The World Wide Fund For Nature: Financing a New Noah's Ark

Jacob Park

Introduction

Whilemany environmental non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) tendtobesmall and operateonthelocal level, afew
groups have become multi-national enterprises with
thousandsof professional soperatinginfield officesall over
the world. Although it began as a small, fledgling
conservation group working on endangered species and
habitat destruction 36 years ago, World Wide Fund For
Nature (WWF)! has become the most global if not the most
important conservation NGO in the world. With an
International Secretariat basedin Gland, Switzerland, WWF
has devel opedinto aglobal network composed of 5 million
individual members, 24 nationa organizations, and 26
programme offices, managed and operated by 3,500
professionalsin 130 countries.?
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Fig. 1. WWF network

Notes: National Organizations carry out conservation activities in their
own countries and contribute technical expertise and funding to
WWF sinternational conservation progranme. There are 24 national
organizations.

Programme Offices implement WWF's fieldwork, advise national
and local governments, and raise public understanding of conservation
issues. There are 26 programme offices.

Associates: asindependent NGOs, they work closely with WWF and
promote shared conservation objectives. They do not, however,
contribute to WWF' sinternational conservation programme

In terms of setting the conservation agenda for the WWF, however,
the highest programme body (akin to the role of the Security Council
in the UN) may be the Programme Committee, which is composed of
the four largest contributing national organizations (in terms of money
given to the Secretariat) and rotating number of national organizations.
The Secretariat has the key role of developing a consensus at the level
of the Programme Committee.

Source: 1995 WWF Annual Report and Personal Communication,
WWEF Programme Office.

WWF s1995 operating incomeof $US270 millionisnearly
the double comparable figure of the UN Environment
Programme ($US150 million) and Greenpeace ($US140
million). Although there are a number of important
conservation groupssuch asthe World Conservation Union
(TUCN) and the Nature Conservancy and several
environmental NGOs with a high name recognition like
Greenpeace, no single group can match WWF s combined
global conservation project experience and the high name
recognition. It would indeed be difficult to discussthe state
of globa biodiversity, species protection, or conservation
policieswithout at some point examining the activitiesand
future prospects of the WWF.

Responding to the Wildlife Crisis

After returning fromatrip to East Africain theearly 1960s,
Sir Julian Huxley, arenowned British biol ogist and thefirst
Director-General of United Nations Education and Science
Organization (UNESCO), wrote a series of articlesfor the
Observer newspaper in London inwhich hewarned that the
habitat was being destroyed and animals hunted at such a
ratethat much of theregion’ swildlifecould disappear within
the next twenty years. Huxley received anumber of letters
fromthe British public, one of which pointed out the urgent
need for an international organization to raise funds for
conservation. At the request of Huxley, Max Nicholson,
Director-Generd of Britain' sNatureConservancy, convened
ameeting made up of scientists, business executives, and
NGO official stoestablishan organizationthat could* harness
public opinionand educatetheworld about thenecessity for
conservation’ .

With Chi-Chi the pandaarriving at theLondon Zoo at this
time, the group also found a strong, recognizable symbol
for their small, start-up organization that would eventually
become identified with the global conservation movement
asawhole. After establishing its headquartersin the small
town of Morges on the northern shores of Lake Geneva,
WWF raised and donated almost $US2 million to
conservation projectsinitsfirst three years. While some of
the early grants, such as those to the Charles Darwin
Foundation for the Galapagos Islands, were large, many
initial grantswereonly coupleof hundred of dollarsor less.
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In 1962 WWF gave $US131 to ‘enable Mr. E. P. Gee of
Upper Shillong, Assam, tovisittheRannof Kutchtoascertain
the total numbers and present trends of the population of
Indian wild ass'.*

Duetoitsmany successful global conservationcampaigns
on the Indian tigers, tropical rainforests, marine life, and
others, WWF soperating income has more than quintupled
to$US270millionin 1995, animpressiverecord that would
be the envy of any publicly traded company on the New
York Stock Exchange.®

Table 1. WWF operating income for selected years
($USm.)

1980 1985 1990 1995

26 48 185 270

Source: WWF Finance Department.

