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members with the potential to produce high quality work and generate significant 
funds for their parent organisation. Some of these have thrived, such as Middlemarch 
Environmental which began as a subsidiary of the Warwickshire Wildlife Trust and has 
become a highly respected player in the market with offices across the UK and still 
generating funds for conservation. Other Trusts have used different models, perhaps 
only taking on some small contracts rather than setting up full-blown separate 
companies, whilst other attempts failed. These were partly due to lack of business 
experience or capital funding, whilst others were restricted by reluctance to get 
involved with schemes such as wind turbine developments, which can be a major 
source of employment income, but are controversial with the membership. 

In order to promote their services there is an umbrella body, the Association of 
Wildlife Trusts. Other conservation bodies have also dabbled with the idea, and 
the latest to become involved is the British Trust for Ornithology. Whilst BTO 
has undertaken consultancy projects in the past it has now set up a commercial 
subsidiary. There are always some tensions in such commercial work in that it often 
uses data collected by volunteers and ownership of data can be a thorny problem – 
not all volunteers would agree with their data being used to support a development 
proposal, even if is used in an impartial assessment. 

A new collective approach
In the 1990s another type of consultancy emerged. This originally grew out of a 
gathering on the island of Mull, organised by the late Dr Mike Madders. Mike and 
his colleagues (myself included), who had been working on conservation research, 
found that funding for good ecological research to inform conservation and land-

Consultancy collectives –  
a broader approach to 
wildlife research and survey
This article reviews the trends in non-for profit consultancy and in the ecological 
consultancy sector’s role in applied research and survey. How are these strands of 
consultancy work evolving and what are the issues for the practitioners involved?
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Over the last twenty years, alongside the growth of environmental consultancy 
as an international business, a growing number of consultancies are not aimed 
at outright profit but at scientific research, survey, monitoring and conservation 
alongside their core business. With the almost total loss of funds for such vital 
ecological work from the statutory nature conservation organisations the not-for-
profit consultancy sector is becoming of increasing importance in providing the vital 
data and funding for conservation in the UK. 

Environmental consultancy is a term which covers a multitude of sins and consultants 
are often viewed with suspicion from within the conservation sector. Whilst the 
term tended to cover ecological consultancy work, mainly to advise developers, 
it has come to cover a very wide gamut including protected species, hydrology, 
landscaping, planning, energy issues and so on. Most international engineering and 
planning consultancies now include an environmental division covering an enormous 
range of work. Although, whilst many of these include ecological consultancy, 
much of the ground work is still sub-contracted out to smaller specialist companies 
or even sole traders. 

Alongside the growth of the commercial sector a lesser known but increasingly 
important consultancy sector has emerged – that of companies that devote any 
profits to research, survey, monitoring or other conservation activities. With declining 
funds for this work the non-profit model is becoming increasingly important at 
filling this widening gap. For example, Natural Resources Wales Grant Scheme 
specifically excludes any funding for research, survey or monitoring and yet they 
claim to be an ’evidence based’ organisation. 

Consultancy arms of wildlife conservation
As consultancy started growing in the late 1980s and 1990s some of the first 
organisations to realise the potential for the conservation sector were the Wildlife 
Trusts. Several Trusts started consultancies where profits passed straight to the Trust. 
The organisations were ideally placed to tap into the expertise of their staff and 
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part of the organisation has established a reputation for providing high quality 
research, much of it published in peer reviewed journals. Reflecting the interests of 
the founders most of this work has been on raptors.

Following on from the meeting on Mull, and the formation of Natural Research, 
I was involved in using a similar model to set up Ecology Matters in Wales. This 
company was set up as a not-for-profit co-operative with funds being given to 
an associated charity – the Ecology Matters Trust. The focus of the charity and its  
research differed from Natural Research in that it was more applied to conservation 
ecology. Purely by co-incidence (reflecting the market at the time) the main income 
came from wind turbine development assessments, although Ecology Matters 
covered all aspects of ecology, not just birds. 

