter continue
to build on the legacies of Gifford Pinchot, Aldo Leopold,
and their successors in the ongoing pursuit of ecological
sustainability.8

In order to develop my thesis and to lay the ground-
work for the chapters that follow, I begin by making some
introductory comments on the nature of “conservation”
and the concept of “sustainability”.  This is followed by a
brief history of the conservation movement and its evolu-
tion, in order to provide a basis for understanding where
we are today in relation to where we have been before.
Such understanding is essential if we are ever again going
to gain ground in the pursuit of ecological sustainability. 

THE MEANING OF WORDS

Words evolve, and in our post-1984 world, they often
evolve in strange ways.9 This is certainly the case with the
lexicon of modern conservation.  Words such as “conser-
vation” and “sustainability” (among many others, as we
shall see) have become “vacuum words” sucking up any
meaning that someone wants to give to them.10 For this
reason, I will begin with definitions of what I generally
mean, and what I think most of the contributors to this
book usually mean, when these terms are used.

Conservation

While the word “conservation” is still sometimes used as a
synonym for “preservation”,11 it has come to mean quite
different things to different people and organizations.
Today, conservation, like beauty, clearly is in the eye of the
beholder.12

In the context of traditional, 20th century conserva-
tion, the term usually embodies two concepts: preserva-
tion, and use.  Definitions of wildlife conservation suitable
as a starting point for the discussions that follow might
therefore read:13 the protection (preservation) and careful
use of wild animals and plants (usually termed “wildlife”
or “natural resources”) and the environments in which
they live; or, more encompassingly: the restoration, pro-

tection and prudent use of natural resources to provide
the greatest aesthetic, social, ecosystem and economic
benefits for present and future generations.

Sustainability14

The notion of sustainability has always been an integral
part of conservation.15 “To sustain” means simply “to
keep in existence or maintain”;  “sustainable” means
“capable of being sustained or maintained”, as in sustain-
able yield or sustainable populations;16 and “sustainability”
refers to “the property of being sustainable”.

Hewitt provided an early definition of what we might
now call “biological sustainability” as early as 1921, with
the simple notion that, “A species must not be destroyed
at a greater rate than it can increase”.17 A more modern
definition may be found in the World Conservation Strategy
of 1980, under the heading “sustainable utilization”:

Species and ecosystems should not be so
heavily exploited that they decline to levels
or conditions from which they cannot eas-
ily recover.18

Different types of sustainability encountered in the con-
servation literature are briefly distinguished below.

Biological sustainability versus ecological sustainability

Biological and ecological sustainability are two terms that
are often used interchangeably.  Some, however, make a
distinction between the two, restricting “biological
sustainability” to refer to a single species or population.19

“Ecological sustainability” then becomes the multi-
species, or ecosystem equivalent, which can be defined as
the maintenance of the structure and function of ecosys-
tems over time and space. 

The “structure” and “function” of ecosystems referred
to above includes the abundance (population sizes) of
individual species, the diversity of species comprising the
biotic (living) community (often called biodiversity); the
abiotic (non-living) components, such as soil productivi-
ty, water quality and quantity, and air quality; ecological
processes, including nutrient cycling and energy transfer;
and natural evolutionary processes.20

Economic sustainability 

Of course, not all discussions of “sustainability” in the
conservation field refer to biological or ecological entities
and, as a consequence, it can be quite misleading to use
the word in the absence of a qualifier that denotes the
type of sustainability being discussed.  A case in point
involves the term “economic sustainability”, which not
only is something completely different from biological or
ecological sustainability, but also something that can have
very different consequences for individual populations,
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species or ecosystems.  In fact, even a locally extirpated
population or an extinct species can provide sustainable
economic benefits in perpetuity.  

Such a situation appears to exist on the island of
Sardinia, where an apparently thriving ecotourism opera-
tion takes unsuspecting visitors to view magnificent caves
once inhabited by Mediterranean monk seals, Monachus
monachus.21 The tourists buy monk seal mementos and t-
shirts; they purchase a boat ticket displaying a monk seal
and are taken to the Grotto del Bue Marino – the grotto of
the sea ox.  It is only when they reach the cave that they
learn that it is unlikely that they will see a live monk seal.
Why?  Because monk seals are locally extinct in Sardinia.
Legend has it that the last known resident seal was shot
years ago by a fisherman, angry that one of his entrepre-
neurial colleagues was making money taking people out
to see this elusive and rare animal. Here we have a failure
to achieve biological sustainability resulting in a loss of
biodiversity through the extirpation of a highly endan-
gered species, leading to a “sustainable economic use” over
some, as yet unknown, time period.22

A related example involves the enduring popularity of
dinosaurs.  In this instance, sustained economic growth is
associated not just with an extinct population but rather
with an entire group of animals that disappeared some 65
million years ago.

