Letter

Biodiversity as Patient: Diagnoses and Treatment

Wilhere (2008) wrote a thought-
provoking essay addressing what
he calls the “how-much-is-enough
myth.” The author correctly points
out that scientists should clearly dis-
tinguish statements based on sci-
entific data from ethical judgments
when reporting their research. It is
equally important to avoid hiding
behind scientific work to promote
personal opinions. Many researchers
are indeed reluctant to admit that at
least some steps in their scientific
procedures require subjective deci-
sions, and Wilhere argues that this
reluctance is especially problematic
when research aims to determine the
amount of habitat that should be pro-
tected to achieve specific conserva-
tion goals.

‘We submit that this question (How
much is enough?) should be ad-
dressed in 3 distinct steps. First, soci-
ety and policy makers may identify a
conservation problem and state de-
sired goals (e.g., ensure the viabil-
ity of populations of species X, Y,
7). These goals must then be trans-
lated into specific, quantitative tar-
gets to be efficiently addressed in
conservation planning. In the second
step, quantitative and predictive re-
search should play a central role. As-
suming species exhibit clear limits in
their tolerance to the degree of habi-
tat loss, degradation, or fragmenta-
tion, conservation targets should be
developed in reference to these lim-
its. In this case, habitat amount or
loss can be expressed in terms of
the quantity of habitat in the land-
scape or the relative abundance of (a)
critical resource(s). Then the shape
of a species’ response to gradients

in availability of critical resources
(Biitler et al. 2004; Snill et al. 2004;
Poulin et al. 2008) or in the richness
of a species assemblage as a func-
tion of the amount of habitat amount
(Radford et al. 2004) can be used
to identify tolerance limits and to in-
form target setting. The key point is
that the tolerance of species to al-
teration of their habitat is indepen-
dent of any social, political, or eco-
nomic agenda. By definition these
thresholds or limits are critical values
that should be respected if the focal
species or assemblage is to be main-
tained. This is not to say that con-
servation targets should be set pre-
cisely at these limits: a safe margin
should always be maintained, away
from critical, threshold levels indi-
cated by empirical response curves.
Here comes the third step: define tar-
gets inspired from the best scientific
evidence available. This step clearly
involves socioeconomic trade-offs.
The main difference between our
view and Wilhere’s is in the extent
to which we expect conservation
biologists to integrate economic di-
mensions in the assessment of risk
levels. Conservation ambition (.e.,
the cost society is willing to bear
to achieve conservation goals) varies
tremendously between countries, lo-
cations (e.g., inside or outside pro-
tected areas), and through time. The
researcher’s duty should be to pro-
vide the best possible scientific ev-
idence for making sound decisions
(Wiens 1997; Sutherland et al. 2004;
Villard & Nudds 2006), and this re-
search should be designed to be ap-
plicable as broadly as possible. As
suggested by Wilhere (2008), cost-

benefit analyses may reveal impor-
tant trade-offs between risk reduc-
tion and cost to society. Neverthe-
less, such analyses should remain
within the realm of decision making.
Doing otherwise would expose con-
servation biologists to pressure from
various stakeholders and run the risk
of biasing their conclusions.

As is medicine, conservation bi-
ology is a value-laden discipline
(Groom et al. 2006), and as a physi-
cian must strive to find the best cure
to save a patient, the first task of con-
servation biologists should be to find
the best possible solution to biologi-
cal or ecological aspects of conserva-
tion problems, leaving cost-benefit
analyses outside the equation. It is
a joint failure of both society and
conservation when the best available
cure is not given to the patient.
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