Ecology Matters – Recent Trust Projects

•	 Honey	buzzard	movements	(Satellite	tracking)

•	 Land	use	change	in	upland	Wales	(PhD	project)

•	 Ring	ouzels	–	habitat	association	on	Moroccan	wintering	grounds

•	 Ring	ouzel	migration	tracking	using	geolocators

•	 Wintering	golden	plover	movements	and	habitat	use

•	 Nightjar	activity	and	habitat	use

•	 Declines	of	ravens	in	upland	Wales

Wider and applied research
Ecology Matters has also been successful and has recently become part of another 
company,	 Environment	 Systems	 Ltd,	 also	 based	 in	 Mid	 Wales	 which	 provides	
complementary technical services. The Trust has also successfully funded a wide 
range of conservation based ecological research, much of which has also been 
published in Journals or our own reports. Work has included a collaborative 
project with Aberystwyth University, funding a PhD project looking at long-term 
vegetation change in Wales and relating that to known bird declines and further 
Masters	projects	on	ring	ouzels,	curlew	and	nightjar.	Our	own	research	includes	a	
long-term	project	in	Morocco	on	the	wintering	grounds	of	the	ring	ouzel,	studying	
the migration of this species using Geolocators, colour ringing and satellite and 
radio tracking of golden plover to study wintering habitat and interactions between 
wintering and breeding areas and we are just starting work on curlew which have 
declined seriously in Mid Wales.

The ethos behind both firms is the same – we knew that the research was needed 
but very difficult to fund, we knew we were capable of doing (and wanted to carry 
out) the research and that in the growing market we could apply our knowledge 

use strategies, was getting hard to come by. The gathering on Mull included some 
of the UK’s foremost ornithologists and a selection of academics and field workers 
all of whom had an interest and considerable expertise in research and survey. 
The eventual result of that gathering was the formation of ‘Natural Research’ – a 
limited company that would provide ecological consultancy services at the market 
rate and staffed by senior and experienced researchers. In addition a charity was 
established to undertake ecological research that would receive the profits of the 
limited company. 

Natural Research -  Recent Research Projects           

•	 PAT	(Predicting	Aquila	Territories)	modelling

•	 Curlews	and	windfarms	(UK)

•	 White-tailed	eagle	monitoring	using	DNA	(Scotland)

•	 White-tailed	eagle	health	monitoring	(Scotland)

•	 Golden	eagle	satellite	tracking	(Scotland)

•	 Diver	ecology	(Scotland)

•	 Golden	eagle	DNA	(Scotland)

•	 Goshawk	DNA	(Scotland)

•	 Capercaillie	Disturbance	(Scotland)

•	 Black	Kite	movement	ecology	(Spain)

•	 Booted	eagles	and	Black	kites	(Spain)

•	 Martial	Eagle	(South	Africa)

•	 Bearded	Vulture	(South	Africa)

•	 Goshawks	as	superpredators	(UK)

•	 Giant	Armadillo	(Brazil)

The company has been a major success and is one of the premier consultancies 
providing survey and assessment to the wind energy industry, mainly in Scotland but 
also in other parts of the UK and abroad. The company has helped develop much 
of the guidance used across the UK and employs a large number of ornithologists. 
Natural Research has also been involved in other consultancy projects, but the 
emphasis is on wind turbine developments. At the same time the research (charity) 
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Hearts and minds – 
stakeholder management 
in the Cairngorms 
Conservation can emerge from collaborative management processes. This story focuses 
on CRAGG – an informal partnership of community members and stakeholders in 
Scotland’s Cairngorms. CRAGG‘s collaborative process helped reduce decades of 
environmental conflict and create a balanced land management approach in its area. 

NICHOLAS MOREAU

Conservation is a value decision
Biological conservation is defined as a philosophy of managing the environment that 
does not despoil, exhaust or extinguish. It is a common term, but what exactly do you 
manage for? Biodiversity? Ecological resilience? Preservation of threatened species? In 
highly anthropogenic landscapes, what is used as a baseline for such conditions? The 
state of the environment currently? 50 years ago? 100? And who should make these 
management decisions? Scientists, policy makers and advocacy groups are surely 
informed parties that have traditionally spearheaded such agendas. But what about 
peopled landscapes where human livelihoods, history and culture are also coupled to 
management?	How	are	community	needs	balanced	against	these	goals?

