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Assisted colonization—the intentional movement of species as a climate adapta-
tion strategy—has emerged as a divisive controversy in the conservation biology
literature. We review selected scientific literature to understand the nature of the
controversy, alongside relevant scholarship on the science-policy interface to
highlight ways in which scientists and their work might most effectively and
appropriately inform decisions on this management strategy. The scientific litera-
ture thus far is problematic in two ways that threaten to undermine the utility of
science to actual decision-making processes: As a collection, it contains abundant
and seemingly incommensurable insights about assisted colonization. This is at
least in part a product of nature, which is sufficiently diverse to provide examples
and case studies that appear to justify any number of policy preferences regarding
ecosystem management. This first shortcoming exacerbates the second: Scientific
authors thus far have not adequately addressed the value-based considerations
implicit in their own work, nor acknowledged public’s legitimate standing in
these inherently value-based decisions. In combination, these attributes of the lit-
erature ensure that additional knowledge on assisted colonization will exacerbate
public controversy—rather than dispel it—when public attention increases. We
propose that if scientists appropriately disentangle value considerations from
technical ones, invite public debates over values, and treat proposals individually
rather than debating the approach writ-large, they stand to have the greatest
influence over technical aspects of decision processes. Scientists would serve
themselves well to acknowledge the limits of science and embrace public dialogue
about specific management proposals. © 2016 Wiley Periodicals, Inc.
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INTRODUCTION

Humans have been modifying ecosystems and
moving species throughout our collective his-

tory and prehistory for purposes including agricul-
ture, aesthetic gardening, and medicine (Ref 1,
p. 19). Range seeding and regenerative seeding in for-
estry have taken place for many years without

controversy (Ref 2, p. 32), and stocking of non-
native fish species has occurred for centuries. Experi-
mental tree plantings have been taking place in
Greenland since 1953, and commercial nurseries in
Europe have long encouraged the planting of orna-
mental plants north of their native ranges (Ref 3,
p. 563, Ref 4, p. 736). New Zealand has translocated
a number of endangered species to offshore islands
that lack non-native predatory mammals to prevent
their extinction, including to locations outside of spe-
cies’ documented historical range (Ref 5, p. 799].
Despite this long history of species movements, con-
temporary proposals to move species to where future
climatic and other conditions are likely to be
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favorable for their survival (known alternately by
partial synonyms such as assisted migration, assistant
colonization, managed translocation, among others)
have inspired passionate and divisive debate over the
past decade within the conservation biology
literature.6,7

Peters and Darling8 are credited with introdu-
cing the idea of assisted colonization to the modern
conservation literature. Referencing studies of past
fossil records and climate prediction data, they
explain the process by which many species will begin
to move to higher latitudes to compensate for the
changing temperature and weather patterns associ-
ated with climate change. Noting the rapidity of pro-
jected climatic changes and the extent of habitat
fragmentation in many areas, these authors suggest
that some ‘individuals of disappearing species may
have to be transplanted to new reserves’ (Ref 8,
p. 715). It did not stay a theoretical proposal for
long: by 1998, a group of concerned citizens calling
themselves the Torreya Guardians was engaged in
transplanting the rare conifer Torreya taxifolia from
its native Florida northward into Georgia to protect
the species from extinction (see http://www.
torreyaguardians.org/save.html).

Is worth noting that beyond this one citizen
effort to save the Torreya, other examples of species
being moved to novel ecosystems specifically as a cli-
mate adaptation strategy are relatively uncommon.
The published cases of assisted colonization include
field trials of translocating Whitebark Pine in Canada
for conservation purposes (see Ref 9, p. 761), and
the amendment by a number of Canadian provinces
of their seed transfer policies to allow seed transfers
of greater distances (see Ref 10, p. 29, Ref 11,
p. 841). In anticipation of future assisted coloniza-
tion actions, the United States Department of Agri-
culture has been working to identify trees in the
Northwestern and Southeastern United States suited
for translocation (Ref 12, p. 289]. While the research
on assisted colonization was initially more limited
than the debate over its execution, the number of
studies on the practical aspects of implementing
assisted colonization is growing (e.g., see Refs
13,14). In addition to the activities of the Torreya
Guardinas, the citizen interest in hybridizing and
reintroducing the American chestnut15,16 demon-
strates that there is widespread interest in ecosystem
management and restoration; we are confident that
these passions will generate additional citizen-driven
assisted colonization activities as climate change
threatens cherished species.

The scholarly attention to the idea was rela-
tively low until 2007, at which point the number of

articles on the topic increased significantly (Ref 6,
p. 2564), with many articles debating whether it
ought ever be considered as a conservation strategy.
As the scholarly attention has intensified, authors
have explored assisted colonization from many dif-
ferent angles, including enumerating technical and
social/political challenges to implementation, propos-
ing decision frameworks, and offering arguments for
and against the technique. Clear divides have
emerged between authors strongly opposed to its use,
and those who believe that cautious implementation
may be a viable way to save some species from
climate-related extinction. A cottage industry has
emerged in reviewing and analyzing this literature to
understand the underlying bases of the dispute
(e.g., see Refs 2,6,7,17].

We first review the conservation literature on
assisted colonization and explore the reasons why
the technique is so controversial within that scientific
community. We then build from selected humanities
and social sciences literatures on the science-policy
interface to identify epistemic and social/political rea-
sons why ecology and conservation biology are
unlikely to generate a consensus that might dispel
disputes over assisted colonization as a species con-
servation strategy. The debate in the scientific litera-
ture, which tends to treat the appropriateness of
moving species for conservation purposes as an issue
that can be addressed in the aggregate, is not likely
to meaningfully influence policy in its current form.
This is not to say, however, that science is irrelevant
to this issue. In a concluding section, we identify pro-
ductive roles that scientists might successfully fill in
evaluating, learning from, and informing adaptive
experimental approaches to ecosystem management
in a changing climate. Scientists will, perhaps
counter-intuitively, be optimally effective in inform-
ing ecosystem management for climate adaptation
only by accepting the limited roles of science in pub-
lic policy and welcoming a political dialogue on the
values inherent in conservation decision-making.

ASSISTED COLONIZATION IS
CONTROVERSIAL BECAUSE IT
FORCES UNCOMFORTABLE
QUESTIONS

The crescendo of debates about assisted colonization
in the conservation biology literature suggests that
some aspect of this problem differentiates it from
otherwise similar species movement activities con-
ducted for other purposes. Aubin et al.9 suggest that
the contention in the literature exists because some
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authors in conservation work from an ecocentric eth-
ical framework and others an anthropocentric one.
In part because of discomfort with the roles of
humans in the environment, conservation biology as
a discipline has become embroiled in a battle over
what to make of ecological dynamism and anthropo-
genic contributions to ecological change.18–21 Cli-
mate change further forces the issue. Minteer and
Collins22 have a related thesis: they identify tension
between—and occasional mutual incompatibility
of—positive conservation duties (active management
to preserve species and their habitats) and negative
conservation duties (the perceived human obligation
to minimize our impact on the natural world).
Schwartz et al. argue that as a conservation strategy,
assisted colonization (their term is managed reloca-
tion) would constitute a significant paradigm shift in
how ecosystems are managed by expanding the range
of techniques used and including ‘maintaining biodi-
versity and conserving ecosystem function’ as pri-
mary goals (Ref 23, p. 732).

