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A B S T R A C T

Compassionate conservation is an ethical framework proposed to instill greater compassion for individual ani-
mals in conservation science and practice. In addition to highlighting compassion as a virtue, compassionate
conservationists propose four ethical principles (first do no harm, individuals matter, inclusivity, and peaceful
coexistence) to capture what it means to act compassionately in conservation. In this paper I argue for a revision
of this framework. I begin by showing how compassionate conservationists also implicitly promote the virtue of
respect, which better accounts for the principles individuals matter and inclusivity, yet entails a further principle:
respect for autonomy. I further suggest that, to reflect genuine compassion for wild animals, the principles first, do
no harm and peaceful coexistence should be replaced by empathy, understanding, and minimize harm. In the second
half of the paper, I discuss the implications of this revised framework. I argue that, due to the prevalence of
suffering even in well-conserved ecosystems, compassion and respect motivate a more active management of
natural environments in order to reduce the harms (natural and anthropogenic) that wild animals face. This
reveals a greater need for discussions on how to balance the flourishing of wild animals against the preservation
of biodiversity, as well as a need to identify new approaches to conservation which better promote both ends.

1. Introduction

In a 2010 paper provocatively titled “Conservation lacks compas-
sion”, Mark Bekoff proposed a new ethical framework for conservation,
calling it Compassionate Conservation. Since that article, a fierce debate
has ignited over compassionate conservation, which many see as
threatening the achievement of conservation goals (Coghlan and Car-
dilini, 2020). In this paper I will suggest that, in light of the virtues that
compassionate conservationists themselves champion, conservationists1

ought to do more for wild animals than has previously been suggested.
Compassionate conservation can be understood as a new approach

seeking to better protect the wellbeing of wild animals (through
compassion) and to respect their intrinsic value (Coghlan and Cardilini,
2022; Hunter and Gibbs, 2011). Those following compassionate con-
servation criticize conventional conservation for prioritizing conserva-
tion objectives at the expense of individual animals. Although
compassionate conservationists claim to promote solutions that are

“mutually beneficial” for conservation objectives and individuals
(Wallach et al., 2018), they have received criticism in turn for priori-
tizing the protection of individual animals at the expense of biodiversity
conservation.
While this debate has occurred mostly within conservation science, a

similar although markedly different debate has occurred in the field of
animal ethics. What distinguishes the debate in animal ethics is that it
centers on the natural harms wild animals face, rather than those caused
by conservationists. These ethicists argue that the prevalence of
suffering even in well-conserved nature gives us reason to try to reduce
the (natural) suffering of wild animals. Such suggestions directly oppose
conservation objectives and reflect a prioritization of compassion over
biodiversity conservation (Faria and Paez, 2019). Given that compas-
sionate conservation and (wild) animal ethics both deal with the tension
between compassion and conservation, it is surprising that the impli-
cations of natural suffering for compassionate conservation have not yet
been considered in detail (Coghlan and Cardilini, 2022).2 While I will
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1 I use the term conservationists to refer to “scientists and practitioners informed by conservation science and biology and the norms enshrined within” (Ferraro
et al., 2023). Accordingly, I will refer throughout this paper to both conservation science and conservation practice.
2 Much of the literature appears to take the stance that natural suffering has little or no bearing on compassionate conservation. For example, in Wallach et al.
(2015) a strict dichotomy is drawn between harms caused by humans and indirectly via (introduced) predators. More generally, there is scant mention of natural
harms such as starvation, disease, or parasitism throughout the literature. Interestingly, in their critique of compassionate conservation, Hampton et al. (2019) do
take natural harms to be morally relevant, but they attribute this to their reliance on consequentialism, rather than to a different understanding of compassion itself.
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remain agnostic about how to make the right tradeoff between
compassion and conservation, in this paper I will argue that compas-
sionate conservation ought to also include concern for natural sources of
harm.
My argument is structured in two halves. In the first, I argue for a

conceptual revision of compassionate conservation. I begin in Section 2
by summarizing the critiques which compassionate conservationists
have made against mainstream conservation science and practice. In
Section 3 I explain how compassionate conservation seeks to remedy
conservation's shortcomings by calling for greater compassion, and
detail the framework developed by Wallach et al. (2018) which posits
four principles to guide compassionate conservation action. In Section 4
I argue for a revision to this framework, showing that compassionate
conservationists also emphasize the virtue of respect for wild animals,
and that respect in turn entails an additional principle of respect for
autonomy. Furthermore, instead of the principles first, do no harm and
peaceful coexistence, I argue that compassion is better captured by
empathy, compassion, and minimize harm.
Through Section 5 I consider the implications of natural harms for

this new framework. Given the prevalence of harms in nature, I argue
that compassion and respect for wild animals entails a more active
management of nature where efforts are made to reduce the natural
harms wild animals face. This reveals a trade-off between compassion
and respect for wild animals on one hand and conservation ideals on the
other.

