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REVIEW

Meeting at the crossroads: An environmental
justice framework for large carnivore
reintroductions and recoveries

Alex McInturff1,2,*, Clare E. B. Cannon3, Peter S. Alagona1, and David N. Pellow1

As global environmental changes continue to accelerate, research and practice in the field of conservation
biology may be essential to help forestall precipitous declines in the earth’s ability to sustain a diversity of
life. However, many conservation programs have faced scrutiny for the social injustices they create,
especially within the paradigm of demarcating protected lands. Currently, a new conservation paradigm
emphasizing landscapes shared by people and wildlife is emerging, and with it, an opportunity to ensure
that justice for both human and beyond-human groups is given consideration. Here, we examine a practice
emblematic of this new conservation paradigm, the reintroduction and recovery of large carnivore species,
and draw from theories in environmental justice to detail the many forms of justice at stake in these efforts.
Our analysis shows that a pluralistic application of justice is required to ensure that new conservation
practices do not produce and reproduce injustices for people. In addition, we show that the success of
these emerging programs in meeting their conservation goals in fact depends on meaningfully addressing
a range of justice concerns. By developing this framework, we also identify domains in which environmental
justice scholarship can expand its scope. To this end, we introduce the novel concept of affective
environmental justice, which describes the complex role of emotions as environmental harms, as disruptors
of understanding other forms of justice, and as links between logics of oppression. Our framework offers
a comprehensive resource to work through in planning and implementing large carnivore reintroduction and
recovery programs, and we conclude by describing the challenges and opportunities for further aligning
conservation and environmental justice in research and practice.

Keywords: Environmental justice, Conservation biology, Large carnivores, Multispecies justice,

Reintroduction

1. Introduction
Over the past several decades, the signatures of global
environmental change have become unmistakable, alter-
ing the conditions under which both human and beyond-
human life can survive and thrive (Steffen et al., 2007;

Barnosky et al., 2011; Agyeman et al., 2016). In response
to these global changes, a set of theories and practices
comprising the field of conservation biology has arisen to

understand and forestall the catastrophic decline of the
earth’s biological diversity, ecosystems, and ecological pro-
cesses (Soulé, 1985). Global changes have also produced
unhealthy environments that pose disproportionate and

unequal harms to vulnerable people, and environmental

justice has emerged as a field of scholarship and activism
to identify, theorize, and oppose these outcomes (Bullard,
1990). Both fields have had transformational effects on
the world. For example, protected areas, a cornerstone
of conservation practice, have grown exponentially in size,
now encompassing over 15% of the planet’s land mass,
and ambitions to protect as much as half the earth are
under serious international consideration (Secretariat of
the Convention on Biological Diversity, 2020). Environ-
mental justice efforts have led to major grassroots move-
ment successes (e.g., preventing the construction of
numerous proposed power plants and waste incinerators
in BIPOC communities and shutting down many existing
facilities) and gained recognition as important policy is-
sues, exemplified by the recent appointment of the first
White House Environmental Justice Advisory Council in
the United States.

In this article, we identify often overlooked intersec-
tions between the fields of conservation biology and envi-
ronmental justice. By developing this dialogue through an
explicit framework supported by key examples, we focus
on ways in which both fields can expand their scope and
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further advance their practices. Although environmental
justice has primarily focused on harms to people and

public health, emerging scholarship raises pressing ques-
tions regarding multispecies justice (Celermajer and
O’Brien, 2020), bringing animals and ecosystems to the

foreground of environmental justice considerations. The
frameworks we develop here reveal tensions between
categories of environmental justice across multiple spe-
cies, but we also uncover shared logics that link oppres-

sion and violence of marginalized human and beyond-
human groups (Kim, 2015; Gaard, 2017). Critics of con-
servation biology meanwhile have emphasized the fre-
quent omission of human lives and livelihoods from the

praxis of conservation efforts and have highlighted con-
servation programs that create and exacerbate social in-
justices (Brockington, 2002; Adams and Hutton, 2007).

By applying an environmental justice perspective to a un-
ique class of conservation programs, we show this frame-
work’s potential to identify hidden and vulnerable
stakeholders, as well as hidden forms of injustice that

these stakeholders experience. Crucially, our framework
also highlights the connections across forms of justice at
multiple scales and reveals the need for a comprehensive
application of environmental justice theories to conser-

vation practices to ensure their just and sustainable
application.

We develop this interchange between conservation
biology and environmental justice around a rapidly grow-
ing conservation practice: the reintroduction and recovery

of large carnivore species. While cordoning off protected
areas is perhaps the most well-known and widely applied
practice associated with conservation, it has also been the
source of the most powerful critiques of conservation’s

inattention to social justice concerns. Critics have argued
that the success of protected areas conservation in some
cases relies on unjust practices, especially when it involves
the relocation of people or restricting their access to eco-

logical and cultural resources. By contrast, large carnivore
reintroductions and recoveries (LCRRs) reflect a broader
paradigm shift in conservation theory and practice, which

examines the possibilities for people and wildlife to co-
exist in shared spaces (Buscher and Fletcher, 2020).
Improving our understanding of justice in its many forms
is a critical missing piece in establishing this new conser-

vation paradigm. In addition, we show that LCRRs illumi-
nate environmental justice considerations that have rarely
been considered in environmental justice theories, includ-
ing the importance of affect and perception. Our analysis

makes clear that unlike protected areas conservation, the
ability of LCRRs to meet their conservation targets hinges
on whether stakeholders feel the programs are just or

unjust (Figure 1). We conclude our analysis by discussing

Figure 1. Large carnivore reintroductions and recoveries can be technically complex undertakings, spanning
multiple jurisdictions and agencies, and posing threats to individual animals for expected collective
benefits. The bear pictured here, nicknamed “Daniza,” was one of nine bears reintroduced to Italy from Slovenia
between 1999 and 2001. In 2014, perceiving a person as a threat to her cubs, this bear conducted the only direct
attack on a person that occurred during the program, an event that precipitated a sudden shift in public opinion from
support to opposition of the project (Tosi et al., 2015). Italian authorities captured the bear to translocate it following
the attack, but it died during the capture process (von Hardenberg, 2015). Our framework helps tie together many of
the complex yet inextricable environmental justice concerns raised by examples like this one. Photo: Archivio Parco
Naturale Adamello Brenta. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1525/elementa.2020.00172.f1
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how and whether tensions between forms of environmen-
tal justice apparent in LCRRs can be resolved. Creating
a conversation at the crossroads of environmental justice
and conservation biology shows that an integrative and
pluralistic consideration of justice has untapped potential
to guide programs toward just ends for both human and
beyond-human life.

2. Literature review-Intersections of
environmental justice and conservation
biology
First emerging in the United States in the 1980s, the field
of environmental justice (EJ) offered the bold proposition
that environmental quality and social inequality are
linked. At the time, most contemporary environmental
movements were concerned with the anthropogenic
causes of widespread environmental harms (DeLuca,
2007; Kojola and Pellow, 2021). Environmental justice
demonstrated that human-induced environmental degra-
dation, in turn, also produced unequal and often devas-
tating outcomes for human communities, especially for
marginalized human communities (e.g., Bullard, 1990;
Cole and Foster, 2001; Brulle and Pellow, 2006; Sze and
London, 2008; Bullard et al., 2008; Pellow, 2017). EJ schol-
arship has traditionally focused on the uneven distribu-
tion of environmental harms, especially toxic
contaminants (Elliott and Frickel, 2011; Elliott and Frickel,
2013; Taylor, 2016; Cannon, 2020; Bullard, 2000), and
demonstrated their role in creating and perpetuating
social inequality (Downey, 2005). As an action-oriented
discipline (Sze and London, 2008), EJ scholarship is
grounded in social movements, with academic research
often following in the wake of community action.

