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There are currently over 8 billion people on Earth, a figure which grows by approxi-
mately 67 million annually; https://www.worldometers.info/ (accessed on 3 March 2023).
As an IUCN report stated over 30 years ago, “The combined distributive impacts of an
affluent resource-consuming minority and a poor majority struggling to stay alive are
inexorably and rapidly destroying the buffer that has always existed, at least on a global
scale, between human resource consumption and the planet’s productive capacity” [1].
More and more people are relying on less and less land for sustenance; human social and
economic developments are inextricably linked to biological diversity and the health of
ecosystems. So, conservation is complicated.

Environmental conservation groups comprise one of the fastest growing nonprofit sec-
tors [2], and among these are some organizations that are in fact antienvironmental in their
actions [3]. Groups vie for donor support, and even when significant funding is available,
large international conservation organizations often struggle to spend funds on prioritized
projects [4]. Failure to understand the human cultural, political, and socioeconomic factors
in a particular geographic area can contribute to the failure of conservation initiatives [5].
Transfrontier conservation areas (TFCAs) in Southern Africa conserve biodiversity across
country borders by engaging people across all levels of governance (e.g., political leaders,
local communities, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and private sector) in the
process of decision making [6]. However, this process is ongoing as human populations
continue to grow, wildlife habitats diminish in size, and human–wildlife conflicts increase
in frequency [7]. Conservation reserves increase connectivity across protected areas to allow
for the movement of animals for breeding purposes and in response to climate change, and
thereby create more resilient ecosystems [8]. Connecting landscapes to preserve biodiver-
sity is the mission of several organizations in the U.S. (e.g., the Wildlands Network) and
is a common strategy for some NGOs such as The Nature Conservancy [9]. The federal
government’s America the Beautiful Initiative supports locally led efforts with the goal
of conserving at least 30% of the nation’s lands and waters by 2030 [10]. Such large-scale
projects require collaboration across a wide range of organizations [11].

This Special Issue explores how zoos, aquaria, and botanical gardens work with
different kinds of organizations on local or regional conservation projects. Zoos and aquaria
represent some of the biggest nonprofits involved in ex situ conservation [12]; however,
local and regional in situ conservation projects are now being pursued by more zoos,
aquariums, and botanical gardens than ever before. Unfortunately, many conservation
organizations operate independently from one another or with other institutions only
on a project-by-project basis [13]. The inability to link different types of organizations
across institutional and disciplinary boundaries frequently results in fragmented (e.g.,
species-specific) or unprioritized research, inefficient resource utilization, duplication,
and lack of accountability regarding the long-term continuity of programs or the actual
implementation of research results. Existing linkage organizations are primarily sector-
specific (e.g., the American Association of Zoos and Aquariums). Most individual research
and education institutions have their own libraries and database systems, but many cannot
talk to one another, or their datasets are focused within and serve specific disciplines.
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Regionally organized cooperatives can serve as instruments for capacity building and
disseminate scientific research results beyond traditional publications through integration
into educational programs and conservation initiatives. A central organizing body can
reduce the transactional costs for collaborating organizations, provide a more competitive
funding platform, and improve conservation outcomes [13]. Thoughtfully considering
how different partnerships should be structured and managed can contribute to long-
lasting relationships and successful projects [14]. Very little research has been carried out
on the management of collaborative conservation projects and their outcomes [15]. The
Free Roaming Equids and Ecosystem Sustainability Network (FREES) is an example of an
organizing body, pulling together disparate organizations in Utah to cooperatively manage
free-roaming equid populations as a demonstration project. Similarly, zoos, botanical
gardens, and aquaria often partner with a broad range of organizations [14,16,17] to pursue
common conservation goals.

Most nonprofit organizations focus conservation efforts on in situ, terrestrial, state-
specific projects—primarily with birds, followed by fish and then mammals [12]. Megacharis-
matic mammal as well as bird and fish conservation projects typically receive more funding
compared to reptile, amphibian, and invertebrate projects because these species are favored
by the general public and government policy agendas [18]. To counter this, zoos, aquaria,
and botanical gardens are helping the public better understand the important roles that
lesser-known species play in our ecosystems (e.g., Sonoyta pupfish (Cyprinodon macularis
eremus) and Quitobaquito spring snail (Tryonia quitobaquitae) [17]). Zoo-based projects often
focus on the conservation of a single species (e.g., amphibians [19], small mammals [16],
and reptiles [20]). They frequently serve as ex situ sites for breeding endangered species,
which then get released into the wild through partnerships with other organizations. How-
ever, zoos, aquaria, and botanical gardens can also get involved in advocacy, research,
restoration, and rehabilitation. The sea otter (Enhydra lutris) rehabilitation program, ini-
tiated by the Monterey Bay Aquarium in 1984, has grown to involve multiple activities
including the coordination of a stranding response, husbandry, research, veterinary care,
release, population monitoring, and advocacy to implement policy change [21]. By focusing
on the conservation of local or endemic species, zoos, aquaria, and botanical gardens can
leverage resources from regional agencies and organizations, engage their staff and local
communities in the process, and educate the public about the vital role native species
play in their own backyard. Over its 70-year history, the Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum
has served as a partner in advocacy, captive breeding and field research, and long-term
phenology studies and as the lead for the regional management of invasive grasses; it has
also helped to develop a community conservation plan [17].

Evaluation tools can be used to better understand and align an organization’s goals
with their conservation efforts [22]. How conservation organizations describe their mission
and are structured plays a critical role in their ability to conserve biodiversity [23]. The
Minnesota Zoo is designated as a state agency, so their conservation projects naturally focus
on native species. They have found it relatively easy to partner with other state agencies
on conservation initiatives, but project-specific grant funds have a tendency to silo person-
nel [24]. The North Carolina Zoo is the world’s largest natural habitat zoo; they protect
and manage over 2000 acres of land in collaboration with other agencies to preserve native
species and provide hiking trails for the local community [25]. Collectively, this Special
Issue highlights lessons learned and how creative partnerships can result in innovative
conservation initiatives that would not otherwise be possible for individual organizations.
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