2. Conservation and the neglect of animal welfare

Conservation biology is a science driven by the goal of conserving
Earth's biological diversity, understood as the “diversity of organisms,
the complexity of ecological systems, and the resilience created by
evolutionary processes” (Society for Conservation Biology, 2022). Such
features, although often considered to be distinct values, will for the
purpose of this paper be referred to collectively with the term
biodiversity.3

Historically, conservation biology was considered distinct from the
protection of animal welfare (Soulé, 1985), and this separation led to the
use of especially harmful conservation methods. For example, predators
and infectious diseases have been introduced to control invasive species
(few of which led to extermination, but rather to states of continuous
predation and disease); recreational hunting and poisons have been used
to control native species that are perceived as overabundant or other-
wise problematic; and painful and injury-causing traps and neuromus-
cular blockers have been used to capture live animals (Hampton and
Hyndman, 2018; Ramp et al., 2013). Increasingly, the relevance of an-
imal welfare is being recognized in conservation biology (Dubois et al.,
2017). Nevertheless, grave harms to individual animals continue to be
justified for the sake of conservation, with wild animals slaughtered in
the order of millions each year in some countries (For example, see
Warburton et al., 2009). According to critics, this reflects a continuing
prioritization of biodiversity over the lives and welfare of individual
animals (Wallach et al., 2018; Wallach et al., 2020a).

3. Compassionate conservation

Those critical of the prioritization of biodiversity over individual
animals have bannered in recent years around calls for compassionate
conservation. As a movement within conservation science, compas-
sionate conservationists still accept the goal (and value) of conserving
biodiversity. However, in trying to protect ecological values, they call

for greater attention to the moral virtue of compassion (Wallach et al.,
2018).4,5 Compassion comes from the Latin compati, meaning to “suffer
with” others; to take concern for their wellbeing – which requires that
we respond to that suffering appropriately (Wallach et al., 2020a). In the
context of conservation, this entails “empathy…for nonhuman animals
and a drive to alleviate harm and suffering” (Ramp and Bekoff, 2015).
Compassionate conservationists are a diverse group with different

ethical commitments and theoretical approaches. What unites them is a
shared belief in the moral significance of individual animals, and the
belief that such significance requires an attitudinal change within con-
servation science and practice. Given their focus on compassion,
compassionate conservation could easily be understood as an extension
of virtue ethics (Wallach et al., 2018). Yet, as Coghlan and Cardilini
(2022) point out, “compassionate conservation is logically consistent
with diverse moral theories” because virtues also play an important role
in ethical traditions such as consequentialism and deontology, despite
the fact that they do not take central stage (Nussbaum, 1999).
Without needing to commit to virtue ethics as a theory, then, we can

critique compassionate conservation from various angles: is compassion
the only virtue that must be fostered in light of the moral significance of
wild animals? Does the understanding of compassion within compas-
sionate conservation accurately reflect compassion as a virtue? And
finally, what are its practical implications? All of these questions can be
addressed while holding separately that environmental collectives and
non-sentient entities have intrinsic value, or that there are other relevant
moral considerations. To answer these questions, I will focus on Wallach
et al. (2018)'s framework of compassionate conservation, since it pre-
sents an explicit and influential articulation of compassionate conser-
vation. However, themain points I will argue for should be generalizable
to all of compassionate conservation.
Wallach et al. (2018)'s framework begins with a call for greater

compassion in conservation science, practice, and education, following
which they offer four action-guiding principles (adapted from Bekoff,
2013) that help to align the actions of the conservationist with that of an
ideal, compassionate agent. In this way the principles can be understood
to reinforce, rather than replace, the virtue of compassion.
Those principles are (Wallach et al., 2018):

1. First, do no harm
2. Individuals matter
3. Inclusivity
4. Peaceful coexistence

There is considerable confusion about how these principles should be
understood, so some clarification is needed. To begin with, several
critics of Wallach et al. have confused these principles with inflexible
moral rules (Bobier and Allen, 2022a; Griffin et al., 2020; Hayward
et al., 2019). However, Bekoff (2013) describes the principles as ideals
that cannot be expected to obtain in all real-world situations. Rather
than acting as prohibitions, they require “strong arguments” to be
overridden (Ibid). We should understand the principles then as pro tanto
rules: ones which we would ideally adhere to, but which we may in
certain situations be justified in deviating away from.
With this in mind, we should read first, do no harm not as requiring us

3 While conservation practice often combines such ecosystemic values with
anthropocentric values, for the purposes of this paper I will focus on more
‘pure’ conservation which takes the protection of biodiversity (and related
values) as its primary goal.

4 Virtues are understood here as moral character traits, and should not be
confused with emotions.
5 Compassionate conservationists have also concerned themselves with the
scientific goal of highlighting the importance of animal individuality for con-
servation science (Edelblutte et al., 2023; Baker and Winkler, 2020; Baker,
2017). Acknowledging the importance of animal individuality for conservation
science can help to bolster arguments for more humane methods, yet concep-
tually these goals – one scientific and the other purely moral – are distinct. The
emphasis in this paper will be on compassionate conservation as an ethical
framework.
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to refrain from all forms of harm, but as an ideal of avoiding harm,
requiring that harmful interventions be “carefully scrutinized and
selectively pursued” (Wallach et al., 2018). That this principle comes
“first” does not imply a hierarchical relationship (Wallach, personal
communication, 2023). Rather, it implies that a precautionary approach
should be taken: given that most interventions in the wild involve risk
and uncertain benefit, options that involve less risk of harm should be
favored.

