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Abstract 

The Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee (the Committee) is a collaborative 

conservation organization that oversees rare and endangered species management in the Northeastern 

United States. The Committee works at the regional level to identify and prioritize conservation needs. It 

provides funding to state agencies and partner organizations through the Regional Conservation Needs 

(RCN) Grant Program to support specific projects to address these needs. I conducted a pilot evaluation 

to assess the factors impacting its success at both the regional level and the project level. Data collection 

involved interviews of Committee members and partners, review of relevant documents, and a case 

study of a project supported by the RCN Grant Program. The case study focused on hellbender 

conservation in the Northeast Region.  

Overall, the Committee is able to achieve conservation outcomes at both the regional and project 

level throughout the Northeastern United States. At the regional level, the Committee benefits from 

access to the RCN Grant Program as a stable source of funding, its “economy of skill” based on a 

network of partnerships, and strong relationships and communication. Variables that may limit success 

at the regional level include political shifts in federal or state government, turnover in Committee 

membership, and climate change. The case study highlighted the factors contributing to success at the 

project level, including communication, respect, relationship-building, and the ability to operate at the 

regional scale. These variables facilitated the completion of project goals and allowed the research team 

to overcome factors threatening success, including human error, a clash of organizational cultures, and 

limitations on the time that state employees can devote to the project.  
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Introduction 
HISTORY 

The Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee (the Committee) is a regional 

working group that collaborates to conserve rare and endangered fish and wildlife in the thirteen states 

from Virginia to Maine and the District of Columbia. Formerly known as the Nongame and Endangered 

Species Committee, it was formed in the 1980’s out of a general need to share information, including 

ways to generate more funding to conserve nongame species. Most state and federal funding for 

conservation is generated by taxes on the sale of hunting and fishing equipment, such as guns, 

ammunition, and fishing tackle, in addition to those on hunting and fishing license fees (USFWS, 2020). 

This revenue must be used to manage game species for recreation; however, management of these 

species also has financial support from non-governmental organizations (Ducks Unlimited, Rocky 

Mountain Elk Foundation, Trout Unlimited, etc.) that rare or endangered species usually do not. In its 

nascent stages, the Committee operated informally by sharing ideas for securing supplemental funds 

such as by selling license plates featuring native wildlife species to raise awareness and money for 

conservation efforts (Kanter, 2020). Over time, it transitioned to become a formal institution with 

shared funds and institutional legitimacy. In 1985, the state agency heads of the wildlife programs for 

each Northeast state requested of the agency directors to form an association of state fish and wildlife 

programs in the Northeast region, and to create an urban and nongame committee under the auspices 

of this association (Holst, 2020). The formalization of both groups through the Northeast Association of 

Fish and Wildlife Agencies and the Committee occurred in 1986 (Holst, 2020). 

 

Once the Committee became an official working group, annual meetings were convened and 

discussions about funding, conservation, and management decisions at the regional scale took place. In 

1996, the Committee produced a list of wildlife species of regional concern to “create a consistent and 

uniform approach for conserving nongame species” and “direct attention to species of regional concern” 

(NE DTC, 1998). Several attempts to secure dedicated funding for nongame species failed at the federal 

level until finally the State Wildlife Grants Program was created in 2000 (Holst, 2020). A requirement for 

funding through the program was for participating states to create a list of “Species of Greatest 

Conservation Need” and a Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Plan to implement their protection and 

recovery. The first round of plans was completed in 2005, which provided a broad list of species for 

states to consider directing conservation attention toward along with dedicated federal funding for 

implementation of the plans. In 2007, a special meeting of the Northeast state staff responsible for 
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implementing the State Wildlife Grants program took place in Albany, NY. Discussions at this meeting 

became the foundation for the Regional Conservation Needs (RCN) Grant Program and its list of 

Regional Species of Greatest Conservation Need (Holst, 2020). All Northeast states and the District of 

Columbia agreed to pool 4% of their annual state wildlife grant funding to be used at the regional scale 

to conserve rare and endangered species (Wildlife Management Institute, 2019). The Committee was 

charged with conservation management planning for these species, administering RCN grants to fund 

research and conservation actions pertaining to them, and tracking their conservation status over time.  