A fundamental philosophical contribution of environ-
mental justice has been the defining and redefining of the
word “environment” to include not just “natural” habitats
and ecosystems but also spaces where human beings live,
labor, recreate, learn, and otherwise exist every day (Bul-
lard, 2000). Continuing this conceptual lineage, new
forms of EJ scholarship have made the case that the “we”
of environmental justice can extend to “more-than-
human” or “beyond-human” life (Schlosberg, 2013; Celer-
majer and O’Brien, 2020).Work in multispecies justice, for
example, challenges the ontological and ethical dualisms
that privilege justice for human groups and interrogates
how justice might apply to other species and ecosystems
(Brisman, 2007; Srinavasan and Cochrane, 2020). Critical
Environmental Justice (e.g., Pellow, 2016; Pellow, 2017)
has also expanded its constituencies beyond humans and
identified parallel logics of inequality across human social
groups and beyond-human life.

Debates around biodiversity conservation programs
contain similar questions about who constitutes the “we”
of the environment, and so EJ scholarship is well poised to
add clarity to these discussions. Biodiversity conservation
programs seek to curtail the rapid global decline of bio-
diversity by limiting human activities and impacts, espe-
cially in and around protected lands. In many of these
protected lands, governments and private foundations
purposefully exclude local and Indigenous peoples, on the

assumption that removing all human presence will pro-
tect endangered species. However, critiques in fields like
political ecology and critical anthropology have revealed
that such practices produce social injustices for those peo-
ples by restricting their access to resources and cultural
sites, forcing relocations, or transforming local economies
(Brockington, 2002; Adams and Hutton, 2007; Duffy,
2014). In many cases, protected areas inordinately impact
vulnerable groups like Indigenous peoples, forest peoples,
immigrants, hunters, and other rural folk who may have
used the land for centuries or millennia (Nelson, 2003;
Colchester, 2004; Igoe, 2006; Schmidt-Soltau and Brock-
ington, 2007; Agrawal and Redford, 2009; Dowie, 2009;
Holmes, 2014; Kelly and Gupta, 2016). These revelations
have encouraged a perception that biodiversity conserva-
tion and social justice cannot be reconciled (Shoreman-
Ouimet and Kopnina, 2015), especially as the ambitions of
biodiversity conservation programs grow (Wilson, 2016;
Buscher and Fletcher, 2020).

Similar debates have taken place over programs of
global sustainability, and here, EJ scholarship has played
an instrumental role by suggesting that sustainability and
social justice can be plausibly aligned (Agyeman et al.,
2003; Agyeman et al., 2016). Conservation is likewise
undergoing a major transition in its scope and goals as
it increasingly incorporates concepts and priorities
defined by the social sciences (Buscher and Fletcher,
2020). This transition offers a moment of opportunity for
environmental justice to make a vital intervention in con-
servation thinking and practice. By incorporating environ-
mental justice as a core element of conservation, new
conservation paradigms hold great promise to render ben-
efits and reduce harms to both human and beyond-
human groups. LCRRs are a class of practice emblematic
of this new approach to conservation, and their unique
characteristics, challenges, and contexts make them an
instructive case study in understanding how environmen-
tal justice can be intertwined with conservation.

3. Unique characteristics of LCRRs and their
implications for environmental justice
analysis
We define large carnivores as terrestrial mammals in the
order Carnivora with bodies larger than 15 kg (Ripple et
al., 2014). Throughout the world, 31 such species exist,
including highly recognizable species like wolves (Canis
lupus), brown bears (Ursus arctos), and African lions
(Panthera leo). LCRRs are an increasingly popular conser-
vation program for both historical and ecological reasons
(Hayward and Somers, 2009; Lorimer et al., 2015; Pettor-
elli et al., 2019). Historically, large carnivores have been
some of the species most impacted by human activities
and development. Nearly all of the 31 extant species have
experienced precipitous declines in their populations and
range sizes over the past century, and the majority are now
designated as threatened with extinction by the Interna-
tional Union for Conservation of Nature (Ripple et al.,
2014; Wolf and Ripple, 2017; IUCN, 2020).

Conflicts between large carnivores and humans date
back millennia, and both local and total extinctions of
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large carnivores have resulted from direct overexploitation
or from the indirect consequences of human activities
(Woodroffe, 2000). For example, in North America,
government-sponsored persecution of large carnivores,
often using particularly vicious methods, played an impor-
tant role in Euro-American colonization of the continent,
removing species like grizzly bears and gray wolves from
much of their historic ranges to support livestock produc-
tion (Reynolds and Tapper, 1996; Coleman, 2006). Today,
species like African lions and Snow leopards continue to
experience a range contractions and population declines
due to habitat losses and conflicts with people (Li et al.,
2013; Ripple et al., 2014).

In the last half century, changing economies and value
systems have led to increasing legal protections for large
carnivores in many parts of the world and have under-
pinned LCRR programs to address these historical losses
(Table 1; George et al., 2016; Bruskotter et al., 2017; Man-
fredo et al., 2017; Johns, 2019). The last 50 years have also
witnessed major advances in the science of predator ecol-
ogy that have centered LCRRs in conservation planning.
Research has demonstrated that large carnivores often act
as “keystone” species (Crooks and Soulé, 1999; Ripple and
Beschta, 2003; Smith et al., 2003; Soulé et al., 2005).
Through their consumption of prey species and even
through the fear they produce in their prey, the effects
of carnivores cascade from the largest to the smallest spe-
cies in their ecosystems, as well as to the processes and
functions resulting from species interactions (Prugh et al.,
2009). The keystone roles of carnivores are made clearest
upon their removal, which often precipitate state shifts
across entire ecosystems, lowering diversity and inhibiting
ecosystem processes (Estes et al., 2011). When large

carnivores return to ecosystems they once inhabited, their
effects are similarly unmistakable, perhaps most famously
exemplified the reintroduction of wolves to the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem in Wyoming, United States, where
researchers have documented effects on a host of mam-
mals, trees, and even hydrological processes (Ripple and
Beschta, 2012). As a result, conservation efforts have
sought to incorporate LCRRs not just to mitigate the his-
torical loss of large carnivores themselves but to restore
their ecologically crucial roles (IUCN, 2013; Wolf and Rip-
ple, 2018). This potential to repair past harm and benefit
the future of multiple species and ecosystems intersects
with new theories emerging in multispecies justice (see
Section 4.1).

