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Abstract

After more than 30 years, the New England Aquarium is reinventing itself and is creating not only a new facility, but a different kind of aquarium. The core mission is conservation. A major addition will more than double the size of the existing facility and will focus on the Gulf of Maine. It will present dramatic live animal exhibits embedded in an active informational space. Exhibits of regional ecosystems will be put into larger contexts in both space and time. The reason for the greater focus on conservation for our visitors is the increasing impact of humans on the planet.

Résumé

Après plus de 30 ans, l’Aquarium de Nouvelle Angleterre est un train de se réinventer, en créant ce qui est plus qu’un nouvel équipement, mais plutôt un aquarium d’un nouveau genre. Sa mission de base est la conservation. Cette nouvelle construction permettra de doubler la superficie de l’Aquarium actuel et de mieux représenter le Golfe du Maine. Ainsi, nous pourrons offrir des représentations spectaculaires d’animaux vivants dans le contexte d’une exposition éducative. La présentation d’écosystèmes régionaux sera située dans les contextes plus larges de l’espace et du temps. Nous voulons souligner l’importance de la conservation afin de sensibiliser notre public aux risques croissants liés à l’impact de l’activité humaine sur la planète.

Introduction

My postulate is that we need a new “kind” of aquarium for the new millennium. Over the next few minutes I will try to establish (1) why we need a new “kind” of aquarium because of human-induced changes to our planet, (2) why aquariums can become important forces in aquatic conservation, and (3) describe briefly what the New England Aquarium is doing to create the kind of aquarium we believe is needed.

What’s different in the natural world?

It has been suggested by E. O. Wilson, and others, that this century will be the century in which the environment takes center stage:

· In the global economy

· In national security

· In public health

· In conservation of biodiversity and ecosystem services

One could argue that it will also be the century of water, much the way the last century was the century of oil. Increasing pressures on aquatic resources could lead to irreversible losses of biodiversity and ecosystem services. And, shortages of fresh water could lead to conflict before 2050.

What’s the evidence?

· Population topped 6 billion in October of 1999 and will reach 9-10 billion before the end of this century.

· Two-thirds of all major fish stocks are fished at or above sustainable levels.

· One-fourth of all bird species have become extinct. The last 50 years has taken a particularly heavy toll.

· One-eighth of all plant species are threatened with extinction.

· One-half to two-thirds of the landscape has been altered by humans.

· The rate of extinction of species is 100-1,000 times more rapid than ever before except during mass extinction.

· The inputs of nitrogen to the natural world from human activities now equals the natural inputs...and the anthropogenic signal will double again by 2020.

· Fresh water supplies are threatened in many parts of the world. According to a 1997 un Report, approximately one-third of the world’s population lived in “moderate to high water-stressed areas” and the fraction could increase to two-thirds by 2025.

· Atmospheric co2 levels are up more than 30% over pre-industrial levels.

· The list goes on and on.

The evidence is compelling that something is different. In 1994, Thomas F. Malone stated: “A thousand years from now this century (the 20th) will be looked back upon as the first century in the history of the planet when one species, ours, reached parity with nature in determining the future habitability of the Earth for life as we know it.”

The origins of humans can be traced back only a million years, or so. The growing impact of humans tracks population growth with major inflection points with the beginnings of agriculture some 10,000 years ago and the beginning of the industrial revolution some 250 years ago. Clearly there is a new force in nature and it is us--humans. And, it happened in the wink of an eye on geological and on evolutionary time scales.

The unfair competitive advantages of Aquariums

Aquariums can play critically important roles in conservation if we concentrate on those qualities that the General Electric Corporation’s famous ceo Jack Welch calls an organization’s unfair competitive advantages.

What are those? What are the qualities that aquariums have that give them opportunities to conserve our aquatic habitats and their living resources at a variety of geographic levels that few other institutions could emulate? Aquariums have in their arsenals at least seven important weapons for waging an effective conservation war. There may be others.

· Our visitors--their numbers and their diversity.

· Our institutions are interfacial institutions--they stand at the interfaces of land and water, science and society, and science and the environment.

· Our institutions can provide a rich and deep sense of place.

· Our institutions are entertaining.

· Our institutions are non-threatening.

· Our institutions are neutral turf.

· Our institutions have live animals.