A more recent example where the achievement of eco-
nomic sustainability may be at odds with the goal of bio-
logical or ecological sustainability relates to those so-called
“natural resources” where the population growth rate in
the wild is less than the prevailing bank interest rate.
Such “resources” include the large whales,23 old-growth
forests24 and, likely, elephants (well, at least their tusks).25

Their economic value actually increases faster in banks
than it does in the wild. Viewed in this light, there is no
economic incentive for the whaling industry, the ivory
traders or the forest industry to conserve stocks in the
wild. It makes far more economic sense to over-exploit
such resources as quickly as possible and invest the pro-
ceeds than it does to “harvest” (a conservation euphe-
mism) the “resource” in a biologically sustainable manner.
All of which goes a long way to explain the overexploita-
tion of the great whales and elephants in the 20th century
and the continued clear-cutting of old growth and
tropical rainforests today.26

When people talk about sustainability, it is crucial to
ask, therefore, whether they are talking about biological or
ecological sustainability or about economic sustainability.
Neither biological nor ecological sustainability are neces-
sarily prerequisites for economic sustainability.

CONSERVATION: A BRIEF HISTORY

In order to appreciate where the conservation field is
today and where it is likely headed tomorrow, it is neces-
sary to know about its origins and its history (Figure
1–1).27 From the beginning, there were essentially two tra-
ditions:28 the arcadian (or romantic) tradition of the
Reverend Gilbert White29 that eventually gave rise in the
United States to the Protectionist School of Conservation,
most often identified with John Muir (Figure 1–1, upper
line); and the “utilitarian” tradition of Frances Bacon.
Bacon’s anthropocentric and imperialistic view of nature –
itself a descendent of the Christian tradition in which
God gave man “dominion over…”30 – spawned, in the
18th century, Progressive Scientific Agriculture and, later,
the utilitarian School of Progressive Conservation (Figure
1–1, lower line).

Gifford Pinchot, America’s first forester and a hunting
companion of President Theodore Roosevelt, spearheaded
Progressive Conservation in the United States.31 He has
been widely credited – by himself, among others32 – as
having coined the term “conservation” in 1907.33

“Conservation,” Pinchot wrote, “is the wise use of
resources.”

Although Pinchot was an unabashed utilitarian who
“liked to refer to forest conservation as tree farming”,34 he
nonetheless laid the groundwork for the brand of conser-
vation that dominated throughout most of the 20th

century.
As early as 1910, Pinchot outlined three principles of

conservation:35

• The first principle was development – the use of
natural resources, for the people who live here
now.

• The second was the prevention of waste – some-
thing that disturbed Pinchot about American
forestry practices at the time. 

• The third principle embodied the idea that nat-
ural resources must be developed and preserved
[i.e. conserved] for the benefit of many and not
merely for the profit of a few.

Pinchot also talked about sustaining natural resources for
future generations.  Conservation, he wrote,  

recognizes fully the right of the present
generation to use what it needs and all it
needs of the natural resources now avail-
able, but it recognizes equally our obliga-
tion so to use what we need that our
descendants shall not be deprived of what
they need [emphasis added].36
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At this early stage in the game, Pinchot’s use of words like
“development”, “conservation”, “preservation”, and “wise
use” was clear; the words meant then what a reasonable
person might expect them to mean, even today.  But, as
implied earlier, these words would take on other meanings
as the field – and the language – evolved.

The Dawn of Wildlife Conservation and Game
Management 

“Wildlife conservation” was born in the early years of the
20th century37 out of a desire not to protect nature for its
own sake but rather to protect certain favoured species –
then called “game animals” – from the ravages of 19th cen-
tury over-exploitation. From the outset, wildlife conserva-
tion was an elitist, top-down movement championed
mainly by gentlemen hunters in the old British Empire38

and by influential bureaucrats and politicians in North
America.  The North American brand of conservation,
however, was always somewhat more egalitarian than the
British.39

With the publication of Aldo Leopold’s Game
Management in 1933 – arguably the first real textbook on
wildlife conservation and management – Pinchot’s “tree
farming” was formally extended to wildlife. Initially, game
management was described as “the art of making land
produce sustained crops of wild game for recreational
use”.40 Of course, at that time, anything that seemed to
obstruct that goal – a predator, for example – was target-
ed for extermination.

Attempts to “develop” natural resources while at the
same time preserving them required that the yields
removed from forests, fisheries, and wildlife should be

sustainable (implicitly meaning biologically and ecologi-
cally sustainable).  This meant removing so-called surplus
production while leaving some natural capital protected.
Scientists, particularly in fisheries, but in other fields as
well, developed surplus-yield models to predict how
much of a particular resource could be removed annually
while maintaining a viable and somewhat constant popu-
lation in the wild in perpetuity.  Thus evolved the concept
of “sustainable yields”, including the mathematically sim-
plistic and appealing idea of the “maximum sustainable
yield” (MSY), which became for a time the objective of
many fisheries and wildlife-management programs.41

Over the decades, the human animal increasingly
became an integral part of the conservation agenda.  Prior
to the early 1960s, progressive conservationists generally
regarded nature and natural resources simply as com-
modities.  That view, which in some quarters persists
today, is championed particularly by the “wise-users”
mentioned earlier.  Aldo Leopold summarized the situa-
tion in the 1940s when he wrote, “There is no ethic deal-
ing with man’s relation to the land and to the animals and
plants which grow upon it…Land,” he continued, “is still
property.  The land relation is still strictly economic,
entailing privileges but not obligations”.42

To address this problem, Leopold proposed a “land
ethic” to “enlarge the boundaries of the community to
include soils, waters, plants, and animals, or collectively:
the land”.  Importantly, Leopold’s land ethic, “changes the
role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land commu-
nity to plain member and citizen of it.  It implies respect
for his fellow-members, and also respect for the commu-
nity as such”.43 It would take almost 20 years, however,
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for Leopold’s view that humans were an integral part of
nature to become part of the wider public discourse.

