Introduction
It seems that almost every day various media sources feature statements, dire predictions and graphic illustrations of a world in the grip of natural disasters.   Despite such coverage, however, and despite political, scientific and lay opinion that tends to concur that many of these disasters are caused or aggravated by profligate behaviour, the exploitation of nature and headlong rush to “development” particularly over the course of the twentieth century, the very place, effectiveness and future of environmentalism in social discourse is debated and critiqued (Dowie, 1996; Shellenberger and Nordhaus, 2005; Cromwell and Edwards, 2005). Conservation (commonly treated as a sub-concept or sub-discourse of environmentalism) is also subject to on-going debate and criticism as to both its meaning and its significance to a wider environmental discourse. 
The purpose of this paper is to explore aspects of this debate and criticism as they relate to conservation. First, and by way of establishing the wider context, the meaning and scope of “environment” and “environmental discourse” are briefly considered. This is followed by an outline of and rationale for the history of “conservation” as a concept. Thirdly, the principal criticisms that have been levelled against both the concept and its use in particular instances are discussed. Finally, important questions that arise as to the relevance of conservation in a wider environmental discourse are raised. 

Environment and Environmental Discourse
The “Environment” has been defined as “the totality of surrounding conditions” (Garmonsway, G.N. and Simpson, J. (1979)). However, the term “environment” is also commonly applied to the natural conditions, and it is this narrower concept that is applied in this paper. Although Grove (1988) cites evidence of environmental thought as far back as the 1600s, Dryzec (1997, 5) documents the emergence of “the environment” as a nature-related discursive concept only back to the 1960s. It would not have been possible, he argues, to write a book about discourses of the environment prior to that period because domains of such discourses had not yet been conceptualised. 
What then is the domain of an environmental discourse? Attempts to define one might suggest that how subjects talk and think about the environment is one dimensional, clearly bounded and controlled. However, Boer is only one writer who clearly considers it to be more complex - that enunciations on the environment emerge from a network of social, political and individual concerns. As he puts it: “environmental decision-making so often causes deep social divisions and widespread conflicts…. The ‘affected community’… is generally much more extensive than in other sorts of… disputes” (1984, 233). Dryzec (1997, 8) also observes that such issues arise at the intersection of eco-systems and social systems. Finally, Buhrs and Bartlett (1993, 38) identify the “environmental problematique” as having three dimensions - these being ecosystems, resources and the quality of life. Hence any environmental policy or debate must negotiate along these three dimensions.  
Indicatively, moves, challenges and issues “environmentalists” would place within the environmental discursive domain have other dimensions that then shape the environmental debate. For example, pollution (particularly where it affects human or animal wellbeing) may also be problematised within a public health or property rights discourse; questions of land use partially encapsulated within town planning, property or tort law; the setting aside or protection (conservation) of picturesque land areas or a species and/or their habitat a reaction to recreational or tourist demand. 
As indicated in the introduction, it is the last of these – conservation - that provides the focus for discussion for the remainder of this paper. The first aspect to consider is the meaning or, more accurately, disparate meanings that have been associated with the term. 
The Meaning(s) of Conservation