 

The purpose of the Committee is to coordinate the regional management of nongame species by 

providing advice and information to administrators regarding policy decisions, and to managers planning 

conservation strategies. Its mission is primarily to facilitate conservation efforts for species of concern at 

the landscape and/or watershed scale across the Northeast region. Other functions of the Committee 

involve securing funding for conservation and focusing on preventative management of rare species 

before their numbers are critical enough to become listed as formally threatened or endangered under 

the Endangered Species Act.  Administratively, state fish and wildlife agencies submit a list of Species of 

Greatest Conservation Need as part of their State Wildlife Action Plans every five years. The Committee 

compiles these lists across the Northeast states and identifies priority species at the regional scale that 

are eligible for the RCN Grant Program. It is also within their purview to communicate the findings of 

conservation research funded by RCN grants to practitioners and managers in the states, whether it be 

state agencies, NGO’s, or private landowners. 

 

GOVERNANCE AND STRUCTURE 

The Committee plays a supportive role to state fish and wildlife agencies and is only responsible for 

managing rare and endangered species. Other “technical committees” in the Northeast manage 

different categories of wildlife, including deer, bear, game birds, furbearers, and habitat (Therres, 2020). 

All technical committees report to an administrative board of directors who each head the wildlife 

agency in their state. Even though it reports to an advisory board, the Committee has the authority to 

determine which proposals pertaining to conservation research and the implementation of conservation 

actions receive funding through the RCN Grant Program.  

 

To determine which species receive priority funding, the Committee utilizes a combination of a 

democratic voting system and structured decision-making techniques facilitated by a professional 



[4] 
 

consultant. The Committee is made up of a maximum of two representatives from each of the 

participating thirteen states. Every state has a slightly different governmental structure, and some have 

separate agencies for fisheries management and wildlife management and are therefore permitted to 

have two representatives. There are two avenues for a project to be taken on by the Committee. Firstly, 

potential projects are put forward by “champions,” committee members advocating for a certain 

species or at times class of animals (e.g. “land snails” or “freshwater turtles”) to be given consideration 

and funding. Secondly, other species, habitats, or ecosystems are prioritized based on a set of criteria 

such as: the number of states in their native range, extirpation or local extinction, level of conservation 

concern, and basic research need (Holst, 2020). Through structured decision-making, the Committee is 

able to narrow the list of thousands of species and decide which require the most urgent attention. This 

process was designed and implemented with the assistance of a professional consulting company, 

Terwilliger Consulting Inc. 

 

Via the RCN Grant Program, the Committee guides research and aids policy implementation at the 

project level through a network of partnerships with other organizations. One such connection is with 

the Northeast Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (NEAFWA), an entity that extends beyond the 

Northeastern US to include some southern provinces of Canada. NEAFWA engages in collaborative 

conservation work across the region including across the US/Canadian border, and states on its website 

that the Committee “facilitates their work” (NEAFWA, 2020). The Committee works closely with the 

Natural Resource Conservation Service, US Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, and the Wildlife 

Management Institute as well.  

 

Collaborative conservation is considered effective because it allows managers to work together to 

conserve species whose ranges cross political boundaries. However, involving more individuals and 

agencies increases the complexity of decision-making. Evaluating what factors impact success of 

collaborative groups such as the Committee is both timely and relevant given the prominence of 

regional conservation efforts. Determining how successful groups navigate the complexity of 

management at the landscape scale to work more effectively at conserving rare species can offer insight 

to practitioners. 
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Approach to Evaluation 
COLLABORATIVE CONSERVATION MODEL 

Conservation Outcomes and Necessary Resources 

Past studies of collaborative conservation have shown that there are basic components and 

dynamics that affect the success of collaborative efforts. According to the Collaborative Conservation 

Model (Lauber et al., 2011), conservation outcomes are a result of actions which require necessary 

resources (Figure 1). Conservation outcomes may take the form of protected land and/or restoration of 

a species, habitat, or ecosystem. These outcomes are often the long-term goals of conservation efforts. 