The same ecological characteristics that attract conser-
vationists to LCRRs also create conflict with human com-
munities. The ability of large carnivores to function as
keystone species relies on their vast ranges, carnivorous
diets, and large body sizes, all of which often put them in
direct or perceived conflict with humans and human live-
lihoods. Large range sizes mean that these species will
inevitably encounter human activities and cross multiple
political jurisdictions. Large carnivore diets and body sizes
mean that these animals often consume livestock, which
can have life-changing economic impacts, especially for
subsistence livestock producers. Infrequent attacks on hu-
mans can injure or kill humans, and they also lead to
lasting negative opinions and retaliatory killings that drive
large carnivore declines worldwide (Kissui, 2008; Ripple et
al., 2014). For example, in Italy, where brown bears were
reintroduced with widespread public support, a single
fatal human encounter with a brown bear led to vanishing
support that quickly turned into opposition (Tosi et al.,

Table 1. Descriptions and examples of large carnivore reintroduction and recovery (LCRR) projects. DOI: https://doi.
org/10.1525/elementa.2020.00172.t1

LCRR Type Description Example

Reintroduction of
historical large
carnivore (LC)
populations

Populations that have been extirpated from their
historical range are reintroduced to it by
humans. Individuals from another area where
the species currently exists are translocated to
the destination area. The source and destination
populations may be isolated from one another
following reintroduction.

Lions, wild dogs, cheetahs, and other large
carnivores have been reintroduced into
conservation areas in South Africa. Beginning in
the 1990s, individuals were moved from nearby
but physically isolated conservation areas to
other areas where they had historically occurred
but had been extirpated.

Managed LC
population recovery

Populations return, without reintroductions, to an
area from which they were extirpated. Humans
typically still play a role in these recoveries by
managing the recovering populations.

Gray wolves, originally reintroduced to Yellowstone
National Park, United States, from individuals
captured in Canada, have now made recoveries
to other parts of their historical ranges in
neighboring U.S. states like Washington, Oregon,
Idaho, and California without further
reintroductions. Each of these states differs in
the management of these recovering species.

Augmented LC
population recovery

Species that are naturally recovering in an area they
once populated more densely are augmented by
additional translocated individuals to increase
population sizes.

Eurasian lynx (Lynx lynx) populations have
expanded their ranges in Central Europe in
recent decades, and reintroduction programs
have further complemented these natural range
expansions.

Art. 9(1) page 4 of 20 McInturff et al: Environmental justice and large carnivore conservation
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2015). From economic harm to human injury and even
mortality, LCRR programs thus have important material
consequences that may be distributed unevenly, making
them apt for consideration in an environmental justice
analysis (see Section 4.2.2).

The planning and execution of LCRRs also bears con-
sideration from an EJ perspective, especially in terms of
who plans and executes these programs. There is a diversity
of LCRR programs throughout the world, including grass-
roots efforts led by local people to return large carnivores
to historic landscapes. This is especially common in Amer-
ica and Europe, where “rewilding” programs have rapidly
risen in popularity (Lorimer et al., 2015). In many cases,
LCRR programs require coordinated action over large
spaces of land, involve multiple stakeholder groups, and
impose diverse risks and benefits at different scales. These
complexities often lead to the involvement of state agen-
cies and large nonprofit organizations, which often work
at a distance from the sites and peoples where efforts
occur on the ground. Both support and opposition for
these programs merit consideration from an environmen-
tal justice perspective, especially in terms of who is able to
participate in decision-making and implementation (see
Section 4.2.2).

While participation in the planning and implementa-
tion of LCRRs raises many important practical questions,
the symbolic role of large carnivores and their conserva-
tion cannot be overlooked. There is a growing understand-
ing that human–carnivore conflicts are often driven by
underlying conflicts between human worldviews and that
many battles over LCCRs are fought in symbolic territory
(Madden, 2004; Dickman, 2010; Redpath et al., 2015;
Riley and Sandstrom, 2016; Ward, 2019). For many, both
in the public and at work in conservation efforts, large
carnivores are emblematic of a zeal for wilderness (Johns,
2019). Simultaneously, for others, large carnivores symbol-
ize the overextension of state power (Jacobsen and Lin-
nell, 2016) or the erosion of rural lifestyles and landscapes
(Skogen et al., 2019). This symbolic significance helps
explain why reintroduced populations of large carnivores
like wolves and brown bears have experienced high rates
of mortality due to illegal killings, even when the eco-
nomic costs of these reintroductions are limited (McLellan
et al., 1999; von Essen et al., 2014; Mech, 2017; Treves et
al., 2017). Behind this tension between LCRR advocates
and opponents, the perspectives of Indigenous people
are often overlooked entirely, even when large carnivores
have significant cultural and material roles (Pinkerton et
al., 2019). Environmental justice has an important role to
play in better understanding whose worldviews are rec-
ognized or ignored in the implementation of LCRRs (see
Section 4.2.3).

The symbolic importance and biological characteristics
of large carnivores combine to set up another unique and
important phenomenon, which is the stark difference
between perceptions and realities of the risks they may
pose to humans (Lescureux and Linnell, 2010; Suryawan-
shi et al., 2013; Miller et al., 2016). While other conserva-
tion projects may introduce herbivores like elephants or
buffalo that ultimately pose much greater measurable risk

to life and livelihood than many large carnivores, the ef-
fects of large carnivores are often perceived to be more
severe, and retaliations against them are thus often more
severe as well (Brashares et al., 2010). Fear may play an
important role in creating the difference between percep-
tion and reality, as few animals impose the same burden
of fear on people as large carnivores (Røskaft et al., 2003;
Flykt et al., 2013). Fear itself is an important consequence
of carnivore presence and one that should be taken seri-
ously as an environmental justice issue, but it also has the
potential to distort both measurable risks and political
narratives (Kojola and Pellow, 2021). Affect and perception
are of particular importance in understanding the poten-
tial benefits and impacts of LCRRs, and understanding
their importance offers a generative opportunity for dia-
logue between environmental justice and conservation
biology (see Section 4.3).

In summary, the tragic histories and enormous ecolog-
ical importance of large carnivore species make them tar-
gets for conservation, yet, at the same time, the unique
characteristics of these species mean that their presence
and the efforts to conserve them both produce important
and unique environmental justice concerns. Taken
together, these characteristics of large carnivores and
LCRRS create a challenging but instructive case study for
the role of EJ in supporting new conservation paradigms
and the opportunities for EJ to address new problems.

4. An environmental justice framework for
LCRRs
In this section, we examine LCRR programs through an
environmental justice lens. In doing so, we show that EJ
frameworks have much to offer to the unique challenges
posed by LCRRs. Applying these frameworks can identify
hidden stakeholders as well as demonstrate overlooked
forms of justice inherent to LCRRs. While we point out
that LCRRs have in the past implicitly addressed some
forms of justice, the interconnections between multiple
forms of justice revealed in our analysis emphasize the
importance of thinking more comprehensively about the
roles EJ can play in planning and implementing LCRRs. By
considering how questions of justice apply to multiple
species, our analysis reveals parallel logics of oppression
that have exerted injustice on human and beyond-human
groups simultaneously, as well as opportunities for reso-
lution between justice concerns for people and large
carnivores.

We organize this section according to 3 major cate-
gories of environmental justice as they relate to LCRRs:
multispecies justice, which extends questions of justice to
humans and beyond-human species; social justice, which
considers the inequities for human communities in terms
of procedural, distributive, and recognitional justice; and
affective justice, a term we introduce that describes rami-
fications for EJ from complexities introduced by affect,
perception, and implicit bias.