The Emergence of an Environmental Movement

Beginning in the early 1960s, both progressive and pro-
tectionist schools of conservation44 were subsumed by a
larger, more encompassing environmental movement that
began to realize that humans were very much part of the
equation.  Concern was no longer limited mainly to
exploited species but was extended to other species as
well.  The focus broadened to include animal-welfare
concerns 45 and the maintenance of intact and functioning
ecosystems.  From the mid-1960s to mid-1980s there was
an increase in the number of non-governmental organiza-
tions, both in the United States and globally, concerned
with animal welfare, pro-animal conservation, and the
environment. Programs to reintroduce predators were ini-
tiated, and attempts were made to restore native ecosys-
tems.  And the burden of proof began to shift from those
who wished to protect species and ecosystems to those
who wished to exploit or develop them.46

Reflecting growing public support for such initiatives,
there was a proliferation of national legislation and inter-
national conventions aimed at reducing our impacts on
other species and ecosystems.47 The publication of the
first IUCN Red Data Book of endangered mammals in
196648 was followed, for example, by the appearance of
national endangered species legislation in a number of
countries.  The United States played a leading role, intro-
ducing its first Endangered Species Act in 1966; its current
Act dates to 1973.  Among developed countries, Canada
was an anomaly in this regard.  It only passed its Species at
Risk Act (SARA) in 2002.49

On the international stage, the world celebrated the
first “Earth Day” in 1970, and in 1972, the United
Nations Conference on the Human Environment was
held in Stockholm.50 A number of conventions were soon
signed and ratified, with the intent of providing increased
protection for nature and natural resources.  Examples
include the Convention on International Trade in
Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora (1973), the
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild
Animals (1979), the Convention on the Conservation of
Antarctic Marine Living Resources (1980), the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (1982), and its
offspring, the UN Fish Stocks Agreement (1995). 

In retrospect, it was the publication of Rachel Carson’s
Silent Spring in 1962 that not only marked the beginning
of the modern environmental movement, but began to
involve humans directly in the conservation/environmen-
tal equation in a novel way.51 Carson’s book was a warn-
ing about the dangers of environmental contaminants,
not only to non-human animals, but also to humans

themselves.  Our concern was no longer limited to con-
serving nature and natural resources simply for our use.52

Paul Ehrlich’s 1968 book Population Bomb53 drew fur-
ther attention to the connection between humans –
specifically, our growing numbers – and the exploitation
of resources and the environment, a theme developed by
Garrett Hardin in his classic paper “The Tragedy of the
Commons”, published in the same year.54 Also in 1968,
The Club of Rome was established “to come to a deeper
understanding of the world problematique”.55 In 1972, it
published Limits to Growth, predicting dire consequences
resulting from the impacts that humans were having on
the planet, and generating widespread controversy in the
process.56 The idea began to sink in that our actions not
only affected other species and the environment, but also
had profound implications for the quality of human life,
now and into the future.  

In other words, it became clear that wildlife conser-
vation does not and cannot occur in a vacuum (Figure
1–257).  Wildlife species are dependent upon plants, soils
and water for their habitat.  These, in turn, are influenced
by climate and climate change. We humans are animals
too, and we influence other animals and plants, and soils
and water, in a variety of ways.  We also use tremendous
amounts of fossil sunlight (i.e. oil and natural gas) and, in
the process, make our own contribution to climate
change. That “everything is connected to everything else”
– Barry Commoner’s “first law of ecology”, first published
in 197158 – is perhaps even more pertinent today than it
was then.

By the early 1970s, it had also become apparent that
achieving biological and ecological sustainability was a
difficult undertaking.  In some quarters at least, it was
realized that we really didn’t know how to manage nature
and natural resources per se and that what we really should
be trying to do is to manage human activities in a way
that minimizes our impacts on wild populations and the
environment.59 Biological models and natural resource
policies were modified accordingly in an attempt to
reduce human impacts on wild populations and their
habitats.60

Among other things, limits were placed on how far we
were willing to risk reducing exploited wildlife popula-
tions.  In the United States, for example, marine mammal
populations reduced to about 50 per cent of their unex-
ploited stock size were classified as “depleted” and offered
protection until such time that they recovered to “opti-
mum sustainable population levels”.61 Similarly, the
International Whaling Commission’s (IWC) New
Management Procedure of the 1970s provided protection
for whale stocks when their numbers fell 10 per cent
below the level required to produce (in theory, at least) the
MSY.62 Consistently, the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea states:
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In determining the allowable catch and
establishing other conservation measures
for the living resources in the high seas,
States shall: take measures which are
designed, on the best scientific evidence
available…to maintain or restore popula-
tions of harvested species at levels which
can produce the maximum sustainable
yield… [emphasis added].63

The IWC’s current Revised Management Procedure64 not
only retains the idea of limiting exploitation when popu-
lations are reduced to a predetermined level, but it is also
far more precautionary in setting catch limits, should
internationally-managed commercial whaling65 resume at
some point in the future.

