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Abstract

We enter the new millennium with a broad consensus that earth’s natural systems, including our oceans, are being threatened as never before by the scale of our human activities. To address the environmental problems of the 21st century, we will need to engage people at a whole new level in building awareness and seeking solutions.

Aquariums can advance conservation in several ways: building public awareness and action; protecting aquatic species and habitats; advocating for conservation solutions; and serving as role models. But to truly make a difference, we must be bold in providing both experiences and tools that will move people to act on behalf of the living species we seek to protect.

Résumé

Nous entrons dans le nouveau millénaire en sachant tous que les systèmes naturels de notre planète, y compris ses océans, sont menacés comme jamais auparavant par l'ampleur des activités humaines. Pour affronter les problèmes écologiques du XXIe siècle, nous devons motiver les individus à un tout autre niveau, afin d'intensifier la prise de conscience et de trouver des solutions. 

Les Aquariums peuvent faire avancer la protection de la nature de plusieurs manières :  prise de conscience du public et action ; protection des espèces aquatiques et de leur habitat ; défense des solutions de protection de l'environnement et rôle d'exemple. Cependant, afin de vraiment avoir un impact, nous devons nous montrer audacieux au niveau des expériences et des outils qui pousseront les individus à agir au nom des espèces vivantes que nous cherchons à protéger. 

As we enter the new century, it has never been more clear that the most important role for all of our institutions is to advance conservation of aquatic life and protect the natural systems these species depend on. Earth’s oceans and freshwater systems are in crisis, and the pace of environmental change due to human activities is accelerating each year. World fisheries continue to decline, recent reports show coral reef damage to be far more extensive than earlier estimates, and predictions of global warming are becoming more alarming each year. The need for public awareness and action grows more urgent each day.  The need for our active and thoughtful involvement in conservation has never been greater.

Most aquariums today would agree that conservation is an important part of their purpose, but we approach this role in different ways. In the past twenty years, there has been an impressive growth in both the depth and scope of aquarium conservation activities. This paper provides an overview of these approaches, and I thank those colleagues, who contributed ideas on this topic; we have much to gain by sharing our experiences. To conclude, I offer suggestions to help guide us into the future.

There are several roles for aquariums in advancing conservation. First and foremost, we have a tremendous role to play in building public awareness, and inspiring concern and action on behalf of aquatic conservation. Second, we have a role in direct protection of aquatic species, through breeding, field research and habitat conservation programs. Third, we have an emerging role in advocacy. Fourth, we have a role as role models, leading by example through our own business practices.

Many of us agree that our primary role in advancing conservation is to build awareness, and ultimately to inspire concern, commitment and action by the public. We are the one place where people can connect with what lies beneath the water’s surface. Opinion polls show that most people don’t think of the oceans when they think of environmental issues, and they know nothing about some of the most pressing threats facing aquatic systems.

Many of us are adding more conservation-related information to our exhibits. But we struggle with the balance between providing an entertaining and enjoyable experience for our visitors and presenting them with information that might make them feel guilty, hopeless or depressed.

Cultural attitudes about the environment vary widely around the world, but I believe wherever we are, we must push the envelope and do as much as we can to raise awareness of conservation issues. Like many other institutions, at Monterey Bay Aquarium we have explored different ways to increase the conservation messages we convey to visitors. We insure a strong conservation message is part of each of our annual special exhibitions. We have added conservation messages to all of our narrated visitor shows. We have increased conservation content in the training of our volunteer guides who interact with visitors on a daily basis. And, we have produced entire exhibit areas on conservation topics.

The most ambitious of these was a 7,000 square foot exhibition called Fishing for Solutions – What’s the Catch?  The exhibition focused on the plight of world fisheries, presenting the key causes of decline – overfishing, wasted catch and habitat destruction, and offering examples of positive solutions. It used shrimp and shrimp fisheries to tell the story. At the end of the exhibit, we offered a “talk back” area where people could share their views on a bulletin board. And, we offered them personal actions to take, including joining an NGO working on policy change. Evaluation of the exhibition showed that it was extremely effective in making our visitors aware of these issues and inspiring their concern. Most important, although it was a very different kind of exhibit for the aquarium, we received an overall very positive reaction from visitors who saw it, with many saying they would like to see more exhibits like this with even stronger conservation messages.

As environmental awareness grows worldwide, I believe our visitors increasingly expect conservation information when they visit. As an example, a survey of our visitors indicated that only 6% believe that our aquarium should primarily show people how beautiful and interesting marine life can be. The rest felt we should tell people about some of the problems affecting marine life, or do both. Informing people about aquatic conservation issues, and promoting a hopeful message about their role in reversing environmental trends must be on our minds in every exhibition we plan.

Raising public awareness goes beyond our exhibitions, of course. Our education programs for youth also provide a tremendous opportunity to raise conservation awareness. Here, our goal must be to connect children with nature and to build a sense of care and responsibility for the environment. In America, environmental awareness among young people is quite high, but the focus is on recycling and saving terrestrial wildlife. Our models will vary widely depending on the structure of the education systems in our home countries. But our goal must be to work together to build a stewardship ethic among children worldwide, helping them to understand their connection with aquatic systems, no matter how far they might live from the ocean. We must engage them in building a better future for wild species and their habitats.

The second major role for aquariums in conservation is direct protection of species and habitats through our captive breeding programs, research and habitat protection efforts. Captive breeding must continue to be a high priority for continued development and improved worldwide collaboration. We must work to minimize our own collecting impacts on wild populations through captive breeding and promote certification programs for responsible collecting practices, like the Marine Aquarium Council.