Actions are taken that will help to achieve these outcomes, such as by acquiring land for its protection 

or manipulating a species, habitat, or ecosystem to restore it (Lauber et al., 2011).  However, actions to 

achieve conservation outcomes cannot be completed without the necessary resources. Sufficient 

funding, information, and labor are all key to perform the actions that lead to conservation outcomes 

(Figure 1).  

Enabling Processes 

Successful collaboration relies on various enabling processes, such as legitimation and coordination 

(Figure 1). Enabling processes are the procedures that must occur to gain necessary resources and utilize 

them effectively. One of these processes is legitimation, meaning “securing support or approval from 

those with authority” (Lauber et al., 2011). Having institutional support from the decision-making 

authority is intrinsic to all forms of management because it allows practitioners continued access to 

resources and approval to execute conservation actions. Secondly, coordination is important to 

collaborative management as it increases the efficiency of how necessary resources are utilized. 

Coordinating conservation actions with other practitioners on the regional scale maximizes the impact 

of activities such as data collection, habitat improvement, and others.  

Social Foundation 

Legitimation and coordination in collaborative conservation benefit from a solid social foundation, 

which is created through relationship-building, dialogue, and agreement (Figure 1).  Relationship-

building encompasses both strengthening existing relationships among individuals and/or groups and 

forming new relationships with outside individuals or organizations. Strong relationships improve the 

quality of dialogue and promote agreement in decision-making. Dialogue and agreement are directly 

correlated; healthy dialogue encourages agreement, and agreement fosters continued dialogue. 

Together, these factors promote cooperation and social cohesion. Ultimately, the ability of a 
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collaborative group to achieve conservation outcomes is linked to their quality of social interactions and 

social foundation.  

Types of Learning 

The Collaborative Conservation Model identifies three types of learning that contribute to 

conservation management: technical, conceptual, and social. Technical learning is directed at creating 

new policies or actions to achieve existing objectives (Lauber et al., 2011). Conceptual learning entails 

defining or re-defining the objectives and/or problem (Lauber et al., 2011). Social learning focuses on 

improving relationships among people and organizations and the quality of their dialogue (Fiorino, 

2001).  The Committee facilitates all three types of learning, and their approach to conservation can be 

characterized well using the Collaborative Conservation Model. It provides a helpful lens through which 

we can more easily evaluate the factors which impact their success. 

TWO PHASES OF INTERVIEWS 

The Committee is responsible for identifying “Species of Greatest Conservation Need” and 

facilitating research and implementation of conservation actions to improve their status, but the 

execution of research and management practices occurs at the project level by state agencies and 

partner organizations. The work of the committee can be studied at both of these levels. At the highest 

level, the Committee provides a structural framework to prioritize conservation efforts, organization to 

implement conservation actions, funding for researchers, and communication channels for the 

researchers’ findings to practitioners in all Northeastern states. I will call this level the “regional” level. 

For particular efforts prioritized by the Committee, a strong network of partnerships at the state level 

conducts research and implements conservation actions collaboratively through fish and wildlife 

agencies, universities, and non-governmental organizations (NGO’s). I will refer to this level as the 

“project” level. There is a need for a comprehensive analysis aimed at differentiating what allows the 

committee to achieve its goals when operating at the level of regional conservation versus in the specific 

context of conservation planning for individual projects in the states. Together, these complementary 

analyses will highlight what factors impact success of the Committee considering the various scales at 

which it operates. It will also provide a template that subsequent evaluations may follow and hopefully 

expand upon in the future. 

 

Therefore, the Committee will be evaluated based on the framework described above and two 

phases of interviews. The regional level analysis was conducted in Phase I by interviewing members of 
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the Committee, and the project level analysis in Phase II involved selecting a case study and interviewing 

individuals who participated in that effort. All interviews were conducted remotely by phone call or 

Zoom, were semi-structured, and consisted of open-ended questions.  

Regional Level Analysis: Phase I of Interviews 

Interviews were conducted with committee members to provide insight into how the Committee 

formed, how they function as a collective, and what conservation outcomes they have achieved. 