Inthe past 36 years, WWF hasspent morethan half abillion
dollarsinmorethan 11,000 projects, includingacommunity-
based eco-forestry project in Papua New Guinea, an
environmental education programme in Madagascar, and
an industry-sponsored energy-efficiency initiative in
Germany. WWF has played an important role in the
devel opment of green economicand accounting systemshy
sponsoring the Taking Nature into Account Conferencein
1995 in co-operation with the European Commission and
the Club of Rome, and has provided critical technical and
financial support to Trade Records Analysis of Flora and
Faunain Commerce (TRAFFIC), which playsakey rolein
monitoring the $US5 billion world-wide illegal wildlife
trade. According to Gordon Shepherd, WWF' s Director of
International Policy, ‘ therehavebeenmajor seizuresof tigers
bonesin Australia, Belgium, India, and a number of other
countries, whiletheintroduction of strictimport controlsin
East Asia has reduced the availability of tiger bones for
medicines' .5

Crafting a New Ecological Message

For the first twenty years, WWF devoted its energies to
Setting up an organi zation that would effectively raisefunds
from individual members and then channel them to
conservation projectsall over theworld. Itisnot an accident
that WWF devotes so much of its energy to raising money
for conservation projects. Although WWF officials do not
liketo publicizethispoint, itsoriginal raison d' érewasto
raisetoraisemoney for [UCN and other conservationgroups
anditisfair to say that Max Nicholson and other founding

History of WWF

1961 WWFisofficially formedandregistersasacharity
on 11 September and a global fund-raising
campaign begins.

1964 WWF raises and donates almost $US1.9m. to
conservation projects.

1969 WWEF joins forces with the Spanish government
to purchase a section of the Guada quivir delta
marshesand establishesthe Coto DonanaNational
Park.

1973 WWF helps the Indian government to launch
Project Tiger.

1975 Tropical Rainforest Campaignislaunched, raising
money for national parks and reservesin Central
and West Africa, South-east Asia, and Latin
America

1976 The Seas Must Live campaign enables WWF to
set up marine sanctuaries for whales, dolphins,
seals, and turtles.

1980 World Conservation Srategy ispublished, in co-
operation with [TUCN and UNEP.

1981 Membership reaches 1m. regular supporters.

1986 WWF ‘family’ decides to change its name from
World Wildlife Fund to World Wide Fund For
Nature, but US and Canada retain the old name.

1991 WWFjoinsforceswithIUCN and UNEPagainto
publish Caring for the Earth.

1993 ClaudeMartintakesover astheDirector-General
of WWF, replacing Charles de Haes, who had
served in this position for the previous 18 years.

1993 Global Prioritiesto the Y ear 2000, a two-year
programme eval uation of WWF, is completed.

Source: Sarah Russell (1994), A History of WWF (Gland: WWF).
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membersof WWFwould be morethan surprised to seehow
it is operating today.’

It is undoubtedly clear, however, that WWF has done a
brilliant job of raising money and global conservation
awarenessamongitsbmillionmembers. Part of itsmarketing
brilliance comesfrom theway WWF packagesthe message
in its many public campaigns. Unlike Greenpeace, which
tendsto target corporatations like Royal Dutch Shell inthe
case of the Brent Spar incident,2 WWF campaigns try to
createalink between peopleandtheenvironment, and stress
that the solutionto resolving theecological crisiscentreson
those who created the problems, that is, us—our children,
your friend, and one’ sparents. WWF s1976 The SeasMust
Live campaign to set up marine sanctuaries for whales,
dolphins, and seals, and to protect marine turtle nesting-
sitesisagood example of this strategy. The campaign did
not try to depict Exxon or Royal Dutch Shell astheproblem,
but rather the general wasteful and greedy habits of the
consumers. Instead of anger, WWF used altruism and
ecological concerns mixed together with aliberal dose of
persond guilt as the basis of its fund raising appeal. This
appeal worked particularly well when it involved lovable
animals like tigers, elephants, and above all, the big furry
animal with the appealing, black-patched eyes.