Individuals matter asks environmental managers to be mindful of the
intrinsic value of animals. Nothing mysterious is meant by intrinsic
value, but merely the acknowledgment that many wild animals have
lives which are valuable and meaningful in themselves. But even with
this in mind, in practice it will often be more useful to talk about pop-
ulations or species than individuals, so this principle too should be un-
derstood as a goal rather than a strict rule.6

Inclusivity asks that we recognize the intrinsic value of all relevant
individuals and do not exclude them on the basis of human-defined
categories, such as being ‘alien’ (Wallach et al., 2018). Unfortunately,
compassionate conservationists have proposed different understandings
of who those individuals are. Wallach et al. (2018) say that “all wildlife
individuals” should be included, meaning both sentient and non-sentient
individuals; however, four of the five same authors stated in a later
paper that compassion applies only to sentient individuals (Wallach
et al., 2020a). For the moment, I will follow those later authors in
assuming the sentientist position, but will return to this question in
Section 4.1.
Finally, peaceful coexistence is said to require that conservation

managers faced with human-wildlife conflicts modify their own prac-
tices or those of other humans first, rather than resorting to violent
methods (Wallach et al., 2018).

4. Re-conceptualizing compassionate conservation

On the face of it, there is much to credit compassionate conservation
with. By emphasizing the importance of compassion, compassionate
conservation places responsibility on conservation scientists and man-
agers to act out of concern for the suffering of wild animals while pur-
suing conservation objectives. However, the framework developed by
Wallach et al. (2018) has caused substantial confusion. I will show in
this section that this is in part due to the missing virtue of respect, but
also due to a mismatch between principles and virtues. I will then pro-
pose a new framework for compassionate conservation which corrects
for these shortcomings, and which should more accurately capture the
values that compassionate conservationists themselves espouse.

4.1. The virtue of respect

The first issue is that not all four principles follow clearly from the
virtue of compassion. Compassion has been defined here as an appro-
priate response to suffering: one that tries to reduce suffering as far as
possible. But individuals matter and inclusivity do not directly have any-
thing to do with the suffering of others. These principles do, however,
capture what it means to act out of respect (Santiago-Ávila and Lynn,
2020). Respect and related concepts are referred to throughout the
compassionate conservation literature: for example, in addition to
calling for greater concern for the suffering of wild animals, Wallach
et al. (2020a) ask us “to recognize [a wild animal] as…an intrinsically
and uniquely valuable individual whose interests kindle one's concern

and respect”. Most notably, when compassionate conservation was first
proposed, Bekoff (2010) formulated what would later become in-
dividuals matter and inclusivity as “treat all individuals with respect and
dignity” and “respect all life” (emphasis added).
Respect means to acknowledge others as individuals with a “good

worth pursuing” (Hursthouse, 2011), or, in other words, with intrinsic
value (Dillon, 2003). This of course raises the question, put aside in
Section 3, of who has such a good. While it is clear that sentient beings do
(given that they feel certain states as worth pursuing or avoiding), some
have claimedmore controversially that nonsentient living beings such as
plants should also be understood as having their own good (Taylor,
2011). Addressing such positions fully would require a paper by itself,
but there are at least two strong reasons to be skeptical of attributing this
type of good to nonsentient beings. Firstly, although it is common in
everyday language to talk about certain conditions as being “good for”
plants and other nonsentient lifeforms, it turns out to be incredibly
difficult to pin down exactly what the basis of that good is, and in a way
which aligns with how we think about the moral ends of other sentient
beings (McShane, 2021). Secondly, the best attempts to do so prob-
lematically appear to include non-living entities, such as crystals,
flames, or hurricanes (Holm, 2017). Of course, it is possible that these
challenges may still be overcome. But given the huge moral implications
of extending respect to non-sentient beings, a greater evidential bar
must be met. On the other hand, there is a clear reason for considering
sentient beings as having a good worth pursuing: because they them-
selves experience it as such. For these briefly sketched reasons, I will
proceed on the assumption that only sentient beings are the appropriate
objects of respect.
In the conservation context there is a large overlap between

compassionate and respectful action, but as character traits they are
distinct. For example, respect means that we cannot treat others as mere
resources (e.g., units of biodiversity) or as mere problems (such as
invasive species). Trophy hunting presents one instance where
compassionate and respectful action can be argued to point in different
directions. Trophy hunting in less developed countries has been argued
to benefit wild animals by generating revenue, which helps to protect
animal populations from poachers (Gunn, 2001). In some cases, only
older individuals are selected, and the death is relatively swift (Ibid.), so
one might argue that the practice is compassionate. Yet trophies (body
parts collected for display) are disrespectful because they “invariably
convey power, strength, and status” of the hunter over the animal victim
(Batavia et al., 2019). Furthermore, as the killing occurs in the context of
sport, the animals are relegated “to the sphere of mere things,” dis-
regarded as individuals with lives and a good of their own (Ibid.).
The principle individuals matter captures the core of respect by asking