Many of these developments implicitly or explicitly
acknowledged the need for centralized policy formation
and management of human activities related to nature
and natural resources.  Such need was recognized early in
the 20th century; it later became fundamental to the suc-
cess of wildlife-management programs, for example, in
North America.66 Indeed, the need for centralized man-
agement was still being acknowledged in some quarters as
recently as 1992. At the Earth Summit in Rio, for example,

States recognized the responsibility of the
International Whaling Commission for the
conservation and management of whale
stocks and the regulation of whaling…67

Over the decades, our approach to dealing with nature
and natural resources generally became increasingly
precautionary: scientific uncertainty was no longer an

acceptable reason for postponing measures to prevent seri-
ous or irreversible damage to wildlife populations, their
habitats or entire ecosystems.68 In the latter years of the
20th century, national laws (e.g. Canada’s Ocean Act,
1996) and international agreements (e.g. United Nations
Convention on the Law of the Sea and Agenda 21, arising
from the Earth Summit in Rio) routinely included refer-
ence to the precautionary principle or the precautionary
approach. The Rio Declaration, for example, states in
Principle 15:

In order to protect the environment, the
precautionary approach shall be widely
applied by states according to their capabil-
ities.  Where there are threats of serious or
irreversible damage, lack of full scientific
certainty shall not be used as a reason for
postponing cost-effective measures to pre-
vent environmental degradation.69

Throughout the first 80 years of the 20th century, then,
the conservation movement evolved, albeit slowly, and
largely through trial and error, into a global movement.
Among its success stories, it is credited with halting the
decline and promoting the recovery of numerous North
American terrestrial wildlife populations devastated by
market hunting in the late 1800s.70 Key to this success
was the elimination of markets for meat and other prod-
ucts derived from vulnerable wildlife, including large
mammals and waterfowl.  Any material benefits derived
from wildlife, such as licenses to hunt for personal use,
were allocated by law – following consultation with the
public, who owned the resource – and not by the market-
place, birthright, land ownership, or social position.71
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That’s where the mainstream conservation movement
was headed throughout most of the 20th century. From
the early 1960s to 1980, the environmental movement
appeared to gain ground in the pursuit of biological and
ecological sustainability.  But, as we will soon see, that was
about to change.  

1980 and the Birth of “Sustainable Development”

Two profoundly significant events happened in 1980.
The first was the publication by the World Wildlife Fund
(WWF), IUCN, and the United Nations Environment
Programme (UNEP) of the first World Conservation
Strategy (WCS).73 At the time, I don’t think many people
recognized just how much parts of that strategy deviated
from the traditional conservation approaches that had
evolved over the previous decades of the 20th century.73

Most significant was its promotion of an idea it called
“sustainable development”.  The WCS defined develop-
ment as:

the modification of the biosphere and the
application of human, financial, living and
non-living resources to satisfy human needs
and improve the quality of human life.

For such development to be biologically or ecologically
sustainable, the WCS continued:

it must take account of social and ecologi-
cal factors, as well as economic ones; of the
living and non-living resource base; and of
the long term as well as the short term
advantages and disadvantages of alternative
actions.

In this context, “conservation” was defined as:

the management of human use of the bios-
phere so that it may yield the greatest sus-
tainable benefit to present generations while
maintaining its potential to meet the needs
and aspirations of future generations.

The concept of sustainable development was soon being
described as the marriage between economics and the
environment, a magic bullet that would save the
environment and simultaneously solve many other world
ills arising from economic disparity and social inequity,
especially poverty and hunger.

But the idea would only enter the public consciousness
and discourse in 1987, after the publication of the Report
of the World Commission on the Environment and
Development (WCED, also known as the Brundtland
Report, after its chair, Gro Harlem Brundtland, the for-
mer Prime Minister of Norway.  Tellingly, in that role, she
argued that Norway should resume commercial whaling

unfettered by any international regulations or limits).  By
then, the definition of “sustainable development” had
been reduced to:

…development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability
of future generations to meet their own
needs.74

The circularity of the definition – development was
defined in terms of itself – and the lack of clarity about
what should be sustainable, other than meeting human
needs today and in the future, didn’t seem to dampen
enthusiasm for the idea.

As soon as the Brundtland Report hit the bookstores, the
rush to jump on the bandwagon of sustainable develop-
ment was immediate – from governments and industry to
the academic community and even some prominent mem-
bers of the international conservation community, includ-
ing IUCN and the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF).75

The second major development of 1980 was the elec-
tion of Ronald Reagan to the White House and the
appointment of James Watt as his first Secretary of the
Interior.  While Reagan once apparently claimed that
“Trees cause more pollution than automobiles”,76 Watt
purportedly described the environmental movement as “A
left-wing cult dedicated to bringing down the type of gov-
ernment I believe in”,77 and held the view that God put nat-
ural resources on the earth for our use and that we would
be abrogating our responsibility if we did not use them.78

These two events foreshadowed what was to come for
the conservation movement over the next 25 years.  One
only has to look at what has happened since the appearance
of the first World Conservation Strategy, the election of
Ronald Reagan, and the subsequent publication of the
Brundtland Report to appreciate some of the ramifications.

