SWLMF 250925 Paper 3 Knowledge & Evidence


What is knowledge and what can we accept as fact?

Purpose: To explore issues surrounding the collation and use of knowledge in wildlife management.

Action: 
1. Consider the three questions raised: 
1.1. Is scientific fact the only basis for decision-making in wildlife management?
1.2. What counts as good evidence or trustworthy knowledge in different contexts?
1.3. How can we resist requiring absolute certainty, and embed the concept of adaptive management?

2. Consider and agree the Next Steps.

Background

3. NatureScot prides itself as being a science or evidence-led organisation and terms such as ‘the science tells us …’ or ‘our scientists have said …’ are used quite liberally;  in short, we rely on ‘scientific facts’ and evidence, to both inform and justify our decisions.  The confidence that scientific evidence instils, allows us to assert decisive authority, which in itself, can be the significant source of conflict.

4. Scientific facts are derived from systematic observation, controlled experiments, and statistical analysis.  The results can be peer-reviewed, testable, and open to revision.
 
5. Anecdotal knowledge however, is based on personal experience or community stories. The knowledge is often qualitative, emotionally resonant, and context-rich.  Anecdotes are commonly found in traditional, Indigenous, or rural knowledge conversations.

6. Inconclusive or incomplete data sets are an often-cited reason for indecision and inaction.  

7. The term ‘scientific proof’ is misleading, because science doesn’t deal in absolute proofs, preferring to regard data collection as ‘evidence’ which will ‘support’ a position, often presented as a certainty. The strict definition may be lost and the nuance of science can be misrepresented through lazy interpretation to the public to support a particular position, and increasingly through social media channels.

8. Knowledge is gained in a number of ways. Scientific observation, with evidence validated by a long run of systematic observations, but then there is also knowledge that is firmly entrenched in belief which has been handed down intergenerationally or through anecdotal knowledge-transfer.  Importantly, knowledge is also gained from personal observation and experience.  These are all legitimate sources of knowledge.

Implementation  
9. It’s clear from experience, that anecdotal knowledge (lived experience) often differs and sometimes challenges what has been established as scientific fact. There are issues of weighting of data; e.g. a one-off occurrence may not be influential within larger data sets.   Anecdotal knowledge may offer a view on phenomena that has not been the subject of study, which could prompt enquiry and the commissioning of studies to be undertaken. While the presentation of the results of a scientific study as the only solution, is a readily defendable position, the collection of evidence and the consequent timescales involved to gather that information, may block future progress on unacceptable timescales e.g. Strathbraan waders / ravens.  

10. Comparing anecdotal knowledge (often personal, experiential, or traditional) with scientific fact (empirically tested and peer-reviewed information) means having a common understanding of both the value and limits of each.  The key differences are that anecdotal knowledge is often very specific and local and may be resistant to contradiction, and not suitable to wider application.  Whereas scientific knowledge seeks to encompass a wider range of scenarios, which may be formed of anecdotal observations, and may effectively be a range of anecdotal observations which should be open to revision when new evidence extends the data set.

11. Bringing these positions together require a series of thought processes
  
a. Evaluate the Context -  is the anecdotal observation consistent across many observers? Can the hypothesis be tested scientifically?

b. Use Anecdotes to Inform Hypotheses - many scientific studies start with observations from communities or individuals and research is commissioned accordingly in order to provide defendable policy.

c. Check for Consilience – if different sources of knowledge align, for example, scientific measurements and indigenous knowledge, this adds strength to the findings.

d. Respect Different Epistemologies: it is important to remember that scientific knowledge isn’t inherently “better”; it is simply different. Scientific inquiry can complement anecdotal and traditional knowledge systems, especially in complex or culturally specific contexts.

12. Rather than setting the positions against each other, a productive approach is to bridge anecdotal knowledge and scientific methods, using each to inform, challenge, or validate the other.  This ‘co-production’ to bring different positions together, is most frequently used in pursuit of community representation and engagement.  In wildlife management, opposing positions are often so polarised that there can be a stubborn resistance to scientific fact being challenged in that way and consequently, a refusal to co-produce knowledge. 

Next Steps
13. The Understanding Predation Initiative (2014-2016) introduced the concept of bringing scientific and practical knowledge together and from that, sought where and how common ground could be established (see attached annex to this paper). The intention to develop a phase 2 to this initiative, while scoped, did not materialise.  The decision not to develop a second phase was disappointing for some stakeholders and revisiting the Understanding Predation process would undoubtedly help with the implementation of adaptive management.

14. It is recommended that the next steps should look to develop and implement Phase 2 of Understanding Predation. 