Our captive breeding programs can help wild populations through reintroduction to natural habitats, and already efforts are underway in many countries, especially for freshwater species. In addition, programs like aquarium-based coral breeding not only reduce our own collecting impact, they hold potential for reducing trade for wild-collected corals.

Wildlife rescue programs also have an important role to play, especially for marine mammal protection. These programs provide essential research opportunities, and in the case of our aquarium’s Sea Otter Research and Conservation Program, assist recovery efforts by releasing animals back to the critically low wild population and add to our knowledge base through tracking, behavior and pathology studies.

We can do more to directly contribute to conservation through field research programs as well. Our husbandry expertise is extremely valuable and complements the talent at university and government research institutions.  These collaborations can be very productive, as in the case of our Tuna Research and Conservation Center in Monterey. This is a collaboration between Stanford University and the Monterey Bay Aquarium. Focus of the work is development of advanced satellite tagging devices to study tunas in the wild, with the ultimate goal to inform better fisheries management of these heavily exploited species. These programs should be actively shared with the public, to build understanding of the role of science in conservation solutions.

Of course, we cannot turn our backs on the responsibility we carry to directly contribute to conservation of the habitats we interpret. Without a commitment to habitat conservation, the species we are breeding and interpreting will have no future. As we all know, the zoo community has been involved in this area for many years. The time has come for aquariums to face this issue as well, and I believe there is no single best approach, especially since protecting ocean habitats through protected reserves is a relatively new idea.

For regional aquariums, our role should be to promote long term protection of our regional ecosystem. Monterey Bay was designated as one of America’s twelve national marine sanctuaries over a decade ago, but much remains to be done to insure it is actually protected from overfishing and habitat degradation. Our conservation research team is very involved in management of the sanctuary, design of an ecosystem monitoring plan to insure its long term protection, and planning for additional marine reserves.

For aquariums with a more global collection, programs like Project Seahorse hold promise. This is a global collaboration working to create marine sanctuaries, run community-based conservation projects, monitor seahorse trade and build public awareness of seahorse conservation.

An emerging role for aquariums in conservation is advocacy. While we must take care to maintain our role as a trusted and credible source of information for the public, we must encourage our visitors to get involved in policy change.  And, our conservation science and policy staff can very effectively work in this arena, especially in collaboration with ngo’s. The Aquarium for Wildlife Conservation and New England Aquarium have been leaders in this approach.

While education, direct species and habitat conservation, and advocacy are the key roles we can play in conservation, one more area is often overlooked:  our commitment to responsible business practices and serving as effective role models. As we more actively tell people what to do and how to act to advance conservation, we must take care to practice what we preach. In Monterey, we adopted a statement of environmentally responsible business practices, which is overseen and monitored by a staff conservation committee. This commitment led to creation of Seafood Watch, a program designed to inform the public about the conservation status of seafood commonly served in California restaurants, showing whether each fishery is healthy or in decline. The program has been extremely popular, with thousands of cards distributed via our website and the media.

So what can we conclude from these different interpretations of our role in conservation? What is our best contribution and how should we approach pursuing it? I offer some guiding principles for moving ahead.

First, I believe our most important role must be to provide experiences that will move people to act on behalf of the living species we seek to protect. We can be a major force in building a constituency for conservation and moving people from awareness, to concern and commitment, to action. We must acknowledge that we need to reach both peoples’ hearts and their minds, striving for the right blend of empathy for wildlife and concern for its protection. In advancing these goals, the following ideas are suggested to guide future actions at our institutions:

Define the audience you need to reach to build a constituency for conservation. Our institutions tend to attract an educated, more environmentally-aware population.  Many of these people are looking for more detailed information about conservation issues; are we doing enough to meet their needs and help them become involved? On the other hand, what are we doing to attract the vast numbers of people who aren’t interested in aquariums or protecting aquatic life – those who don't share our values, or those whose day-to-day subsistence prohibits a broader world view?

Define your strategic focus and build on your institutional strengths. How can you take best advantage of your live animal collections and exhibits to advance conservation? What will you do that other conservation organizations are unable to accomplish?

Set a goal to insure that conservation messages are part of all that you communicate, through your exhibits, education and outreach programs. Don’t wait  -- add conservation content wherever you can, whenever you can. In planning future programs and exhibits, make conservation the central organizing principle, not an afterthought.

Be bold in telling the real story. We’ve been surprised at how people are moved by vivid and disturbing images of ocean wildlife in our conservation exhibits. Don’t shy away from the tough issues, like population growth and consumption of resources.

Engage people in solutions. Give them something to do after they leave to get involved in wildlife conservation, whether it’s habitat restoration or political action.

Practice what you preach. Take a look at your institution’s business practices and make a commitment to setting an example for environmentally sustainable operations.

Share results and collaborate. Based on input I’ve seen so far, there is a very high level of interest in more collaboration among aquariums on a global scale. Exhibits and outreach initiatives, captive breeding and collection practices, habitat protection, advocacy and NGO collaborations – these are just a few areas of high interest where we can work together toward an expanded role for aquariums worldwide. 

Our cultures may be worlds apart, and our conservation interests may vary. But we hold in common the need to reverse the profound changes affecting our environment. These changes are no longer local or regional. The big issues facing us are global in nature – world fisheries declines, climate change, nutrient enrichment, exotic species invasions. And despite the many differences in our institutions around the world, in the end, we share this common bond: as humans, we are the ones who hold in our hands and minds the power to create a future for all life, including the human species.
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