By themiddleof the 1980s, however, thelimitation of this
strategy began to surface. First, with the national
organizations largely responsible for fund raising and
programme offices increasingly in charge of the group’s
conservation policy, it became obvious that the role of the
WWF sInternational Secretariat had to be refashioned. In
responseto these changes, WWF hashad to decentralizeits
overdl governanceto the national organizations, who now
hold amajority onthe WWF International Board and dl its
committees, and transfer the day-to-day responsibility for
managing the conservation campaigns and projects to the
relevant programme officesinthefield. Giventhat nationa
organizations shoulder three-fourths of the cost of
maintaining the staff and activities at the WWF Secretariat,
it becameinevitablethat national organi zationswould seek
a greater voice in the group’s overall decision-making
process.’According to Peter Dickinson, WWF
International’s Director of Programme Services and
Evaluations, ‘the effect of this[decentralizing] trend onthe
work of the Secretariat has been significant. Much of our
capacity to manage international projects is no longer
required and therole has switched very much to an advisory
and coordinating function. [And astheresult of thischange]
There has been a downsizing of the staff capacity of the
Secretariat by about 25% over the past 18 months.’*°

Second, while WWF campaigns focused on protecting
specific animal species like tigers and elephants in their
natural habitats, the real environmental problem was much

more deep-rooted than just ‘saving' the threatened species.
Entireecosystemswerethreatened by popul ation pressures,
deterioratingpolitical conditions, and other socio-economic
factors, and addressing these concernson along-term basis
would obvioudly involve more than creating a number of
wildlifesanctuaries. Many people, particularly thoseliving
in developing countries, began to raise concerns about the
goals and priorities of the conservation programmes
themselves. Since most of the biodiversity and endangered
animal species are located in developing countries, WWF
reasoned that the economic dimensions of ecological issues
had to be addressed and that the idea of sustainable
conservation could not besomethingimposed on devel oping
countriesby industrialized countriesandinternational NGOs.
It wasthese concernsthat prompted the UN member States
to insert the word ‘ development’ into the title of the 1992
UN Conference on Environment and Development.

Practising the Three Es: Environment, Ecology, and
Equity

Although a people-centred conservation strategy is not a
new concept, Global Prioritiesto the Year 2000, amission
statement adopted by WWF four years ago, makesiit clear
that this strategy will be the guiding principle that governs
all future conservation activities. Global Priorities
emphasizes that ‘central to the development of WWF's
philosophy and programmeisthe recognition that although
there is no one single solution to solving the world's
environmental crisis, people play a crucial role—both in
terms of their numbers, and in terms of what they do and
what is done for them. WWF believes that conservation
effortswhich do not recognize human aspirationsand needs
are unrealistic and cannot hope to succeed.’* While the
mission statement notes the importance of ‘preserving
genetic, species, andecosystemdiversity’, it alsoemphasizes
the need to ‘listen carefully to local communities, respect
their positions, and addresstheir needs', andto‘ seek dialogue
and avoid unnecessary confrontation’.’? Global Priorities
represents an important document for WWF sincethiswas
the first major statement of policy to be published under
ClaudeMartin, whoreplaced CharlesdeHaesastheDirector-
General of WWF in 1993. Mr de Haes had served in this
position for the previous 18 years.

Despite its many successful global conservation
campaigns, WWF's greatest contribution to the global
environmental policy arenamay beits attempt to raise the
profile of the issue of social equity in the ecological
sustainability debate. Although it israther surprising that a
conservation group known all over theworld for its black-
and-white panda logo has been so instrumental in raising
awarenessof theissueof social equity, therelease of World
Conservation Srategy and Caring for the Earth, both of
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which were published in co-operation with the [IUCN and
UNEP, had precisely this effect.®® For instance, more than
50 countrieshaveformul ated andinitiated their own national
conservation programmes based on the policy
recommendationsinthe World Conservation Srategy. These
two documents promoted the concept of ecological
sustainability as‘improving thequality of humanlifeliving
withinthecarrying capacity of supporting ecosystems’, while
outlining three clear objectives for living resource
conservation: tomaintainessentia ecol ogical processesand
life support systems; to preserve genetic diversity; and to
ensure sustainable utilization of species and ecosystems.
With their emphasis on socia equity and people-centred
conservation policies, thesetwo documents had a profound
impact on the conservation philosophy of WWF and onthe
overall concept of sustainabledevel opment. GeorgeGreene,
IUCN'’ sAssistant Director-General, onceobservedthat‘ The
revolutionaries believe that only through fundamental
changein how humansview andtreat naturewill ecological
collapse, at boththeecosystemandglobal levels, beaverted.
The reformers believe that through gradual improvements
inindividual attitudesand behaviorsandingtitutiona policies
and practices, ecological collapse can be averted and the
qudity of life can be improved. Caring for the Earth is
unashamedly in the second camp.’