Questions posed to committee members focused on its purposes, processes, project goals, and factors 

influencing its success. Individuals were contacted for interviews based on their status as a current or 

former member of the Committee, knowledge of its creation and mission, and understanding of its 

processes. The four participants included active members of the Committee, members of its oversight 

board of directors, and former members who are still actively engaged with the Committee’s work 

through partner organizations and consulting. They are all experienced in the field of fish and wildlife 

conservation management. The primary interview questions were: 

• What is the purpose of the committee? 
• Is there a general process that is used when selecting projects? 
• How would you describe your role in the committee? 
• What do you consider to be a “final outcome” when working to complete a project? 
• What do you consider to be an example of one of your more successful projects? 
• How do you determine the “success” of a project? 
• What were the major factors that influenced success? 
• What qualities would make a species or project a good candidate for a case study? 

Project Level Analysis: Phase II of Interviews 

A case study was included in the evaluation to provide insight into how the committee’s work 

contributed to a specific conservation effort. I selected a case study based on the recommendations of 

committee members in the interviews conducted during phase one. Committee members were asked to 

name projects that they considered to be successful and why they considered them to be successful. 

They were also asked what criteria they would consider to be important when selecting a case study.  

Interviewees suggested a wide range of projects relating to individual species, general classes of 

animals (e.g. “stoneflies”), and administrative achievements (e.g. producing a lexicon of standardized 

terminology). Criteria suggested for selecting a case study varied as well, from addressing non-

charismatic species that are often overlooked and underfunded to the involvement of political figures 

who raised the profile of the species and its conservation (Table 1). Since it met the most criteria, I chose 
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to do a case study on the Committee-supported research on Eastern Hellbenders (Cryptobranchus 

alleganiensis alleganiensis) (Table 2).  Funded through the committee’s RCN grant, the project 

“Developing a Coordinated Research Approach for Hellbender Conservation in the Northeast Region” 

was conducted across five states: New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia. It 

aimed to fill information gaps as to where Hellbender populations are located and what their 

approximate numbers may be (Terrell et al., 2016). 

Interviews were conducted with participants involved in the case study. All individuals identified as 

key researchers in the final report produced for the project were contacted for interviews. The four 

people who responded were asked about the conservation status of Hellbenders, threats to their 

populations, what their research project achieved, and how working collaboratively differed from 

traditional research. Interview participants included the project lead for Virginia and overall coordinator 

of the research project, the contract manager and administrator out of Virginia, the project lead for 

Pennsylvania, and a population geneticist from New York. The primary interview questions were: 

• What is the conservation status of Eastern Hellbenders? 
• What are threats to Hellbender populations? 
• What was the goal of the research project on Hellbenders? 
• How was the research project intended to contribute to Hellbender conservation? 
• How successful was the Hellbender project? 
• What did the project achieve? 
• What was your role in the research project? 
• What was your experience working with the NE Diversity Technical Committee? 
• How would you describe the Hellbender project as it compares to traditional research, in that 

it was collaborative across many states? 
• What were the strengths of working at the regional level? 
• What were the challenges of working at the regional level? 

Post-Interview Summaries 

Once individual interviews were completed for both Phase I and Phase II, a summary of the 

responses was prepared based on notes taken during the interview. Important insights and useful 

quotes were highlighted from each interview. After all individual interviews had been conducted and 

summarized, the perspectives that were widely shared among interview respondents were identified for 

both the regional level interviews and the project level interviews. These results presented below 

synthesize these perspectives for each of the interview questions.  
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Regional Level Analysis 
Interviews with committee members provided insight into how the Committee functions to achieve 

its goals, including its joint decision-making processes and social dynamics. Interviewees described the 

methodology utilized by the Committee to prioritize funding for species of greatest regional concern and 

commented on the high level of social cohesion characteristic of the group and their colleagues.  

Although participants were not directly asked about the Collaborative Conservation Model, their 

responses fit that framework well and supplied evidence of the Committee’s capacity to employ 

technical, conceptual, and social learning (Lauber et al., 2011). Participants were asked to speak in detail 

about the success of the Committee: how success may be defined, what factors enabled the group to be 

successful, and what variables may be limiting its success. The general definition of success of 

committee members corresponded to the Collaborative Conservation Model’s description of achieving 

conservation outcomes, although their perspectives varied slightly (Figure 1).  

DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 

The Committee is responsible for making a series of decisions regarding conservation management 

in the Northeast each year. In its first meeting in the fall, it determines the list of Species of Regional 

Conservation Need, which is then approved by the board of directors from the Northeast Association of 

Fish and Wildlife Agencies (NEAFWA) in the spring (Figure 2). Once species of regional concern are 

identified by the Committee, the Wildlife Management Institute (WMI) develops a Request for Proposal 

to solicit proposals for potential projects to address conservation needs related to these species. In the 

summer, the Committee works with the Northeast Wildlife Administrators Association (NEWAA) and 

Northeast Fisheries Administrators Association (NEFAA) to rank proposals and prioritize projects (Figure 

2). The list of priority proposals is then approved by the NEAFWA directors in the fall meeting, after 

which the WMI conducts project administration (Figure 2). Projects that are underway are continually 

overseen by the Committee until their completion.  

 

When asked to explain the process allocating RCN grant funding to project proposals, interview 

participants stated that the Committee developed a system to determine which species should receive 

conservation funding with the help of Terwilliger Consulting Inc.  Species are prioritized through a 

structured decision-making process whereby each project is evaluated based on a number of set criteria. 

The criteria are: (1) its geographic scope; (2) if it is based on sound science; (3) the realistic expectation 

of the project to achieve its goals; (4) if the project objectives are “ clearly defined, achievable, 

measurable, and connected to specific goals, milestones/deliverables, and timelines;” (5) if it has a 
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reasonable cost-benefit ratio; (6) if the proposal clearly explains its anticipated successes; (7) what the 

extended uses may be of its anticipated outcomes; and finally, bonus points are awarded if the project 

leverages additional funds (Table 3). Based on the total sum of “points” that are conferred from meeting 

these criteria, species are then ranked and prioritized.  

 

The decision-making process used by the Committee is systematic and defensible. It can be clearly 

understood by those outside of the Committee and allocating funds to certain projects over others is 

easily justifiable. If an inquiry were to be made as to why and how choices are made regarding the use 

of pooled funding ⸻funds that originate from states’ federal grants and tax revenue⸻ the decision-

making process is straightforward and can be explained in detail. The Committee’s systematic and 

consistent methods ensure the efficient use of funds and reinforces the legitimacy of its decisions to the 

board overseeing its actions. Ultimately, utilizing structured decision-making affords a defensible 

rationale for distribution of RCN Grant funding.  

 
ABILITY TO LEARN 

Various anecdotes from interviews with committee members demonstrate that the Committee 

engages in technical, conceptual, and social learning. While individuals were not asked about the 

Committee’s capacity to learn, their responses to other questions highlighted the group’s competence 

at problem-solving and creative thinking. Its ability to learn directly impacts the success of conservation 

management as depicted in the Collaborative Conservation Model (Figure 1).  

 

Technical learning entails creating new policies or actions to meet existing objectives or 

conservation outcomes (Lauber et al., 2011). At its inception, the Committee invented new and creative 

ways to fund their conservation efforts when operating informally. With limited financial resources, the 

Committee acquired supplemental funds through novel solutions, such as selling license plates depicting 

native species to support conservation efforts. Now that the Committee is an official entity, it still seeks 

out innovative ideas to meet its goals. Pursuing best management practices for rare and endangered 

species is a continually evolving process, as research produces new techniques and strategies to meet 

the same objectives of improving conditions for populations, habitat, and/or ecosystems. However, 

these advances typically occur at the project level via on-the-ground research and field work that is 

supported by the Committee. 
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Conceptual learning involves formulating new objectives and working back from those desired 

outcomes to design actions that will best achieve them (Lauber et al., 2011). When the Committee used 

the format of State Wildlife Action Plans (SWAP) listing species of greatest concern in each state to 

create a new list of species of concern at the regional level, they re-defined objectives. Considering 

species of greatest regional concern altered how managers could approach conservation planning and 

actions because they now had access to information on populations in surrounding states. The concept 

of the “shrinking edge” versus the “strong core” of a species’ range became increasingly important 

(Holst, 2020). If a species is maintaining a constant population in one state, it may not receive as much 

attention given its relative stability; however, if populations in neighboring states are crashing, that 

information may cause a manager to focus more support on the “strong core” in their own state. 