The tensions within the conservation biology
community around the role of humans in ecosystem
change are present even in Soulé’s foundational 1985
essay ‘What is conservation biology?’ In a single
essay, he argues that extinction can be a healthy
process of ‘replacing less well-adapted gene pools
with better adapted ones, (Ref 24, p. 730)’ while
simultaneously lamenting contemporary extinctions
as the product of un-natural human activity. Humans
are undoubtedly causing extinctions, but unless we
can anticipate that humanity is going to end soon, it
is unclear what to make of extinctions that replace
species ill-adapted to human activity. Soulé lauds
coevolutionary processes, but laments human
impacts on evolution. Perhaps most relevant to
understanding the divisiveness of the assisted coloni-
zation debate, he asserts that ‘benign neglect’ of natu-
ral systems in parks and protected areas is the
optimal management strategy for conservation, but,
writing about large, rare organisms in nature
reserves, acknowledges that ‘species diversity must be
artificially maintained for many taxa because natural
colonization (reestablishment) from outside sources is
highly unlikely.’ Humans are, to Soulé, external per-
turbations on natural systems whose impacts should
be minimized, but he believes that active manage-
ment interventions are justified to mitigate anthropo-
genic damage. This approach creates an ethical
ambiguity around this otherwise justified active man-
agement for conservation purposes: What are we to
make of the unintended impacts caused by our miti-
gation activities, which necessarily harm some species

and ecosystems in attempting to preserve others? The
inevitability of future climatic change based on green-
house gases already in the atmosphere poses a chal-
lenge with no clear solution in Soulé’s framework.
Anthropogenic climate change is causing species
extinctions and will continue to do so, but our inter-
ventions to protect some species will have undesira-
ble impacts on others (see also Ref 22).

A dynamic world is one in which conservation
biologists cannot speak with a unitary voice in
responding to management questions because man-
agement to help individual species may in some cases
undermine efforts to conserve threatened species or
ecosystems, and vice versa. Thus, with an acknowl-
edgement that ecosystems change and that humans
contribute to those changes, the value considerations
inherent in ecosystem management decision-making
come directly to the fore.

The prominence with which conservation
authors feature the Torreya case study25–28 suggests
another reason why assisted colonization has become
so controversial: it demonstrates that management
activities are not waiting for a consensus from the
conservation biology community. A recent Q-method
study seeking to pinpoint the sources of controversy
among conservation scientists and managers offers
empirical evidence that scientists and managers are
concerned about the locus of decision-making for
these management activities.17 That study found that
central to the dispute are: questions of who has
decision-making authority, the extent to which the
general public should participate in the process, and
whether political jurisdictions need to rethink endan-
gered species protection laws in order to facilitate
this form of conservation management. The state-
ment that elicited the lowest score, averaged across
the four ideal types the study identified, was one that
suggested that citizen groups with proper expertise
should be allowed to conduct assisted colonization
activities if official processes are not able to sanction
them. The Torreya case demonstrates that at least
some members of the public are willing to actively
intervene in ecosystems for conservation purposes
without waiting for a consensus from the conserva-
tion biology community on either the wisdom of
their approach or on the legitimacy of their claim of
decision-making authority. The Q-method study sug-
gests that this is highly unnerving to scientific and
management communities.

Any embrace of active management for the sake
of conservation invites the questions of what is being
conserved or restored and how best to conduct that
work.5,21,22 What is the appropriate state of an eco-
system? What are the best methods of achieving that
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outcome? And, importantly, who gets to decide?
These are especially difficult questions when people
have different ways of interacting with and valuing
ecosystems and the goods and services they produce.
In much of the New World, conservation scientists
defaulted to the position that we ought restore eco-
systems to their conditions prior to European
settlement,29,30 though some authors would have us
strive to replicate ecosystems as they existed prior to
all human settlement, and advocate employing trans-
continental introductions of species well outside of
their historic ranges to accomplish that goal (e.g., see
Ref 31). Selecting a management goal such as any of
these is a highly subjective decision that is not in its
essence scientific.21 And many of these objectives are
likely not possible: The climate prior to European
settlement was different than it is today (as indeed
were the suite of extant species and the dynamics
connecting them with other system components and
processes), and predicted future climatic conditions
will in many cases be unsuitable to the ecosystems of
hundreds of years ago.21,32,33 These changes in eco-
systems and climatic influences thereon make it clear
that the default restoration goal of pre-European
conditions is unattainable, and it thus forces a discus-
sion about goals: What ecosystem goods, services, or
conditions do we value and should we manage
toward? This blatantly normative question is an
uncomfortable one for conservation biology, which,
like ecology, is frequently subjected to charges of
being political or advocacy oriented.34 And, it sug-
gests that professional scientists are not the only ones
whose opinions have standing.

The ambiguous ethical status of assisted coloni-
zation and the departure that it requires from conser-
vation biology orthodoxy exacerbate and highlight
contention about technical considerations and
aspects of the debate. Much of the debate, and
indeed many of the proposed decision frameworks
center on biological considerations, and there is
plenty of uncertainty in this realm.6,13 Technical con-
siderations invoked within this dispute include obvi-
ous ones—such as predicting climatic conditions
through time and determining distances that various
species would have to be translocated to account for
climatic changes—as well as more esoteric but cer-
tainly important ones, such as the need for trans-
ferred tree species to have appropriate mycorrhizal
fungi species present in the soil at the host site (Ref
4, p. 734). Much of the conservation biology debate
centers on invasion considerations, such as the risk
of a translocated species becoming invasive and the
relative biological impacts if and when a species does
become invasive. Sax et al. (Ref 35, p. 249], for

example, argue that most invasions have relatively
small impacts, while Ricciardi and Simberloff (Ref
27, p. 472] emphasize uncertainty, arguing that even
planned introductions can backfire in terms of inva-
sion. Most of these technical considerations are open
questions, yet to be settled by science; in fact, many
are questions that are not answerable without speci-
fying a region and applying values to identify which
species merit consideration in the scientific assess-
ment and what constitutes ‘acceptable’ risk. Thus,
even these more technical considerations are unlikely
to be adjudicated by science alone because nature is
sufficiently diverse to offer examples that could jus-
tify any number of positions (an argument we further
develop in later sections), and risk is an inherently
subjective concept on which rational people
differ.36,37

Schwartz et al.23 and indeed many other
authors suggest that the debate cannot be limited to
biological considerations, though most frame the
question as a technical rather than a democratic one.
Several authors have weighed, in purely economic
terms, how much translocation programs would cost
versus the economic benefits they may provide when
implemented for various forestry-related species (Ref
11, p. 840). Others have offered more explicit
explorations of economic trade-offs to justify their
preferred policy orientation. Fazey and Fischer38

argue that diverting funding toward assisted coloni-
zation efforts would detract from important large-
scale restoration projects attempting to reduce habi-
tat fragmentation, one of the primary drivers for cli-
mate change extinction, and that it might divert
resources and attention from efforts to address cli-
mate change more broadly.