The Rise of “Wise Use”

Since the early 1980s there has been a backlash against the
environmental and conservation movements and, partic-
ularly, against the gains they extracted between 1960 and
the early 1980s. This backlash – variously described as
The War Against the Greens,79 Green Backlash,80 or “brown-
lash”81 – has been orchestrated by those who wish to
exploit nature and natural resources solely for short-term
economic gain. 

Thus was born the “wise-use” movement.  This move-
ment may be seen as an integral part of the shift in wes-
tern societies towards the conservative right, which has
also been promoting with some considerable success, pri-
vatization, free trade, economic liberalization, and global-
ization.82 This “anti-environmental movement” describes
itself as “an informal amalgamation of individuals and
groups” that “fights for private property, individual liber-
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ties, and free enterprise against environmental 
oppression”.83

To accomplish its goals, the movement – in true
Orwellian fashion – successfully hijacked and corrupted
the language of the traditional conservation movement.
Terms such as “wise use”, “sustainable use”, and the
“precautionary principle” no longer mean what they used
to mean (Table 1-1).84 The term “wise use”, for example,
is obviously borrowed from Pinchot and the original pro-
gressive conservation movement.  It used to mean, more
or less, wise (thoughtful or prudent) use.  Now, in reality,
it often means unwise or ecologically unsustainable use. 

What “wise-users” actually advocate is the very antithe-
sis of the evolving conservation measures noted earlier
(Table 1-2). They say that nature “must pay its own way”,
ignoring all the priceless services provided by the bios-
phere that make life, including human life, possible in the
first place.  They argue for the privatization of wildlife and
promote its commercial consumptive use and free trade,
endangered species included.85 They lobby for reduced
legal protection for wildlife and its habitat and less regu-
lation of human activities generally.  They pervert the
precautionary principle, arguing that in the face of uncer-
tainty we should err on the side of continued economic
growth.   Their ultimate goal, says American Ron Arnold
– the movement’s self-proclaimed founder – is:

to destroy, to eradicate the environmental
movement.  We want to be able to exploit
the environment for private gain, absolute-
ly.  And we want people to understand that
this is a noble goal.86

And let there be no doubt, the “wise users” are making
headway.  Agenda 21 abandoned older definitions of sus-
tainable use in order to promote the commercial consump-
tive use of wildlife, an activity that is rarely ecologically
sustainable.  The World Trade Organization is now posi-
tioned to overturn any national environmental legislation
that it views as an obstacle to free trade. The Convention
on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna
and Flora (CITES), signed in 1973 to protect endangered
species from the threats imposed by international trade
has, since the mid-1980s, been used increasingly to facil-
itate trade in endangered species.87 The most obvious
manifestation of this is a recent move, promoted by the
CITES Secretariat, to integrate economic incentives into
national wildlife trade policies.  It recently held a
Technical Workshop on Economic Incentives and Trade
Policy. At that meeting, the United Nations Conference
on Trade and Development’s (UNCTAD) Biotrade
Initiative “promote[d] trade and investment in products
and services derived from biodiversity in support of sus-
tainable development”.88 Most Parties to CITES, however,
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Conservation: Commercial Consumptive Use.

Ecosystem management: 1. A euphemism for the introduction of predator control programs. 2. Anti-environmentalists some-
times argue that the “ecosystem” should be the unit of concern in conservation.  In other words, if we lose a few species along the
way due to things such as over-exploitation for commercial purposes, including international trade, such losses are not particular-
ly problematic because the ecosystem (or more correctly, some ecosystem) will still persist.  Or, as WWF puts it: “There is a redun-
dancy in the ecological roles of species in most ecosystems…” (see text for details).

Endangered species: Animals that must be killed for commercial purposes in order to be saved (conserved).  Use only becomes
biologically unsustainable if the species becomes extinct.

Extremists: Anyone who, at any time, questions the ideology of commercial consumptive use.  (Such individuals are sometimes
also called “environmental terrorists” or “eco-terrorists”.)  The term “extremists” also has been applied to countries, e.g. non-whal-
ing nations, in meetings of the International Whaling Commission; it can also be applied to any non-governmental organization
or individual – such as the author of this chapter – who questions the conservation benefits of commercial consumptive use.

Precautionary approach: In the face of uncertainty, err on the side of continued or accelerated economic growth.  As noted in
the text, IUCN’s Southern Africa Sustainable Use Specialist Group advises that “The precautionary approach should be applied
in this sense, it is risky not to use resources, therefore we should use them”.

Preservation: Commercial Consumptive Use.

Sustainable Development: Accelerated economic growth, i.e. ecologically unsustainable development.

Sustainable Use of Wildlife: Commercial consumptive use; usually biologically unsustainable use.

“Wise Use”: Unwise, imprudent and, usually, biologically or ecologically unsustainable use.

Table 1–1. A glossary of modern “wise use” terms.  The traditional words of conservation are given in bold, along with modern def-
initions frequently employed by the “wise-use” or anti-environmental movement.



have thus far proved reluctant to integrate economic
incentives into national wildlife trade policies.