4.1. Multispecies justice

Knowingly or not, advocates of LCRRs often appeal first
and foremost to arguments articulated by theories in
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multispecies justice. Advocates of LCRR programs often
assert that humans bear a “special moral obligation to
heal the damage to non-human species and ecosystems
they have caused” (Schlosberg, 2007; Johns, 2019). This
kind of “reparative justice” across species seeks to rectify
the harms of the past. For large carnivores, these harms
have been enormous, both in terms of the incredible
numerical declines these species have experienced and
the cruel means by which they have been extirpated (Tay-
lor, 1986; Elliot, 1997; Coleman, 2006; Ripple et al., 2014).
As keystone species, large carnivores also enable the pro-
vision of justice to the ecosystems that depend on them,
thus extending the scope of the “we” of justice to include
collective communities and habitats, not simply individual
organisms or species. Some EJ scholars have argued that
this extension is central to multispecies justice (Schlos-
berg, 2007; Srinavasan and Cochrane, 2020). For example,
both scholarly and popular commentators have widely
praised the reintroduction of wolves in Yellowstone
National Park, arguing that restoring this keystone species
has also restored the surrounding ecosystem (Ripple and
Beschta, 2012; Ripple et al., 2015). Multispecies and repar-
ative justice are implicit in these praises, especially in
popular literatures (Monbiot, 2014), which describe the
moral rectitude of an ecosystem restored. Related argu-
ments supporting LCRRs parallel those offered by Nuss-
baum (2006), who claims that sentient animals merit
consideration from a “capabilities justice” lens, deserving
the same kinds of opportunities to “flourish” typically
afforded to many (though certainly not all) humans. It is
clear that LCRRs implicitly take up several contemporary
EJ theories related to multispecies justice and concretely
expand notions of “we” from human to nonhuman animal
communities.

However, 2 critiques of the role of multispecies jus-
tice in LCRRs demonstrate the need for an explicit and
multifaceted EJ analysis of these programs. A first cri-
tique is that the logic of multispecies justice can serve
particular human agendas, especially that of powerful
actors, if they are not considered alongside other forms
of social justice. For example, Celermajer and O’Brien
(2020) warn that the logic of “reparative justice” for
beyond-human life suggests that past harms can be
atoned for through future actions, a logic that, for
some, justifies the activities that cause these harms by
promising that they can be rectified at some later time
(Katz, 2012; Celermajer and O’Brien, 2020). Other scho-
lars have critiqued conservation programs that impose
grave risks on individuals (e.g., a large carnivore trans-
located as part of a reintroduction program) for the
sake of collectives like species or ecosystems (Favre,
1978; Hutchins and Wemmer, 1987; Cripps, 2010). Sri-
nivasan and Cochrane (2020) explicitly frame this trade-
off as one that primarily satisfies particular human pre-
ferences, even when there is scientific uncertainty
about the outcome for both individuals and ecosystems.
This is a trade-off inherent to the logic of large carni-
vore reintroductions in particular: Individuals can be
injured or even killed for presumed benefits to species
and ecosystems. Because human preferences will always

inhabit arguments for multispecies justice, it is vital to
render these preferences explicit and to attend that the
preferences of 1 group do not disadvantage other more
vulnerable groups. Linking multispecies justice with
other forms of justice described in Sections 4.2 and
4.3 can help to ensure this outcome.

A second critique of multispecies justice is made
apparent in case studies in which arguments for enacting
conservation programs, framed using the logic of multi-
species justice, have legitimated human oppression. In
protected area conservation, powerful actors like govern-
ments and international NGOs have shown willingness
and facility in using the language of multispecies justice
to disempower vulnerable groups of people, particularly
those living in or subsisting on resources available in
protected lands (Brockington, 2002; Colchester, 2004;
Hari, 2010). Similarly, activism and discourses around
animal welfare and animal rights have in some cases
been promoted at the expense of the rights and well-
being of people of color, immigrants, and Indigenous
peoples (Pellow, 2014). In the case of LCRRs, the symbolic
and charismatic appeal of large carnivores allows them to
be used as tools of the powerful. This is convincingly
demonstrated by programs of forced human
“relocations” for tiger (Panthera tigris) conservation in
India. In these programs, human relocations have
occurred over the course of several decades, wherein
state-sponsored efforts in coordination with interna-
tional NGOs, often using paramilitary force and racially
charged justifications, have coerced thousands of fami-
lies, primarily comprised of Indigenous pastoralists, liv-
ing in Indian tiger reserves to move to new locations
(Bijoy, 2011; Torri, 2011; Rai et al., 2019). In many cases,
these villagers were exclusively blamed for declining
tiger populations in spite of their long histories of coex-
istence with tigers and with little regard for evidence
showing that broader patterns of land use change and
urban-centered commercial networks are key drivers of
tiger declines (Rangarajan and Shahabuddin, 2006). This
example of forced relocations not only represents a glar-
ing social injustice, but it has also allowed the continu-
ation of unsustainable practices driving tiger declines,
thus undercutting the purported rationale of provision-
ing multispecies justice to tigers. However, when this
critique is viewed another way, multispecies justice argu-
ments for LCRRs that do not focus only on beyond-
human species, but rather consider how human and
beyond-human life can be considered in tandem, can
help build agency for vulnerable communities. Cam-
paigns for the legal rights of nature as led by Indigenous
peoples offer useful case studies for LCRRs in promoting
justice for both human and beyond-humans (O’Donnell
et al., 2020).

Multispecies justice offers a meaningful and ground-
breaking rationale for LCRRs. However, as this section
makes clear, it is difficult to separate considerations of
multispecies justice from human preferences, goals, and
social justice. Instead of taking up distinct multispecies
justice rationales, LCRRs must broaden their aperture and
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integrate multiple forms of justice into their theory and
practice.

4.2. Social justice

Environmental justice scholarship offers a robust theoret-
ical framework and organizational vocabulary for identify-
ing different forms of justice at stake in LCRRs, as well as
their connections to one another and to multispecies jus-
tice. We organize our discussion around 3 major social
justice categories that are frequently addressed in EJ liter-
ature on conservation: participatory, distributive, and rec-
ognition justice (Schlosberg, 2004; Martin et al., 2013).
Defining these justice categories and applying them to
specific LCRR examples can identify opportunities to mit-
igate harms, reveal blind spots in current policies and
practices, and identify ways of thinking, knowing, and
living that enrich the possibilities for co-occurrence and
coexistence between people and large carnivores.

4.2.1. Participatory justice

Participatory justice examines who gets to participate in
the processes of decision-making (Schlosberg, 2007).
Injustice in the realm of participation can take many
forms. Groups may be excluded from participation based
on race, document or economic status, gender, other
social or geographic locations, or simply by lack of educa-
tion or access to the halls of power. This kind of exclusion
from participation has been identified as a feature of
many protected area programs globally (Brockington,
2002; Igoe, 2006; Igoe and Brockington, 2007; Büscher
et al., 2012). In these analyses, many such programs begin
with participatory injustice and end with distributive
injustice (Section 4.2.2), when local disempowered groups
lose territory, access, or livelihoods as a result of decisions
made by other groups, especially powerful states or inter-
national organizations (Nelson, 2003; Colchester, 2004;
Hari, 2010).