Any proposed transfer of species is unique, and
the proliferation of terms for species translocations
hints at the substantial variety of situations and fac-
tors within those situations that might be considered
(Ref 39, p. 726). In the broadest sense, assisted colo-
nization is the translocation of species threatened by
climate change to new locations where temperature,
precipitation, and other conditions are projected to
match the species’ needs in the future. Authors have
attempted to sort through the broad spectrum of
actions assisted colonization that may encompass by
creating typologies to differentiate between these
activities. Schwartz et al.23 develop a typology distin-
guishing, for example, between ‘assisted migration’
and ‘assisted colonization’ based on the degree of
management attention a species receives to assure
post-introduction success. Iverson et al. (Ref 2,
pp. 25–27) build upon that same typology, but dis-
tinguish between ‘species rescue’ and ‘forestry
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assisted migration,’ which comprises similar activ-
ities, but undertaken explicitly for the purpose of
ensuring viable forests and the continued provision
of ecosystem services.11 Hoping to add additional
precision to the discussion, Ste-Marie et al.39 distin-
guish between activities that move populations
within a species’ range, those that extend the range
at its margins, and those that move individuals and
populations well beyond established and historical
ranges. Although each round of further distinctions
in terms is motivated by a desire to add precision to
the debates, lack of consistency in definition has
made it more difficult to understand to what degree
assisted colonization may or may not be accepted in
scientific and management literatures and is itself a
indicator of the varying concerns that different
authors have opinions about the topic.

Several authors have asserted that assisted colo-
nization in forestry is less controversial or problematic
than species rescue activities.2,11,40 Thus far, the writ-
ing in the forestry and conservation biology literatures
appears confirm that those technical communities are
more comfortable with the idea. Writing in the for-
estry literature, Ste-Marie et al. (Ref 39, p. 724) argue
that because of their slow growth and long-generation
times, trees are less likely than other biota to be able
to adapt quickly enough to survive climate change,
making them higher priority for assisted colonization
action. Leech et al. (Ref 10, p. 22) believe that assisted
colonization in a forestry context involves lower risk
translocations because movement distances are often
shorter. Adding to that, Williams and Dumroese (Ref
12, p. 289) suggest that the groundwork is already in
place to do successful assisted colonization in forestry
because practitioners have experience with related
techniques, echoing an argument presented by Aubin
et al. (Ref 9, p. 762). That authors coming from a for-
estry perspective would be amenable to these activities
and that conservation biologists would be more hesi-
tant is compatible with Sarewitz’37 observation that
disciplines have embedded normative perspectives.
Forestry educational programs take a more manage-
rial approach than do conservation biology academic
programs.

To further the debate surrounding assisted colo-
nization and dispel many of the concerns raised in the
literature, several authors have endorsed the use of, or
have created decision frameworks.6 Hoegh-Guldberg
et al.41 propose a decision tree based upon evaluations
of feasibility, extinction risk to the species, and possi-
ble costs and benefits, in order to evaluate whether or
not assisted colonization should be used in a given
case (Ref 4, see also Ref 42). Richardson et al.’s43 heu-
ristic tool explicitly includes both technical feasibility

considerations as well as societal values and ethical
considerations. Some frameworks look at decision-
making very broadly, while others have focused in on
specific aspects of assisted colonization implementa-
tion, such Vitt et al.’s1 proposed strategy for prioritiz-
ing plant species for seed banking for possible future
assisted colonization action. The question of who is
doing the evaluation, and the role, if any, for the pub-
lic in informing decisions, is left unstated in these pro-
posals. This is a crucial gap in the literature, given
that there is ample reason to suspect that decision-
making authority is one of the major sticking points
in current disputes. It is in the spirit of filling this gap
that we devote the remainder of this essay to contex-
tualizing the conservation debate within relevant
insights from the philosophy of science and the
humanistic and social scientific work examining sci-
ence in environmental controversies.

MORE SCIENTIFIC HUMILITY MAY
ENSURE THE UTILIZATION OF
SCIENCE

Javeline et al. recently conducted a survey of environ-
mental biologists as stakeholders with potentially rel-
evant expertise and found that these scientists have
views that are more nuanced and middle-of-the-road
than that might be expected based upon the debate
in the literature.40,44,45 This survey is helpful in
reminding us that the scientific literature is not neces-
sarily an accurate barometer of the range and distri-
bution of opinions in a scientific community. In
describing their findings, the authors conclude that:

A relatively high percentage of respondents justified
the use of managed relocation when it is designed to
prevent species extinction, overcomes a human-made
dispersal barrier, minimizes ecological harm, and
responds to specific scientific data. Fewer respondents
justified managed relocation to preserve or enable eco-
system functioning, prevent loss of genetic diversity, or
overcome natural dispersal barriers, suggesting that
managed relocation policy consider these circum-
stances but give them a lower priority. Very few
respondents justified managed relocation if it would
put non-target species at risk of extinction or be based
on stakeholder arguments about preventing the extinc-
tion of the target species, suggesting that managed
relocation policy involve careful consideration of the
possibility of negative unintended consequences and
the rigor of data used as justification. (Ref 40, p. 8)

The survey authors conclude their work with a
statement that ‘Given the ability of environmental
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scientists to discern potential benefits and harms spe-
cific to a variety of ecological circumstances, these
experts should be consulted in the development of
principles, rules, and legal guidelines for managed
relocation’(Ref 40, p. 9). And they offer the sugges-
tion that self-reported topical knowledge and publi-
cation counts are reliable predictors of scientific
expertise, and could be used by policy makers to
identify relevant experts (Ref 44, p. 672). Doing so,
they suggest, would alleviate the problem of think
tanks and industry hiring experts and funding science
to muddy policy makers’ understandings of technical
issues and would minimize the related dynamic
wherein policy makers select scientists—some of
whom have been corrupted by ties to industry and
think tanks—who they know will confirm their pre-
existing policy preferences.44 And a survey such as
theirs, they argue, is a way of systematically assessing
scientific opinion to inform policy processes in areas
where science is unsettled and rapidly changing.45

While there are certainly instances of groups
seeking disingenuously to mislead policy makers and
of policy makers intentionally cherry picking experts
to justify their pre-existing policy positions,46,47 and
there is no denying that science is frequently underde-
veloped in areas where policy makers need
information,48 Javeline et al.’s work is built upon a
partial understanding of the problems at the science-
policy interface. Briggle,49 for example, argues that
there are two main branches of explanations for why
advances in science have done little to reduce or allevi-
ate environmental controversies. The first, which cer-
tainly occurs in some cases, is that cynical actors
deliberately attack scientific findings and misuse evi-
dence to advance their own interests (e.g., Refs
46,47]. This is the understanding that underlies Jave-
line et al.’s work and their writing provides sugges-
tions that might, if adopted, be helpful in alleviating
problems associated with identifying scientists with
substantial expertise.44 Briggle’s other explanation,
however, also has merit: Nature is diverse enough to
offer robust, scientifically justified evidence to support
any number of competing policy proposals. Science
does not settle controversies at least in part because
science is not unitary; rather, science represents myr-
iad practices to understand diverse systems. When
experts disagree, it is frequently because of the diver-
sity of nature and of the scientific approaches that we
employ to understand it (see also Refs 37,50).