In 1992, “sustainable use” was enshrined among the
objectives of the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD). “Wise users” have subsequently attempted to use
the CBD to subjugate or “harmonize” older biodiversity-
related conventions concluded in the 1970s and 1980s.
More recently (late 2003), the US Fish and Wildlife
Service proposed a rule change to its Endangered Species
Act to allow wealthy Americans to import endangered
species from the developing world, using the “wise-use”
argument that the monies paid could be used to conserve
the few specimens remaining in the wild.  

The “wise-use” movement’s greatest success, however,
may be the extent to which it has successfully deceived so
many traditional conservation organizations and much of
the worldwide media into parroting its dogma unchal-
lenged.   As early as 1990, the International Union for the
Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN),
was advocating the exploitation of endangered species as a
means of furthering their “conservation”,89 a marked
departure from their earlier incarnation as the
International Union for the Protection of Nature
(IUPN).90 Today, the organization is more concerned
about the “sustainability of uses of biodiversity compo-
nents” than with the sustainability of biodiversity, per se.91

Its Southern Africa Sustainable Use Specialist Group goes
even further, arguing (in addition to perverting the
precautionary principle) that, contrary to established con-
servation principles, “There is no arbitrary population
size below which use should be prohibited…”, and that
“…use can be regarded as sustainable…provided the
species population is not reduced to the level that extinc-
tion is a threat.”92

In other words, “wise-users” argue entirely arbitrarily
that the level at which “extinction is a threat” – a level that
is difficult if not impossible to know in advance – should

guide the extent of exploitation, replacing the more
precautionary approach (based on the lessons of history)
of not reducing populations “to levels or conditions from
which they cannot easily recover”.93

In a discussion paper entitled “The commercial con-
sumptive use of wild species: Managing it for the benefit
of biodiversity”, even the WWF – in its “guidelines for the
commercial consumptive use of wild species” – goes so far
as to suggest that, “there is redundancy in the ecological
roles of species in most ecosystems” and accepts that
“some biodiversity may need to be sacrificed…to make
wildlands competitive with alternative land uses”.94

Sustainable Development in Retrospect

Over the past 25 years, despite much talk about conserva-
tion and sustainable development, the global
environment has been further degraded. We have contin-
ued to lose biodiversity, and there is now even greater dis-
parity between rich and poor nations than there was when
the Brundtland Report was published in 1987.95 As the
media reported following the release of the United
Nations annual report for 2001: 

Humans are plundering the planet at an
unprecedented and unsustainable rate that
needs to be curbed quickly to avoid world-
wide disaster.  More people are using more
resources with more intensity than at any
point in human history.96

The only things we have managed to sustain, it seems, are
the economies of developed nations and – despite all evi-
dence to the contrary – the idea that “sustainable develop-
ment” is the solution to the world’s ills.  In short,
sustainable development – as envisioned by the 1987
World Commission on Environment and Development –
has failed to achieve its objectives in ways that only a few
skeptics predicted it would from the very start.  
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Table 1–2. A comparison of conservation philosophies of traditional progressive conservation and those of the “wise use” movement.

Progressive Conservation “Wise Use”

If it is to be used, it must be conserved. If it is to be conserved, it must be used.

Devalues wildlife in marketplace Values wildlife in marketplace

Opposes commercial consumptive use Promotes commercial consumptive use

Promotes centralized management Promotes decentralized management

Views wildlife as a public resource Promotes privatization of wildlife

Favours laws, enforcement, compliance Promotes less regulation

Places onus on exploiter Does not place onus on exploiter

Emphasizes precaution Emphasizes use



So why, in the face of all the evidence that things have
continued to deteriorate, do academics, politicians, gov-
ernments, big business, and even some prominent mem-
bers of the conservation and environmental communities,
continue to advocate sustainable development as a viable
solution to the problems confronting the human condi-
tion?  Indeed, why did so many support such an ill-
defined and oxymoronic97 concept in the first place?  

A number of critiques of sustainable development have
been published over the years, and some of the contribu-
tors to this volume have additional thoughts on the
topic.98 Consequently, I will simply make a few introduc-
tory comments here.

Sustainable development is not an operationally
defined scientific or technical concept, but rather an
intentionally vague idea that conveniently can be used by
interested parties with diametrically opposed views and
objectives.  In short, it is a political concept.99 While
some will argue that the lack of a definition of “sustain-
able development” allows for “constructive ambiguity”,100

I have argued that it is more about “deceptive ambiguity”,
raising false hopes and obscuring the real agenda of those
who promote it.101

If it is accepted that “sustainable development” is a
political term, things begin to make a bit more sense.
Politics involves conflict among individuals, groups and
nations about alternative values or competing visions of
what is good.102 Language is one of the weapons used in
such conflicts and, as Orwell recognized, those who con-
trol the language control the debate.103 The participants
in any political debate or conflict will shade the truth, first
for their audiences; then, in many cases for themselves.104

In other words, politics involves deception and self-decep-
tion, and there are elements of both in the sustainable-
development debate.  As Bill Willers wrote as early as
1994, sustainable development is “the new world
deception”.105

