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CONSERVATION, so long regarded as the 
natural preoccupation of woolly minds 
in woolly hats, has become the most 
intricate of disciplines: one in which the 
very best of science is still feeling its 
way, and in which the final arbiter, I 
believe, must be an emotional response 
that is essentially aesthetic. After all, the 
possibilities within any one landscape are 
effectively infinite, and what we choose 
to do will in the end be largely a matter 
of taste. The intricacy is revealed in 
these two excellent books. 

What now complicates matters enor
mously is the end of the 'paradigm' of 
'balance of nature', paradigm being the 
term very properly applied by Steward 
Pickett and others in Conservation Biol
ogy. Within that paradigm was the tenet 
of ecology that dates from F. E. Clem
ents in 1916, and says that all ecosys
tems steer inexorably towards a 'climax' 
state which, once reached, effectively 
persists for ever. Of course, says Pickett, 
the notion of 'succession' is still extant, 
with one vegetation type tending always 
to give way to another. But the course 
the succession takes is now known to 
depend very much on circumstances: 
what was there in the first place, the 
order in which the various species in
vaded, and the occurrence and frequen
cy of fires and diseases and so on along 
the way. Certainly, many vegetation 
types do have a 'climactic' feel to them, 
but these should be seen as special cases 
and as part of a dynamic system, not as 
an inevitable end-point. 

Furthermore, the old balance-of
nature paradigm tended to assume that 
each ecosystem was self-contained and 
therefore self-regulating: indeed, that 
"any unit of nature is, in and of itself, 
conservable", and therefore that "any 
unit of a landscape can be an adequate 
nature reserve". But modern studies re
veal the extent to which ecosystems 
depend on context: a stretch of forest 
surrounded by city is very different from 
the same stretch surrounded by more 
forest. The 'balances', such as they are, 
are certainly not entirely internal: any 
system can be swung this way and that 
by outside agencies. Instead of 'balance', 
says Pickett, we might speak of the 'flux' 
of nature. 

This change of view has profound 
practical consequences, for the question 
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now arises: should we set out to con
serve landscapes (habitats) or to per
petuate the processes that brought those 
landscapes into being? For example, 
Rutgers University in the 1950s set out 
to conserve Mettler's Wood, the last 
remaining uncut upland forest in central 
New Jersey. They protected the oak 
trees beautifully, restricting public access 
to a single trail with an expert guide. But 
the trees are now senescent. The forest 
is not regenerating. It is clear, now, that 
oak forest of this type does not regener
ate unless there are regular fires -
roughly every 10 years, to judge by the 
scars in ancient timber. Presumably, 
then, if we want the wood to continue 
for the next few thousand years, we 
should set light to it. That takes some 
courage plus a lot of (expensive) public 
education, among other things. But then 
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again, continuation in a pristine state 
may not be possible, for context again is 
all, and a fire in an isolated, remnant 
wood is very different from a fire in one 
patch of a vast forest. 

On the world's naturally shifting land
scapes we now superimpose mobile and 
all-consuming human beings. Inter alia 
and speaking broadly, as John Harper 
does in Conservation Biology, we are 
about to impose temperature rises on the 
entire planet higher "than have been 
experienced since the evolution of Homo 
sapiens". This in itself would make a 
nonsense of many of the present-day 
reserves that are the last outposts of wild 
creatures. We are finding it difficult to 
keep what we have: yet we may soon 
have to "provide the principles and tech
nology to reassemble it, like London 
Bridge, elsewhere". 

R. Gerald Wright, in Wildlife Re
search and Management in the National 
Parks (where 'the' means 'North Amer
ican'), shows how complex the issues are 
even without the pending greenhouse 
effect. America's oldest national park, 
from 1872, is the mighty Yellowstone, 
while the National Park Service Act that 
created the National Park Service came 
on line in 1916. The act was clear 
enough in its aims - "to conserve the 
scenery and the natural and historic 

Bear necessities -
American hunters today 
are licensed to cull 
thousands of black and 
brown bears annually. 
The bears also clash 
with foresters, bee
keepers and picnickers. 
Problems with picnickers 
began in the 1930s, 
when bears feeding on 
refuse in national parks 
became a major 
attraction. After much 
havoc and controversy, 
park refuse dumps were 
fenced in 1971 and 
hundreds of bears 
starved, with others 
roaming in search for 
food outside the parks. 
In 1972, there was the 
first fatal mauling of a 
person in the United 
States by a bear in 30 
years. This picture of an 
American black bear Is 
taken from The Velvet 
Claw by David 
Macdonald, which Is 
published to accompany 
a BBC television series 
on the history of 
carnivores (BBC Books, 
£17.95). 
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