us to acknowledge animals as individuals with intrinsic value. This
means that environmental managers should avoid reducing wild ani-
mals “solely to their position as members of collectives,” such as species
or populations (Wallach et al., 2018). This is first and foremost a call for
a particular attitude, one which would give us greater reason to protect
individuals against harm, and which produces feelings of loss if killing is
indeed necessary. This in turn challenges practices such as the culling of
‘surplus’ animals in captive breeding programs, or the culling of certain
populations to protect smaller numbers of an endangered species
(Wallach et al., 2018).
In a similar vein, inclusivity functions to protect individuals by asking

that we guard against the tendency to disregard certain categories of
sentient beings. In the conservation context, inclusivity helps to counter
the prevalence of nativism (the idea that introduced species are unnat-
ural and harmful) which demonizes non-native species such that their
value as individuals is often forgotten (Coghlan and Cardilini, 2022). But
it can also be understood as asking conservationists to be more inclusive
regarding which species are assumed to be sentient to begin with. Since

6 Sebo (2024) makes the point that even if we consider individuals to be the
only beings with intrinsic value, it may still make sense in some contexts to
treat ecological wholes as the units of moral analysis (e.g. by talking about what
is good for a species or ecosystem). However, acknowledging that individuals
have intrinsic value makes the previous statement conditional on the good of
the species or ecosystem aligning with the good of individuals.
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the study of animal sentience is still in its early days and quickly pro-
gressing, if conservationists were overly strict about what counts as
evidence for a species' sentience, they would risk excluding species
which might in fact be deserving of respect. Given this risk, a precau-
tionary approach should be taken, whereby evidence of sentience in one
species should be considered as sufficient to regard all species in that
order as sentient (Birch, 2017; Browning and Birch, 2022).
Respect also entails that we do not put ourselves above others and

assume a dominant position, which would entail the vice of arrogance
(Hursthouse, 2011). Because their flourishing depends on their own
subjective feelings and desires, we ought to respect their choices even if
we do not understand them. This can be captured by the principle of
respect for autonomy. Here autonomy merely entails the capacity to
choose according to one's best interests. Of course, in many cases con-
servationists may have good reason to believe wild animals are not able
to choose according to their best interests, either because their options
are unduly constrained, or because they lack sufficient understanding.7

In such cases, respect for autonomy does not rule out paternalistic ac-
tion. For example, respect for autonomy may still allow us to prevent a
wild animal from consuming human food, if this food is known to be
unhealthy for the animal. Similarly, we might restrict the movement of
wild animals around dangerous areas such as motorways, since wild
animals are not generally able to properly assess the risks. Where wild
animals' choices are unduly constrained, respect for autonomy can also
mean to remove barriers, such as by building wildlife crossings over
roads. Although this principle has not been proposed by compassionate
conservationists explicitly, issues of autonomy frequently surface in the
compassionate conservation literature (e.g. Wallach et al., 2020b).

4.2. The virtue of compassion

The principles first, do no harm and peaceful coexistence relate more
obviously to the virtue of compassion. Nevertheless, these principles
capture only a partial and incomplete form of compassion.
The phrasing of first, do no harm generates two problems. “First”

implies a presumption against causing harm in situations of uncertainty.
But many conservation scenarios (most emblematically, the problem of
invasive species) present wicked problems in which inaction leads to
harm, while the most effective solutions require causing harm directly.
Given the prevalence of such cases, Hampton et al. (2019) argue that a
presumption against harm is likely to lead to greater suffering for wild
animals by allowing ecosystems to be degraded, or for native species to
be driven to extinction.
A second and related problem is that the principle of do no harm only

requires conservationists to be mindful of the harms that they cause
directly. This will lead them to ignore harms that arise indirectly or
independently of their actions, which might lead them to choose actions
which result in greater harm overall. For example, some compassionate
conservationists favor introducing predators to control invasive species
over direct lethal control, even though the predators cause greater
suffering than most forms of direct lethal control (Allen et al., 2019).
Callen et al. (2020) believe that focusing only on direct harm could also
make it difficult to control populations of overabundant species,
allowing populations to expand beyond the environment's carrying ca-
pacity and possibly leading to worse welfare outcomes. This was seen
most dramatically in the Oostvardersplassen rewilding project, where
populations of horse, deer, and cattle faced mass starvation during a
harsh winter after having been allowed to reproduce with no restrictions
for several years (Theunissen, 2019). Although the Oostvardersplassen

is a confined area, the starvation of those animals was at best an
intensification of what happens regularly in more natural ecosystems,
where animals are more free to move but have to compete with pop-
ulations living in adjacent areas, or may be restricted by natural or man-
made boundaries.
More generally, if compassionate conservationists wish to exemplify

compassion, it is not clear why this should be limited only to those in-
stances of suffering that they cause, directly or indirectly; the focus of
compassion is on the other, not on oneself. For this reason, Bobier and
Allen (2022b) suggest that compassion should lead us not to avoid
causing harm, but rather to “minimize harm” in general, including those
harms that arise independently from human action. Importantly, this
entails a holistic view, considering the complex interrelationships in
ecosystems, and may sometimes require causing harm to prevent greater
harm (Abbate, 2014). Although Coghlan and Cardilini (2022) argue that
first, do no harm already includes a “broader harm minimization
imperative,” this is not reflected in the examples of compassionate ac-
tion which compassionate conservationists provide. A principle of
minimize harm will therefore do better to capture a general concern for
suffering.
The final principle, peaceful coexistence –meaning to seek non-violent