Defining the Environmental ‘ Third Way’

WWHFhastriedtoforgeamiddleground between preserving
the ecosystem and listening carefully to the needs of local
communities, particularly indevel oping countries. WWF's
‘preserve but listen’ conservation philosophy can be best
seen in its stance on two of the most contentious
environmental policy controversies of the 1990s: the
dolphin-tuna and the African elephants issues. In the first
case, the USA started this global environment and trade
controversy in1990 by imposinganembargoontunacaught
by shipsthat negligently killed dolphinsin their mile-long
nets. In response, major American tuna canners such as
Sunkist and Bumble Bee began toissue dolphin-safe’ tuna
cans to comply with the embargo, while a number of
environmental NGOslaunched aseriesof mediacampaigns
to raise public awareness of this issue.’ Unfortunately,
athoughtheembargoresultedinadramaticreductioninthe
number of dol phin deaths,*® many countriessuchasMexico
were dtill effectively barred from selling tuna in the US
market and havethreatenedto abandontheexistingvoluntary
agreement to comply with the embargo. To address this
concern, in 1995 WWF, Greenpeace, and the US-based
National Wildlife Federation proposed a multifaceted
fisheriesagreement known asthePanamaDeclaration. This
Declarationsetsstrict limitsfor mortality for specificdolphin
speciesin the eastern Pacific tuna fishery and at the same

time alows the US government to continue to restrict
countries from its markets when they fail to comply with
sound fishing practices. While some environmental NGO
groups such as the Defenders of Wildlife oppose WWF's
effortstorevisethetermsof theembargo, US President Bill
Clinton is supporting the Panama Declaration and calling
for rewarding thosefishermenwho havereduced thenumber
of dolphins killed.”

WWF sstance on the African el ephantsissue at the 1994
Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species
(CITES) Conferenceof thePartiesal soreflectsthis* preserve
but listen’ ethos. Organized every two years to review
progress in the restoration and conservation of protected
species, CITEShelditsmost recent Conferenceof theParties
in 1994, attracting more than 2,000 delegates from 124
countries. Whiletherewereanumber of controversial issues
discussed at this meeting, including restrictions on the sale
of mahogany from SouthAmericaandMexicoandNorway' s
request to ease the ban on whaling by allowing trade in
minke whales, none had the fire-power of the debate over
South Africa’ s petition to partialy lift the 1989 ban on the
€lephant trade.*® Illegal poaching caused a steep declinein
the elephant population and later forced the international
community to issue a global commercia embargo of all
elephant products. South Africa, which is known for its
strong conservation programmes, controls its herd of
elephantsby killing acouple of hundred of them every year
and asked for aspecial waiver during the CITESmeeting to
sell the hides, hair, and meat from the culled elephants to
companiesin the US and other countries.’