The Javeline et al. survey included questions not
only about generalized trade-off scenarios—such as
those in the block quote, above—but also about three
briefly described cases that specify target species and
recipient ecosystems, and about the specific taxa with

which their participants are most familiar. The
authors appropriately conclude that ‘general ques-
tions about managed relocation are less useful to
decision-makers than questions targeted toward more
specific managed relocation scenarios’ (Ref 40, p. 9)
and acknowledge that ‘No single guideline will apply
to all species, ecosystems, and circumstances, because
scientists identify different risks and rewards in differ-
ent contexts’ (Ref 40, p. 8). Approaching the issue
from these multiple question sets notably better
acknowledges the diversity of nature and of discipli-
nary expertise than treating the proposal as a single
issue to be assessed in general terms, and their caveats
about context-specificity are important. Nonetheless,
each of their question sets asks respondents to gener-
alize across situations in problematic ways. Scientists
publishing in environmental biology—the population
in their study—may not have any specific knowledge
of the systems or species in the specified cases. Asking
them how effective species movement activities would
be in the briefly described scenarios is to assert that
expertise in environmental biology generally lends
insights that are meaningful in advising ecosystem
management decisions about particular—yet proba-
bly unfamiliar ecosystems and species. For this to be
true would require substantial homogeneity in ecosys-
tem responses to movements of diverse species. For
the survey’s taxon-specific questions to have much
meaning would require a similar assumption of uni-
form impacts of translocations across an entire taxo-
nomic category (which in their study were as broad
as, for example, ‘mammals,’ ‘woody plants,’ ‘fungi,’
and ‘microorganisms’) and possible recipient ecosys-
tem types and conditions.45 While their attempts to
move beyond generalized questions about the desira-
bility of managed relocation (their term) and instead
ask about specific cases and taxa are laudable, their
survey would only have much relevance to actual pol-
icy decisions if ecosystems and their responses to spe-
cies from broad taxonomic categories were quite
homogeneous. The literature on assisted colonization
repeatedly makes this error of treating the manage-
ment approach as something that can meaningfully be
scientifically evaluated in the absence of a specific pro-
posal. We address this error in the following section.

The second troublesome premise is that asking
scientists about the justifiability of species movements
for conservation purposes asserts that it is a technical
question as opposed to a political one with technical
considerations. Ecosystem adaptation activities are
issues about which scientists undeniably have prefer-
ences, but deciding whether managed relocation is
justified only to prevent species extinction as opposed
to being used to preserve ecosystem function—an
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example of a distinction probed by the Javeline et al. -
survey—is at heart a political assessment.a In democ-
racies, we have (admittedly flawed and occasionally
dysfunctional) systems for weighing decisions such as
these. There are times throughout the processes of
creating and administering relevant laws, regulations,
and policies when expert opinion is legitimately con-
sulted, but determining—in broad strokes—whether
moving species is justifiable or appropriate when
employed in different management conditions or for
particular goals involves weighing competing values
within current legal and regulatory structures. Scien-
tists do have expertise to lend, but we need to be very
careful about recognizing which questions are appro-
priate for scientific adjudication, and which are in
the realm of political and bureaucratic adjudication.
Questions involving the desirability of trade-offs can-
not be separated from values and regulatory con-
straints and thus are not—in their essence—scientific.

Weinberg51 coined the adjective ‘trans-scientific’
to denote problems that we cannot meaningfully dis-
cuss without the language of science, but that,
because of their basis in and connection to value dis-
putes, cannot be settled by science. This controversy
certainly fits that bill. Reviews reveal that value-based
and policy-strategic considerations underlie the dis-
pute about assisted colonization even amongst techni-
cal experts,7,17 but few would make the case that the
disputes lack technical components. As is characteris-
tic of trans-scientific disputes, science clearly has a
role to play, but we need the structures of democracy
to adjudicate value disputes.

In the following sections, we advance two main
arguments in the spirit of furthering the discussion of
the proper roles of science in a dispute such as this.
First, the world is sufficiently complicated and
diverse that ecology and related sciences—including
conservation biology—do not generate predictive
knowledge sufficiently precise to justify aggregated
statements on the technical aspects of assisted coloni-
zation. Decisions have to be made in local ecological,
social, and political contexts. Broad conclusions on
the appropriateness or inappropriateness of assisted
colonization represent overreach by scientific authors
and are detrimental to scientific credibility in the eyes
of the public and of decision makers. Second, the lit-
erature on science in controversies demonstrates that
additional scientific attention is not likely to defuse
political debates on the issue. Indeed, since 2007,
when assisted colonization began to receive signifi-
cant attention in the literature, the disagreement
within the literature surrounding its use as a climate
change adaptation strategy has only grown (Ref 6,
p. 2570). Additional research has done little to settle

this dispute. The expectations implicit in the current
debate that the scientific literature is the appropriate
place to reach a consensus—and indeed that scien-
tists are capable reaching closure on this issue
through the additional scientific research—
correspond neither to how we use science nor what it
is capable of. A more honest and reflective under-
standing of the role of science might re-empower sci-
ence to contribute meaningfully to ecosystem
management decisions.

The World Is Too Diverse and Complex
to Justify Broad Conclusions about the
Impacts of Species Movements
In their 2011 review, Hewitt et al.6 found nearly half
of the articles on assisted colonization and related
techniques did not distinguish between taxa, and
most discuss its viability/desirability without specify-
ing a geographic or ecosystem context. Of the
reviews and commentaries written by that time, all
19 had a global or nonspecified geographic focus.
This is remarkable given the species-, ecosystem-, and
region-specific aspects of the technical considerations
inherent in management decisions of this sort. The
appropriateness of assisted colonization as a climate
adaptation strategy is not a question that can be
resolved at the global or even regional scale. Treating
scientific aspects of this as questions that can be
answered generally dismisses the importance of
situation-specific technical considerations and pre-
supposes a universality of ecosystem characteristics
and responses that some philosophers—and indeed
ecologists themselves—have suggested is not justified.
Ecology as a science is not up to the task of creating
generalizations about the outcomes of assisted colo-
nization activities that are sufficiently robust to
escape contestation by another scientist working
from a different system or perspective.