The philosophies encapsulated by what Dryzec labels “environmental rationalism” (1997, 2) closely echo those associated with “conservation” as used by the Progressive Conservation Movement. Although this formalised, institutionalised movement is acknowledged as emanating from America in the 1920s (with Gifford Pinchot, head of the Forest Service under Theodore Roosevelt), a predominant theme of development in other western countries from the late nineteenth century became increasingly one addressing sentiments of “rational planning to promote efficient development and use of all natural resources” (Hays, 1959, 2). 
Arguably, this echoes the notion of man as a steward over nature, mandating use of a nature and level deemed appropriate to the immediate socio-temporal context, and one present-day advocates of “wise use” would claim as legitimate and appropriate. As in the earlier period, despite “wise use” being largely identified with “grass roots” movements in the United States (constituting loggers, miners, farmers and others “who depend for our livelihood on this land” (Arnold, 1996)), similar themes emerge in general and specific debates on land use (in a general sense) elsewhere.
At the other end of the spectrum from wise use lies conservation as a synonym for preservation, a synonym that builds on “natural” areas or species as an opposite to human-occupied areas or to humans themselves. 
Olwig and Olwig (1978) date the emergence of this concept to the English country park - “a representation of a positive longing for a better, more Natural era, and for a propertyless, egalitarian and democratic society” (18). Ironically, this symbolic return to the “mainstream of pastoral imagery” (Shepard, 1991, 84), de rigueur for any self-respecting eighteenth or nineteenth century country gentleman looking for sanctuary from the crowded, dirty and clamorous city, was essentially artifice with its carefully constructed walks, wilderness, vistas, hahas, fashioned lakes and boundaries. In addition, it was an artifice remarkable for its absence of people (in turn enabled by enclosure of the commons and the reduction in rural population) (Shepard, 1991, 84). 
This absence of people as a positive (as opposed to a negative and therefore intolerable) characteristic of nature was a theme echoed in campaigns for the reservation of areas of the New World. Haila (1997, 129) credits  “US environmentalists in the 19th century” with shifting “wilderness” from its place as a metaphor for danger, the unknown or alien to its positive affirmation and celebration for users “nostalgic[ally] striving to get into contact with pure, unspoiled nature outside of human influence, in a sanctuary of genuineness and originality”. 

It should be noted that while this theme may have been the driver for these campaigns during this period, the strategies employed by the campaigners involved aligning the rationale for conservation in each case with themes of rational planning and wise use - seemingly incongruous but an acknowledgement that such themes were so universally celebrated in the developing economies that they can be seen as normative rather than merely descriptive. For example, Runte, when writing of the American Yosemite (founded 1864) and the Yellowstone (1872)) Parks, places their advocacy within a Modernist discourse and reflective of “the worthless lands hypothesis”: “the dominance of material over aesthetic and ecological values was such that national parks were only designated on land which was regarded as waste or as worthless” (1973, 5). 
In New Zealand too, “the majority of … National Parks, at the time of their formation, were land areas with no alternative economic potential” (Hedley, 1992, 16). The only potential lay in the scenery. Star and Lochhead (2002, 124) consider that those seeking to promote scenery preservation positioned their campaigns in the tourism discourse because “promoting Utilitarian benefits offered the best hope of achieving protection until others shared their sense of reverence…. They would be regarded as ‘fanatics not untouched with lunacy’ if they stressed preservation for its own sake”. This also is entirely compatible with the worthless lands hypothesis and the need for those campaigning for preservation to identify anthropocentric values arising therefrom.

As a brief aside, such strategy, while arguably necessary in the context, also meant that conservation through protection of an area or species remained of doubtful legitimacy. Areas originally classified as waste were vulnerable to redefinition as productive if and when feasible, acceptable and/or economically viable (particularly as a consequence of the technological and engineering developments of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) and worthless species as of use. It was not really until the 1960s that conservation as a concept was gradually delinked in western thinking from notions of direct economic worth (as part of a wider shift in western thinking as reflected in anti-war and anti-nuclear protests, and in events such as the first Earth Day in 1970). 
By way of summary then, the meaning of conservation ranges from the “wise use” notion of appropriate utilisation (but utilisation all the same) through to preservation – generally, or with an area or species focus. It is this second meaning that it is possible to argue is most privileged within western socio-temporal social discourse. Nevertheless, the validity and sustainability of conservation-as-preservation can and is questioned, particularly given a modern “reality” of globally-significant environmental challenges. By way of identifying the nature and implications of such vulnerability, the last section poses and explores a series of pertinent and related questions. 
By way of introduction to these questions, and as a reminder, prevalent themes in popular and political environmental discourse are the sheer enormity and obduracy of national, regional and global problems that threaten the survival of populations and the future of life (as we know it anyway) on the planet. The most prominent of these is climate change but also in this list can be included (in no particular order and not intended to be mutually exclusive or complete) ocean depletion, burgeoning populations both of humans and species reliant on the connection with humans, loss of biodiversity, human poverty, dwindling (known) supplies of energy and other non-replaceable resources, threats to potable water supplies, salinity, desertification, deforestation and pollution. 
Questions

Who “owns” conservation anyway? 

