The implications of self-interpretation in wildlife

conservation concerning animal welfare

The use of evidence-based research in wildlife conservation is imperative to its
success. The unprecedented rates with which habitat loss and degradation occur has
irreversible consequences on biodiversity, demanding the need for time and cost-
efficient solutions to conservation issues (Legge, 2015). The need for evidence-based
research within wildlife conservation further extends to other domains within this
discipline, specifically conservation measures concerned with the monitoring and
handling of wild animals (Hampton & Hyndman, 2019). This is of particular
importance as the broader community of wildlife conservationists often neglect to
consider the well-being of those individuals making up a species (Sekar & Shiller,
2020; Fraser-Celin & Hovorka, 2019; Ramp & Bekoff, 2015; Dubois et al., 2017).
Unfortunately, the bulk of the animal welfares studies published address only a
handful of conservation practices, predominantly culling (Hampton & Hyndman,
2019). In the following paragraphs, I aim to support why there is a need for increased
evidence-based animal welfare studies in conservation practices concerning wild
animals. To illustrate this point, I will focus on the conservation practice employed to
extract genetic material from amphibians, a technique I learnt during my internship

in Ecuador.

Toe-clipping is an invasive technique used to mark and/or obtain genetic material
from amphibians and involves cutting-off of the smallest toe of the right-hind leg
damaging part of the bone in the process (Gallardo et al., 2012). The evidence of this
on the posterior survival of amphibians varies among species and so its applicability
should be evaluated accordingly (Funk et al., 2005; Perry et al., 2011). Despite the
emergence of non-invasive techniques to obtain DNA from amphibians, such as
through buccal swabs, toe-clipping is the best technique thus far to obtain genetic
material from amphibians for analysis using miniaturized laboratory equipment

(Pomerantz et al., 2022) i.e., equipment that is mobile and inexpensive.

The data obtained through toe-clipping has been instrumental in the field of wildlife
conservation, such as in the identification of the fatal amphibian disease called
Chytridiomycosis (Funk et al., 2005; Gabor et al., 2017), which is the worst contagious
disease ever to have been documented in vertebrates with respect to the number of

species it has infected and the potential of it to drive species to extinction (van Rooij



et al., 2015). Despite the drawbacks of toe clipping, the authors Funk et al., (2005)
believe that “it is less ethical to sit back and watch species slip into extinction that it is
to use the best available methods to help conserve them”, a viewpoint I share too.
More often than not, however, the notion of protecting species transcends into a lack
of effort and concern shown by wildlife conservationists for the well-being of the
animals involved. This shines through in the comments they express, such as “storing
amphibians in an enclosure has no impact on them” or “storing amphibians in a
plastic bag for two days will not impact them”, comments which lacks evidence-based
animal welfare studies to back them up, leaving ethical debates up to personal
interpretation (Jewell, 2013; Martin, 2009).

The number of studies looking into the effects of conservation practices on the welfare
of amphibians, is a fraction of that on mammals and birds, among other taxa (Jewell,
2013; Martin, 2009), with most studies looking into changes in behavioural responses
to various stressors (Jewell, 2013; Martin, 2009). Due to the lack of data concerning
amphibians, we have limited knowledge with regards to the impact and duration of
exposure of different kinds of stressors on amphibian behaviour and the consequences
of this to the individual involved. As a result, I believe there is an increased need for
evidence-based animal welfare studies in conservation practices, especially pertaining
to amphibians, but applicable to all wildlife as a whole. This leads to self-
interpretation amongst wildlife conservationists within a discipline that inherently

tails to acknowledge the well-being of individual animals (Sekar & Shiller, 2022).
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