
Elephants or People? Ethical dilemmas in 

Recovering Endangered Species 
April 3, 2013 

 

Robert Wiese, Ph.D. 

Chief Life Sciences officer, San diego Zoo Global (SDZG) 

 
In the fifth program of the Ethics Center’s Silent Spring series, Dr. Robert Wiese, Chief Life Sciences 

Officer of the San Diego Zoo Global (SDZG), addressed the ethical dilemma of preserving endangered 

species, particularly when certain species at times present threats to crops, livestock, and even humans. 

In some cases, the reintroduction of a species in a particular habitat in turn harms native species. Other 

times, the preservation of a native species requires the eradication of an invasive species.  

 

Dr. Wiese first discussed the endangerment of the California 

Condor, a species he first saw in 1969 when there were only 50 or 

60 birds left in the world.  In 1982, there were only 22 remaining. 

After a long debate over the preservation of the species, zoos in 

Los Angeles and San Diego took the California Condors into private 

breeding facilities. As a result, there are now more than 400 

California Condors in the world.  

 

Dr. Wiese said that the overarching ethical question about species 

preservation is whether or not we should recover a species if we 

are responsible for its decline.  

 

In the case of African elephants, species preservation has a deep cultural implication. Today, there are 

fewer than 500,000 African elephants left in the wild. Most have been lost as a result of ivory acquisition 

by Asian countries where ivory carvings are popular. Other elephants are killed by African farmers whose 

crops – or income – are in danger of being destroyed by elephant herds. Wiese presents the cultural and 

economic trade-offs of preserving endangered species. Is it more important to value human survival at 

the cost of elephant endangerment? Should conservation affect the livelihoods of local farmers and 

residents? 

 

Rachel Carson observes in Silent Spring, “All have this in common: they are biological solutions, based on 

the understanding of the living organisms they seek to control, and the whole fabric of life to which these 

organisms belong.” What conservation often fails to see is how the humans who surround these 

endangered organisms interact with the nature around them. Because they often have competing 

interests, the conflict requires important ethical consideration. 