The prospect that science might yield generaliz-
able truths sufficiently precise and universal to guide
policy—an expectation implicit in a literature that
discusses the appropriateness of the issue without
specifying even a particular continent or an ecosys-
tem, let alone an actual proposal—is not something
that we can take for granted; rather, it is a hypothesis
that can be philosophically and empirically evalu-
ated. Indeed, some philosophers argue directly
against that proposition. Dupré,52 for example,
argues that the world is far too varied to be ade-
quately described (let alone explained) by science.
There are, he suggests, pockets of nature that are
comparatively amenable to exploration by one par-
ticular scientific methodology or another, but that
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these pockets of clarity lead us to expect, falsely, that
the world—given adequate scientific attention—will
yield universal truths. Any disunity in nature is a bar-
rier to the unity of science: ‘Since science does, pre-
sumably, presuppose some kind of preexisting order
in the phenomena it attempts to describe, limits to
the prevalence of order may entail limits to the appli-
cability of science’ (Ref 52, p. 11). And, there is so
much diversity, flexibility, and ambiguity in nature
that even our definitions of what constitutes a species
only work with respect to particular scientific, man-
agement, or cultural questions; different questions
require even that we operationalize the concept of
‘species’ differently (Ref 52, ch. 2, Ref 53). This inter-
pretive and linguistic flexibility, an inevitable artifact
of the quest to fit fixed categories onto a world that
lacks fixed ‘natural kinds’ that correspond to our tidy
linguistic distinctions, precludes the development of
universally applicable ecological laws of nature (Ref
52, see also Ref 54, ch. 2). Universally applicable
truth claims about ecosystems would require uni-
formity of nature, and we cannot assume either.

Key aspects of Dupré’s arguments are shared by
Nancy Cartwright,55 who, building from a related
premise about the heterogeneity of the ‘dappled’
world we inhabit, warns that when we expect greater
universality of our scientific understandings than is
warranted, the resulting policies remake the world in
unintended and detrimental ways. These authors join
an interdisciplinary chorus of voices in arguing that
claims of scientific universality obfuscate critical polit-
ical deliberation about how things ought to be.50,56–59

It is worth noting that none of the aforemen-
tioned authors deny either the existence of a ‘real’
world or that science yields correct factual insights
about that world. Their arguments, rather, stem from
the insight that the world is hugely diverse and any
glimpses of order that we identify via scientific
research (or other means) should not be taken to sug-
gest that the revealed order and pattern is universal.
Cartwright55 argues that even the laws of physics,
which are colloquially held to have the broadest and
most universal application, in fact are best thought
of as ceteris paribus laws; that is, they only accu-
rately predict physical phenomena in a limited range
of natural conditions or in tightly controlled labora-
tory settings. Thus, their ability to help us predict
complex natural phenomena is limited. She cites the
following example, originally from Otto Neurath:
Though the laws of mechanics apply everywhere,
they cannot be used to predict the trajectory of a
thousand-dollar bill in a windy public square (p. 27).
The laws of mechanics are at play, to be sure, but the

complexity of the situation renders them useless in
predicting the outcomes that we care most about.

That the laws of physics are so limited in their
ability to predict outcomes in situations with real-
world complexity suggests that the utility of the laws
and generalizations of ecology and conservation biol-
ogy in guiding policy deserve similar levels of scru-
tiny. Lotka-Volterra equilibrium-based models of
predator–prey interaction serve as an apt example:
This type of model has great explanatory power, but
only for a very limited set of natural systems. And
importantly, we cannot know ex ante which systems
under what conditions will follow these patterns.
Thus, though they are helpful for scientists trying to
understand drivers of observed system dynamics
(particularly when outcomes do not match expecta-
tions), they are of little use for generating real-world
predictions relevant to policy making.54,60,61

Furthermore, ecological predictions, whether
built around numerical modeling or derived from
ecological theory, are necessarily built upon past
experience and conditions. This reliance on the past
for guiding our expectations of the future may focus
us on too narrow a set of potential outcomes—
particularly when we recognize that climatic contexts
(and species assemblages) are changing—and blind
us to surprise and emergent phenomena.62 Relying
on generalized ecological knowledge rather than con-
textualized understanding of a particular ecosystem
may in fact make us more vulnerable to the surprises
and unexpected dynamics that characterize the his-
tory of ecological management.63 There is no reason
to expect any of these challenges will diminish in the
face of changing climatic contexts.

As Kai Lee64 points out, any ecosystem larger
than an aquarium and smaller than the globe is
inherently an open system. And even within the nec-
essarily arbitrary boundaries we assign to ecosys-
tems, many ecologists now recognize that ecosystems
are dynamic, with unknown and moving thresholds,
and that drivers of change operate at different tempo-
ral and geographic scales.63,65,66 Some drivers are
intertwined via complicated and possibly poorly
understood feedbacks, but others (or those same dri-
vers at other times) operate more or less independ-
ently. Acknowledging that humans play a role in
ecosystems complicates things even further, given
that humans actively yet unpredictably respond to
the changes they observe, and management activities
may introduce additional complexity that may
change or overwhelm the system drivers that we
understand from past experimentation, research, or
experience.
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Treating the prospect that ecological science
can provide policy-relevant generalizations as a
hypothesis to be empirically explored, Shrader-
Frechette and McCoy were unable to find any gen-
eral theory that yields—in actual policy situations—
predictions sufficiently precise to guide policy. They
conclude that, ‘insofar as ecology is required for sol-
ving practical environmental problems, it is more a
science of case studies and statistical regularities,
than a science of exceptionless, general laws’ (Ref 54,
p. 1). Keller and Golley, a philosopher and an ecolo-
gist, respectively, reach the conclusion that ‘Ecologi-
cal science, like other modern sciences, aspired to
identify general laws that would explain its observa-
tions. However, as generalizations have been pro-
posed and even applied, inevitably exceptions have
been found. The specific replaces the general. Cur-
rently ecological science exists in a schizophrenic
state: ecologists want to find generalizations, but
increasingly ecology has become a science of case
studies’ (Ref 67, p. 10, see also Ref 68). The laws
and generalizations that ecology has produced have
innumerable ceterus parabis clauses, and they are fre-
quently left unspoken (Ref 69, p. 116).