Under the proposal, trading in ivory would remain
forbidden, and South Africapromised to useall of the$US1
million in revenues from the sale of the elephant products
for its wildlife management programmes. Despite such
assurancesandtheopinion of theWorld ConservationUnion,
thescientificadviserto CITES, that el ephantsin South Africa
are well protected and its culling programme is based on
soundscientificprinciples, many Africannationswerefirmly
opposed to the proposal on the grounds that it would
underminemany of theadvancesmadein containing el ephant
poaching. The USA and other Western nations opposed or
abstained fromvoting onthiscontroversial measurebecause
of fearsof a'backlash fromtheir el ephant-loving publics—
raised on Dumbo and circuses and outraged by photos of
carcasseswith sawn-off tusks—if they openedthedoor even
slightly to trade’.2According to Marshall Jones, Assistant
Director of theUSFishand Wildlife Servicesand amember
of the US delegation to CITES, ‘Elephants are not just a
species. They are a totem. We've gotten far more letters
from people in the United States about elephants than any
speciesintheUS, even spotted owls.’ 2 The USA eventually
declared that the South African proposal was scientifically
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justified and would not threaten the elephant population,
but announced that becauseof theimportanceof maintaining
solidarity in Africa, it would abstain. Although elephants
havebecomeasmuch of asymbol of theglobal conservation
movement as pandas, WWF, to its credit, never wavered
from its support of the South African proposal nor fromits
key conservation premiss that governments, communities,
and individuals must benefit economically from the use of
wildlifein order to conserveit. WWF iscurrently working
with the African Resources Trust, an environmental NGO
based in Zimbabwe, to revive traditional conservation
techniques used by rural communities and to show how
proceeds from tourism and animal products can help to
sustain both threatened animal species and impoverished
human communities. According to B. J. Kelso, an
information officer for TRAFFIC, ‘Sustainable use—
pruning wildlife to benefit governments and communities
financially so that there will be an additional incentive to
conservethespeciesasawhol e—isbecoming moreaccepted,
especialy as donor funds for conservation are drying up,
leaving governments to find innovative ways to raise
money.’'#

Redesigning the Green Team

WWF sattempttoforgeamiddlegroundbetween protecting
the ecosystem and the economic interests of local
communitiesiscommendable. However, thismiddleground
will no doubt be shaken by a number of divisive policy
challenges in the coming years.

The Future Role of the International Secretariat
Thefirst challengeislikely tofocusonthefutureroleof the
International Secretariat in the WWF organizational chart.
Sincemuch of the programme and management tasks of the
WWF have been transferred to national organizations and
programme officesin recent years, it remains to be seen if
the remaining advisory and co-ordinating role can justify
the current staffing capacity of the WWF Secretariat. Even
with the staff cut-backs of early 1995, there are still 50 per
cent more people in the WWF Secretariat in 1996 than in
1990 and more than doublethe number in 1985.2 AsSWWF
national organizations contribute more than 75 per cent of
the Secretariat’ sannual operating budget, they may simply
decidethat they wanttotakeover yet more, or eveneliminate,
some of the advisory and co-ordinating responsibilities of
the Secretariat. Leading the charge for this type of change
arelikely to bethe USA and other wealthier WWF national
organizations, which have their own international
programmes and have less need for an International
Secretariat than some of their poorer brethren.

