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IDENTIFYING TOMORROW’S  
WILDLIFE SCIENCE NEEDS TODAY
Science offers us a useful 
set of tools and approach-
es for asking and answer-
ing questions about the 
world. At the same time, 
philosophers, politicians, 
and the general public 
have raised and continue 
to raise important ques-
tions about the role of 
science in the broader so-
ciety. For example, as we 
watch the decline of the 
latest wave of the COVID-19 
pandemic in the United 
States, our society is en-
gaged in an intense debate 
about the roles of medical 
and public health science, 
relative to other societal 
needs and interests. What 
does it mean, for example, 
for policy-makers to “fol-
low the science,” and how 
do we apply science in pub-
lic policy settings when 
scientific data and infor-
mation change rapidly, or 
when studies are not yet 
complete, or when the re-
sults are inconclusive?  

In the field of wildlife 
management, our North 
American Model of Wildlife 
Conservation enshrines the 
importance of science and 
scientific management of 
wildlife resources in its sev-
enth pillar or principle. As 
stated by the Association of 
Fish and Wildlife Agencies 
on their website, “Scientific 
management is the proper 
means of wildlife conserva-
tion.” In this model, there-
fore, science is foundational 
to the entire enterprise of 
wildlife management and 
wildlife conservation.

The North American 
Model also emphasizes the 
importance of public engage-
ment and democratic rule of 

law. Wildlife managers are 
ultimately responsible to the 
public for the management 
and conservation of species 
that are managed “in public 
trust” for the benefit of soci-
ety and future generations. 
In turn, the science that wild-
life managers rely on must be 
responsive to these needs as 
well. The tenets of the North 
American Model thus chal-
lenge scientists to engage 
more effectively with man-
agers in order to understand 
their needs as well as the 
needs of the broader public 
and the resource itself.

But how then do scien-
tists know which research 
questions to pursue, and how 
can scientists work most ef-
fectively with managers to 
provide the information and 
data needed for the scientific 
management of wildlife and 
their habitats? The program 
that I currently administer, 
the U.S. Geological Survey 
(USGS) Cooperative Fish and 
Wildlife Research Unit Pro-
gram (Coop Unit Program), 
was created by Boone and 
Crockett Club Honorary Life 
Member Jay “Ding” Darling 
and colleagues in the 1930s 
to address exactly these ques-
tions. Darling and colleagues 
recognized the need for es-
tablishing scientific research 
programs where scientists 
could collaborate directly 
with state and federal wild-
life managers on research 
projects addressing their 
highest priority management 
needs. At the same time, the 
scientists in the Coop Unit 
Program work directly with 
the professional staff at wild-
life agencies to provide assis-
tance on urgent technical 
matters. And by basing the 
individual programs at host 
universities, the Coop Unit 

Program scientists have the 
opportunity to train the next 
generation of conservation 
professionals through formal 
graduate programs, while at 
the same time offering tech-
nical assistance to wildlife 
managers and other natural 
resource professionals.

Traditionally each of 
our 41 individual units has 
identified management needs 
and research questions at an 
annual coordinating meeting 
where all of the partners—
USGS, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, the state fish and 
wildlife agency, the host uni-
versity, and the Wildlife Man-
agement Institute—come to-
gether to review progress and 
chart the course for the year 
ahead. However, with the 
fast-paced nature of modern 
life, urgent questions and 
critical information and re-
search needs can seemingly 
arise at any time. 

Thanks to our pro-
grams’ long-term partnership 
with the Wildlife Manage-
ment Institute (WMI, ably led 
by Boone and Crockett Club 
Professional Member Steve 
Williams), the Coop Unit Pro-
gram is moving into an excit-
ing new phase of identifying 
and addressing the high-
est-priority management 
needs of our agency partners. 
Beginning in 2022, Boone and 
Crockett Club Professional 
Member Jen Mock Schaeffer 
will be reaching out directly 
to staff at state and federal 
wildlife management agen-
cies to identify their highest 
priority needs for scientific 
research, training, data man-
agement, decision-making, 
and technical assistance in 
an increasingly complex and 
dynamic environment. Jen 
has worked closely with state 
fish and wildlife agency staff 

for much of her career, in-
cluding a 19-year stint at the 
Association of Fish and Wild-
life Agencies where she was 
most recently the govern-
ment affairs director. Jen 
brings a wealth of connec-
tions and experience to this 
effort. Most importantly, she 
has strong working relation-
ships with the state fish and 
wildlife agencies, which en-
able her to communicate ef-
fectively with agency leader-
ship and staff to identify 
their highest priority scien-
tific and technical needs.

