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          I 
read After the Grizzly during a fi eld trip 

to northern India. Together with col-

leagues from the Snow Leopard Trust, I 

was staying in the small village of Kibber in 

Spiti Valley, high up in the Himalayas, sur-

rounded by snow-capped peaks and deep, 

dramatic gorges. As it turns out, for reasons 

that I will later explain, this was an entirely 

appropriate place to read Peter Alagona’s 

captivating work.

The book focuses on the history of endan-

gered species conservation in California. 

Alagona (a historian at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara) offers absorb-

ing accounts of the changing fortunes of 

fi ve species in the Golden State: grizzly bear 

(Ursus arctos horribilis), California condor 

(Gymnogyps californianus), Mojave des-

ert tortoise (Gopherus agassizii), San Joa-

quin kit fox (Vulpes macrotis mutica), and 

Delta smelt (Hypomesus transpacificus). 

He presents each of these stories in its rich 

historical and political context, amid evoc-

ative descriptions of the landscapes and 

habitats where the species live. These case 

studies highlight the evolving challenges 

involved in conserving threatened species in 

a state that is now home to one in eight Amer-

icans. Over the past hundred years, attitudes 

toward wildlife, wildlife man-

agement, and wilderness have 

been transformed, and this 

has altered the arguments and 

focus of conservation.

Alagona, a gifted writer, 

skillfully brings to life the peo-

ple involved in each of these 

case studies, from the grizzly 

hunters of the 19th century to 

those at the sharp end of con-

servation today. In particular, he writes in 

depth about Joseph Grinnell (founder of the 

University of California’s Museum of Verte-

brate Zoology) and his infl uential Berkeley 

circle, who decided they needed to save Cal-

ifornia’s wildlife from the ravages of mod-

ern man. Through these stories, Alagona 

deftly draws together his central argument: 

that the conservation of endangered species 

requires more than simply protecting patches 

of specifi c habitat. For example, condors can 

travel up to 240 km in a day and therefore 

often hunt in places such as the low-elevation 

working rangelands of western California. 

Similarly, kit foxes do not behave as a “true” 

endangered species should; they now live in 

suburban Bakersfi eld.

Having presented these studies in delight-

ful detail, Alagona then calls for us to start 

thinking about how we can move away from 

our reliance on protected areas and 

start delivering a broader vision for 

conservation. He ends the book by 

suggesting that “figuring out how 

to achieve [more sustainable land-

scapes] is one of the greatest envi-

ronmental challenges of the twenty-

fi rst century.”

Although I thoroughly enjoyed 

reading the book, I have to question 

the assertion that we have not moved 

on from solely focusing on protected 

areas as the way to conserve biologi-

cal diversity. Of course we have. As 

Alagona himself points out, Aldo 

Leopold recognized the need to also 

develop conservation strategies in work-

ing landscapes over 80 years ago. So it has 

long been obvious that we can’t just rely on 

pockets of protected areas if 

we want to help threatened 

species expand in range and 

numbers. We also have to 

work with the communities 

that are affected by conserva-

tion objectives and negotiate 

solutions to the shared prob-

lems that arise when trying 

to balance conservation with 

livelihoods. Indeed, across the 

world there have been numerous attempts 

to develop such a bottom-up approach of 

working with the people and communities 

involved, through agri-environment schemes 

( 1) and a variety of community-based con-

servation approaches [e.g., see “The Evolu-

tion of Policy” in ( 2)].

So this brings me back to the Himalayas 

and thinking about how we might conserve 

the globally threatened snow leopard (Uncia 

uncia), which suffers from retaliatory kill-

ing by pastoralist communities. One might 

take the top-down approach that Alagona 

describes—identifying core habitat, estab-

lishing large protected areas, and then using 

legislation and enforcement to penalize com-

munities for illegally killing leopards that 

attack their livestock. This seems unlikely to 

work in remote areas, where leopards occur 

at very low density and many people living 

on the edge of poverty are scattered through 

the landscape. Alternatively, one could work 

with these communities, recognizing shared 

problems that need to be resolved and nego-

tiating solutions that both villagers and con-

servation organizations can live with. So far, 

in the few places this has been tried, this tack 

seems to be paying huge dividends, in terms 

of both social and ecological outcomes. The 

communities trust the conservationists, and 

retaliatory killing has stopped. Through var-

ious schemes, such approaches are being 

tested around the world, with mixed success.

The book would have benefi ted from at 

least a nod to these other approaches and a 

glimpse into their documented successes and 

failures. It seems to me that the big question 

Alagona raises in the “Epilogue” needs to be 

recast to focus instead on the relative merits 

of various approaches to conservation in dif-

ferent contexts. We need to understand when 

and where particular approaches will deliver 

sustainable outcomes for the species and the 

people involved.

Despite this oversight, I highly recom-

mend After the Grizzly to anyone interested 

in gaining insight into the wonderful rich-

ness of conservation. Alagona adroitly doc-

uments the roles that historical contingency 

and a few infl uential, passionate people can 

play in shaping the mixed fortunes of endan-

gered species.   
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More symptom than cause. The Delta smelt became 
embroiled in California’s water wars.
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