solutions to human-wildlife conflicts – also fails to focus directly on the
harms experienced by wild animals. This is because many conflicts be-
tween humans and wild animals arise due to conflicts between wild
animals themselves, e.g., because competition for food or habitat forces
wild animals into human-occupied areas. Since nature is inherently
competitive (Horta, 2015; Ng, 1995), non-violent solutions may only
move a conflict from one place to another. For example, compassionate
conservationists suggest that farmers whose livestock are threatened by
predators should deter them with guardian dogs instead of resorting to
lethal control (Wallach et al., 2018), yet the predators need to eat, so
deterring them will either lead them to hunt other prey or to starve. If
compassionate conservationists are genuinely concerned with the
suffering of wild animals, they should not restrict that concern to
human-wildlife conflicts. Rather, they should compare various policies
(violent and non-violent) and determine which best reduce the suffering
of all animals which may be affected. Again, these concerns are better
captured by a principle of minimize harm.
However, we can also consider another understanding of peaceful

coexistence: as an end-state in which “the needs of both humans and
wildlife are generally met” (Gross et al., 2021). Achieving this state
would require two things: firstly, empathy and moral attention for wild
animals, meaning to try to put ourselves in their shoes and understand
the challenges they face; and secondly, empirical investigation to
determine “how best to engage with wildlife in a way that minimizes
avoidable suffering” (Sekar and Shiller, 2020). Both have been
acknowledged previously as necessary components of compassion
(Ramp and Bekoff, 2015). Importantly, the latter requires that
compassionate conservationists engage in wild animal welfare science
(Soryl et al., 2021; Faria and Horta, 2020; Fraser, 2010).8 Given these
dual tasks, and the problems with peaceful coexistencementioned earlier,
we would do better to replace peaceful coexistence with two principles:
empathy and understanding.

4.3. Grounding conservation within virtue ethics

The compassionate conservation framework focuses on the virtues
that ground greater moral consideration for individual animals. But we
can also use the value of virtue to ground the values biodiversity and

7 This reflects Beauchamp and Childless' (1991) understanding of autonomy
as requiring intentionality, understanding, and noncontrol.

8 It should be noted that wild animal welfare science is also sometimes
referred to as ‘welfare biology’.
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ecosystem structure, which underpin conservation. Here I want to
sketch several options without arguing definitively in favor of any of
them.
The simplest way to ground conservation is with the virtue of pru-

dence. Prudence, often referred to as practical reason, is the ability to
balance moral principles with practical considerations, including con-
siderations about the future. A prudential conservationist would be
mindful of how healthy, well-functioning ecosystems are important for
human and nonhuman individuals in the future, and would ensure that
important ecosystem structures and functions (for humans and other
animals) are sustained. Prudence, in other words, helps to link the
conservation of biodiversity to the flourishing of individuals.
Many compassionate conservationists will want to value biodiversity

and related values not only instrumentally, but also intrinsically. To do
so, they could also ground prudence in the virtues of justice, respect or
reverence for nature (Coghlan and Cardilini, 2024). Of course, given
that species and ecosystems are non-sentient entities, claims that they
are the appropriate objects of justice or respect would need to overcome
the problems mentioned in Section 4.1.
Those problems aside, this shows how additional virtues are relevant

in the conservation context.9 By emphasizing compassion and respect,
compassionate conservationists do not deny these other virtues or
values, but rather stress that compassion and respect are especially
lacking in current conservation practice. The framework of compas-
sionate conservation can then be understood as a way of making explicit
what the moral significance of individual animals entails, thereby
enabling practitioners to search for more compassionate and respectful
ways of pursuing conservation objectives.

4.4. An updated framework

This establishes a new understanding of compassionate conserva-
tion, but one based on the virtues which compassionate conservationists
already (implicitly) promote. It calls now for greater attention to the
virtues of compassion and respect, which are supplemented by the
following action-guiding principles:
Compassion

1. Empathy
2. Understanding
3. Minimize harm

Respect

4. Individuals matter
5. Inclusivity
6. Respect for autonomy

Bobier and Allen (2022b) point out that minimize harm “closely
mirrors the decision-making process of dispassionate consequentialists”
which, they suggest, is the very kind ethic that compassionate conser-
vationists, through their critique of conventional conservation practices,
were trying to avoid. But this is not quite correct – conventional con-
servation is underpinned by a consequentialism which largely disregards
the interests of wild animals (Ramp and Bekoff, 2015). It should not be
surprising that consequentialism, when taking the interests of wild

animals seriously, will point to similar policies. But Bobier and Allen
(2022b) rightly acknowledge that for the compassionate conservationist
there may be internally “a profound difference”. This is because, by
focusing on the virtues of compassion and respect, compassionate con-
servationists will strive to keep the suffering of wild animals, and those
animals' value as individuals, at the forefront of their minds. They will
be reluctant to trade off the lives or wellbeing of some individuals for the
sake of others – and if they need to, they will do so only after carefully
scrutinizing all options, and with deep regret. This will ensure that they
do not forget the individuality of those animals.
It might also be noted that this new framework leans closer to the

