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The goal of the session was to explore the role of the modern Aquarium in conservation, and to define areas of common agreement for action moving forward. The session began with two presentations on this theme, followed by a summary of the Conservation Committee’s discussion and preliminary findings, which served as a guide for the audience debate.

Overview Presentations

Gordon Reid presented ideas on the role of conservation in the growth and development of public Aquaria. He noted that although human societies have used and depended on aquatic resources for millennia, the idea of fishes and aquatic habitats being worth conserving in their own right is rather new. During the development of the public Aquarium field, it was commonly assumed that aquatic resources were inexhaustible, but today we know this is not the case. The pace and scale of human impacts are causing extensive degradation of aquatic ecosystems and species extinctions. While major growth and success of new Aquariums has occurred in the past 30 years, our institutions have devoted relatively minor resources toward conservation of aquatic species and habitats. Dr. Reid argued that, considering their financial success and the urgent need for field and species conservation work, public Aquaria should make a much larger commitment to conservation. 

Doug Warmolts presented an overview of the conservation programs of the American Zoo and Aquarium Association’s Fish Taxon Advisory Groups. The goal of these groups is to expedite communication and coordinate husbandry activities among aza institutions displaying fish species, and to advise participating institutions regarding their management and conservation. In recent years, emphasis has been given to identifying and promoting in situ conservation activities and building partnerships with international counterparts. Current freshwater species efforts are focused on Lake Victoria, Madagascar, the North American desert, and Brazil, as well as a major inter-agency collaboration to protect North American native species. Marine efforts currently focus on elasmobranches, Syngnathids and marine protected areas. It was noted that much opportunity exists for continued growth of these programs, as needs for aquatic species and habitat protection are great.

Committee Reflections

A summary of the Conservation Committee’s reflections and discussion on the role of Aquariums in conservation was then presented.  The Committee’s discussion revealed that although all agreed on the importance of Aquariums’ conservation roles, it was important to begin with a common understanding of what we mean by conservation. Committee members reached consensus that conservation must mean protection of healthy ecosystems, not just individual species. Further, it must be approached in a way that acknowledges human needs and places humans as part of the overall picture.

The Committee’s reflections and discussion revealed the following issues, which were subsequently discussed in the debate session. First, it was agreed that all Aquariums with captive animals must educate the public regarding conservation issues. This is a responsibility, it fulfills our role as educational institutions, and there is a pressing need for increased public awareness of aquatic conservation issues. In addition, it was felt that we must move toward offering personal actions and ways for people to get involved in advancing conservation, and we must do this in a way that is positive. Many members felt there is a need for more collaboration in pursuing this goal, and some suggested establishment of a new organization of aquatic institutions to serve as a collective voice for advocacy and to provide a way to communicate common messages.

The Committee agreed that Aquariums have much to contribute to direct protection of species and habitats. Some felt our best role was as science consultants, e.g. contributing to field science projects; others felt we should be more actively engaged in a leadership role for in situ conservation projects that go beyond science, such as Project Seahorse. It was agreed that such variation in roles is appropriate, as long as a contribution is made. Conservation programs must be driven by institutional strengths. Involvement in conservation of the local and regional ecosystems where our institutions are located was also felt to be of increasing importance. Overall, the Committee felt that Aquariums must continue to push themselves to continue to do more for in situ conservation, both regionally and internationally.

An additional area of discussion regarded collecting practices. The public and our conservation missions demand that we minimize our own collecting impacts. It was agreed that we must continue to strengthen our captive breeding programs, and also support accreditation programs for dealers and professional collectors. We should adhere to the same principals and standards for sustainable collecting. The Marine Aquarium Council provides one model, which the committee members supported and suggested that the public Aquariums work toward adopting this or a similar set of standards and also work to promote the Marine Aquarium Council.

Finally, the Committee members suggested several areas where increased collaboration could reduce duplication of effort and better advance our goals. In addition to the idea of an international organization of aquatic institutions, it was suggested that we launch better tools for information sharing. We could integrate our databases for better global collaboration on captive breeding and husbandry practices, and in general, make better use of electronic media. Regarding communications, it was suggested that we look for more global collaborations with ngos working on ocean policy. We could also consider establishing a few global in situ conservation projects to raise visitor awareness and focus on a few areas where we can have a larger impact.  

Following presentation of the Committee reflections, the audience of International Aquarium Congress delegates was asked to respond to the ideas presented, with special focus on three questions:

1. Is there consensus on the urgent need for more institutional focus on building public awareness of aquatic conservation issues and solutions? What is the best mechanism to maximize our effectiveness?

2. At what level should Aquariums contribute to in situ conservation, and what should be the relative balance of regional versus international focus in these efforts?

3. Does the Aquarium community support development of our own collecting practice standards and/or support of certification programs?

Debate Session Conclusions

There is unanimous consensus that Aquariums have a vital role to play in advancing conservation of natural ecosystems, while acknowledging the importance of meeting human needs in a sustainable fashion. The Committee’s discussions, and ideas from the Congress participants, during the debate, resulted in the following key findings:

We believe Aquariums have several roles to plan in advancing conservation:

· Building public awareness and action to advance conservation

· Direct protection of species and habitats

· Advocacy

· Serving as a role model in our business practices

Moving forward, we believe efforts should focus on the following areas:

1. There is a broad consensus that all Aquariums with captive animals have a responsibility to educate the public regarding conservation issues. We must do more in this regard and we must move toward offering more ways for people to get involved in conservation issues and action.

All agreed that we should work together to share best practices and examples of how we are getting visitors involved in environmental solutions in a personal way. Continuation of the International Aquarium Congress Committees and web site as an ongoing form for international collaboration was supported. At this time, creation of a new international Aquarium ngo for this purpose was not felt to be necessary or feasible. Working with teachers and students remains extremely important, as well as exhibits and programs conveying conservation information. Improved tools for information-sharing using electronic media are needed.

2. We agreed that we have much to contribute to direct protection of species and habitats. Our views on roles varied, from science consultants to leadership roles in in situ conservation projects. It was generally felt that all Aquariums have a responsibility to participate in in situ conservation work, however it was acknowledged that in situ projects will vary according to each institution’s strengths and specialties. More focus on conservation of regional habitats where the Aquariums are located was encouraged.

Continued development of collaborative captive breeding programs is encouraged, as well as promotion of responsible collecting practices. Captive breeding presents some ethical issues which must be resolved, including its potential to compete with sustainable local fisheries and breeding programs which may better promote long term conservation of some of the species we seek to protect.

Moving forward, more collaboration on captive breeding activities, resolution of captive breeding ethical issues, and sharing experiences with in situ conservation success is recommended.

3. Aquariums have an emerging role in advocacy which needs to be further explored and advanced by sharing examples and experiences. Agency representatives are open to our involvement in policy development, and our science and conservation professionals can share their expertise in designing successful conservation approaches.

4. Finally, the public and our conservation missions demand that we minimize our own impacts in collecting. There was general agreement that we must establish and adhere to standards of responsible collecting practices, and also support programs for certification of commercial collectors to insure sustainable practices. Captive breeding is unlikely to replace collecting from natural habitats completely.

Moving forward, we recommend development of a set of standards for responsible and sustainable collecting practices. Also, Aquariums should actively work to advance certification programs like the Marine Aquarium Council.

In summary, there is broad agreement that Aquariums across the globe can and should assume a more proactive role in conservation, and that doing so will advance both the education and revenue goals of our institutions.
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