In response to participatory injustice, EJ scholarship
has effectively identified hidden and marginalized stake-
holders and critiqued their inability to participate across
a range of environmental issues (Agyeman et al., 2003).
For LCRRs, an EJ perspective can help ensure that pro-
grams include all relevant stakeholders in the political
decision-making process. Participatory practices can help
bridge a problem of scale faced by many LCRRs, wherein
government agencies or large organizations working from
distant locales, and often with little public accountability,
plan and implement programs with effects felt most
acutely by local people. For example, in a rare empirical
study of LCRRs and environmental justice, Bredin (2018)
emphasized the importance of participatory justice to
local stakeholders involved in jaguar (Panthera onca) re-
coveries in Brazil. Here, local stakeholders desired
increased local empowerment and collaborative gover-
nance over the LCRR program, in which they felt under-
represented relative to more powerful outside groups and
state actors. The stakes of excluding local support are high
and threaten the potential for LCRR programs to satisfy
their multispecies justice goals. Reintroductions of bears
and wolves, for example, that have excluded meaningful

public participation have often been perceived as govern-
ment imposition and overreach and produced damaging
conflicts for people and large carnivores (Clark, 2009; Mor-
zillo et al., 2010; Manfredo et al., 2017; Mech, 2017). Thus,
a lack of participatory justice can produce the conditions
under which carnivores are opposed on symbolic (Section
4.2.3) or affective (Section 4.3) grounds.

Forms of “collaborative governance” around LCRRs
have been gaining popularity and work to involve citizens
at multiple points before, during, and after decision-
making processes to ensure participation (Carter et al.,
2021). Redpath (2017) argues for collaborative processes
that develop “psychological ownership” of the process of
recovering wildlife, which improve trust between involved
parties, create a shared sense of responsibility for project
outcomes among diverse groups, and strengthen involve-
ment in local management (but for a critique emphasizing
multispecies justice, see Treves et al., 2019). Such ap-
proaches often reveal local enthusiasm for LCRRs, as long
as local involvement is assured (Clark, 2009). Thus, in
addition to reducing the potential for injustice for hu-
mans, participatory and collaborative governance ap-
proaches can foster public support that reduces illegal
killings and other retaliatory actions that threaten large
carnivore persistence (Jackson and Ale, 2009; Linnell et al.,
2009; Madden and McQuinn, 2014).

Taking up an EJ perspective thus offers multiple con-
tributions to the just practice of LCRRs: EJ methods have
an established history of identifying and including disem-
powered stakeholders; processes that reflect principles of
participatory justice garner public support rather than
opposition; and retaliations against large carnivores them-
selves decline when public support is high. Addressing
participatory justice can also reveal relevant perspectives
on distributive and recognition justice (Sections 4.2.2 and
4.2.3, respectively), helping ensure that access to partici-
pation addresses a range of justice concerns. In some
cases, public participation may expose unjust aspects of
LCRRs that prevent their implementation. However, as the
above examples show, participation may also strengthen
links between public support and multispecies justice
goals, thus buttressing LCRR program effectiveness.

4.2.2. Distributive justice

Distributive justice considers who is materially affected by
institutional actions and whether and how they are rec-
ompensed (Schlosberg, 2007; Walker, 2012). EJ scholar-
ship has previously identified distributive injustices for
rural poor communities related to conservation projects,
especially protected area conservation, with effects includ-
ing loss of access to land and resources and increased
exposure to wildlife conflicts (Martin et al., 2013). For
LCRRs, distributive injustice is most pronounced in con-
texts where local rural groups are already marginalized
and where their livelihoods are intimately tied to forest
and agricultural production, especially of livestock (Mis-
hra, 1997; Kissui, 2008; Muhly and Musiani, 2009; Wid-
man and Elofsson, 2018). For example, a study in
Zimbabwe found that livestock predation by large carni-
vores in an area of communal land bordering the Sengwa
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Wildlife Research Area cost livestock producing house-
holds 12% of their net annual income, which was already
at a subsistence level (Butler, 2000). Even when livestock
are not killed, some evidence suggests that the presence of
predators can slow livestock growth rates and thus impose
costs on producers that outpace direct losses (Steele et al.,
2013; Ramler et al., 2014). Attacks, both fatal and nonfa-
tal, on humans and pets are much rarer and resist eco-
nomic quantification, but they can be tragedies for those
involved and can reverberate more broadly through soci-
ety. As a result, these attacks can have profound effects on
the ways in which local people perceive large carnivores
and the landscapes on which they occur (Linnell et al.,
2002; Tosi et al., 2015; Penteriani et al., 2016; Kelly et
al., 2019), with important implications for affective justice
(Section 4.3). Any program intending to reconcile environ-
mental justice with LCRRs must consider these diverse
forms of damage.

Direct compensation from the state to individuals for
damage caused by large carnivores has long been a strat-
egy surrounding LCRRs (Montag et al., 2003). Such pro-
grams, however, often lack important nuances that an EJ
perspective can provide. In some cases, compensation pro-
grams may be used to justify LCRRs in spite of compen-
sation payments falling short of losses by livestock
producers. Villagers surrounding the Kibber Wildlife Sanc-
tuary in the Indian Trans-Himalaya, for example, esti-
mated livestock losses to large carnivores at up to half
of their annual income, but compensation programs only
returned approximately 3% of perceived losses, thus incit-
ing retaliatory killings of predators that threatened rein-
troduction programs (Mishra, 1997). In other sites around
the world, the complexities accompanying local contexts,
rapid economic and land use changes, make the calcula-
tions needed to provide fair compensation prohibitively
complex (Naughton-Treves et al., 2003; Nyhus et al., 2005;
Maclennan et al., 2009; Næss et al., 2011; Agarwala, 2010).
Furthermore, efforts that have historically focused solely
on compensation schemes may work in tension with or
even produce other forms of environmental injustice,
especially regarding recognition justice (Martin et al.,
2013; Martin et al., 2014). As demonstrated by a study
of wolf recovery efforts in Norway, if stakeholders feel that
decision-makers are attempting to buy their consent and
downplay the noneconomic significance of LCRRs, com-
pensation programs may fail to achieve distributive justice
while also creating new recognition justice concerns (Ja-
cobsen and Linnell, 2016). The importance of understand-
ing the multiple forms of justice simultaneously at stake
cannot be overstated.

Aside from compensation for losses, there are other
ways in which LCRR programs must consider distributive
justice. The potentially enormous material benefits pro-
vided by LCRRs through their effects on ecosystem recov-
ery are still poorly understood and rarely quantified, and
so there is little understanding of how such benefits might
be equitably or inequitably distributed. These benefits
range widely from direct benefits of trophy hunting and
photography of carnivores themselves (Funston et al.,
2013), the “existence value” enjoyed by some in knowing

that such animals are present (Kellert et al., 1996; van
Eeden et al., 2021), indirect benefits of increased tourism
in ecosystems inhabited by large carnivores (Dickman et
al., 2011; Rode et al., 2021), and the more distributed
benefits provided by ecosystem services generated or aug-
mented by the presence of large carnivores (Nelson, 2009;
Gilbert et al., 2017). Although the difficulty in calculating
these benefits makes them easy to ignore, EJ work on
distributive justice has previously established the impor-
tance of considering such nonquantifiable benefits
(Čapek, 1993; Sexton, 2000), making this an important
site for future research on this topic.