We expect the informa-
tion that Jen will provide 
through this project to be 
transformative for our pro-
gram and for the research we 
conduct. With clear priorities 
identified by state agency di-
rectors and their leadership, 
our scientists will be able to 
conduct research and create 
tools that directly address 
those priorities, and truly 
meet the most urgent needs of 
wildlife managers. Most ex-
citingly, our scientists will 
have the benefit of establish-
ing longer-term research 
partnerships—“co-creating” 
programs of scientific inquiry 
that will continue to provide 
much-needed data and infor-
mation to state wildlife man-
agers on an ongoing basis. 

But all of this would 
not have been possible with-
out Jen, Steve, and myself 
recognizing a critical error, 
a fundamental flaw in our 
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original study design for this proj-
ect. Originally, we thought that we 
wanted to build an integrated data 
management system for the state 
fish and wildlife agencies, a central 
database and analytical tools that 
would combine data from multiple 
sources and allow managers to con-
duct certain analyses about popu-
lation status and trends. While such 
a database would undoubtedly be 
interesting to many (and was actu-
ally discussed by the Association of 
Fish and Wildlife Agencies in 2014 
and 2017), we realized that none of 
our state agency colleagues had 
identified this database as their 
highest, greatest need for scientific 
research or information manage-
ment. Now, it is true that the subject 
of information and data manage-
ment was identified as a priority 
“scientific need” on surveys con-
ducted by the Association of Fish 
and Wildlife Agencies’ Science and 
Research Committee (ably chaired 
by Boone and Crockett Professional 
Member Dr. Russ Mason), but we 
recognized that we were jumping 
to conclusions in identifying a solu-
tion as this one “super database,” 
what one USFWS colleague called 
“the one database to rule them all.”

And so we decided to start 
with a series of conversations with 
state agency directors, wildlife 
chiefs, and other program staff, to 
engage them in discussions to iden-
tify their most pressing needs—re-
search and decision-science, ana-
lytical tools, training, technical 
assistance—that could be met 
through the Coop Unit Program. 
Rather than focusing our efforts on 
bui ld ing a beaut i fu l data 

management system that no-one 
may actually want or use, we will 
be able to address the needs that 
our state agency partners actually 
have. In doing so, our scientists may 
not necessarily build the most ele-
gant data storage architecture, but 
we will be able to help meet the 
expressed needs of our state agency 
partners, thereby providing the 
scientific underpinnings necessary 
to advance conservation decisions 
that are vital to our broader inter-
ests of adaptable and sustainable 
fish and wildlife conservation and 
management. 

And this is one way how the 
scientific enterprise can work, at 
its best, to truly address the needs 
of managers and other groups with-
in society. Public engagement is 
critical, as is effective and ongoing 
communications between scientists 
and those such as wildlife manag-
ers who hold responsibilities “in 
public trust” for the broader soci-
ety. We are fortunate in the field of 
wildlife management that we have 
visionaries such as Jay “Ding” Dar-
ling who had the foresight to think 
creatively about how scientists, 
managers, and others could collab-
orate most effectively to support 
the conservation of wildlife, habi-
tats, and other natural resources. 
We are excited about this new 
phase of engagement between the 
Coop Units and our management 
partners, and we look forward to 
sharing the outcomes and success-
es of this enhanced collaboration 
with you. n

With clear priorities identified by state 
agency directors and their leadership, our 

scientists will be able to conduct research 
and create tools that directly address 

those priorities, and truly meet the most 
urgent needs of wildlife managers. 
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      In the News

USDA Under Secretary for Natural Resources and 
Environment Homer Wilkes, Ph.D., provided the 
keynote address during the Boone and Crockett Club’s 
spring meeting. The meeting was held in mid-March 
in conjunction with the 87th North American Wildlife 
and Natural Resources Conference. Wilkes thanked 
the Club for its role in conservation policy, recognizing 
that the Club was essential in establishing the U.S. 
Forest Service that he now oversees.

After the keynote address, Club conservation policy 
committee members Tom Price and Jimmy Bullock 
along with Club President Jim Arnold presented two 
important awards to partners within the conservation 
community. 

The prestigious Conservation and Stewardship Award 
is presented to the individual or organization that 
best exemplifies the core values of the Boone and 
Crockett Club and its founder, Theodore Roosevelt: 
Conservation—acts of guarding, protecting, 
developing, and using natural resources wisely and 
sustainably; and Stewardship—planning for and 
managing natural resources responsibly. This year 
the award was presented to the Mule Deer Foundation 
for their leadership on habitat restoration on forests 
and rangelands across the West to improve habitat for 
mule deer and blacktail deer.

In addition, the National Conservation Leadership 
Institute (NCLI) recognized Dr. Steve Williams, 
President of the Wildlife 
Management Institute, for 
his role in helping to found 
and provide direction as 
the inaugural Chair of 
NCLI’s Board of Directors.

Read the Full Story Online 


