
 
Conservation
From the 
Ground UP:
Rules of 
engagement 

 Why ‘education’ is not enough to gain community 
support for restoration and conservation: examples 

from around the world, and from Ireland
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What is 
Ecological 
Restoration?

“Ecological restoration is an intentional 
activity that initiates or accelerates the 
recovery of an ecosystem with respect to its 
health, integrity and sustainability.” 

Definition in Society for ecological Restoration (SER) Primer, 2005.
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FOUR ASPECTS OF THE SAME ENTERPRISE:

reversing damage humans have done to an ecosystem

recreating an earlier community of plants and animals

RE-ENGINEERING ecosystem dynamics, recovering ecosystem services, 
for example flood control and water purification by wetlands, 
biodiversity, health, aesthetic and spiritual benefits

Restocking a landscape with renewable natural capital assets, such 
as fertile soil, potable water, Timber, fish and game

Examples of Restoration
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Restoring the Future
Early restorationists often thought in terms 
of restoring to targets based on two concepts:

a ‘pristine’ point in the past, and a ‘stable’ 
climax Ecosystem

 Both concepts are flawed -- humans have 
influenced ecosystems for a very long time; 
all ecosystems are dynamic, not stable.

Well-informed contempory restoration 
projects  seek to restore degraded systems to 
the trajectory from which they had been 
diverted, guided by their past history, but 
working in the present to restore the 
future.
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 No Silver Bullet...
Restoration offers hope, but bear in mind:

We consume far more of the Earth’s 
resources, every year, than we restore

We are still accelerating climate change, 
making restoration ever more complex and 
problematic

Our economic and social model, fixated on 
ever-increasing consumption, is becoming 
globalized to vast new populations

Restoration will only fulfill its potential if 
our economic and social model shifts to 
genuine sustainability
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Restoration benefits
a unique learning process about our environment -- you only know 
how something really works when you try to rebuild it, even if you 
fail

The recovery of native biodiversity, from our backyards to remote 
places 

Restoration of natural capital, ecosystem good and services -- 
economic AND non-economic benefits 

a new paradigm for a positive interactive relationship -- ENGAGEMENT 
-- between humans and nature

For that to work, restoration advocates have to engage with other 
humans too
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 Restoring grey partridge habitat 
restores the crop yield

Hidden Restoration 
Benefits
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Courtesy Irish Grey Partridge  Conservation Trust



Most ecosystems are nested in 
cultural landscapes: 

Sometimes this is obvious...
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 We restore in a human-shaped world



  but human impacts are pervasive 
across the planet, and often 

ecologically significant 
for good restoration

Sometimes it’s not so obvious...
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social restoration?
There are many ecological/technical  
challenges in restoration, but even when 
these are overcome, restoration will fail 
unless it is rooted in the active consent of 
human communities with a stake in the site

If we are dealing with human-shaped 
ecosystems, cultural landscapes, socio-
ecosystems, that’s one more reason  
restoration had better engage with the 
humans who live and work in them

In this sense, all ecological restoration is 
social restoration. We forget this at our 
peril...
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there are strong 
arguments for 
restoration.

But not everyone 
accepts them.

What then? 
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Community Consent is 
Essential to Restoration 

Restoration is done by humans, for 
humans, in a human-shaped world -- 
and it needs human consent if it is to 
work well

Engagement with communities is 
essential to successful restoration, 
especially on public land

But this is not always understood...
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A cautionary tale from the 
North Branch of the Chicago River: 

Burning Prairies...
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...restores beautiful landscapes 
but may also arouse... 
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...burning 
Passions:
How do you 
deal with 
opposition 
from the 
community?
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“Those who are ecologically 
educated will not resist us”
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But many who 
were 
‘ecologically 
educated’ did 
‘resist’...
What then?
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Ecological Education?
‘Ecological education’ is not the transfer of a 
set of received truths from an educated mind 
to an uneducated one

Ecology education is an ongoing process of 
discovery, and must be open to doubt, 
challenge and revision by new evidence

Outreach and education  programmes can 
certainly  offer information

but it is at least as important for 
restorationists to engage respectfully with 
local communities, listen at least as much as 
they talk, and accept democratic principles 
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Conflict and resolution 
along the Sacramento

© P Woodworth 2016



Conservationists tend to highlight economic and ecological benefits 
of restoration, and downplay or deny the downsides

Some Riparian landowners and rural dwellers perceive negative net 
impacts of restoration; or they feel all the benefits are 
‘downstream’; sometimes they are right.

 even if they are not right, they still have rights...

Target reduced from 86,000 ha to 32,000 ha after 100+ farmers spoke 
out against restoration at a public meeting
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Conservation Area Forum



Conflict resolution: better communication, 
honesty, early and continued local 
involvement in planning and implementation 

“the challenge is to understand the various 
land uses to the extent that each can be 
managed to remove or minimize the negative 
impact on the others”

“Where conflict and harms are unavoidable, 
there should be a mechanism to determine the 
extent of impacts,” and resources made 
available to compensate or find acceptable 
solutions

Good neighbor Policy
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Working Out Working for Water: 
Restoring Relationships 
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WfW: A Win, Win, Win 
Restoration Project?

WfW combines ecological, economic and 
social goals

Do such multiple targets create dynamic 
synergies, or do they undermine each other?

problems aplenty, but open and adaptive 
management moves the whole project 
forward
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The Battle 
of the Bogs

The disaster of top-
down, designation-
based conservation 
policy 
in Ireland’s iconic 
wetlands

Eamonn farrell/Photocallireland
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Conservation = 
‘Don’t do this,
 Don’t do that’?

