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                                                                                                         The authors’ reply       
                 While conservation science is an 
evidence- based endeavor, ethical 
considerations are important for for-
mulating conservation policy. We 
believe that the influence of cul-
tural relativism on ethics has been 
somewhat neglected by conserva-
tionists. That was the motivation 
for our piece (2015;  Front Ecol 
Environ   13[6] : 325–31). We are 
delighted to see the interest it has 
sparked in the letter by Sheil  et al . 
However, Sheil  et al . have misun-
derstood us in places, which we seek 
to clarify here. 

 We cannot see how our piece 
can be interpreted as advocating 
 conservation action “without 
the  consent of local stakeholders”. 
We emphasized that heavy- handed 
approaches to conservation have 
often failed, at least partly because 
they were perceived as echoing 
Western imperialism. In our paper ’ s 
second WebPanel, we gave exam-
ples of poor conservation outcomes 
following the forced removal of peo-
ple and cattle from parks. Even 
where conservation goals are 
achieved, we do not support “tyr-
anny” by scientists. We entirely 
agree with Sheil  et al . that “We 
should condemn such practices, not 
endorse them”. Sheil  et al . note that 
the “enlightened absolutism” driv-
ing conservation in the colonial era 
is “obsolete”. It is a mystery to us 

how our paper could be interpreted 
as supporting that indubitably obso-
lete view. Indeed, we held up the 
example of the Kenyan “Lion 
Guardians” program as a model of 
good practice. A cultural practice 
was recognized as a conservation 
issue, and transformation was 
achieved by persuasion and cooper-
ation, not coercion. This was also 
true of the Panthera campaign to 
substitute fake fur for leopard skins 
in Shembe ceremonies. We gave 
these as examples of exactly the 
benefits of “collaborative re- 
workings of social norms” to which 
Sheil  et al . refer. A “rush to confron-
tation” is, we agree, likely to exacer-
bate human–wildlife conflict. 

 Our central argument was that 
 elements  of different cultural prac-
tices that negatively affect conserva-
tion may be respected for no other 
reason than that they constitute part 
of a culture, and that perception may 
inhibit action. Our case histories 
show where that idea may be influ-
ential. In an earlier correspondence 
with Sheil, we were alerted to a 
study concerning the conservation 
of hornbills ( Buceros  spp) in Borneo, 
as an example of sensitive engage-
ment of conservationists with local 
culture (Bennett  et al .  1997 ). The 
recommendations emerging from 
that study summarize our case even 
better than our original examples. 
The hornbills were hunted unsus-
tainably for both meat and orna-
mentation for ceremonial costumes. 
The first two concluding recommen-
dations of the paper are: (1) hunting 
for meat alone should be stopped 
and (2) hunting for feathers should 
be reduced to levels that are sustain-
able. Why the difference? Pragmatic 
considerations may be responsible. It 
is true that we cannot  prove  that rel-
ativism is at work in any of our case 
histories – the mindsets of the con-
servation agents are not accessible to 
us. But we suspect it is, and it is 
overstating the case to say we “offer 
no evidence”. 

 Sheil  et al . appear to have con-
fused our message concerning the 
influence of relativism in inhibit-
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ing action with advocacy for insen-
sitive action. Part of the problem 
may lie in our use of “misguided 
respect”. We acknowledge that 
respect for culture will very often 
be part of successful conservation. 
Our use of “misguided” alluded to 
reticence in acknowledging that 
some conservation problems are 
linked to specific cultural practices. 

 Sheil  et al . argue that relativism and 
science are compatible. If “relativism” 
is used in the trivial sense of striving to 
accommodate the perspectives of all 
interest groups, then few will disagree. 
But where relativism is used in its 
wider sense of contending that science 
is just one way of interpreting the 
world and is no more valid than witch-
craft, for example, what basis remains 
for advocating evidence- based conser-
vation policy? We do not believe 
Sheil  et al . are supporting this interpre-
tation of relativism, but it is worth-
while drawing attention to the contin-
uum of usages of the term. It may 
indeed be wise not to be too belliger-
ent about the omnicompetence of sci-
ence, as Mary Midgley has argued 
(Midgley  2001 ). But as Sheil and 
Meijaard stated: “Scientific data and 
models remain the best means for 
improved understanding of how the 
world works, communicating ideas, 
informing options, and challenging 
nonsense” (Sheil and Meijaard  2010 ). 
Identifying conservation goals is 

undoubtedly a complex societal issue, 
with different interest groups having 
distinct opinions as to what is desira-
ble. We argue that science should 
substantially contribute to that pro-
cess, but we are aware that beyond 
science comes judgment. Conservation 
scientists clearly need to collaborate 
with local people, whose beliefs about 
the natural world may conflict with 
science. However, we oppose the 
active exploitation of such beliefs, 
even where this benefits conservation 
(such as conservationists propagating 
taboos to protect wildlife). Doing so 
risks advocating anti- science, and we 
believe that to be an opportunistic 
step too far. 

 We support the “capabilities” 
approach of Sen ( 1988 ) and others as 
providing the basis for universal 
human rights. Sheil  et al . argue that 
“society” also protects cultural diver-
sity. But culture can conflict with 
human rights, as it can with conser-
vation. Chris Patten – among other 
things, the last Governor of Hong 
Kong – often encountered the argu-
ment that different attitudes to 
human rights (particularly freedom 
of speech) were just part of cultural 
diversity (“Asian Values”) and that 
no value judgment about the differ-
ence could be made (Patten  1999 ). 
We agree with him that such judg-
ments  can  be made, and maintain 
that conservationists should not be 

inhibited from tackling conservation 
problems rooted in cultural practices. 

 Scientific data and models remain 
the best means for improved under-
standing of how the world works, 
communicating ideas, informing 
options, and challenging nonsense. 
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