Sustainable development, as defined by Brundtland,
cannot possibly raise the standards of living in the devel-
oping world, allow the developed world to increase its
standard of living, and sustain the environment, all at the
same time.  Standards of living in the developed world are
already unsustainable, and it would take several planet
Earths to achieve these objectives.106

The Brundtland Commission, and particularly the
“wise use” movement that followed it, have co-opted and
corrupted the language of conservation, deceptively
redefining everything from sustainability to precaution.
When they “promote” the commercial consumptive use
of nature and natural resources, free trade, and globaliza-
tion, they do so under the guise of providing benefits to
poor nations of the South.  The fact of the matter is that
the North (the developed world) requires the continued
exploitation of the South (the developing world), and free

trade, to maintain and increase the size of its ecological
footprint and to sustain its continued economic growth
or, in other words, to continue its unsustainable lifestyles
under the mantra of “sustainable development”. Viewed
in this light, the concept of sustainable development is
entirely consistent with a strategy designed, in the words
of my colleague Sidney Holt, “to maintain capitalism as
the only and permanent economic system”, and to ensure
the continued domination of the North over the South.107

CONSERVATION TODAY

In 1995, journalist Mark Dowie wrote a book about the
decline of the American environmental movement in the
latter years of the 20th century.  The book was titled Losing
Ground and, in many ways, Dowie’s observations apply
equally to the worldwide decline of the traditional conser-
vation movement, over much of the same period. 108

Today (2005), the human population continues to
increase, and it will continue to do so for decades, simply
as a result of population momentum alone.109 At the turn
of the century we numbered over 6 billion.110 During the
early 1980s, the human ecological footprint111 surpassed
the planet’s capacity to maintain our current lifestyles
and, by the end of the 20th century, it was estimated that
it had exceeded the bio-capacity of the planet by some 20
per cent, i.e. we now require more than 1.2 planet Earths
to support our present condition.112 By 2050, the United
Nations predicts that the human population will have
increased to about 9 billion.113

The problems facing the planet (or, more precisely, the
human species and the many other species whose fate is in
our hands) are well documented. As the global human
population grows, resources continue to be depleted and
the environment becomes increasingly degraded.114 Our
unsustainable practices include the clearing of forests,115

the loss of productive soils,116 and the over-exploitation of
fisheries,117 all of which are contributing to the ongoing
loss of biodiversity that some have characterized as the
“sixth extinction”.118 In addition, we are interfering with
evolutionary processes through the exploitation of natural
resources (e.g. selective hunting, including trophy hunt-
ing,119 fishing, and forestry), the introduction of exotic,
alien, or non-native species and, most recently, through
the production and release of genetically modified organ-
isms into the environment. We are also depleting oil and
natural gas reserves,120 increasing greenhouse gas emissions
and contributing to global climate change.121

Superimposed on all these realities is the growing social
inequity and economic disparity between the North and
South, and between rich and poor within many nations.122

Of particular concern to many is the fact that millions
(some say billions) of people, most of whom live in the
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developing world, are going hungry and suffering from
malnutrition.123

Despite what you may read in Nature or The
Economist, there are today actually three competing
“schools of conservation,” each driven by a different set of
values and objectives and each using the same terms to
convey very different messages.  

At one end of the spectrum is “protectionist conserva-
tion” – characterized largely by moralistic and humanistic
attitudes124 towards animals and nature. Because protec-
tionist conservationists – especially the animal-rights
movement – are basically opposed to the consumptive use
of animals, they have been largely marginalized in the
sustainability debate.125 At the other end is the self-styled
“wise-use” movement. Motivated by utilitarian and
dominionistic attitudes, it has become a major player, if
not the major player, on the world stage.  The New York
Times recently touted it as “… an increasingly popular but
controversial conservation movement… The philosophy
is that saving a species may require commercially exploit-
ing it”.126 Yet, for decades, it has been recognized that
those species which people use as commodities are inher-
ently at risk of population depletion or elimination, and

that “wildlife conservation is incompatible with global
markets and private ownership” (see Table 1–3).127  Today,
these are the very ideals that are being promoted by the
“wise-use” movement to achieve its version of sustainable
(read unsustainable) use.

Caught between these two extremes is “traditional”
progressive conservation.  In reality, it is the only “school”
of modern conservation that is truly concerned with bio-
logically and ecologically sustainable use. 

CONCLUSIONS

James Shaw, among others, has depicted the history of
wildlife conservation in North America as a series of dis-
tinct eras, spanning the time frame 1600-1984 (Table
1–4).128 Although the dates may vary from place to place,
the progression, particularly since 1850, seems generally
applicable to the global situation.   Shaw’s chronology
ended in 1984, just before the publication of his book.  In
1999, I argued, along with Victor B. Scheffer and Stephen
Kellert, that by the mid-1980s conservation had entered a
new era.129 What was not clear to us then was exactly how
that era would be remembered.  At the time, we wrote:
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“Here there is an inexorable law of Nature, to which there
are no exceptions: No wild species of bird, mammal, reptile, or
fish can withstand exploitation for commercial purposes”.

William T. Hornaday 1913

“It is almost a truism that the very best way to exterminate
any species of wild life is to put a price on its head. As long
as there are dealers in game you will find men who will kill
it in spite of anything you may do to the contrary”.