related approach of Conservation Welfare. Conservation Welfare
explicitly adopts a principle of “minimize harm” while acknowledging
the intrinsic value of individuals (Beausoleil, 2020). However, the force
of respect in Conservation Welfare is more limited, as the discipline
accepts that “[wild] animals will continue to be used for human pur-
poses” and is therefore willing to advocate for “moderate positions” that
fall short of questioning fundamentally speciesist goals (Ibid). The
compassionate conservation advocated for here would require a higher
level of respect.
Finally, one could question why the framework should emphasize

compassion and respect over other virtues or other moral concepts.
Simply put, compassionate conservationists claim that a lack of
compassion and respect is the cause of grave harms to wild animals in
conservation. And as will become clear in the following section, con-
servationists are virtually always faced with suffering which we can
respond to. But this should not be taken to mean that, e.g., the positive
flourishing of wild animals is not also of value.
What I will show in Section 5 is that, in many situations, compassion

and respect for wild animals lead to unavoidable conflicts with the goal
of conserving biodiversity (as well as anthropocentric values), forcing
compassionate conservationists to choose between conservation and
promoting the wellbeing (or autonomy) of wild animals.

5. Natural suffering and its implications

Advocates for compassionate conservation have tended to focus on
win-win solutions, seeking to protect individual animals while pursuing
conservation objectives (e.g. Wallach et al., 2018). With the new
framework proposed here, we center less on the harms that conserva-
tionists cause and rather on the animals themselves. In doing so, we will
find that many of the harms wild animals face occur due to natural
ecological processes, rather than human actions, and conservation can
preserve, restore, or even exacerbate these processes. This creates a
tension between conservation and compassion.

5.1. The problem of wild animal suffering

In recent years, there has been a flurry of literature within animal
ethics on what has come to be known as the moral problem of wild
animal suffering (e.g. Ng, 1995; Horta, 2010a; Tomasik, 2015; Jeff
McMahan, 2015; Faria and Paez, 2015; Johannsen, 2020). These authors
emphasize that suffering in nature is both common and severe, to the
extent that it largely defines the lives of wild animals.10 In contrast, a
more ‘romantic’ view of nature is common in modern society, whereby
wild animals are imagined as free, long-living, and generally happy
(Horta, 2010a). The reality is that even in well-conserved ecosystems

9 Similarly, other virtues relevant to our consideration of individual animals
could also be considered, such as beneficence (to highlight the importance of
positive welfare or flourishing for wild animals) or justice (to help with
assigning blame for past wrongdoings).

10 While some of the authors cited point to the prevalence of life history
strategies whereby species have very large numbers of offspring with very low
survival rates, even species which have few offspring and provide greater
parental care still often endure severe natural harms (e.g. see Pearce, 2015).
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very few animals survive to maturity; for most, survival is a constant
struggle (Ng, 1995).11 Even those who caution against exaggerating the
negative aspects of wild animals' lives acknowledge that “there is a large
amount of suffering in nature, and this is not something we should just
ignore” (Browning and Veit, 2023).
That nature is far from ideal should be unsurprising, given that

evolution is a random and morally indifferent force (Rohwer, 2023).
Genes are selected not according to any moral principle, but only ac-
cording to their chance of replicating, leading them to behave “selfishly”
and with no regard for the harms that they might cause to individuals
(Dawkins, 2008). Competition creates selective forces for organisms to
exploit others (such as predation, parasitism, or, in the case of microbes,
infection); to exploit members of their own species (intra-specific
competition); or even their own wellbeing – for example, evolution will
tend to make organisms no more resilient to injury than is necessary for
survival (Ibid.).
Some might think that such harms do not warrant our concern due to

them being natural. However, this is an appeal to nature: a claim that
what is natural is morally acceptable. Appeals to nature are fallacious
because nature is not always good: when humans suffer from natural
disasters, disease, and so on, we clearly see that it is appropriate to
respond with compassion. Inclusivity requires us to include nonhuman
animals in our moral thinking, and just as compassion for humans is not
limited by what is natural, or to those for whom we are responsible, it
should not be for nonhuman animals either.

5.2. Compassion for natural suffering

How, then, should one respond with greater compassion to the
suffering we observe in nature? What we can clearly rule out is the idea
that compassion would simply bolster the case for biodiversity conser-
vation (e.g. see Paquet and Darimont, 2010; Bobier and Allen, 2022b).
As long as severe suffering is prevalent in natural ecosystems, conserving
such conditions does not reflect compassion (although it may reflect
other virtues, such as prudence). Instead, a more compassionate form of
environmental management would seek to reduce the harms (natural
and unnatural) that wild animals face.
Would respect for wild animals also entail such an approach?

