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INTRODUCTION
Wildlife conservation is partly a science but, as soon
as we ask what should be conserved, how and why,
our answers are influenced by ethical
considerations. In the case of the conservation of
animals, a major factor is welfare and a confounding
factor can be human perceptions of the value of
particular species. An obvious contrast is the
reaction of people to the culling of hedgehogs on the
Western Isles compared to the culling of rats on Ailsa
Craig.
The workshop began with a short account of ethical
analysis and the way this can be applied to issues
facing nature conservationists and animal welfare
biologists. Participants were then divided into small
groups each to tackle and report back on a particular
case (see below). Groups were asked to include the
following components in their analysis:
•
•
•
•
•

Individual welfare
Species welfare (effects on all species
involved need considered)
Financial costs of any action (these have an
ethical dimension because high costs can
limit actions on other projects)
Effects on the public
Priority evaluation (again, has an ethical
dimension because of effects on other
projects)

For each component, participants were asked to try
to quantify on a scale from high to low. For example,
culling a large number of invasive mammals would
be ranked highly harmful to individual welfare, but
could be mitigated by using a humane culling
procedure. The workshop was run twice with nine
participants each time.

CASES
1. Re-wilding Scotland
Human activities in the past have often led to the
local extinction of animals previously common. For
examples, beavers disappeared from Scotland by the
16th Century as a result of excessive hunting. Beavers
have recovered their numbers elsewhere in
Northern Europe, as a result of active conservation
efforts. Beavers were re-introduced to Scotland in
2009. Other candidates for re-introduction include
bears, wolves and lynx. Some refer to such efforts to
restore populations of locally extinct animals as “rewilding”. N.B. For follow-up reading, see Rubenstein
et al (2006) for a critique of re-wilding proposals in
North America., from ethical and ecological view
points, and Sandler (2010); and Huynh (2011). As
part of your discussion, consider whether you should
re-introduce parasites of species you are restoring to
an area, as well as the species of interest (Moir,
2012).
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2. The grey squirrel/red squirrel interaction
Another of our workshops covers this topic: here, we
can concentrate on an ethical analysis. Grey squirrels
are certainly an introduced species in Scotland and
they are successful and invasive. They are carriers of
squirrel pox but the disease does not kill them: it can
be fatal for red squirrels. Red squirrels have reduced
in numbers and distribution for a number of reasons,
including competition from greys and disease
spread. In towns and cities in Scotland, grey squirrels
are the wild small mammals most people are likely
to encounter: they are very popular with families in
parks because of their inquisitive behaviour.
3. Threats to genetic integrity
We tend to learn in school that members of different
species do not inter-breed, and if, rarely, they do,
then they do not produce viable offspring. However,
this is a simplification, especially in plants, where
inter-specific hybridisation in common. In animals,
successful hybridisation can occur between species
that would normally not encounter one another in
the wild, as a result of human interference. In
Scotland, two examples of this have caused a
conservation problem:
•

Red deer and sika deer: sika deer originate
from Japan but have been kept (and escaped
from) deer parks in Scotland since the 19th
century. They hybridise readily with red
deer.

•

Scottish wild cat and feral domestic cats. The
domestic cat is derived from the Middle
East, but if they return to the wild in
Scotland, they hybridise easily with wild
cats.

The offspring of these hybridisations have a mix of
parental genes and some people regard them as a
threat to the genetic integrity of the native species.
4. Triage
Triage is a system widely used in the health service
for rapidly assessing priorities as patients are
admitted to hospital. Since funds available for
wildlife
conservation
are
limited,
some
conservationists have suggested we need a triage
system in conservation, where we divide species into
three categories.
•
•
•

Top priority for conservation
Medium priority: conserve if funds allow
No need to put effort into this group.

But what criteria would we use to place species into
these categories? See Ochoa-Ochoa (Biol Cons 144,
2710 2011) for an explicit use of triage with respect
to amphibian conservation in Mexico – but with no
ethical content. Should we have such a system for
wildlife conservation in Scotland, and if so consider
the ethical criteria we might use to divide species
into the three categories.
5. Coping with invasive alien species
Examples of alien species can be disease organisms
(such as chytrid fungus which affects amphibians),
plants such as Rhododendron ponticum, Japanese
knotweed, Himalayan balsam etc; or animals in the
wrong place such as hedgehogs on the Outer
Hebrides; or escaped farmed animals like mink,
signal crayfish.