Questions of access also bear further interrogation
from a distributive justice point of view, as restricted
access to critical resources is a form of distributive injus-
tice. For example, research involving Maasai respondents
in Kenya showed that when they were restricted from
grazing cattle in protected areas, especially during
droughts, this local group had more negative attitudes
toward lions, a recovering large carnivore, and were more
likely to kill them (Hazzah et al., 2013; Redpath et al.,
2017). This example demonstrates one of the many ways
in which the success of LCRRs is tied to the perception of
justice. In some cases, communities near LCRRs may bear
additional financial and labor costs in implementing pro-
grams to reduce the direct harms imposed by large carni-
vores that may or may not be offset by the benefits of
increased tourism (Nelson, 2009; Dickman et al., 2011;
McManus et al., 2015; Lyngdoh et al., 2017; Tortato et
al., 2017). Finally, as we discuss in more depth in Section
4.3, even the perception of material harm, especially per-
petrated by the state, drives conflicts between people and
wildlife (Bruskotter and Wilson, 2014), and amplifies con-
cerns around recognition justice to produce deep antipa-
thies that undercut LCRR programs (Madden and
McQuinn, 2014). An environmental justice perspective can
thus link distributive justice to other forms of environ-
mental justice and help navigate the complex challenges
imposed by LCRRs.

4.2.3. Recognition justice

EJ scholarship has increasingly called for expanded dimen-
sions of environmental justice, especially recognition jus-
tice (e.g., Massarella et al., 2020). Recognition justice asks
whether human identities, histories, ways of knowing, and
ways of living have been acknowledged and included in
environmental decision-making. Recognition justice dif-
fers from participatory justice in that it does not question
who can or cannot participate in existing decision-making
structures, but instead it asks whether those structures
themselves privilege or exclude particular identities, epis-
temologies, histories, and ways of life. Studies examining
recognition justice around conservation programs often
focus on disparities between Indigenous ontologies or
epistemologies and those imposed exogenously and the
subsequent colonizing and dominating effects of conser-
vation programs that overlook Indigenous ways of know-
ing and living (Martin et al., 2014).

Little research currently links recognition justice with
LCRRs and Indigenous peoples. A related study of the
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reintroduction of sea otters (Enhydra lutris) in Canada
showed that scientific management principles were privi-
leged over Indigenous knowledge and practices in guiding
the reintroduction process of this species (Pinkerton et al.,
2019). This failure of recognition justice led to a distribu-
tive injustice, the depletion of important local fisheries to
which local Indigenous communities have constitutionally
protected access. The authors (Pinkerton et al.) advocated
for an alternative comanagement system for the fishery,
combining First Nations epistemologies and ontologies
with ecological research, to simultaneously improve the
sustainability of the fisheries and recognize the presence
and worldview of the Nuu-chah-nulth First Nations.

In other contexts, the recovery of large carnivores may
represent an important step toward recognition justice,
where large carnivores have cultural, spiritual, or other
ties to local groups. In Mammoth Lakes, California, a cam-
paign to identify local black bears (Ursus americanus) as
“our bears” has proven effective in creating a sense of
shared value and recognition across diverse stakeholders,
helping to limit conflict between people and bears in the
area (Nark and Rabut, 2020). Indeed, in many parts of the
world, the removal of large predators was a colonizing
practice, meant to deprive local peoples of their material,
symbolic, and spiritual import and make possible the
simultaneous subjugation of human and carnivore. In
both North America and England, for example, wolves and
Indigenous people were linked in metaphor and action,
and policies of violence against both were thought to be
self-reinforcing practices by colonial powers (Kellert et al.,
1996; Arnds, 2020). The connections between large carni-
vores, Indigenous groups, and recognition justice remain
a blind spot in LCRR programs, and there is an urgent
need for research on this topic (Schlosberg, 2013; Martin,
2017).

Some of the most pressing challenges for LCRRs come
from their symbolic importance, which demonstrates the
significance of recognition justice. As mentioned in Sec-
tion 3, large carnivores have powerful importance as sym-
bols, as emotional touchstones, and as mirrors, for both
proponents and opponents of large carnivore conserva-
tion (Saunders, 1998; Nie, 2003; Skogen et al., 2006; Li
et al., 2014). Reintroduction efforts that fail to engage
with these symbolic aspects are bound to overlook their
significance. This symbolic role manifests in some of the
most acute human–human conflicts around large carni-
vores, when these animals loom large in the worldviews of
different stakeholder groups. For example, in an empirical
study of environmental justice concerns prompted by wolf
recoveries in Norway, Jacobsen and Linnell (2016) sug-
gested that while questions of distribution were nominally
important, recognition justice was essential to both propo-
nents and opponents of this LCRR program. Skeptics of
wolf recovery suggested that the return of wolves threat-
ened traditional rural activities, including hunting and pas-
toral activities, that were not just livelihoods, but ways of
life with deep connections to personal identity. Addition-
ally, these stakeholders felt aggrieved that their concerns
along these lines were not being meaningfully regarded,
often overshadowed by efforts toward compensation for

livestock losses, a common approach to addressing nar-
rowly distributive justice concerns. Simultaneously, wolf ad-
vocates made arguments not only on behalf of multispecies
justice concerns for wolves but also for the importance of
wolves to their own sense of identity and community, an
often-underappreciated aspect of LCRRs. For all of the sta-
keholders in this study, “identity, lifestyle, knowledge and
viewpoints, and seeking mutual respect for differences con-
stituted a good in itself” (Jacobsen and Linnell, 2016).

Other studies have addressed the importance of recog-
nition justice in resolving conflicts surrounding LCRRs. For
example, Madden and McQuinn (2014) and Vucetich et al.
(2018) describe an approach, praised in North America, for
addressing conflicts with large carnivores called “carnivore
conflict transformations,” which draws from principles
and processes from the peacebuilding field. Central to this
practice is the concept that conflicts about carnivores are
really conflicts between people who feel that their identity
and autonomy are threatened. Before distribution or par-
ticipation injustice can be addressed, a “humanizing of the
other” and a “reconciliation of relationships” must take
place. The success of this focus on identity, acknowledg-
ment, and reconciliation speaks to the underlying impor-
tance of recognition justice to conflicts surrounding
LCRRs. As a field, EJ has an important role to play in
further elaborating the theoretical underpinnings of rec-
ognition justice, linking it to more familiar forms of jus-
tice, and testing methods and approaches that can
contribute meaningfully to the challenging contexts de-
manded by LCRRs.