Ecological theories are frequently invoked in
conservation debates, including the current dispute
over assisted colonization. That professional conser-
vation biologists, building their arguments upon eco-
logical principles and generalizations, disagree with
one another about the wisdom of assisted coloniza-
tion suggest that ecological theory is insufficiently
settled or precise to adjudicate disputes such as this
(e.g., see Refs 27,28,38 see also Ref 45]. Ecological
theory has historically been invoked in on the suc-
cessful side of policy debates. One prominent exam-
ple is diversity-stability hypothesis, which was widely
cited as a justification for the United States Endan-
gered Species Act. That this theory was cited in pol-
icy debates leading to this widely lauded
conservation policy, however, should not be taken as
evidence that ecological theory does or should drive
policy. In the time, since that act was signed into law
in 1973, counter examples have been discovered and
described, and the theory has been dismissed by a
number of scholars (Ref 54, ch. 2). Debunking the
diversity-stability hypothesis did not cause policy
makers in the United States to reconsider the Endan-
gered Species Act, suggesting that generalized ecolog-
ical theory is not a necessary foundation for
environmental policy.54 Furthermore, different eco-
logical theories of the causes and consequences of
ecological diversity appear to point to different and
occasionally mutually incompatible conservation
strategies (Ref 54, pp. 52–54). Thus, even if technical

ecological considerations were accepted to be the
only legitimate inputs to policy debates, a situation
that is not likely to frequently occur, ecological sci-
ence does not provide that form of consensus on con-
servation issues.

We cannot expect ecology, conservation biol-
ogy, or related sciences to yield insights that would
enable us to say much meaningful about the impacts
of assisted colonization, generalized across taxo-
nomic groups or recipient ecosystems, without
assuming a great deal of order in nature. As the
dispute that began with Clements (who held that
ecosystems develop along particular trajectory deter-
mined by abiotic factors) and Gleason (who saw eco-
systems as haphazard assemblages of species that
happen to be available) demonstrates, ecologists
themselves have long been divided on the extent to
which natural systems are characterized by inherent
order.70–73 This debate, which began over 100 years
ago, is not conclusively settled today. As Worster72

documents, not only has ecology not settled debates
such as this, it has in fact splintered into factions that
do not substantially communicate with one another
nor challenge each other’s frameworks and theories.
As such, we deem it unlikely that conservation biol-
ogy will reach policy-relevant consensus about the
ecological impacts of moving species (or even partic-
ular taxa), let alone within a time frame that might
be useful in informing climate change adaptation
strategies.

Additional Scientific Knowledge Does Not
Dispel Controversy Based in Value
Disagreement
That respected scientific authors advocating opposite
positions on assisted colonization find justification
for their positions in ecological theory is evidence
that generalized ecological knowledge is still inade-
quate for providing that type of policy guidance. It
also demonstrates the common cultural inclination to
justify our values by invoking scientific claims. Com-
parative work demonstrates that societies have dis-
tinct relationships with and approaches to using
science, but in modern liberal democracies (particu-
larly the United States) decision makers invoke sci-
ence to legitimize their activities and provide the aura
of objectivity.74–78

Contrary to what we imply when we use sci-
ence to justify policy positions, scholars of the
science-policy relationship suggest science rarely, if
ever, determines policy. Most policy dilemmas are
constantly shifting, open to multiple mutually incom-
patible framings, and are nested in other problems,
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which are themselves dynamic. Policies that might
yield (or constitute) satisfactory outcomes to some
parties may in fact be problems in-and-of-themselves
to others. This is why the tensions inherent in conser-
vation biology have proved so divisive: Human
intervention—which is necessary and justified in the
eyes of some scientists to help ecosystems to adapt to
climate change—is exactly that which other conser-
vation biologists seek to minimize. Problems such as
these are termed ‘wicked problems’ to distinguish
them from ‘tame’ problems, which, no matter how
complicated, are unambiguously defined and
solvable.79–81

When individuals define problems differently,
no amount of factual evidence will compel consensus.
Evidence that bolsters one argument may do nothing
to diminish another if that other argument is based
on an incompatible framing. Scholars probing the
science—decision-making interface from a number of
disciplinary perspectives have come to related conclu-
sions. Collingridge and Reeve82 express strong skep-
ticism that science could ever significantly influence
the direction of public policy decisions. Although
their claims neglect the important—but far from
exclusive—roles of science in identifying problems
and contributing to technological innovation,83,84

their insights about the dynamics of science in con-
troversies merit consideration. They argue that in
cases where it appears that science informs policy,
there is in fact a pre-existing value consensus around
the policies. Science can be very useful in operationa-
lizing agreed-upon policies, but science does not
make us agree upon the policy itself. This situation
constitutes what they dub this the ‘under-critical’
model of the science-policy interface. In what they
call the ‘over-critical’ model, which occurs when
there is an underlying value dispute, participants in
debates begin to pick apart the scientific explanations
of their opponents by questioning assumptions that
underlie those studies and critiquing standards of evi-
dence used therein. Because the sciences collectively
represent widely varied practices, norms, methods,
and standards of evidence—and because natural sys-
tems are so diverse—there is never a lack of addi-
tional questions that can be asked or counter-
examples to offer (cf. Refs 37,85).

When we justify our policy positions by invok-
ing factual claims, disputes over science become
proxy arguments that obscure the underlying value
disagreements.37,83 We expect that science ‘proves’
the superiority of one policy preference over another,
but this thinking is misguided. As historian of science
Naomi Oreskes puts it, this ‘the idea that science ever
could provide proof upon which to base policy is a

misunderstanding (or misrepresentation) of science,
and therefore of the role that science could ever play
in policy’ (Ref 84, p. 369). And misrepresenting sci-
ence in this way empowers those who disagree with
policy proposals to cite ongoing scientific
uncertainty—which is a characteristic of all properly
functioning scientific efforts—as a justification for
inaction. The scientific community has in many cases
accepted the premise that controversy stems from
insufficient information and sought to provide
greater certainty via additional research.84

Additional research, however, may not reduce
uncertainty. Sarewitz37 points out that additional sci-
entific attention comes in the form of additional
questions asked from different disciplinary perspec-
tives, employing new methods and standards of evi-
dence. Because the world is varied and the sciences
represent a diverse set of approaches to studying that
world, additional science yields additional partial
perspectives, and there is no single way of assembling
those partial perspectives into and an incontroverti-
ble holistic understanding.37,86 The net result is a lar-
ger number of facts that can be invoked by debating
parties to further justify any number of mutually
incompatible policy interventions, further polarizing
existing debates.

Seeking to make sense of the ways in which
scientists interact with policy processes and to pro-
vide scientists with some guidance on how to contrib-
ute meaningfully, Pielke83 delineates four idealized
roles or modes of interaction. The ‘Pure Scientist’
represents the disinterested researcher who produces
knowledge with no consideration for whether or
how it is used. The ‘Science Arbiter’ serves as an
expert consultant, answering questions that decision
makers have in the course of their work. The ‘Issue
Advocate’ is a scientist who believes that, based upon
their expertise, they know the preferable policy
action and they advocate for that action. ‘Issue advo-
cate’ scientists seek to influence policy by trying to
limit the scope of options considered by decision
makers. And finally, the ‘Honest Broker of Policy
Alternatives’ seeks to clarify and expand the range of
policy options available.

