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Abstract:  Baker & Winkler’s extremely stimulating proposal clearly illustrates conflicting priorities 
in biodiversity conservation and management that are exacerbated when human cultural 
resources and animal welfare are a part of the solution. We suggest that the discussion can benefit 
from an even more explicit unpacking of the conflicting values associated with the proposal.  
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Baker & Winkler (2020) (B&W) develop a bold and stimulating proposal to meliorate elephant 
welfare, protect human cultural practice, and enhance biodiversity. As in ecotourism (Blumstein 
et al., 2017), there is an attempt to satisfy three distinct objectives — the welfare of wild animals, 
human interests, and the enhancement or preservation of biodiversity. Trying to satisfy three 
distinct objectives that are not aligned creates trade-offs that are not always predictable or 
explicit. Since it is not possible to maximize each criterion, we need to think clearly about the 
values and goals associated with each, and the most effective ways to achieve them.  

 
Rewilding has an explicitly ecological focus. The success or failure of rewilding should be judged 
on its ability to maintain species diversity and ecosystem function (Soulé and Noss, 1998; 
Fernández et al., 2017).  In the context of Thai elephants, the species is preserved both in captivity 
and in the wild. But rewilding a keystone herbivore must also focus on its role in a complex 
ecosystem, including costs and benefits to other species. Allowing elephants to persist in the wild 
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should restore ecosystem function eliminated by their local extirpation. To achieve this, many 
questions must be answered. 

Do we know the historical densities of elephants so that we can set rewilding targets? Do 
we have enough details about the ecological processes that are to be restored so that we can 
monitor them? It is unclear where these human-managed elephants will roam. In formerly logged 
forests? In more pristine forests? If the former, have the ecological and evolutionary goals been 
clearly laid out? Will elephants enhance biodiversity? If the latter, have the potentially deleterious 
impacts associated with having humans driving elephants in more pristine forests been 
considered?  

Where humans go, some inevitable deforestation follows along with the introduction of 
pets, hunting, and other things that might be inconsistent with increasing or even preserving 
biodiversity. B&W do suggest that additional research must be done, but as it stands, the proposal 
really focuses on other aspects of the human-elephant dynamic, potentially at the expense of 
other conservation values.  

 
A focus on human cultural diversity may have deleterious impacts on biodiversity. Other 
commentators on the target article have already raised issues concerning meliorating cultural 
diversity (Kopnina, 2020; Lainé, 2020). We will not do so here other than to point out that bringing 
people needed to manage elephants into unexploited protected areas will inevitably have a 
deleterious effect on biodiversity. This may be further exacerbated if the goal is to permit the 
Karen people to live in more traditional ways in protected forests. While the environmental 
impact of the Karen people may be far less than that of other human groups, it will nonetheless 
be more impactful than if there were no human interference. It should be clear that it is difficult 
to have the same magnitude of benefits for both biodiversity and human cultural diversity. But 
the proposal has a third criterion — elephant welfare. 

 
The main objective of this proposal is to enhance elephant welfare. This is admirable, but 
because of the trade-offs we have just discussed, somewhat fraught. If the goal is to improve 
elephant welfare, B&W, in their focus on currently living elephants, neglect to consider future 
generations. We must identify interventions to enhance the integration of rewilded elephants 
with other captive and wild conspecifics to ensure healthy social dynamics and foster 
opportunities for breeding. The welfare, and perhaps the existence, of future generations of 
elephants depends upon a sufficient amount of genetic evolutionary potential, as well as the 
maintenance of other inheritance channels such as cultural transmission and social learning 
across generations. This may conflict with retaining a human relationship dynamic such as the 
one B&W propose with the Karen people.  

 
Alternatives are not explored. B&W neglect to ask what it would look like if (1) welfare associated 
with ecotourism could be improved, (2) the Karen mahout culture could be revived in the context 
of this improved ecotourism, and (3) some elephants were permitted to live freely in protected 
forests without the Karen mahouts. Would this be a better solution for all parties involved? Would 
it meliorate the three objectives of welfare, biodiversity and human interests effectively?  

The first step in evaluating effective conservation practice is to clarify the values and 
objectives involved. There are some clear examples where welfare and conservation interests 
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overlap (Freeling and Connell, 2020), but if human interests are included in the mix, conflicting 
priorities are likely. Assessing the potential consequences of alternatives is an important step in 
evaluating proposals (Lynch and Blumstein, in review). Baker & Winkler offer a novel proposal 
that is sensitive to various interests, but more work is needed to demonstrate that their approach 
is the most effective alternative for the values and objectives involved. 
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In this special issue, we address the issue of plant sentience/consciousness from different 
disciplines that combine both theoretical and empirical perspectives. Some of the questions 
to be addressed in the special issue include the following:  
 

• Plants exhibit interesting behaviors; does this entail that they are conscious to some 

extent?  

• What are the requirements for a living organism to be conscious? Do plants meet these 

requirements?  

• What does the possibility of plant sentience/consciousness entail for the study of the 

evolution of consciousness?  

• Is it just a categorical mistake to attribute consciousness to plants? 

• Can we talk about different levels or degrees of consciousness? 
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