
Natural History, Conservation Biology and Political Ecology at the Univ. of Ky., as 

applied to Conservation in Bluegrass versus Appalachia. Julian Campbell, Feb 2017. 

Abstract. Natural History is the largely descriptive study of species, plus their ecologies, 

habitats and distributions. It has now dwindled at the University of Kentucky (UK) to only 

occasional progress, with just 0-2 theses or dissertations per year. Conservation Biology is the 

application of natural history and its ecological developments to guide conservation. There are 

1-5 theses or dissertations per year with a significant component of this type. Political Ecology 

is the interaction of society and politics with ecology and conservation. Growing out of 

geography and human ecology, this nebulous field has exploded after the 1980s. Since 2011 

there is an annual conference at UK (DOPE), organized mostly by graduate students of 

Geography, Anthropology and Philosophy. In Feb 2016, this conference included over 150 

presentations, with speakers from across the USA and elsewhere. But little of this Political 

Ecology has focussed on details of problems within Kentucky. Conservation should become a 

central application of all three disciplines. I explore this problem here through comparison of 

challenges for conservation in Appalachian Kentucky versus the Bluegrass region. I make 

special reference to a controversial project in each case: Robinson Forest and Griffith Woods, 

both of which have involved UK. I have three central suggestions based on this review. 

(1) Effective development of cooperative work should become rooted in regions of moderate 

size, such as the central Bluegrass or upper Kentucky River watershed; in this way, there can be 

sufficient focus on the details of each regional section, but without excessively repetitive 

analysis and planning down the level of individual counties or smaller sites. 

(2) There has to be a core of Natural History for definition of effective ñtargetsò in conserv- 

ation: (a) larger blocks of land for protection, (b) habitat types with most need of restoration, 

and (c) species-groups with most need of micro-management (or other special attention). 

(3) Because peopleðincluding professionalsðhave radically different views of nature, 

conservation and politics, we need deeper methods for developing better compromises. 
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I. Brief History of Themes: 

Natural History ( biotic); 

Conservation Biology; 

Political Ecology; 

Trends at UK 
 

 

 

ñConservation of natural resources is the fundamental problem.  

Unless we solve that problem, it will avail us little to solve all 

others.ò [Theodore Roosevelt, 1907] 
 

ñConservation is, arguably, the pursuit of harmonious balance 

between reverence for nature and extraction from nature. This is a 

happy goal.ò [me, 2017] 



 

 

Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) & Aimé Bonpland at foot of  

Chimborazo volcano, painting by Friedrich Georg Weitsch (1810). 

Field Work                                                Generation of Hypotheses 
 

The Dawn of Natural History 
 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Diagram of Andes by George Aikman (1839) based on work of Humboldt and Bonpland. 



 

 
 

Biomes of the Earth, based on best modern synthesis of Heinrich Walter and students; 

including ñZonobiome und Zonoºkotone der Erdeò nach Walter und Breckle (1983). 

Posted at https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/8/84/Zonobiome.png. 

Note that within eastern North America we still more refinement of such maps in order to 

understand shifts in current biogeographic patterns, and responses to climatic change. 



 
 
Tree ranges 

boundaries from 

Little (1971 etc) 

overlayed: Q-Z. 

 

Key questions: 

How can we 

quantify clustering 

of boundaries? 

 

Are clusters related 

to abrupt shifts in 

environment, or do 

they reflect 

thresholds of 

biological 

response? 

 

Are any clusters 

anachronistic in 

terms of current 

environmentði.e. 

do they reflect 

historical factors? 