Thus far, a significant portion of the conserva-
tion biology literature on assisted colonization has
fallen into the model of issue advocacy, wherein the
scientists are pressing for their preferred policy
approaches based upon their underlying values.
Scientists can fall into this mode whether or not they
acknowledge their values, and those who argue
about the desirability of assisted colonization in sci-
entific terms rather than being open about their nor-
mative framework become ‘Stealth Issue Advocates.’
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Pielke suggests that, from the perspective of these
scientists, ‘stealth issue advocacy is politically desira-
ble because it allows for a simultaneous claim of
being above the fray, invoking the historical author-
ity of science, while working to reduce the scope of
choice. The Stealth Issue Advocate seeks to “swim
without getting wet”’ (Ref 83, p. 7).

Ecosystem adaptation to climate change is par-
ticularly prone to stealth issue advocacy because the
technical considerations relevant to any individual
assisted colonization activity are necessarily at least
in part ecosystem- and taxon-specific, while journals
and the culture of science favor generalizations. Invit-
ing environmental biologists as a group to weigh in
on the justifiability of assisted colonization in the
abstract, or even regarding specific scenarios outside
of those scientists’ systems, is an invitation to con-
duct stealth issue advocacy. The Javeline
et al. survey40 is a good measure of scientists’ values
regarding active ecosystem management, but deci-
sions in that realm take place within democratic gov-
ernance structures.

Assisted colonization is not yet a major public
policy dispute, but given public passions about all
things environmental and the threatened conserva-
tion status of some of our most charismatic species, it
will likely become controversial when species trans-
fers are proposed or implemented. If at that point
scientists have not clearly delineated the value-based
considerations inherent in this controversy and ceded
them to democratic governance, the public will see
that scientists have divergent, and possibly mutually
incompatible, policy preferences that ‘derive’ from
their science.83,87,b As happens in ‘scientized’ dis-
putes, actors—scientific and otherwise—seeking to
advance their preferences will draw upon scientific
claims as justifications.83 To the public, science and
scientists in these instances look like political actors
in a political decision-making venue rather than
objective purveyors of truth,89 as they prefer to be
seen.34 When this dynamic emerges, ‘political battles
are played out in the language of science, often
resulting in policy gridlock and the diminishment of
science as a resource for policy-making’ (Ref
83, p. 10).

Scientific fact flinging does not yield policy con-
sensus. Cultural theorists tell that many of our policy
preferences derive not from process of rationally
assembling all of the relevant facts, but rather from
broadly influential yet frequently invisible cultural
notions of what society should look like and how it
should be organized.36 This is true for scientists as
well.57,87,90 Because there are experts providing
insights from a diversity of disciplinary perspectives

and making any number policy propositions, inter-
ested parties can find expert vindications of their pre-
ferred policies. We integrate new information into
our pre-existing worldviews, and if that information
is flat-out incompatible with our pre-existing views,
we dismiss it and the experts making those claims as
being biased or irrelevant.91,92 Research based in cul-
tural theory helps to explain, for example, the deeply
dissatisfying empirical finding that individuals with
the strongest knowledge of climate change are the
most deeply divided in their policy preferences.93

Knowledge does not determine environmental policy
preferences; cultural values do. Additional knowledge
about assisted colonization is not likely to persuade
anyone—technical experts or otherwise—that their
prior convictions about humanity’s role in conserving
nature are incorrect.

POTENTIAL PATHS FORWARD

The lack of certainty and absence of scientific consen-
sus surrounding assisted colonization does not pose
an unprecedented challenge to our decision-making
structures. We regularly make decisions and under-
take activities under conditions of uncer-
tainty.37,62,82,94 In fact, our decision-making
frameworks are not compatible with the rational-
comprehensive model of decision-making presup-
posed by those who would demand absolute cer-
tainty prior to acting. Both as individuals and as
institutions, we lack sufficient attention too simulta-
neously weigh all possible considerations prior to
making a decision,95–97 if indeed that were a logical
possibility for issue areas in which people define pro-
blems differently. We would not know what to do
with comprehensive information even if we were able
to obtain it. Luckily, we will never be presented with
that situation.

There are, however, better and worse decisions
to be made, and there is scholarship to help guide
decision processes. The literature on social-ecological
system resilience, for example, builds from the prem-
ises that ecosystems are dynamic in that there are
multiple possible stable states in any ecosystem, that
we cannot fully predict thresholds at which systems
might suddenly shift to a new state nor fully under-
stand the drivers that affect those changes, and that
human activities are part of and complicate these
dynamics but are not the sole cause of them (see Ref
65 for a comprehensive introduction). This literature
seeks to provide insights to help ecosystem managers
make decisions that are robust to unexpected futures
and that maintain adaptive capacity such that
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ecosystems can regenerate after collapse, whether
caused by management or other drivers.98 Resilience
scholarship builds from a place of humility, starting
from a premise that we do not and cannot know
enough about systems to know in advance the out-
comes of management activities, but acknowledges
that uncertainty cannot preclude action. This litera-
ture suggests that we need to treat management inter-
ventions as experiments, learn from them, and
manage adaptively based upon that learning.64,99–103

It is worth noting that ecologists have contributed to
resilience thinking, and ecological science plays a key
role in advising and assessing ecological management
experiments; we certainly do not want to make the
claim that ecologists’ contributions are irrelevant to
policy. Rather, the distinction is that resilience scien-
tists typically are not acting as issue advocates, pro-
moting policies that they believe ‘derive’ from their
science. Instead, they are working to devise new man-
agement approaches that create learning opportu-
nities and maintain options for the future. Resilience
scholarship seeks to expand and characterize policy
options, in the model of Pielke’s Honest Broker of
Policy Alternatives.

Some resilience thinkers promote the use of sce-
nario planning as a way of exploring the interplay of
system drivers in a nonpredictive way, and this
approach has the added benefit of creating opportu-
nities for communities to deliberate on shared
goals.104–108 Coming from a different but compatible
tradition, the Danish Board of Technology; the Con-
sortium for Science, Policy and Outcomes; and the
Loka Institute, among others have been utilizing con-
sensus conferences to create deliberative spaces where
citizens can explore both technical and nontechnical
components of decisions in order to advise decision
makers.57,109,110 Each of these formats is designed to
confront trans-scientific issues without dismissing
either the technical or the value-based considerations
inherent therein, and each creates mutual learning
opportunities for experts and nonexperts.111 Scien-
tists who participate in activities such as these can
learn what types of knowledge might be most rele-
vant to decision makers, and thus have an opportu-
nity to design research agendas that may directly
inform future policy. And there are nascent efforts to
train ecologists specifically to be more effective parti-
cipants in and contributors to these iterative,
boundary-spanning, mutual learning research
efforts,112 and substantial research has gone into
understanding institutional designs that facilitate
these relationships.110,113,114