4.3. Affective environmental justice

Recently, EJ scholars have begun examining the impor-
tance of the emotional consequences of environmental
injustice, broadening the horizons of the field, yet new
case studies are needed to articulate the important con-
nections between emotion and justice (Kojola and Pellow,
2021). In sections above, we discussed the unique ability
of carnivores to provoke strong emotions in stakeholders
toward large carnivores and their conservation. In a com-
prehensive “history of emotions” of wildlife reintroduc-
tion and recovery programs, Jorgensen (2019) makes
clear that emotional responses have been overlooked as
a driving force behind the conceptualization, implementa-
tion, success, and even failure of these programs. Large
carnivores stir particularly powerful affective responses
within human communities, especially fear, reverence,
and loss (Røskaft et al., 2003; Flykt et al., 2013; Jørgensen,
2019). In this section, we introduce the term affective
environmental justice and discuss its particular relevance
to LCRRs.We discuss 3 major dimensions of affective envi-
ronmental justice. First, we describe affective responses to
LCRRs as an environmental harm that is inequitably expe-
rienced but rarely considered. Second, we identify the
ways in which affective responses cloud understandings
of previously described environmental justice categories,
further emphasizing the need for understanding all of
these categories cohesively. Third, we discuss the powerful
role of fear in contributing to logics of oppression against
vulnerable human and beyond-human groups.
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The emotional consequences of environmental change
are the first dimension of affective environmental justice.
These consequences have long been considered (e.g., Bul-
lard, 2000), but only recently have they been emphasized
in EJ scholarship (Kojola and Pellow, 2021). Human fear of
large carnivores is one of the most salient affective
response to their presence (Flykt et al., 2013). In fact,
ecologists have taken the role of fear seriously in research
on the “landscape of fear.” This concept describes the cas-
cading effects of the fear that large carnivores inspire in
their prey, and ecologists increasingly recognize the role
that fear plays in delivering the ecosystem-scale benefits
of large carnivores (Laundre et al., 2010; Gaynor et al.,
2019). Although the term “landscape of fear” arose in the
social sciences (Tuan, 1979), humans’ fear of large carni-
vores is rarely measured or considered as an environmen-
tal harm in decision-making and planning of LCRRs
(Johansson et al., 2016). The people living near many LCRR
sites are often already marginalized, and an exposure to
acute fears of large carnivore attacks, of injury, of loss of
livelihood, or even of death, will amplify their precarity in
ways that have not been adequately assessed. Research on
risk perceptions suggests that this fear can be heightened
several orders of magnitude by a lack of control, especially
when risks are imposed from the outside (Starr, 1969;
Skogen et al., 2008; Dickman, 2010; Carter et al., 2012).
In other words, injustice through exclusion from partici-
pation will frequently amplify affective injustice, and
these effects are typically experienced by groups that
already experience other forms of vulnerability.

However, fear is not the only contributor to harm at
stake in considering LCRRs and affective environmental
justice. LCRRs are not always imposed by the powerful
on the powerless, and they often enjoy local support,
especially from communities with strong emotions of
attachment, reverence or loss regarding large carnivores.
Indigenous people in particular may regard the absence of
large carnivore species in terms of recognition, as
described above, but also affectively through a sense of
loss and the “colonization of attachment” (Groves, 2015).
Research has shown that this sense of loss around animals
and the “sense of place” to which they are intimately
connected can be a source of trauma and affect mental
health, and the particularly powerful affective responses
that large carnivores provoke will likely magnify these
effects (Lockie, 2016; Willette et al., 2016; Norgaard and
Reed, 2017). As with fear, the distribution of harms related
to emotions around loss are felt most acutely by groups
that have already been the targets of violence associated
with settler colonialism, racial capitalism, and environ-
mental injustice (Kojola and Pellow, 2021). These topics
require further research, and LCRRs offer an opportunity
for the field of EJ to expand its scope and application by
studying the unique, intense, important affective re-
sponses to these programs.

The second dimension of affective justice is its interac-
tions with other categories of social justice. The strong
affective responses described above, while poorly under-
stood on their own terms, also have the potential to cloud
an analysis that adheres strictly to categories of

distributive, participatory, and recognition justice. In
research on human–carnivore interactions, perceptions
of the risk of carnivores to human life and bodies have
been shown to strongly influence the way in which people
interact with both individual animals and with LCRRs as
programs (Lescureux and Linnell, 2010; Suryawanshi et al.,
2013; Ohrens et al., 2019; McInturff et al., 2020). In many
cases, risk perceptions differ markedly from the measur-
able risks and outcomes that carnivores often impose. In
North America, for example, public discourses about the
reintroduction and recovery of wolves often center on the
risks they impose to livestock and people. While direct
wolf mortalities and fear of wolves may impact individual
livestock operations, there is little evidence to suggest that
the livestock industry as a whole has been meaningfully
affected by the return of wolves (Muhly and Musiani,
2009), and wolf attacks on humans are extremely rare
(Linnell and Alleau, 2016). Similarly, public discourse in
the United States surrounding mountain lions (Puma con-
color) remains dominated by reports of rare attacks on
outdoor recreationists (Conover, 1995; Gilbert et al.,
2017). By centering the negative consequences of LCRRs,
overly elevated risk perceptions mask the benefits of key-
stone carnivores to the health and welfare of humans and
ecosystems alike (Estes et al., 2011; Levi et al., 2012; Bra-
shares et al., 2014; Wallach et al., 2015). Returning to
mountain lions, a study in the northeastern United States
demonstrated that the reintroduction of mountain lions
to this region would drastically reduce the populations of
white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus), their primary
prey, and in turn prevent thousands of human injuries
and deaths caused by deer–vehicle collisions (Gilbert et
al., 2017). Elevated risk perceptions can thus crowd out
other aspects of justice related to LCRRs. Future research
and practice in EJ must work carefully to take fear seri-
ously as an environmental harm while also judiciously
incorporating risk perceptions into broader EJ analysis.
Doing so can not only help guide LCRRs to more just and
sustainable ends but also expand EJ theory and practice
on this important topic.

The third dimension of affective justice draws from
several examples, especially in North America and Europe,
in which elevated risk perceptions become tools of the
powerful against the vulnerable and align logics of oppres-
sion against marginalized human and beyond-human
groups. The strong affective responses, especially fear, pro-
voked by large carnivores can cloud who is at risk from
their presence. Exaggerated claims of wolf “invasions” in
North America, for example, often pose wealthy rural
landowners as victims of LCRR programs, even when there
is little evidence to suggest that distributive or participa-
tory harms are significant (Nie, 2003; Berger, 2006; Muhly
and Musiani, 2009; Linnell and Alleau, 2016).While LCRRs
may be at odds with the worldviews of such stakeholders,
which link sense of place with dominion over and eradi-
cation of large carnivores, such worldviews are widely rec-
ognized publicly and validated politically, emphasizing
again that affective issues can blur a sober understanding
of recognition justice. Importantly, examples from both
North America and Europe suggest that this stance can
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link logics of oppression against people and animals who
are in precarious circumstances.

For example, both in the United States and in Europe,
politicians have deployed similar and overlapping rhetoric
when articulating anti-immigrant and anti-wolf positions
(Lusher, 2016; Nors, 2018; Arnds, 2020). In North America
in particular, this linkage is not new. Brown (2018) de-
scribes the historical construction of black males in Amer-
ica as “subhuman” or as “predators.” By drawing on an
American tradition of fear of large carnivores, this rhetoric
has been used to justify vigilante and state violence
against Black men for generations, while simultaneously
reinforcing a fear of nonhuman predators (Jacobs et al.,
2012; Brown, 2018). Illegal killings of wolves, frequently
because of their symbolism as outsiders, are in many cases
the chief source of mortality of reintroduced and recover-
ing wolf populations (Liberg et al., 2012; Suutarinen and
Kojola, 2017; Treves et al., 2017). These examples do not
constitute a rule governing the logics linking oppression
of vulnerable human and beyond-human groups, and we
acknowledge that their geographical and historical con-
text is important. However, these examples do point EJ
scholarship toward a line of inquiry regarding the role of
affect in inverting claims of vulnerability and victimhood,
and LCRRs offer a revealing site for future work on this
topic.

