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Editorial

Fifty years of biological conservation

Biological Conservation was published for the first time in October
1968 and is now celebrating 50 years of contributions. Significant
birthdays sometimes promote reflection on accomplishments and
events leading up to them. Whilst fifty years makes the journal look like
a mere stripling compared to Proceedings of the Royal Society (date of
birth 1665) and a relative newcomer compared to the established
ecology journals like Journal of Ecology (d.o.b. 1913) and Ecology (d.o.b.
1920), Biological Conservation was a pioneer in the field of conservation
biology. It was the first journal dedicated to conservation science as a
whole and is characterised by the wide range of topics and sub-
disciplines covered, as well as by the large number of papers published.
Although the specialised Journal of the Society for the Preservation of the
Wild Fauna of the Empire, now known as Oryx, is older (d.o.b. 1904),
Conservation Biology, the journal associated directly with the Society for
Conservation Biology, was created 1987, almost 20 years later than
Biological Conservation. In the 1960s, new journals emerged as a result
of higher investment made in the university sector in many countries,
and when publishers and learned societies saw the opportunity that this
offered. This trend was coupled with increasing concerns for ecological
and environmental issues, as well as conservation advocacy and prac-
tice, with new corresponding demands for available information on
species, ecosystem and related matters. Elsevier, our publisher, saw the
number of their journals rise from 10 to 50 over the decade (Buranyi,
2017), which also saw the birth of learned society journals like Journal
of Applied Ecology (d.o.b. 1964). These new journals allowed sub-dis-
ciplines to emerge as well-defined areas of research with a home to
publish in. Biological Conservation was founded at this time “to bring
together the vastly-scattered literature” (Anon., 1968) and so helped to
establish conservation biology as a discipline in its own right; a dis-
cipline that now sustains a range of journals focused on conservation
science and biodiversity. Interestingly, the journal was also founded to
“constitute a voice for Nature and good sense” and to halt “the insidious
degradation of the biosphere” (Polunin, 1968) – an ambition still im-
plicit in the journal's aims and scope, our primary aim is now to “ad-
vance the science and practice of conservation”.

The first issue of Biological Conservation contained a mix of reviews,
regular papers and news from around the globe. The reviews covered
subjects such as the current state of conservation (Cragg, 1968) and
prospects for conserving nature in a world where space for it was al-
ready shrinking (Corner, 1968). The papers included contributions that
would not be out of place now, including one on selection of reserves
(Peterken, 1968), and one on land use change affecting a rare plant
species (Wells, 1968), though similar papers today would take ad-
vantage of major advances in statistics and modelling that have oc-
curred with the development of computer technology. The news sec-
tions covered updates with regard to the conservation of individual
species and the development of nature reserves, as well as reports from

the latest international conferences.
The first chief editor was Nicholas Polunin. His early career in-

cluded botanical expeditions to the Arctic, being a Keeper of the
Herbaria at Oxford, and a Professorship at McGill University (Westling,
1997). After a short stint at Yale University, he helped establish uni-
versities in Baghdad, Iraq and Ife, Nigeria. He served as chief editor
from 1968 to 1974. He continued as an active member of the global
conservation community, including establishing and leading the
Foundation for Environmental Conservation.

He was followed as chief editor by Eric Duffey, who served from
1974 to 1999 (Sheail, 2000) and oversaw the growth of the journal
from four issues and 35 papers a year in 1974, to 12 issues and 60
papers in 1988 and 12 issues and 160 papers in 1999. Eric Duffey also
shifted the emphasis of the content to scientific papers and away from
news and updates. For the first 15 years, he was the sole editor, but
starting in 1989 the current practice of having a chief editor and as-
sociate/region/subject editors was gradually introduced in response to
the rising number of submissions. Duffey's contribution to the journal
was celebrated by a Festschrift in Issue 2 of Volume 95 (The Editors,
2000). He was followed as chief editor by Brian Davis from 2000 to
2003 (an editor since 1990), Rob Marrs 2004 to 2007 (an editor since
1999), Richard Primack from 2007 to 2016 (an editor since 2004), and
Vincent Devictor from 2017 onwards (an editor since 2013). Eric
Duffey, Brian Davis and Rob Marrs (and one of the current editors) were
all associated with Monks Wood Experimental Station (Cambridgeshire,
UK), which from 1961 to 2009 was home to ground-breaking work on
conservation and pollution. This long run of UK-based editors was
broken by Richard Primack (Boston University, USA), followed by
Vincent Devictor (CNRS Montpellier, France). The current 12 editors
now represent seven countries spanning the globe to ensure regional
coverage and the group has expanded in size to cope with increased
submission; in 2017 we published 424 papers compared to 1300 sub-
mitted over the same period. Five of the editors are women, reflecting
the increasing percentage of women entering this field, and two are
trained social scientists reflecting an increasingly transdisciplinary
field.

