
Thus there is a clear pathway for World 
Heritage properties to play a lead-
ing role in meeting and resolving the 
challenges faced by protected areas 
worldwide. Today, however, the most 
reliable way we learn about what goes 
on in World Heritage sites is through 
reactive monitoring, which is carried 
out only in response to problems that 
have been identified. As a conse-
quence, out of the current 222 natural 
World Heritage sites, we know that 
8% are listed as “in danger” and 25% 
are affected by serious conservation 
issues. The state of conservation of 
the remaining sites is little known.

Eye on threats

Reactive monitoring is extremely im-
portant to keep major threats under 
the radar and mobilize attention at 
the international level on the sites 
that are most affected. The Selous 
Game Reserve in Tanzania, for exam-
ple, is famous for its large elephant 
population, which is explicitly stated 
as one of the reasons why the World 
Heritage Committee inscribed Selous 
on the World Heritage List in 1982. 
At the time, the Selous elephant 
population was estimated at around 
106,300. It suffered a steep decline to 
just over 22,000 in 1991, but due to 
effective anti‑poaching efforts since 
1992 the population recovered to 
more than 70,400 in 2006. However, 
a population survey carried out in 
2013 by Tanzania Wildlife Research In-
stitute in collaboration with Frankfurt 
Zoological Society and others, esti-
mates the current elephant popula-
tion in the Selous‑Mikumi ecosystem 
at a mere 13,084 – the lowest ever 
recorded since 1976.

In terms of biodiversity conservation, 
the numbers speak for themselves. 
A recent New York Times edito-
rial reported that the snow leopard 
population across Asia is likely fewer 
than 7,000. Another editorial in the 
Washington Post states that more 
than 60,000 elephants and 1,600 rhi-
nos have been lost to poachers just in 
the last two years. The World Wildlife 
Fund reports that, “two‑thirds of the 
world’s fish stocks are either fished at 
their limit or over fished.”

These are but a snapshot of what is 
a growing trend of decline in species 
population numbers. However a new, 
related trend in biodiversity conser-
vation and communication is just 
beginning to take look at a different 
set of numbers – numbers in terms of 
people, their level of understanding 
of biodiversity, and their willingness 
to change or not change behavior.

Today, more than ever before, the 
numbers of national parks, wilder-
ness areas, zoos and aquariums 
are increasing as are the numbers 
of people that visit them. In fact, a 
recent survey by the World Associa-
tion of Zoos and Aquariums (WAZA) 
reveals that annually, more than 700 
million people visit zoos and aquari-
ums alone. The global reach in visitors 
numbers suggest a large number of 
people are exposed to the value, as 
well as the threat to biodiversity. 
These large designated nature hubs 
and their reach to the public also 
cause one to think that ecologically 
responsible citizens are increasing in 
numbers. Yet, the biodiversity decline 
continues.

According to Dr. Stanley Asah of the 
University of Washington’s School of 
Environmental and Forest Sciences, 

“All biodiversity decline can be traced 
to the interface of natural systems 
and people’s actions. It is how we 
behave toward nature or biodiversity 
that leads to these results.”

Dr. Asah’s research on the human 
dimensions of natural resource 
management and conservation 
psychology offers two possible 
reasons as to why people often fail 
to act ecologically responsible. For 
one, the conservation community has 
focused perhaps lopsidedly on aware-
ness and education. This is the idea 
that facts and figures will enter the 
public consciousness and instigate 
positive behavioral change towards 
the environment. As Dr. Asah and an 
increasing number of social science 
experts argue, conservationists must 
transcend making people aware of 
a problem and focus on motivating 
pro‑environmental action through 
strategic communication and other 
behavior change strategies.

Second, to motivate people, conser-
vation communicators should study 
and draw from the playbook of social 
marketers, specifically, the idea that 
a positive narrative – one that can stir 
an emotional and other motivational 
responses – is persuasive and more 
influential than communicating facts. 
In other words, to motivate people 
to take action, a more successful 
approach may be to replace “shock 
and scare tactics” with awe, wonder 
and amazement. It means flooding 
the public consciousness with images 
that inspire hope and action.

Even in an urban setting such as 
Washington, DC, peoples’ love and 
interest in nature is sometimes sur-
prising but strong. Bird enthusiasts 
as well as everyday commuters in 
the DC Metro area were captivated 
recently by an unpredictable invasion 
of Snowy Owls that migrated south 
from the Arctic along with some very 
cold air. What has been called a once 
in our life‑time invasion or “irruption,” 
as its referred to by ornithologists, 
these beautiful birds are captivating 
the city, scientists and birders alike as 
they collaborate to report sightings 
on citizen, research and social media 
websites.