The philosophies behind conservation and calls for the protection of specific areas and/or species, have been variously described as the (romantic) world view of a (middle) class, (urban) fringe or (neo-colonial) foreigners out of touch with, indifferent to or determined to limit, the needs and expectations of the developing world/third world/”other” (a non-western, non-sectarian capitalist model) world. This becomes more marked when those advocating such sanctification already enjoy a higher standard of living than those who wish to use the area and its putative or proven resources.
Expanding human and related populations generate demand for resources including that of space. Analogously to the metaphorical swamp-drainer, it can be difficult to convince local inhabitants seeking to maintain or improve a particular standard of living of the need to preserving a wilderness or historical area. As Seabrook (2007) suggests, conservation as a concept only works if it is “owned” by those who are directly involved rather than by outsiders.  Therefore, efforts to protect areas or species are doomed unless the objectives and strategies align with those of local demands and expectations, an ambitious endeavour.

Indicatively, calls for conservation are countered by stories involving herds of elephants on the rampage in nations in Africa (East African Standard, 2002; Mseyamwa, 2006) and treatment under GATT of bans on tuna imports from Mexico (because techniques employed by Mexican owned vessels breached the American Protection of Marine Mammals Act), as a trade protection issue. Another case in point is that of Kyongju in South Korea – home to dozens of World Heritage sites - which was recently awarded the right to be a nuclear waste dump site, thereby attracting millions in aid and generating thousands of jobs (Herskovitz, 2007)). 
In calling for conservation of a specific area, what justification can be offered? 

One rationale for protection of particular areas is that they are good/best/only examples of primeval/indigenous/untouched vegetation or habitat. However, areas of landscape that may be celebrated as beautiful, green and peaceful and therefore worthy of conservation can be, and frequently are, “rehabilitated” (Elliot, 1982) post use/exploitation, frequently with traditional uses/users denied, introduced species of flora and fauna present, naturally occurring species culled, essential (albeit possibly hidden) aspects of the landscape changed and paths and roads provided for access. 

This “reality” generates a variety of its own questions: once change of any magnitude has occurred, is there any legitimacy or even moral justification on which a conservation-as-preservation argument of “nature” can be based, do anthropocentric, individual values (such as appreciation of views or peace and quiet) shape a multiplicity of subjective “natures”, and are areas so privileged merely artifice to be treated much like amusement parks or virtual reality?  

How can conservation be achieved? 
Two main issues arise, one being the selection of approach (which can range from isolation of an area or total protection of a species (a “lock-up” approach) to a market-based exploitative approach) and the other being the values the conservation effort is designed to promote. 
The often advocated and much pursued “lock-up” approach to conservation has been criticised both as inefficient and a distortion of the realities of nature (Craig, Anderson, Clout, Creese, Mitchell, Ogden, Roberts and Ussher, 2000). More specifically, advocates of such an approach have been accused of displaying a warped arrogance in defining man as somehow unnatural, valuing non-human above human, and selfishness in denying the right of others to use the areas to achieve maximum benefit. In addition, there are continued clashes in ideology between those who consider conservation goals can only be achieved through public/government-based investment and those who advocate privatisation (de Alessi, 2005; Thoreau Institute, n.d. Hartley, 1997). Advocates for the latter refer to the economic “tragedy of the commons” in asserting that conservation assets have value only if that conservation-derived value can be measured, recognised and compared favourably to other opportunities involving those same assets. 