Even as scientists frequently complain that their
work falls on deaf ears in the decision-making

community, policy makers often lament that the sci-
ence being done is not relevant to the issues with
which they must deal. Despite the scale of the global
scientific enterprise, there is a problem of a mismatch
between the demand for scientific knowledge and the
supply thereof.115 Scientists who are willing to
engage in substantive dialogue and negotiation with
potential knowledge users, beginning at the formu-
lation of research questions and methods and conti-
nuing throughout the research process, can avoid
that mismatch and ensure that users see their work
as credible, salient, and legitimate—characteristics
of useful (and influential) knowledge.113,114,116–118

The linear ‘loading dock’ model—wherein scientists
produce information with the hope that someone
else will pick it up, read it, reconcile it with other
available knowledge, and then make the ‘right’ deci-
sion based upon the science—has long been dis-
missed by those who study the science-policy
interface (e.g., see Refs 76,83,116]. Scientists who
are willing to participate in joint-learning opportu-
nities with potential users of knowledge stand to
create information that is genuinely influential in
informing decisions119; those who work as issue
advocates, stealth or otherwise, will likely find that
their work becomes fodder in entrenched policy
arguments, but also that their work fails to help
those disputes achieve closure.37,83

CONCLUSION

The debate about assisted migration in the scientific
literature continues a history of impassioned disputes
about the appropriate role of humanity in nature. This
not a question that we can justifiably claim to be tech-
nical; it is a public policy question with technical com-
ponents, but is ineluctably tied to values. Value
considerations at the core include: the proper human
role in systems along a natural-to-anthropogenic gra-
dient; what constitutes a natural system (as opposed
to an explicitly managed one); and how to evaluate
ecosystem health or well-being, which itself requires a
normative consideration of what ecosystems should
be, should do, or should produce. Perhaps most con-
tentious but least discussed: What should be the roles
of technical experts and democratic processes in struc-
turing and informing decision processes. The nontech-
nical roots of the ongoing disputes are not amenable
to scientific resolution.

Even the technical aspects of the dispute may
not be resolvable by scientific study unless authors
agree upon study questions, methods, and systems.
And even then, shared understandings will be limited
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to those specific contexts. We cannot expect ecolo-
gists, conservation biologists, or other technical
experts to reach a consensus about the ecological
impacts of species movement activities generally
because ecosystem types and taxonomic groups
down to the species level are too flexible, ambiguous,
and diverse to yield helpful and uncontestable broad-
scale conclusions. Although assisted colonization
implies breaking through geographic and political
borders, relevant knowledge will be inherently
placed-based and context-specific.

The ongoing debate in the scientific literature
is not likely to yield scientific consensus on the
desirability of assisted colonization, and in its cur-
rent format, it is more likely to exacerbate underly-
ing value disputes than it is to inform public policy
in any meaningful way. The format of the schol-
arly dispute undermines both the relevance of sci-
ence to this important policy issue because it is
premised upon homogeneity of natural systems
that does not exist and it ignores the democrati-
cally legitimate public interest in contributing to
decisions. For science to contribute meaningful
insights to ecosystem management decisions in a
changing climate, scientific researchers need
counter-intuitively to acknowledge that the man-
agement decisions are not in their essence scientific
questions. Science can play an instrumental role,
but not a determinative one.

And if we neglect the contested values that
underpin debates about species movements in specific
contexts, we will undermine the ability of scientists
to contribute meaningful system- and species-specific
knowledge to those deliberations. It is instinctively
comforting to expect science to be able to identify
‘right’ or ‘best’ answers about the proper human role
in helping ecosystems to adapt to climate change. If
society surrenders what is inherently a political
debate to technical experts, we deny ourselves the
ability to manage our ecosystems toward the future
conditions that we may desire. Neither conservation
biology nor any other field can determine the ‘right’
answer because that is a normative question rather
than a technical one.

None of this is to say, however, that ecology
and conservation biology cannot make important
contributions to these discussions. To make meaning-
ful contributions, the scientific community must dis-
aggregate the layered scientific, value-based, and
strategic considerations.87,90 Writing about the inher-
ent complexity of natural resource management and
policy issues, Allen et al. (Ref 60, p. 484) argue that
‘scientists need to recognize that the most valuable
contributions are not proof and truth, but good

judgment achieved in an intellectually honest arena
of discourse.’ In this spirit, we suggest that the scien-
tific literature might become more policy relevant to
the extent that it is able to detangle the nonscientific
questions inherent in this realm from technical ones
that can actually be settled meaningfully through sci-
entific methods. Part of this might be a thoughtful
discussion of what ecological insights are meaningful
to discuss in the aggregate, and which are sufficiently
variable that they would have to be addressed in spe-
cific contexts. These efforts would push value-based
considerations squarely back into decision-making
venues with clear lines of democratic accountability,
and it would allow scientists to pursue the context-
specific information that may inform individual deci-
sion processes.

When we abandon the notion that science will
answer questions about the generalized desirability
of assisted colonization once and for all, we enable
ourselves to experiment with and learn from active
ecosystem management activities (cf. Ref 64), which
have always occurred agricultural, aesthetic, and
accidental reasons. Ecological science, especially
North America, has in recent decades had a signifi-
cant bias against studying human dominated sys-
tems, preferring to study ‘nature’ as it unfolds absent
human intervention.73 For ecology and conservation
biology to make meaningful contributions to ecosys-
tem management, those disciplines need to be willing
to participate in and study intensive management
activities when and where they occur.84 As Herrick
and Sarewitz argue, ‘once science has elevated an
environmental issue to a high public priority, the
most appropriate role for science is not to resolve
the controversy or otherwise control policy delibera-
tions but to support the design and evaluation of
effective policies after a political consensus has been
achieved. In other words, science should be cast not
so much in a predictive and adjudicatory role but,
rather, as a source of tools, data, and methods to be
used in the service of policy evaluation and to aid
the process of social learning’ (Ref 88, p. 320). It is
time to recognize and respect the strengths of democ-
racy in order to take advantage of the strengths of
science.

NOTES
a The penultimate paragraph of one of the resulting papers
includes the caveat that ‘Expert opinion is, of course, only
one part of multi-dimensional risk assessment that should
involve diverse stakeholders and practical considerations’
(Ref 40, p. 9) and the methods section of that paper
acknowledges that they are not the only stakeholders in
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these decisions. The remainder of their several publications
on that survey, however, primarily focuses on scientists’
interpretations of justifiability and efficacy and argues for
the importance of scientific opinion on this issue without
mentioning the other stakeholders.40,44,45

b The science studies scholarship demonstrates that fully
isolating values from technical aspects of scientific pro-
cesses is never possible (For a thorough review, see Ref 76),
but a more humble interaction would allow for a more
deliberate and possibly productive discussion.88
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