“It is this kind of opportunity that we 
could seize to remind people of their 
connection with nature and especially 
to motivate biodiversity conserva-
tion,” says Dr, Asah.

An urgent need for behavior change 
is suggested by the upsurge in wild-
life trafficking. The demand for ivory 
in hotspots like China, Southeast Asia, 
East/Southern Africa and, the eastern 
borders of the European Union, some 
markets in Mexico, the United States, 
parts of the Caribbean, parts of 
Indonesia and New Guinea, and the 
Solomon Islands is attributed to the 
increase in human populations. The 
unprecedented surge of illegal trade 
in wildlife is not just disrupting popu-
lation numbers of species most at risk, 
it is disrupting ecosystems, triggering 
a further loss of biodiversity. Many 
argue that until the demand for these 
products is addressed through suc-
cessful communication campaigns 
and other relevant behavior change 
strategies targeted at changing peo-
ples’ attitudes and actions, wildlife 
trafficking numbers will only increase.
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Eye on results

What reactive monitoring seldom 
brings out is the success achieved on 
the ground as a result of best practice 
and effective management. Species 
do thrive in World Heritage sites. And 
the contribution of zoological conser-
vation projects in these exceptional 
areas is part of that achievement. A re-
cent study prepared jointly by Berkley 
University’s Museum of Vertebrate 
Zoology and two universities of Illinois 
catalogued 155 amphibians – such as 
frogs, toads, salamanders and caecil-
ians – and 132 reptiles – such as snakes, 
lizards, turtles, and caimans – in Manú 
National Park in Peru, where Frankfurt 
Zoological Society is also conducting a 
project. This site, which was inscribed 
on the World Heritage List in 1987, 
represents only 0.01% of the planet’s 
land surface; yet 2.2% of all amphib-
ians and 1.5% of all reptiles known 
worldwide inhabit it. This makes it 
the top protected area in the world 
for amphibian and reptile diversity. 
There has been a clear win for animal 
species in World Heritage sites. Their 
stories need to be told so we can gain 
360-degree vision on the effect of the 
World Heritage Convention on the 
ground – and clearly demonstrate that 
high standards and best practice bring 
real results.

360-degree vision

IUCN World Heritage Programme, 
together with the World Commission 
on Protected Areas, is developing 
strategies and actions to help boost 
World Heritage performance over the 
next decade. A key product that will 
be launched in Spring 2014 is the new 
IUCN World Heritage Outlook website, 
followed by a report planned for the 
IUCN World Parks Congress taking 
place in November 2014, in Sydney, 
Australia. It sets out to improve the 
conservation future of the Earth’s 
iconic places by tracking the state of 
conservation for all natural and mixed 
World Heritage sites. It will show evi-
dence of best practice and identify the 
standards that sites need to achieve to 
remain excellent.

This approach allows us to harness 
the widely untapped potential of the 
World Heritage Convention as one of 
the world’s most important, and most 
underrated, conservation instruments. 
Through it, we can raise awareness of 
World Heritage sites as flagships for 
innovations in management, respond-
ing to major threats and pioneering 
best practice. 
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It is now imperative that the con-
servation community move beyond 
awareness to a stronger focus on be-
havior change. Nonetheless, Dr. Asah 
argues that “One of our top priorities 
must be to influence institutions and 
leadership.” After all, science com-
munication is reflective of the long 
history of scientific organizations 
that stems from an invisible divide 
between an all knowing expert and 
uninformed public.

Some organizations are, however, 
making strides in facilitating world 
conservation leaders’ creative think-
ing discourses on the human dimen-
sion of biodiversity. The International 
Union for Conservation of Nature’s 
Commission on Education and Com-
munication (IUCN CEC), in partner-
ship with the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity (CBD) hosted a Thought 
Leaders Deep Dive in 2013 to brain-
storm how human and social dimen-
sions of biodiversity conservation can 
be more effectively mainstreamed 
into communication activities and 
knowledge products.

As a result of this effort, CEC has com-
mitted to facilitating this emerging 
area of conservation communication 
by working with the CBD and other 
organizations to help communicate 
the latest social science research, 
better connect a growing number 
of experts in this area, and identify 
strategies to integrate this science 
into successful public awareness and 
outreach activities.

Some organizations already support 
a greater role for behavior science. 
Conservation International, as part of 
their Conservation Leadership Pro-
gramme works in partnership with 
BirdLife International, Fauna & Flora 
International, the Wildlife Conserva-
tion Society, and BP plc “to promote 
the development of future conserva-
tion leaders and provide them with 
the capacity to address the most 
significant conservation issues of our 
time.”