Hursthouse (2011) argues that, in spite of the serious harms wild ani-
mals face in nature, respect requires “leaving them to live their own
form of life”. We can understand Hursthouse as saying that respecting
the autonomy of wild animals is more important than to intervene
compassionately. But for most wild animals, “their own form of life” is a
life where they die young, having failed to find enough food, or having
failed to evade predators. Constrained by such threats, a natural life is
one of greatly restricted autonomy. And the principle of respect for

autonomy does not merely entail noninterference with others' choices; it
also entails creating the conditions that enable genuinely autonomous
choices (Beauchamp and Childress, 2019; Faria, 2022). For this reason,
respect points us in the same direction as compassion: towards a type of
environmental management that seeks to reduce the threats wild ani-
mals face.
Compassion and respect must then be balanced by other relevant

virtues, such as respect for nature or prudence. Prudence requires that
we assume humility in any attempt to improve the lives of wild animals,
keeping in mind our limited knowledge. In practice, this demands a
precautionary approach when considering new forms of intervention
and management. However, there are already some approaches to
conservation that head in a more compassionate direction without
imposing great environmental risks or completely undermining a
respect for nature itself. In 2020, Denmark announced the establishment
of 15 National Nature Parks (DNNPs), involving the rewilding of several
populations of previously domesticated ungulates (such as horses and
cattle) which function as analogues to the populations that inhabited the
area prior to human influence (Gamborg et al., 2022). The parks are
fenced to keep the ungulates in, but cattle grids allow non-hoofed ani-
mals to move in and out of the parks. What is novel about these parks is
that, because the introduced ungulates were once domesticated, they
fall under the Danish Animal Welfare Act, which requires monitoring of
their welfare and intervention when their welfare falls below a critical
level. How exactly the Act will be interpreted in this context is unclear,
but it has been suggested that, to avoid cases of extreme suffering, the
parks should provide feed in times of food scarcity, and control the
populations (via lethal or nonlethal methods) when they outgrow their
area (Sandøe et al., 2022).
With these measures, the introduced ungulates appear to be better

off than in wild, well-conserved ecosystems. They do not need to fear
extreme hunger, and even if the populations are controlled by lethal
methods, those methods will harm them less, and enable them to live
more autonomously, than with the overpopulation and subsequent
starvation which they would otherwise face. Nor does this approach
obviously jeopardize other species living in these areas, although such
effects should be monitored. The DNNPs therefore offer one example of
an approach to conservation that appears more compassionate and
respectful than conventional conservation.
Of course, the degree of compassion and respect exercised in the

DNNPs is still rather limited; because respect means focusing on in-
dividuals, lethal population control methods whereby some are sacri-
ficed for the good of the population are hard to justify, and park
managers should instead seek nonviolent forms of population control
(such as non-invasive contraceptive technologies) where they prove
feasible and involve minimal harms (Hampton et al., 2015). Although
some might object that contraception is an infringement on wild ani-
mals' autonomy, it is not clear that any wild animals consciously choose
to reproduce; the shortages of food and habitat resulting from over-
population, on the other hand, clearly do limit their autonomy and
ability to flourish. To further reduce suffering and promote greater au-
tonomy, predator species could be prevented from entering the parks
(Horta, 2010b); the animals could be protected from other harms such as
disease (Animal Ethics, 2023); and welfare monitoring and compas-
sionate interventions could be expanded to all sentient animals.
Of course, exactly which policies a more compassionate and

respectful approach entails would need to be determined empirically on
a case-by case basis. The broader point is that compassionate conser-
vationists should consider a more active approach to wildlife manage-
ment, one that seeks to promote the wellbeing of wild animals.12

11 High mortality of juveniles is indicative of a high degree of suffering
because, for most species, the juvenile stage is when they are most vulnerable to
harms, and as such individuals that die young are likely to have experienced a
greater proportion of suffering during their lives (Hecht, 2021). If most in-
dividuals die young, then the welfare of that population can be assumed in
general to be low. In contrast, where juvenile mortality is lower, there will be a
higher proportion of individuals enjoying a period during which they have been
relatively free from threats. Of course, this is a broad generalization and will
vary by species.Secondly, the kinds of threats that wild animals face should not
be underappreciated. While some challenges can be rewarding or add meaning
to one's life, this is less often true for particularly severe challenges and ones
which the individual did not pursue. To illustrate, Zanette et al. (2019) find that
the threat of predation in many wild animals causes effects similar to those of
PTSD in humans. Other common sources of suffering for wild animals may
include disease, parasitism, or starvation.Lastly, none of this should be taken to
mean that wild animals do not also flourish at times, as the ecological re-
lationships and dynamics which shape the wellbeing of wild animals are
complex and varied. The statements made here are generalizations, but their
generalization should not diminish their moral importance.

12 For similar suggestions of more compassionate approaches to wildlife
management, see: Nussbaum, 2023; Pearce, 2015.
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5.3. Trading off compassion for conservation

The DNNPs and the suggestions I have made for making them even
more compassionate and respectful represent one particular compro-
mise between compassion and respect for individuals on one hand and
biodiversity conservation on the other. While they are intended to
improve biodiversity and provide greater ecosystem services, they do
not intend to restore the historical integrity and biodiversity of the
ecosystems completely; likewise, the Danish Animal Welfare Act re-
quires that some efforts are made to protect the welfare of animals, but
other natural factors which impede on the animals' welfare are allowed
to continue. The additional policies suggested in Section 5.3 would push
the parks toward a more compassionate and respectful approach, but
further away from conservation ideals.
Similar meeting points between compassion and conservation can be

