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Ethics, science, species, and climate change adaptation

Brief statement of the proposal

Adapting to projected impacts of climate change requires many ethical choices, even though they are not usually seen as such. 
One whole set of ethical issues relates to triage in protecting animal and plant species and their habitats, and to what extent measures should be taken to protect them. In general, discussions about these matters are being left to natural scientists and natural resource managers.    
This project would examine ways of bringing systematic consideration of ethics into these discussions.

The first stage of the project would look in depth at three or four concrete examples. 

One would be an extreme example: the giant sequoia. Sequoias are the largest living things on earth, and among the oldest (some are over 3,500 years old). Their natural distribution is limited to scattered groves in California’s Sierra Nevada, all of them carefully protected. Sequoias will start dying out under even optimistic climate change scenarios because of reduced precipitation. Should key specimens and groves be watered artificially to keep them alive? 
The other examples would be from middle- and low-income countries, where preserving nature and providing for basic human needs are often seen to be in conflict. Such choices have been discussed in international environment and development circles for decades, but many involved in climate change adaptation are not familiar with them. Collaborating organizations would help identify these examples, which could include the Cape Floral Region Protected Areas of South Africa. 

Further stages of the project are to be determined, but would include recommendations to international bodies on incorporating systematic consideration of ethical questions into such discussions.

WAAS program criteria

Global: Ethical issues related to species and climate change are arising in many parts of the world. They relate to several international conventions, including those on World Heritage, Biological Diversity, and Climate Change.
Integrated: The project would involve natural and social scientists, professional ethicists, and others who deal with moral issues in their work (these are certainly not mutually exclusive categories). 
Theoretical: The project relates to the Anthropocene concept that WAAS has adopted as a theme, as well as the ethics-science connection that several Fellows have mentioned in the online Forum. I would aim for the project to advance some of the ideas presented in my paper cited below. 
Collaborative: Based on recent exchanges I have had with key individuals, WAAS can expect formal collaboration by IUCN, the International Union for Conservation of Nature, including by WAAS Fellows associated with it.  
Budget estimate

Sources of funding

To be determined.

Collaborative organizations
In addition to IUCN, these could include the secretariats of the international conventions mentioned above, and several NGOs that work at the intersection of ethics and public and international affairs.
My role, background, and attachments


I would direct the project with a small steering committee. The project could be an IUCN activity in cooperation with WAAS, or vice versa. As with many IUCN projects, the NGO I direct, the California Institute of Public Affairs, would serve as the project’s secretariat.  

I have some background in ethics and decision-making. See the attached 
paper, "Raising Annoying Questions: Why values should be built into decision-making" (also online if you Google the title). I am still in touch with many of those I consulted for that project, who include several WAAS Fellows (e.g., Kakabadse, Khosla, McNeely, Marien, von Weizsaecker) and Ronald Engel, a theologian who has written much on environmental ethics and led an IUCN ethics working group for many years. 
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