Advocates of such a commercial or market-based evaluation are also not without their critics. Judgments are made from a position of claimed superior knowledge (anthropological arrogance or evaluations of monetary worth) as to appropriate contents and inhabitants of a given habitat, and what or who may predate on its populations. The cuteness factor may militate against socially constructed uninteresting species or those associated with a grossness factor (insects and invertebrates). Finally, the moves by some corporations to articulate their associations with efforts to pull species back from the verge of extinction or rehabilitation of wild habitat in value-laden language (such as beautiful, threatened, endangered, rare, unique, wild, intelligent, kind, regal, noble) is sometimes perceived as a “greenwashing” façade behind which environmentally-damaging activities are artfully concealed (Tokar, 2003).   
The second and related issue is that of values associated with area or species and their assessment. It is at this location that tensions often arise between those who argue for an intrinsic value for nature as opposed to an instrumental one. 
Specific fauna specie protection is of particular significance in this context. On a philosophical level, Stone makes a case for trees to have legal rights (1974).  Regan (1985) argues that the idea of classifying animals as resources is fundamentally wrong. In apparent recognition of the intrinsic values associated with certain species or their habitats, areas around the world have been declared world heritage sites in recognition of the uniqueness of their biota. There have recently been moves to redefine some wilderness areas as refuges for flora and fauna under threat of extinction. International conventions on whaling and trafficking in endangered species, despite pressure to modify or reverse them, receive international recognition and support. Strict controls are in place for the use of the Antarctic. 

However these moves may not be attributable to some commonly-held ecocentric philosophy. Choices are inevitable, and equally inevitably challenged, as to what of a range of species is most deserving, the most attractive or appealing (Department of Conservation, 2007). Efforts taken to protect or (re)create habitat for threatened species may arise from national pride, international shame or in pursuit of such an economically-based end as tourism. Alternatively, the values conferred on species through language or the values of those fighting to save them also may be understood as metaphors for the sponsoring organisation. 

Given the above, and in light of those global environmental challenges identified earlier, can and should “conservation” be delinked from preservation to legitimise a range of uses for a given area? 
With increasing pressure on resources world-wide, the traditional perception of reserves as areas removed from use comes under increasing scrutiny and attracts controversy when use is advocated. As a consequence, a conservation focus for environmental policy has been variously criticised as too simplistic (in that it ignores the complexity and the broad implications of environmental problems), too narrow (as it encourages a species or defined area focus), redundant (insufficiently responsive to changing realities (Buhrs and Bartlett, 1993) and/or overly and unacceptably anthropocentric (with priority for the interesting, large, cute or cuddly). 
Examples of where such criticism emerges can be found in debates surrounding the use of National Parks and reserves for hydro-electricity generation, the relationship of indigenous people with the land (Alston and Brown, 1993) and the exploitation of oil and other resources in wilderness areas (Natural Resource Defense Council, 2005; Meadows, n.d.). That the implications of this are potentially greater in the longer term than may appear at first sight, can be demonstrated by reference to eco-tourism (Lowman, 2004; Jaffe, 2006). Although such ventures are hailed by some as a way of maximising both the incentive to conserve and the benefits derived from it, the concept is not without its critics who, inter alia, point to the pressures thereby imposed on the attraction through growth both in visitor numbers and facility provision/improvement expectations (Wheeller, 1994; Guiliano, 2001; Asian Journal, 2006), and at the social and economic impact for those marginalised by its pursuit (Wheeller, 1994).

Philosophically speaking too, it could be argued that this critique demonstrates a clash in Ideologies – between one with privatisation of property rights – including conservation – as a central tenet, and that which champions politicisation/regulation as the only possible means of solving or managing broader environmental problems. 
How significant is this clash in terms of environmental management, and by extrapolation human rights? Perhaps a short quote from the Governor of the United States of America state of South Carolina goes some way towards answering this question: “…as America warms to the idea of environmental conservation on a grander scale, it’s vital that conservatives change the debate before government regulation expands yet again and personal freedom is pushed closer towards extinction.” (Adler, 2007) 

Conclusion

Although protection through conservation is considered by many in the environmental field to be an important policy objective, its scope and place is not clear and, it could be argued, is significantly threatened by the growing and increasingly clamorous debate as to the appropriate management and solution of regional and global environmental issues. It is important that the concept remain relevant to a changing world; it is equally important that conflicting views as to purpose, object and strategy be addressed. 
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