Frederick K. Vreeland 1915

“It seems almost axiomatic, however, that a return to wide-
open markets would spell the certain doom of wild game,
and even edible non-game…With a wide-open market, pub-
lic game could not exist, and game laws would become use-
less and unnecessary”.  

Aldo Leopold 1919

“It is universally recognized now…that the free marketing of
wild game is one of the greatest factors tending rapidly to
exterminate our native game resources…”.

C. Gordon Hewitt 1921

“It is now generally recognized that the commercialization
of game means its extinction”.

George Grinnell 1925

“The rather strangely assorted leaders of the early conserva-
tion movement were unanimous on one point – that the
market hunter had to go”.

James Trefethen 1966

“The reintroduction of markets in wildlife meat and parts
jeopardizes North America’s system of wildlife conservation”.

Valerius Geist 1988

“Species that people use as commodities are inherently at
risk of population reduction or elimination”.

Elliot A. Norse 1993

“Virtually all species and stocks of wild living resources…
which are being harvested commercially have been or are
being depleted”.

Lee M. Talbot 1996

“The most severe overexploitation tends to occur when
hunting is done to supply markets rather than just to feed
hunters’ families…when strong market demand exists for a
mammal’s meat, hide, horns, tusks, or bones, species can
decline on a catastrophic scale”.

John Tuxill 1998

Table 1–3. Twentieth century views of traditional conservationists on the topic of commercial consumptive use of wildlife.
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If the trends established between 1966 and
the early 1980s are anything to go by, it
may well end up being remembered as the
era of conservation biology, after the
emerging field of environmental research
of the same name, with its several journals
– e.g., Conservation Biology, Biological
Conservation, and text books bearing simi-
lar titles.130

The other possibility is that the current
period will be remembered as the era of
“wise use”, a time when the conservation
gains of the 20th century began to erode,
ostensibly to facilitate economic growth
and development through the consump-
tive use of wildlife and the international
trade in wildlife products.  If this were to
occur, the 20th century would be viewed,
in retrospect, as an anomaly, a time when
people tried, for a while at least, to reduce
their impacts on wild populations and
their habitats, and, to their own detriment,
ultimately failed.

It was too early to say, in 1999, whether the “wise-use
movement” would leave a lasting mark on the history of
conservation or whether any apparent gains it had made
since 1980 would be seen in retrospect only as short-term
setbacks to the conservation advances made throughout
the 20th century.  It seemed clear, nonetheless, that as we
approached the end of the millennium, we were at a
“crossroads”.131

Writing about “The Collapse of Globalism” in 2005,
John Ralston Saul put it, perhaps, a better way:

…we are transiting one of those moments
that separate more driven or coherent eras.
It is like being in a vacuum, except that this
is a chaotic vacuum, one filled with dense
disorder and contradictory tendencies...
one of those moments…when…there is
furious, disordered activity until one side
finds the pattern and the energy to give it
control.132

Saul goes on to say:

…a period of uncertainty is also one of
choice, and therefore of opportunity…
[and] that we have the power to choose in
the hope of altering society for the greater
good.

The idea embodied in that last sentence is really what the
IFAW Forum – Wildlife Conservation: In Pursuit of
Ecological Sustainability – was all about: offering an alter-
native for achieving biological and ecological
sustainability to the “wise use” – “use it or lose it” – phi-
losophy, emphasizing that we really do have “the power to
choose in the hope of altering society for the greater
good”.133

Today, global threats to wildlife are greater than ever.  If
modern society really wants to pursue biological or eco-
logical sustainability and preserve as much of the remain-
ing biodiversity as possible, the only viable option is to
learn from the lessons of history104 and to adapt traditional
conservation principles to deal with the realities of the
21st century.

Despite losing ground in recent decades, traditional
conservation still recognizes that the important issue is
not whether the exploitation of wildlife is commercial or
non-commercial, consumptive or non-consumptive, but
rather whether a particular use is biologically and ecolog-
ically sustainable.  

Just before the IFAW Forum in Limerick, I wrote the
following: 

…in order to achieve its goals, conserva-
tion must become more widely embraced
than in the past.  [We] must accept that
humans are an integral part of organic evo-
lution and that the well being, quality of
life, and the survival of all species, includ-
ing Homo sapiens, depends on the mainte-
nance of evolutionary processes and
functioning ecosystems.  Thus, when
humans use nature (as they always will), we
must strive with greater resolve to reduce

1600-1849

1850-1899

1900-1929

1930-1965

1966-1984

1985- ????

Table 1–4. Eras of Wildlife Conservation 

Era of Abundance

Era of Over-exploitation

Era of Protection

Era of Game Management

Era of Environmental Management

Era of Conservation Biology or

Era of Commercial Consumptive Use or

Era of Sustainable Development or

Era of Transition…



the risks of causing irreversible damage to
the biosphere and its component parts.135

Today, we have a choice.  We can rise to the challenge, or
not.136 If we choose the latter, we, but more so our chil-
dren, our grandchildren, and their children, will soon
have no choice but to accept the inevitable consequences.
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There once was a theory of wise use

For whose logic there is no excuse

In its perversity

It’ll kill biodiversity

And turn the planet into refuse.

Chris Tuite 2004
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