Over the years, the chief editors have been assisted by dozens of
other editors, the many members of the editorial board and thousands
of expert reviewers. Publishing a high-quality journal like Biological
Conservation is the outcome of the collective good sense and sound
judgment of a large community.

1. Achievements

One way of reflecting on what a journal has achieved is to examine
the numbers. As of 1 October 2018, a Science Direct search revealed
that 9014 articles have been published in Biological Conservation,
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including papers, reviews, editorials and discussions. A citation report
of the items in Web of Science (1 October 2018) showed that these pa-
pers have been cited 316,705 times, making it the most cited journal in
the field, at just over 35 citations per article. The impact factor has also
grown steadily, indicating the increasing importance of conservation
science to the global research community. Some works have, of course,
contributed more than others to that total (Table 1). Examining the ten
articles that have accumulated the most citations shows that these cover
a wide range of topics from the assessment of a single endangered
biome (the Brazilian Atlantic Forest) to evaluating human stakeholder
participation in conservation projects, and from examining the impacts
of drivers of land use change, like urbanization, on ecosystems and
social-ecological systems, to the philosophy of conservation prioritisa-
tion.

Similar lists can be constructed of the most prolific authors in the
journal – though the analysis is restricted to 1977–present by Web of
Science. Many names in the top ten list (Table 2) will not be a great
surprise to conservation scientists, though it is noteworthy that scien-
tists based in Australia and the UK are more common on the list than
researchers from other countries. It is good to see two former chief
editors making the list (Marrs and Primack), though it is disappointing
to see that all of the names are men from developed English speaking
countries. Hopefully within a few years, there will be many women on
this list, as currently the highest placed woman is ranked 18th on the
list and there are only ten women in the top 109 (as many authors were
tied equal 81st, Supplementary material). We also hope researchers
from under-represented countries/regions such as China, India, and
Africa will also rise up the rankings. The demographics of conservation
science are changing (albeit slowly) and we are hopeful that this list
will be far more diverse in the coming decades. We will follow this up in
a future editorial.

The top ten cited papers (Table 1) and the top ten most prolific
publishers in Biological Conservation (Table 2) given an indication of
how research published in Biological Conservation has influenced other
scientists. As a more personal alternative, the current editors selected

one paper from the journal that had contributed substantively to their
development as a scientist (Table 3). Such key papers are among those
that have changed the field and affect how conservation is practiced.

As might be expected from a diverse group of editors, a diverse set
of papers were identified as influential (Table 3). Two editors chose the
Simberloff (1998) paper (also in the top ten), emphasising the im-
portance of it in shifting conservation thinking to landscape scale
management or protection. Two other top ten papers were also se-
lected, Diamond's (1975) paper on the design of nature reserves and
Ribeiro et al.'s (2009) paper on the need to adapt policy for the pro-
tection of the Atlantic Forests of Brazil. Other papers emphasised the
need for long-term studies (Laurance et al., 2011), how the manage-
ment of working landscapes can be adapted to enhance biodiversity
(Lindenmayer & Hobbs 200, Tscharntke et al., 2012), how management
can simultaneously affect both biodiversity and the underlying eco-
system processes (Kahmen et al., 2002) and how modern technology
can be harnessed to gather data in surprising ways (Adams et al., 2018).
Two papers looked at the quality of evidence available for decision
makers; Godefroid et al. (2010) identified the bias against the pub-
lication of negative results and Harwood (2000) focused on the role of
uncertainty in conservation decision making. Finally, two papers fo-
cused more on the philosophy of conservation; the need to do more
than the minimum (Mathews, 2016) and the need to keep the purpose
of conservation always at the front of our minds (Kopnina et al., 2018)

Finally, one significant and novel achievement of Biological
Conservation has been to critically evaluate the editorial process.
Primack and Marrs (2008) and Primack et al. (2009) examined the
potential biases in the journal according to gender and age of the au-
thors. While there were differences in the overall severity of editors,
there was no bias in acceptance rates across these factors. However, it
was more difficult for authors outside of the English-speaking world
and Western Europe to get published in the journal. In two studies,
characteristics of the journal's reviewers were examined along with
how their reviews contributed to editorial decisions (Campos-Arceiz
et al., 2015; Primack et al., 2017).