The Conservation Leadership Pro-
gramme is a great example of behav-
ior change as part of the leadership 
course where young conservation 
leaders living and working in Africa, 
Asia, East/Southeastern Europe, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the Mid-
dle East and the Pacific Islands are 
trained and mentored to implement 
successful practices.
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In the face of climate change and the 
world’s growing attention towards al-
tering ecosystems, have species lost 
their importance? We now celebrate 
the UN Decade on Biodiversity and 
take stock of our attitude towards 
biodiversity’s most recognizable 
form: the species. Panda bears, hum-
mingbirds, and the golden poison 
frog are the embodiment of biodiver-
sity and serve as symbols of resilience 
and hope in a world of constant 
change. Species are the lens people 
often use to understand the world 
around them. The image of the polar 
bear swimming between ice floes 
helps us digest the impact of melting 
polar ice caps.

Zoos and aquariums know this well 
through experience supplying the 
public intimate experiences with 
fauna that would otherwise be lim-
ited to a few people. But are zoos and 
aquariums doing enough? Does the 
experience of thousands of visitors 
to see an endangered animal at a zoo 
actually benefit the remaining wild 
population? Could zoos and aquari-
ums do more to help people under-
stand and contribute to the plight of 
species near extinction?

Many have already joined a burgeon-
ing global alliance of one hundred 
leading conservation institutions 
called the Alliance for Zero Extinction 
(AZE) that seeks to prioritize species 
protection at the locations where 
species extinction is most likely to 
occur. Experts identified nearly six 
hundred irreplaceable sites that con-
tain the only remaining populations 
for nearly one thousand imperiled 
species. Note that some sites contain 
the last remaining population for 
multiple species, which is not surpris-

ing given the unique conditions of 
these sites that resulted in exception-
al endemism. Several of these ‘super 
sites’ are outstanding for their AZE 
species richness, such as the Sierra de 
Juarez in Mexico which boasts twenty 
five endangered or critically endan-
gered amphibians and mammals. This 
information was published as a map 
in 2005 and then updated in 2010 
(www.zeroextinction.org).

The exercise of generating a global list 
of sites for extremely threatened spe-
cies that have become, or have always 
been, rare is an enormous challenge. 
AZE follows three principles to select 
species: Endangerment, Irreplace-
ability, and Discreteness. The list is 
based on groups of plants and animals 
that are well studied and for which 
the degree of conservation threat has 
been documented. That list includes 
mammals, birds, amphibians, some 
reptiles, conifers and reef‑building 
corals. These taxonomic groups have 
all been assessed globally by the 
International Union for Conservation 
of Nature, a network of over 10,000 
scientific experts and author of the 
Red List of Threatened Species. Other 
taxonomic groups, such as freshwater 
fishes, are undergoing global threat 
assessments and will be subject to 
AZE review in the near future. Experts 
selected species with the highest 
threat levels, Critically Endangered 
and Endangered, and identified those 
species that reside in a single remain-
ing, and therefore, irreplaceable, 
location in the world. No limit was 
placed on the size of the site, but the 
site has to be discrete and manage-
able as a single unit in order to be 
eligible. Consideration of the entity 
responsible for managing the remain-
ing habitat is a key component to real 
on‑the‑ground protection of a site, 
and converts the AZE list from a com-
pendium of impending extinctions 
into a valuable conservation tool.

AZE is helping drive the global con-
servation agenda towards species. 
The 10,000 member International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature 
passed a unanimous resolution to 
adopt AZE and is actively integrat-
ing AZE as a component of their Key 
Biodiversity Areas process. Multilat-
eral banks such as the International 
Finance Corporation included AZE 
in their safeguard policies, which 
will help steer development projects 
away from AZE sites. The Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity adopted 
a zero extinction target and uses AZE 
to measure progress towards meet-
ing this goal. AZE is working with 
the Secretariat of the Convention to 
support nations to protect AZE sites 
in achieving this target. For instance, 
a new funding opportunity aligned 
with AZE, called the LifeWeb Zero 
Extinction campaign, allows donor 
governments to fund protected areas 
projects in other countries to support 
the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity targets.
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Perhaps through programs such as 
these, the conservation community 
will begin to expand social science 
research and better understand the 
numbers related to people, which 
will hopefully reverse the numbers 
related to biodiversity decline. 
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Amazing variety at Georgia Aquarium.
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da Catarina.


