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A recent critique of “new conservation” (Soule 2013)
confounds distinct arguments that support a shift away
from conventional approaches to conservation. In doing
so, it risks misrepresenting what many conservation pro-
fessionals believe is a moral imperative.

Contrary to Soule’s assertions, many new conservation-
ists do not assume that economic growth is the key to
conservation or that protected areas have no place in con-
servation. Rather, we recognize the hypocrisy inherent
in many conventional conservation initiatives. Top–down
conservation frequently places severe limits on the liveli-
hoods of local people—who are often poor and reliant
on local resources—while leaving those with the power
to propose conservation actions free to pursue ecolog-
ically unsustainable lifestyles. Despite much discussion
of ecological footprints and global teleconnections (e.g.,
DeFries et al. 2010; Ewing et al. 2010; Meyfroidt et al.
2010), more often than not we overlook our own carbon
emissions and indirect contributions to far-off ecosystem
degradation. In doing so, we escape the trade-offs that
can make conservation a burden at local scales (e.g.,
Sunderland et al. 2008; McShane et al. 2011).

Until we place proportional limits on our own ways of
living, many conservationists feel the only morally defen-
sible approach to biodiversity conservation is one that
recognizes the right of local people to self-determination
and that works within this context to conserve biodiver-
sity (Sarkar & Montoya 2011). Many of the world’s most
biodiverse areas are “community lands” (Hajjar & Van
Alstine 2013) that have been managed for centuries by
resident peoples (often indigenous, though not always;
Sarkar & Montoya 2011). Historically, these people have
often been ignored or included only symbolically in con-
servation planning, resulting in community–conservation
conflicts and human rights violations in the name of con-
servation (Brockington & Igoe 2006; Adams & Hutton
2007; Dowie 2009).
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Recent initiatives, designed to ensure that such vio-
lations are not repeated, represent a step in the right
direction. For example, at least 8 major international con-
servation organizations have committed to the Conserva-
tion Initiative for Human Rights, which aims to increase
accountability for human rights in conservation (Springer
et al. 2010). Indeed, when the rights of local people are
explicitly recognized, some of the approaches of which
Soule is most critical become important. For example,
local support for protected areas may hinge on oppor-
tunities for alternative livelihoods, which Soule labels
“humanitarianism.” In other cases, local people may not
be willing to give up control of their food sources or
agricultural income; thus, the integration of biodiversity
protection and agricultural production may be the only
locally acceptable conservation action (Soule’s “garden
world”). It is worth noting that alternative conservation
models such as these do not inevitably spell defeat for
conservation. For example, compatibility between high
yields and high biodiversity has been demonstrated in
a number of agricultural systems (Gordon et al. 2007;
Clough et al. 2011).

In sum, the new conservation with which I identify
has not abandoned biodiversity or ecological knowledge
as Soule (2013) and other critics, such as Doak et al.
(2013), suggest. However, when looking to apply ecolog-
ical knowledge to protect biodiversity, this new conserva-
tion explicitly considers global interconnections, power
differentials, and ultimate versus proximate drivers of bio-
diversity loss.
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