Editors have also commented on the wider philosophy of con-
servation science by examining the ethics of fieldwork (Costello et al.,
2016), particularly in reference to research where thousands of verte-
brates were injured or killed during sampling, or after tagging. Our
response was to create clear expectations of ethical research against
which papers would be judged. The journal has also provided advice to
authors by asking “why did we reject your paper?” (Primack, 2009).
Many factors have a bearing on this, but papers are typically rejected
when they are outside the scope of the journal, offer only a small or
narrow advance in the field, are only about the ecology of a single
species, or do not deliver clear conservation impact. The papers that we
publish need to provide information that can assist the conservation
and management of populations, species, habitats and ecosystems. We
have also provided advice about dealing with difficult co-authors
(Primack et al., 2014) and we have pointed out that many conservation
biologists work too long hours because they care so much about the

Table 1
The ten most-cited papers from Biological Conservation in Web of Science (1 October 2018).

Rank Authors Titles Year Total citations

1 Faith Conservation evaluation and phylogenetic diversity 1992 1564
2 Ribeiro, Metzger, Martensen, Ponzoni &

Hirota
The Brazilian Atlantic Forest: How much is left, and how is the remaining forest distributed?
Implications for conservation

2009 1178

3 Reed Stakeholder participation for environmental management: A literature review 2008 1068
4 McKinney Urbanization as a major cause of biotic homogenization 2006 1040
5 Vanewright, Humphries & Williams What to protect - systematics and the agony of choice 1991 959
6 Frankham Genetics and extinction 2005 885
7 Simberloff Flagships, umbrellas, and keystones: Is single-species management passé in the landscape era? 1998 767
8 Diamond The island dilemma lessons of modern biogeographic studies for the design of natural reserves 1975 708
9 Heller & Zavaleta Biodiversity management in the face of climate change: A review of 22 years of recommendations 2009 664
10 Fischer & Lindenmayer An assessment of the published results of animal relocations 2000 625

Table 2
Top ten authors in Biological Conservation by number of
papers published (Web of Science, 1977 onwards, 1
October 2018).

Author Total papers

Lindenmayer, D.B. 66
Macdonald, D.W. 61
Possingham, H.P. 51
Pressey, R.L. 47
Marrs, R.H. 40
Peres, C.A. 38
Laurance, W.F. 29
Primack, R.B. 29
Gaston, K.J. 27
Burgess, N. 26
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issues they are studying (Campos-Arceiz et al., 2013; Ramos et al.,
2017). Extensive analysis and reflection on the editorial process is quite
unique among conservation and ecological journals.

2. The future

Hopefully in 50 years' time another set of editors will sit down and
look back at how the journal has fared in the interim. We have observed
remarkable changes since the journal was founded. The older editors
can remember back to the 1980s, when manuscripts were typed on a
typewriter and figures were drawn by hand; and until 2004, manu-
scripts were submitted by authors as printed copies and sent via postal
mail. Since those days word processors and graphics packages have
made the production of manuscripts easier, and web-based submission
and handling has made the reviewing and editing more efficient and
easier to track. Changes in technology have certainly made the process
faster, and many papers appear on line within days of acceptance. The
rapid publication of evidence-based conservation science is arguably
quite important for a discipline focused on biodiversity under threat in
a changing world. Meanwhile, our authors gave us feedback that they
would like to see double blind reviewing - where the article's authors
and reviewers are unknown to each other, instead of reviewers having
the authors identified to them - and we have instituted this policy as an
experiment since the beginning of 2018, to gauge what impact this
might have on the distribution of authorship.

Heraclitus, the Greek philosopher, is remembered for the saying
“everything changes and nothing stands still”. We can be sure that the
journal editors in fifty years' time will not be producing the journal in
the same way we do now. Recent years have witnessed the birth of
online only journals and a few venerable journals have joined them by
ceasing to print (e.g. Oikos, Journal of Applied Ecology). There has also