5. Opportunities and obstacles for aligning
forms of justice
The framework we developed in Section 4 makes clear
that numerous EJ issues are at stake in the practice of
LCRR programs. While some of these issues are familiar
to previous EJ analyses of conservation programs, many
are new and distinct due to the unique characteristics of
LCRRs. While protected area programs sometimes meet
their conservation targets in spite of—or even because
of—their lack of consideration for aspects of social justice
(Brockington 2002), this is much rarer for LCRRs, which
are often predicated on human–wildlife coexistence on
shared landscapes. When stakeholders feel that such pro-
grams are unjust, they can oppose these programs directly
on the ground. Retaliatory killings of large carnivores have
been documented across the world in response to LCRR
actions and ensuing conflicts (Liberg et al., 2012; Suutar-
inen and Kojola, 2017; Treves et al., 2017). Clashes
between stakeholder worldviews, heightened by affective
stances on carnivores, are often politicized and have the
potential to derail LCRRs, as recently evidenced by a brown
bear reintroduction effort in the northwestern United
States (U.S. Department of the Interior, 2020). Even where
attention to questions of distribution and participation
helped LCRRs proceed with a measure of success, as in
the recovery of wolves in Scandinavia, conflicts rooted in
recognition and affective justice still may threaten long-
term sustainability of these programs (Jacobsen and Lin-
nell, 2016; Skogen et al., 2017). Thus, for LCRRs, social
justice is foundational to multispecies justice and to the
sustainability of LCRR programs. Below, we discuss the
conditions under which LCRR programs may prove incom-
patible with social justice and under which an EJ

framework would suggest curtailing these programs. Just
as importantly, we also discuss how an EJ framework,
when included in both the planning and practice of
LCRRs, can support LCRR programs that promote multiple
forms of justice for people, large carnivores, and
ecosystems.

Contextual differences are crucial to understanding jus-
tice and LCRRs, but our EJ analysis suggests that some
conditions are part of a genotype of unjust practices. One
of the key takeaways of our analysis is the interconnected-
ness of the social justice categories we describe. Many
LCRR programs adopt siloed approaches to environmental
justice. Even if multiple forms of justice are given consid-
eration, programs that privilege one form over another
a priori will overlook essential context-dependent con-
cerns and interrelations across forms of justice. Compen-
sation for material damages is the most frequent example
of how LCRRs address EJ concerns, but this approach only
considers distributive justice, neglecting other important
forms of justice we have elaborated above (Naughton-
Treves et al., 2003; Nyhus et al., 2005; Maclennan et al.,
2009; Agarwala, 2010; Næss et al., 2011). Justice is fun-
damentally pluralistic (Schlosberg, 1999; Sen, 2009; Mar-
tin et al., 2013; Schlosberg, 2013), and its plural forms are
interrelated, and even further complicated by affective
environmental justice. Programs that ignore these connec-
tions are likely to provoke unexpected antipathy and
opposition from stakeholders, including from those they
may even have failed to identify. In some cases, these
forms of justice may even be in tension, where ensuring
one form of justice may heighten another form of injus-
tice. We should not assume that all such tensions can be
resolved, and by identifying such tensions, an EJ frame-
work can single out LCRR programs that simply should
not proceed when they cannot yield pluralistically just
outcomes. However, by applying the comprehensive EJ
framework that we outline above, LCRR programs can
better understand the stakes involved in their program
and the diverse constituents who may be hidden by nar-
rower conceptions of justice.

Another key takeaway from our analysis centers the
issue of scale and its importance in linking the multiple
forms of justice we have included in this framework.
Recent advances in EJ scholarship, particularly in Critical
Environmental Justice, have called attention to such issues
of scale (Pellow, 2016; Pellow, 2017). Rather than focusing
on a single scale of analysis and effect, critical environ-
mental justice examines how questions of justice are in-
terlinked across scales, from individual bodies to
communities and even to global concerns. LCRRs call
attention to questions of scale in dramatic ways. In many
(but certainly not all) cases, LCRR programs may be devel-
oped by organizations and agencies in urban areas far
removed from the rural places and surrounding peoples
where these actions will take place. Environmental justice
must thus consider not only the local implications of
LCRRs but also the often-multinational institutions and
procedures that orchestrate or obstruct such programs,
and what actions might better link these divergent scales.
Programs that narrowly envision stakeholders and their
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situations, characteristics, and risk perceptions will precip-
itate injustice for those groups left out of consideration.
LCRR programs that are instituted from afar, especially by
agencies or organizations with little local coordination or
consultation and with predetermined strategies about
their responses to injustice, are unlikely to ensure partic-
ipatory and recognition justice for people subsisting on
the land, establish sustainable conditions under which
multispecies justice is possible, or attend to the complex-
ities introduced by questions of affective justice. Unfortu-
nately, these conditions are common in the practice of
LCRRs, especially given the economic cost and jurisdic-
tional complexity of conducting these activities. As
a result, some of these programs have unsurprisingly pro-
duced unjust outcomes for people, have failed to support
long-term success for large carnivores, or both. Questions
of scale thus demand the incorporation and interlinking
of the multiple forms of justice we have presented in this
framework.

In spite of these challenges, our analysis points to
opportunities for aligning the many forms of environmen-
tal justice at stake in LCRR programs. The framework that
we detail in Section 4 offers a comprehensive resource to
work through in planning and implementing an LCRR. By
embedding this justice framework into the planning pro-
cess, LCRRs have the potential to identify and avoid or
mitigate the many potential forms of harm they may
impose on vulnerable people and simultaneously clarify
and emphasize the benefits that programs provide to both
human and beyond-human groups. A cornerstone of EJ
theory is that “a functioning environment provides the
necessary conditions to achieve social justice” (Agyeman
et al., 2016), meaning that, as keystone species, large car-
nivores have a central role in restoring and repairing these
underlying conditions for justice. While carnivores have
well established ecological relations, their relations to
human community and culture are often overlooked. For
Indigenous peoples, in particular, who have been excluded
from decisions about dewilding and extirpation in both
the present and the past, restoring or recovering large may
provide a measure of reparative justice, and further
research is needed in this domain (Tuck and Yang, 2012;
Groves, 2015; Whyte, 2018).

We argue that the application of an environmental
justice framework can help ensure that LCRRs do not
inevitably pit justice for human life against justice for
beyond-human life. LCRRs can impose material, symbolic,
and emotional risks for people already living in precarity,
but EJ offers a flexible, broad, and pluralistic framework
for understanding and adapting to local contexts. There is
not one programmatic response that EJ can provide to
LCRRs, but EJ offers a theory and vocabulary needed for
context-specific practices. Context and adaptability are
critical elements of this framework: an LCRR in North
America, for example, will look very different from one
in South America, with an entirely different set of stake-
holders, justice concerns, and relevant theories and reso-
lutions (Root-Bernstein et al., 2017). Our framework
provides a diagnostic approach for thinking through

individual cases in context and helping to resolve tensions
between forms of justice.

Our analysis suggests that social justice and biodiver-
sity conservation are not predestined to be in opposition.
Instead, while tensions within and between forms of jus-
tice are inherent to conservation practice, thorough EJ
analysis can help move these tensions toward resolution.
We argue that integrating multiple forms of justice within
an EJ framework has untapped potential for guiding con-
servation programs beyond just LCRRs toward outcomes
that address justice concerns for multiple constituents,
both human and beyond human. Such a framework allows
for a shared vocabulary, a complete accounting of stake-
holders, an organized set of concerns, and clearly defined
outcomes. While an integrated EJ framework may offer
pathways toward just ends, it is critical to remark that
conservation practitioners must also be open to a conclu-
sion in which an EJ analysis cannot resolve underlying
tensions and thus favors inaction or a different approach.
We recommend that research in EJ occur alongside eco-
logical research and that together these findings inform
context-specific policies regarding specific conservation
actions.
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