If one accepts the thesis that these are among distinctive features of aquariums that could be incorporated into powerful conservation strategies, then the next question is what are the strategies that exploit these unfair competitive advantages to the fullest? Several years ago, Gregory Stone, Our Director of Conservation, and I presented a paper describing several strategies that we have developed and are pursuing that we believe exploit these unfair competitive advantages. I’m sure there are others, but here is what we came up with.

Aquatic Forums

We have created an on-going Aquatic Forum to provide a focal point for discussion, debate and clarification of major aquatic issues and to involve all stakeholders in creative searches for solutions. Overwhelmingly, stakeholders have embraced the Aquarium’s role in organizing and facilitating this process. We have worked on a wide range of issues including: freshwater resources, fisheries, aquaculture, marine mammal-human-aquaculture interactions, and citizen involvement in conservation.

Issue-Oriented Changing Exhibit Gallery

We have created a new, 2,000 square foot changing exhibit gallery which is dedicated to issue-oriented exhibits. An adjoining discovery room allows visitors to explore the issues in greater depth. In both areas we have increased the number of educators over the norm for the rest of the institution by a factor of two.

Conservation messages

We have added to our exhibit path a large map of the world that shows the areas and conservation activities we are involved in around the world. We have begun a systematic process to develop relevant, compelling, and engaging conservation messages for as many of our existing exhibits as is practicable. For all new exhibits, we start by defining the stories and the conservation messages we want to convey.

Core mission

We have made it clear to our staff, trustees, and visitors that conservation is one of our core missions and that our number one priority is conserving aquatic habitats and creatures for future generations. We expect to be judged on our success in pursuing this mission. Not all agree. Some believe we are straying too far from entertainment, fun, and presenting charismatic animals and say to me “it’s the animals, stupid.” My response. Yes, it’s the animals, stupid; but not those in the aquarium. It’s the animals out there in nature that we are concerned about.

Videos, films and publications

We have begun to produce entertaining educational videos on important conservation issues for aquarium and zoo audiences. We continue to expand our publishing program to produce a steady stream of high quality materials tailored to the needs and interests of different key audiences.

Partnerships with other aquariums: interactive networks

This is an area where neither we, nor the industry, have done very well in my opinion, not at the institutional level. The Census of Marine Life Project provides us with an enormous opportunity for international collaboration. I hope we will explore that topic in greater detail at other times during the Congress and create the first set of nodes in that network.

The driving forces behind the New New England Aquarium

Before giving you a brief tour of our proposed new facility, let me briefly highlight some of the driving forces behind the creation of the new New England Aquarium.

· To expand our space to accommodate our growing audience

· To make the New England Aquarium the New England Aquarium, an aquarium that focuses on New England aquatic habitats, creatures, and stories.

· To create a deep sense of place and anchor it in larger contexts in both space and time.

· To create the best live animal exhibits embedded in an active informational space.

· To create an interlocking mosaic of exhibits/experiences with feedback loops & well-developed connective tissue.

· To present coupled terrestrial-atmospheric-aquatic systems.

· To bring humans down from the balcony and put them back into nature so we can discover first-hand what we are doing to it.

· To make conservation a core mission of the New England Aquarium.

· To make conservation messages an integral part of the experience and a call to collective action.

· To exploit the full arsenal of learning and teaching strategies with emphasis on learning through discovery.

· To deliver unpredictable experiences; always new and fresh.

· To provide appropriate context and perspective for exhibits.

· To create a constantly changing mosaic of exhibits and experiences that captures both the timeless and the timely.

· To integrate media and interactives seamlessly into the experience.

· To make the New England Aquarium distinctive.

· To create a fully wired aquarium that is the heart and soul of a Public Aquatic Academy and is a node in an interactive international network.

· To create a flexible facility.

The New New England Aquarium

The New England Aquarium has embarked upon the creation of a waterfront campus in the heart of downtown Boston which will include the expanded aquarium, an interactive digital theater, an 3D imax theater, and expanded Exploration Center. And, it will have a constellation of important satellite facilities for stranded animal rescue and rehab, off-site holding, education, environmental camps, and exhibits and programs. Collectively, we believe these will constitute the world’s first Public Aquatic Academy. We are $50 million into a $150 million expansion.

The following illustrations were selected from the “guided tour” I presented during the meeting.
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