been the rise of open-access publishing, either for the whole journal or
for specific papers, where the cost of publishing is borne by institutions,
funder or the authors themselves and not by institutional library bud-
gets. This journal now has an open-access, online-only, younger sibling,
Global Ecology and Conservation, which publishes many papers
transferred to it by editors, with the authors' agreement, as well as di-
rect submissions. The pace of change in scholarly publishing from
subscription-based access to Open Access seems also to be accelerating
as funders and consortia mandate certain models and outlets of pub-
lishing in promotion of immediate gold open access. Moreover, new
infrastructure for sharing all elements of research has emerged and
been promoted extensively under the broad goals of Open Science, in-
cluding repositories for raw data with persistent identifiers that can be
linked to directly in a published article, so that raw research data is no
longer appended to a subscription article. With all these changes, it is
the editors' duty to ensure that we take these changes in our stride and
continue to improve the quality of what we publish and the impact that
those papers have on other scientists, conservation practitioners, and
decision/policy makers. We must not lose sight that our most important
goal is to publish high quality research findings that contribute to the
protection and restoration of biological diversity from genes to species
to ecosystems.

More importantly, in 50 years' time we hope to see an improvement
in the state of biodiversity. Biological Conservation as a journal and as a
scientific field has achieved much. We have accumulated victories and
the journal has contributed directly to advancing crucial areas of
knowledge. Yet we also too often acknowledge and confirm what we
already knew in the 1960s' - the major causes of species and biodi-
versity decline are well known and similar to those identified by many
whistle-blowers from that period (Godet and Devictor, 2018). We now
have to face this continuing legacy as the biodiversity crisis accelerates.

Table 3
Each editor's selection as the most influential paper from Biological Conservation on their career.

Editor Influential paper Reason

Vincent Devictor Mathews (2016) This paper helped me to realise that conservation is, in many projects, tailored to the minimum objectives. A more
ambitious although less consensual agenda is necessary to stop compromising biodiversity protection with ever increasing
development.

Amanda Bates Adams et al. (2018) The authors used YouTube videos to document abortion in sharks and rays following capture by nets, a source of mortality
not previously acknowledged and thus not incorporated in management plans. I think it epitomises the clever use of freely
available information to inform conservation.

Bea Maas Tscharntke et al. (2012) A key paper discussing the complex relationship of agricultural intensification and biodiversity conservation, reflecting on
the land sparing-sharing debate. It inspired and encouraged me to engage more intensively with these relationships, as well
as with improved implementation and communication of conservation science.

David Johns Kopnina et al. (2018) An important reminder of the overarching purposes of conservation, conservation research and conservation practice. To
forget, ignore or sideline the fundamental why question(s) is to drift in our direction - something we can ill afford at a time
of accelerating biodiversity loss and degradation.

Graeme Cumming Simberloff (1998) I encountered this paper soon after starting a postdoc with a focus on conservation planning, and its critical approach and
discontent with existing paradigms gave me confidence in thinking about spatial elements of conservation in new and
interesting ways.

Lian Pin Koh Simberloff (1998) This is a courageous paper that questioned the pivoting of conservation thinking at that moment in history, away from
species conservation towards ecosystem management. The essay raises thought-provoking and often philosophical
considerations that are still relevant today.

Liba Pejchar Lindenmayer and Hobbs
(2004)

This paper got me excited about the potential of sustaining biodiversity and ecological processes on working lands, now a
major focus of my research.

Rafael Loyola Ribeiro et al. (2009) This paper revealed the delicate situation of the Brazilian Atlantic Forest owing to habitat loss and fragmentation. It helped
me to see that studies of great national interest could be also important for a general audience and that papers could
actually help in the policy making process, as it ultimately did.

Richard Corlett Laurance et al. (2011) This paper taught me the value of long-term ecological research at the same site (32 years when this was published), as well
providing a useful summary of fragmentation impacts in tropical forest.

Richard Primack Godefroid et al. (2010) This paper demonstrates that there is a strong bias towards publishing articles that show conservation success; negative
results tend not to be published.

Robin Pakeman Kahmen et al. (2002) It helped set me on the path of working at the crossover between conservation management and the impacts of management
on the rest of the ecosystem.

Robin Roth Diamond (1975) This paper was important for me in my early foray into theories of island biogeography and got me thinking about the
spatial dimensions of conservation planning, and ultimately spatial conflicts arising from reserve establishment.

Tracey Regan Harwood (2000) This paper provides a pathway for accounting for uncertainty in conservation decisions through combining risk assessment
and decision analysis which has shaped my research over the years. This paper highlighted to me the importance of
exploring techniques developed in other disciplines for application in conservation and the need for tools to support
conservation decision making under uncertainty.
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As conservation scientists managing an important conservation journal
we need to publish research that advances our ability to protect and
restore biodiversity.

Supplementary data to this article can be found online at https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2018.12.005.
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