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Abstract

Human activities may cause conservation concerns when animal populations or ecosystems are harmed and animal welfare concerns
when individuals are harmed. In general, people are concerned with one or the other, as the concepts may be regarded as separate
or even at odds. An online purposive survey of 339 British Columbians explored differences between groups that varied by gender,
residency, wildlife engagement level and value orientation (conservation-oriented or animal welfare-oriented), to see how they rated
the level of harm to wildlife caused by different human activities. Women, urban residents, those with low wildlife engagement, and
welfare-orientated participants generally scored activities as more harmful than their counterparts, but all groups were very similar in
their rankings. Activities that destroy or alter habitat (urban development, pollution, resource development and agriculture) were rated
consistently as most harmful by all groups, including the most conservation-oriented and the most welfare-oriented. Where such a
high level of agreement exists, wildlife managers should be able to design management actions that will address both conservation
and animal welfare concerns. However, the higher level of concern expressed by female, low engagement and welfare-oriented partic-
ipants for activities that involve direct killing indicates a need for wildlife managers to consult beyond traditional stakeholders. 
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Introduction
Wildlife conservation and animal welfare share the common

goal of preventing harm to wildlife, but the differences

between these areas of concern have been a focus of much

discussion. From the beginning, conservation science has

set out to protect the integrity and continuity of natural

processes, populations and ecological systems (Soulé

1985), whereas animal welfare science focuses on the

quality of life of individuals (Fraser 2008). Further, conser-

vation attaches special value to rare and keystone species

that are important for biodiversity (Soulé 1985), whereas

animal welfare applies to all sentient animals (Fraser 2008).

Consequently, despite many areas of potential co-operation

(Fraser 2010), conservation and animal welfare concerns

are often seen as separate, being both politically and practi-

cally distinct (Soulé 1985; Fulton & Ford 2001). 

Different wildlife value positions are particularly clear in

ethical theory. On the one hand, Aldo Leopold’s holistic,

non-anthropocentric ‘land ethic’ values the beauty and

integrity of biotic communities, and appears compatible

with some harms to individual animals (culling, pest

control) if these are needed for ecological purposes

(Callicott 1989). In contrast, Regan’s (1983) theory of

animal rights claims inherent and equal value of all

animals that meet his criterion for ‘subjects-of-a-life’, and

holds that such animals should not be treated as resources

or harmed in order to achieve other goals. Perhaps fearing

the loss of wildlife recreation and research opportunities

(Schmidt 1990), North America’s largest wildlife profes-

sional association recently denounced animal rights in a

position statement (The Wildlife Society [TWS] 2011).

More compatible with conservation is an ethic of animal

welfare (see Hutchins 2007), which seeks to promote

animal health, prevent suffering, and allow animals to live

in ways that suit their natural adaptations (Fraser 2008).

Nonetheless, a division between conservation and animal

welfare is largely engrained in the professional practice of

wildlife management. Government wildlife agencies

generally work within conservation mandates and legislation

that protect endangered and threatened species, preserve

their habitats and maximise biodiversity (eg British

Columbia Ministry of Environment 2011). Such policies

may include narrow welfare considerations for ‘humane’

death and preventing ‘harassment’ to individuals of certain

species (eg Government of British Columbia 2012a), but

legal protection for the welfare of free-living wildlife is often

limited (eg Government of British Columbia 2012b). The

conflict between conservation and animal welfare is particu-

larly apparent in controversial issues such as the control of

feral cats (Longcore et al 2009) and non-native species
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