Animal versus Human Welfare?
Another challenge is likely to come from animal-rights-
oriented conservation groupssuch asDefendersof Wildlife
and the International Fund for Anima Welfare (IFAW)#*
that view concepts such as sustainable use of wildlife less
charitably than WWF and tend to regard them more or less
asalicencetokill. For conservation groups, it has always
been easier to insist on a complete ban on the killing of
particular species, asin the case of harp seals and whales,
than to advocate something asambigous as sustainable use.
Although wildlife protection was the goal of some of the
earliest environmental treaties, most countries historically
negotiated to protect only those species with commercial
valuelikefishand birds. Only in thelast 30 years hasthere
been aconcerted effort to promote the conservation of non-
commercial species and the protection of habitats, rather
than individual species. The new crop of environmental
groupslikel FAW wereformed during thistimeand, unlike
WWF, focused on the intrinsic value of animals, which
went beyond the benefits of human use. There has always
been an uneasy Cold-War-like relationship between IFAW
and WWF, but it has become particularly strained in recent
yearsbecause of conflictsover such issuesasdolphin-tuna
and the African elephant—CITES. Since IFAW, Defenders
of Wildlife, and other animal-rights-oriented conservation
groups regard the basic conservation philosophy of WWF
as unsustainable, relations between the two conservation
camps could erupt into open warfare in the future.®
Thecontroversy over sustainableresourceusecanbepartly
traced tothelack of astrong scientific basisfor thisconcept,
although it has been intoned by WWF like an eco-mantra.
It is hard to disagree with the premiss that people and
communities need to have a stake in their own ecologica
resources in order to live sustainably. On the other hand,
this assumesthat we actually know the fragile demarcation
betweenunsustai nableand sustainabl euseand that weknow
how tostriketheright ecol ogical balancebetweeneconomic
use and conservation. Ecologists and biologists need to
understandthecomplexinterplay betweentheanimal species
and their habitats, and there is a critical shortage of such
scientific data. To address such concerns, WWF launched
a study four years ago to examine how commercial and
consumptive use of wild speciesis affecting biodiversity,
and to investigate whether conservation biologists know
enough about the ecosystems and wild species to design
effective management programmes. Dr Curtis Freese, the
principal investigator, concluded that ‘scientists cannot
anticipate when, why, how, or what rate changes in
ecosystems or populations of wild speciesoccur. A variety
of economicallyimportant wild species, from seedsproduced
by tropical trees to fisheries, go through boom-and-bust
cycles. What |ookstoday likean abundant fishery may vanish
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a few years hence.’ % Kathryn Fuller, President of WWF
USA, adds that ‘although exploiting some species for
economic gain is problematic for many conservationists,
the practice has existed since the first twig was sharpened
intoaspear. What Freeselearnedisthat sustainabl eresource
use—akey principleof therelatively recent alliancebetween
conservation and economic devel opment—restson largely
untested tenets. People do live and work in forest settings
without cutting downtreesor causing obviousdamage. Y et
nearly al the evidence suggests that once people begin
exploiting an ecosystem, it loses a part of its natural
diversity.'#

Appealing to the Public Sentiment

WWF sthorniest challenge may comefromitsfuturefund-
raising strategy, in particular itsability to solicit fundsfrom
individual members. WWF's public campaigns were
successful becausethey hadasimplebut apowerful message:
we need to protect endangered species and their natural
habitats, andyour contributionwill makeacritical difference
in resolving these problems. Individual members, who
contribute nearly two-thirds of WWF' s operating income,
responded and donated generously to these public
campaigns. As WWF abandon its simple but powerful
protect-the-animal message in favour of an intricate
environmental policy network of climatechangeprotection,
greenaccounting, and eco-forestry projects, thereisadanger
that this labyrinth of issuesis going to confuse and turn off
rather than appeal to individual members. While one can
debate the merits of the group’s tactics and strategy,
Greenpeace, forinstance, hasnever forgottenthat ‘ thegeneral
publicisnot going to understand the science of ecology, so
to get themto savethewhaleyou haveto get themtobelieve

that whales are good’.® Any decline in donations by
individual members would pose a particular problem for
WWF since other sources of funding are expected to stay
flat or declineinthefuture. 17 per cent of WWF soperating
income, or $US46 million, comesfromgovernments, foreign
aid agencies, and multilateral ingtitutions like the World
Bank and UN Development Programme, and thisfigureis
expected to decline in the coming years.®?

WWF should be engaged in all important aspects of the
sustainable development debate, including climate change
and green accounting, but it hasto be careful not to broaden
its palicy to the degree that individual members no longer
see a clear connection between donations and ecological
protection. Dennis Paulson, a WWF member in the USA,
illustrates this problem very succinctly: ‘ Recent requests
from WWF for donations contained appeal slike, “you may
already have won atrip to the Caribbean” and such like. |
wrote back and told them | sent them money to conduct
wildlife research, not to hire high-paid fundraising firms,
and to please take me off their mailing list, but of course, |
got no response other than more solicitations. No wonder
respect for institutionsis dlipping away.'®

Private companies can look at their financia statements
every day to seehow they are doing: they are either earning
aprofit or they arenot. Similarly, WWF knew very quickly
how well they weredoinginsomeof their publiccampaigns.
people were either contributing their money or they were
not. With the new policy focus on sustainable resource use,
however, it will be exceedingly difficult for WWF to
determineif itsconservation programmes are meeting their
objectivesand easy to forget that itslong-term success will
depend first and foremost on the continuing generosity of
Dennis Paulson and the 5 million individual members.
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