“The first thing most Irish farmers learned 
officially about ‘conservation’ was a letter 
from Dublin, transmitting a directive from 
Brussels, telling them all the things they 
could NOT do on their own land.”

Dr Brendan Dunford, agricultural advisor and programme manager of 
the BurrenLife Project. 
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Conflict resolution 
on the Burren
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BurrenBeo/BurrenLife
Farming for Conservation
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Producing Environments

For me species-rich grassland is the corn of the south; it is the beef 
of Leinster and it is the milk of Munster. This produces more income 
per hectare for me than livestock does, but I need to farm it with 
those cattle to get the money. In the past we raised cattle to earn a 
living. Now we raise cattle to produce a pristine environment, which 
gives me a living.

The environmentalists will state what we need to protect and the 
farmers will decide how it can be protected. I know this because for 
4,500 years the farmers protected it by accident. They produced 
livestock to live and the environment was the by-product. Today, the 
environment is the product and the cattle are the by-product. 

Michael Davoren, local farmer and local IFA leader, one of the 
initiators of the BurrenLife Programme, addressing Dail Agriculture 
committee, 2013
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New thinking on 
catchment management 
from the Irish EPA

An EPA executive critizes existing practice -- 
“the main  emphasis  to date has been  on  
the  ‘command  and  control’  approach, 
using inspections and compliance-checking 
rather than seeking behavioural change 
through stakeholder awareness and 
involvement.

“The starting point, then,  might be seeking 
behavioural change from managers!” 

MAKING INTEGRATED CATCHMENT MANAGEMENT HAPPEN -- Donal 
Daly, Irish EPA discussion document 2013 © P Woodworth 2016



‘A Two-Way Process’

Paradigm shift “To partnerships with local 
communities and emphasis on citizen 
engagement that includes identifying key 
stakeholders, public awareness and 
outreach campaigns, identifying issues of 
concern, and obtaining and taking account 
of feedback”. 

“it needs to be a two-way process. Account 
must be taken of all views”

MAKING INTEGRATED CATCHMENT MANAGEMENT HAPPEN -- Donal 
Daly, Irish EPA discussion document 2013
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StreamScapes Strategy 
on Public Engagement 

The proper scale at which to address environmental issues is the 
Catchment level 

Engage a small critical mass (c. 5%) of local population in resource 
awareness 

Utilise multiple  (and  creative)  ‘hooks’  to  engage  people  on  their  
own  terms  in  the   efforts to promote stewardship of water quality 

Schools, Corporate, and Community & Voluntary Groups have a key role 
to play

 Mark Boyden, Public Engagement on Water Quality Issues, EPA Small 
Scale Study Ref/ 2014-W-SS-16

© P Woodworth 2016



Time Well Spent!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Image  from  HarmoniCOP  Handbook,  1.2.3;;  “Participatory decision-making processes 

usually take much more time than unilateral decision-making by water managers.  However, 

as illustrated in this figure, this is usually more than offset by time gains (and, by implication, 

effectiveness) in  the  implementation  phase.” 
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Revelations of 
Natural Wonders...

StreamScapes set out from the very beginning to come from a place of 
respect for all constituents, to create a forum where solutions to 
environmental problems associated with given sectors were 
elicited from within those sectors in  an  effort  to  promote  
‘bottom-up’  initiatives  and  create  the  basis  for  enhanced 
participation in (and ownership of ) the identification and 
implementation of solutions  

....StreamScapes activities proceed from this suspension of judgement, 
the primary focus of engagement shifts to being a revelation 
natural wonders (via awareness education, field trips, etc.) in the 
conviction that this exposure may assist participants to 
voluntarily aspire to be stewards of local aquatic and biodiversity 
resources.

 Mark Boyden, Public Engagement on Water Quality Issues, EPA 
Small Scale Study Ref/ 2014-W-SS-16

© P Woodworth 2016



‘How is my fish 
 getting on?’

1)  Localising Environmental Education: The  Environment  isn’t  
something  that   happens somewhere else...it happens all around us, 
in our gardens, on our farms, in our villages and towns. The 
challenge is to localise our relationship with  the  ‘Environment’  so  
that  we  understand  that  we  are  inextricably  linked  to   the 
habitats, species, and ecological processes which surround us and 
which we are constantly part of. 

2)  Personalising participants’  relationship  with  the  
environment: ... recently in a StreamScapes project in County 
Fermanagh we would do things like set up aquaria in classrooms so 
students could hatch their own salmon eggs and witness this miracle 
right in their schools. Subsequently, participating schools come 
together to release the (local) young  salmon  into  their  local  
river.    You  don’t  leave  an  event  like  that   wondering  about  an  
abstract  ‘environment’...  instead,  people  would  say,  ‘I   wonder how 
my fish is  getting  on?’  and  naturally  seek  to  know  what   
behaviours would increase the chance of ‘my fish’ surviving! 

 Mark Boyden, Public Engagement on Water Quality Issues, EPA 
Small Scale Study Ref/ 2014-W-SS-16
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“What do we value in our home Places?
How can we enhance what we value?

Invite the public to contribute values, to 
supply knowledge.”

www.janicefuller.ie
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“Let us go beyond mere salvage to begin the 
restoration of natural environments...  There can 
be no purpose more enspiriting than to begin the 
age of restoration, reweaving the wondrous 
diversity of life that still surrounds us.” 
 -- EO Wilson

 An Enspiriting 
vision
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The challenge: engage with the 
public to share 

that restoration vision 

© Piotr Naskrecki 2013
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