imagined: Pearce (2015) suggests that, where elephant populations have
successfully rebounded, various further interventions could enhance
their wellbeing, including: immunocontraceptive population control;
neonatal care; veterinary care in case of injuries or disease; measures to
ensure the supply of food or water in times of drought; and even psy-
chiatric care. Such measures take elephant populations further away
from an idealized ‘wild’ life, yet most elephant populations frequently
interact with, or are controlled by, humanity already, so these in-
terventions need not come with significant ecological risks.
Some conflicts between compassionate and more traditional con-

servation become less obvious when we also show compassion for nat-
ural harms. For example, compassionate conservationists tend to oppose
invasive species control, as well as lethal control for overpopulated
herbivore populations. When we show compassion also for the natural
harms which invasive species impose – or the greater risk of starvation
or disease for uncontrolled herbivore populations – a blanket prohibi-
tion on lethal methods becomes harder to justify. A compassionate
approach does, however, create greater need for research into viable
non-lethal forms of population control, such that these conflicts can be
avoided altogether.
In other cases, conflicts between compassion and conservation may

be harder to avoid. For example, Horta (2010b) argues that reintro-
ductions of predator species into ecosystems which have had time to
adjust to their absence should be avoided, due to the harms which
predators impose on prey species. Such cases are admittedly chal-
lenging, since the impacts of re-introducing a predator species are
complex. Yet with a precautionary approach we should err on the side of
the status quo, which is now an ecosystem absent the predator: we
should be modest in our ability to predict the effects of the reintro-
duction, and take seriously the risks in terms of welfare and autonomy of
the other species effected.
What is clear is that greater discussion about how to balance the

flourishing of wild animals (taking natural causes of suffering into ac-
count) against biodiversity conservation is needed, especially within
compassionate conservation. In reality, the tradeoffs are more compli-
cated still when various human interests are thrown into the mix,
whether they be indigenous land use, economic development, recrea-
tion, or cultural values. Still, acknowledging that individuals matter
requires that their value is taken more seriously in such deliberations. A
first small step would be for animal welfare to be included in the mission
statements of conservation organizations (Sekar and Shiller, 2020).
Neither is it necessary to agree with compassionate conservation to
understand that this is needed: the value of individual animals is now
broadly recognized across animal and environmental ethics, and sup-
ported by a growing wealth of scientific evidence (Ibid; Andrews et al.,
2024; Ferraro et al., 2023; Vucetich and Nelson, 2007).
Of course, conservation practice must also be socially accepted. The

DNNPs, while receiving a significant amount of social as well as political
support in Denmark, were still not without controversy (Gamborg et al.,
2022). In other regions (especially areas which have not undergone such
intensive human modification), it is likely that a similar approach would

be more greatly contested. However, such controversies are in part due
to misunderstandings among the general public about the lives of wild
animals: that wild animals frequently face extreme hardships due to
natural causes is only rarely acknowledged (Horta, 2010a). An impor-
tant task for compassionate conservationists is therefore to educate
policymakers and the public about the harms (natural and anthropo-
genic) that wild animals face.
Finally, an understandable concern for many currently working in

conservation will be the cost of the interventions that a more compas-
sionate and respectful approach entails, when conservation budgets are
already stretched. Even extending compassion and respect only to a
limited degree and only to certain species, as in the DNNPs, entails new
costs: extending compassion and respect to a greater extent or for all
species would be far more demanding. Undoubtedly, this is a challenge:
but it is not a challenge which should fall only on the shoulders of
conservation scientists and managers. Santiago-Ávila and Lynn (2020)
argue that we need to institutionalize compassion for wild animals. By
creating institutions that fund or conduct research on more compas-
sionate environmental interventions, and support their implementation,
the burdens of pursuing more compassionate conservation would be
more evenly spread. Compassionate conservation also requires the
scrutiny and possible cessation of harmful conservation practices
currently in use, which may allow some funding to be diverted towards
more compassionate and respectful policies.

6. Conclusion

In this paper I have argued for a new understanding of compas-
sionate conservation. I argued that compassionate conservationists
themselves appeal not only to the virtue of compassion, but also
(implicitly) to the virtue of respect. Furthermore, I have argued that to
properly capture what it means to act from compassion and respect, an
update to the four principles is needed. To capture compassion, we need
the principles: empathy, understanding, and minimize harm. This extends
concern for suffering beyond the limited scope of anthropogenically
caused harms to also encompass indirect and natural sources of
suffering. The virtue of respect is captured by individuals matter and in-
clusivity, but also by respect for autonomy.
This new form of compassionate conservation, while seeking to

preserve the concern for individual animals that motivated the move-
ment to begin with, nonetheless has starkly different practical implica-
tions. It requires that current conservation policies be evaluated not only
in terms of the suffering that they cause directly, but also in light of how
they promote the flourishing of all affected animals. Given the severity
of harms that wild animals face even in well-conserved ecosystems, such
evaluations ought to seriously consider the suffering that arises due to
natural processes. But it also requires that we investigate new ways to
reduce the harms that wild animals face. However, efforts to promote
animal flourishing, especially where it concerns natural sources of harm,
will often come at a cost for biodiversity conservation. Greater discus-
sion is needed about how to ethically make this trade-off, and greater
scientific research is needed to identify solutions that promote animal
welfare while also furthering conservation goals.
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