The purpose of these questions is to highlight the fact that conservation is not 
an objective agenda. Inherent in any conversations about conservation are value 
decisions: what to manage for, what information or ethical viewpoint to use, and 
how to carry it out. A historic failure of conservation sites was to carry out national 
policy while alienating locals from management and land-use. The drawbacks of 
this method were that local populations were seen as a detriment to conservation 
rather than a potential partner in delivery. It was not until 2001 that local economic 
gains	were	even	included	in	ecotourism	guidelines.	However,	community	buy-in	is	
increasingly	recognized	as	a	key	component	of	conservation	initiatives.

What follows is a trend in land management policy away from top-down approaches 
towards more inclusive, collaborative management systems. Collaborative 
management includes any system in which multiple stakeholders are involved in 
the management process. They range from simple networks where information is 
collectively shared to legally-bound partnerships among multiple stakeholders. In 
theory, incorporating multiple perspectives allows for more robust and equitable 
management strategies because multiple perspectives are allowed to inform policy. 
But	 is	 this	 just	 another	 jargon-laden	 concept?	Can	diverse	 and	often	 conflicting	
stakeholders really co-create management strategies?

to commercial work as well. We were also happy that ‘profits’ from the commercial 
work should be applied to the research and finally that the research should be 
published to ensure the results can be used to aid conservation. 

With	 the	downsizing	of	 the	statutory	agencies	a	number	of	 former	agency	staff	
now work in consultancy in a range of roles. There are also a number of sole-trader 
consultants who use the freedom of self employment to follow their own research.

Some fully commercial consultancies are also involved in applied research. This 
is often to solve a problem associated with a development or to improve the 
effectiveness	of	survey	techniques.	The	bulletin	of	the	Chartered	Institute	of	Ecology	
and	Environmental	Management	(CIEEM)	contains	many	articles	sharing	the	results	
of such work and ensuring that new ideas can be used to improve environmental 
assessment work. Much experimental work has also been undertaken on habitat 
restoration techniques, again which can be applied on nature reserves as well as 
development sites. 

While there are still too many consultancies that see their role as enabling their 
clients’ developments to go ahead whatever the ecological cost, there are also a 
lot of ‘good guys’ out there and work done on the back of commercial projects is 
helping to fill some of the gaps left by the loss of government funding. The future 
is more of a challenge. As the commercial sector consolidates (and companies are 
being bought up by the ‘big boys’ across the board) the commercial pressures on 
the not-for-profits and the more ethical consultancies will grow. There needs to be 
more recognition of the benefits to industry of employing the not-for-profits in that 
they can be more easily seen to be neutral and giving an accurate picture of actual 
impacts with proper mitigation and avoidance and hopefully positive benefits from 
developments.	There	 is	also	a	place	 for	 the	governing	bodies.	Bodies	 like	CIEEM	
already require members to put the environment first but this needs to be clearly 
demonstrated and it can be quite difficult for members who are employees of some 
of the more commercial companies. 

I have found the sector more and more challenging. As the statutory bodies get 
pared back they resort much more to ‘tick box’ regulation which is less and less 
driven by actual ecological outcomes and more by simple checking of whether 
consultants	have	followed	‘guidelines’.	Consultancies	with	experienced	ecologists	
who have an interest in the best ecological outcomes can force the pace with 
developers, but it is too easy for less ethical companies to tick the boxes on behalf 
of developers to gain consents with minimal ecological survey and assessment and 
little or no gain from developments. 

Despite these challenges I believe (and hope) there is a future for the not-for-profit 
sector to benefit from commercial income. Indeed, in the short term it seems to only 
way we are going to fund much of the research and survey that is desperately needed. 

Mick Green is an independent ecologist and campaigner and a former Director of Ecology 
Matters ltd.  mick@gn.apc.org 