Additionally, ranking priority species based on criteria through structured decision-making was a new 

method of granting funding through the Regional Conservation Needs (RCN) program. Utilizing 

structured decision-making and employing a consultant to facilitate the process of selecting criteria 

exemplify the Committee inventing actions to achieve the novel objective of listing regional species of 

concern.  

 

Social learning involves improving relationships among people and organizations and the quality of 

their dialogue (Fiorino, 2001). The Committee is particularly adept at social learning, which is 

advantageous to a self-organized body. Members are united in their dedication to conservation and 

passion for their work and sharing core values facilitates relationship-building. Although most 

committee members have been active for many years, new individuals join when positions are filled in 

state fish and wildlife agencies. Integration of new members requires establishing trust and 

incorporating an unfamiliar individual into a well-established group. This process has the potential for 

tension, stress, and distrust; however, socially competent organizations can tolerate shifts in social 

dynamics with higher degrees of success with effective communication. Additionally, new members 

already demonstrate shared values and a commitment to conservation by virtue of their position as a 

fish and wildlife agent, further easing their transition. Furthermore, the Committee relies on a network 

of partners at the project level to implement conservation actions. Building and maintaining this set of 

connections demonstrates its proficiency for social learning. 
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SUCCESS 
Definition 

Success in conservation management can be defined as having achieved conservation outcomes as 

depicted in the Collaborative Conservation Model; however, it should be noted that completing actions 

or attaining necessary resources can also be considered a mark of success. Indeed, committee members 

described a wide range of ideas when asked how they determined successful projects. Some were 

straightforward, such as “the completion of project goals” or the achievement of additional funding. 

One participant defined success differently depending on whether the desired outcomes were focused 

on a species, measured in habitat shifts and population size, versus policy, quantified by the 

implementation of consistent protocols across the states. Others described success as “the ability to 

provide information and tools to decision-makers,” “bridging the research-implementation gap,” and 

“identifying roadblocks” to the improvement of the status of the species. Given the wide range of 

activities supported by the Committee, it follows that successful projects take multiple forms. For the 

purpose of this evaluation, I will define success according to the Collaborative Conservation Model as 

achieving conservation outcomes, or outcomes that can contribute to these conservation outcomes 

because the members’ definitions ultimately result in protection of land or restoration efforts (Figure 1).  

 
Enabling Factors 

A set of factors that contribute to the Committee’s success in achieving conservation outcomes 

(Table 4). First, the access to joint funding pooled from the RCN Grant Program is a necessary resource 

that allows the Committee to complete its work. Every interview respondent mentioned this monetary 

resource as critical to the group’s function. As referenced in the Collaborative Conservation Model, 

funding is a crucial aspect of achieving conservation outcomes as it supplies information and labor and 

can directly result in conservation actions (Figure 1). Since the Committee no longer has to spend the 

majority of its time, effort, and focus on securing money to pay for conservation efforts, it can direct 

more attention to research and implementation. While there is a certain amount of funds set aside for 

the RCN Grant program, there is still a need to obtain outside funding when possible. When applying for 

competitive national grants, the stable RCN funding also enables the Committee to conduct pilot 

research that greatly improves the quality of its proposals (Kanter, 2020). If basic information has been 

collected to support why a project should receive additional funding, it is much more likely to be 

awarded the grant.  
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Second, the Committee thrives in part due to its “economy of skill,” or collection of individuals with 

a wide range of knowledge, expertise, and abilities. If there is a project that requires specific experience 

or skillset, the probability of locating someone with the necessary proficiency is much higher because 

the Committee has access to a network of partner organizations and is not limited to expertise available 

through state agencies. For example, a researcher with unique expertise received an RCN grant to 

catalogue species of land snails in the Northeast. Very few people possess the knowledge to do so, and 

without connecting with this particular individual the project would have been impossible (Holst, 2020). 

The expert researcher benefitted from working with the Committee as well; without an established 

network to enable and coordinate his research at the regional level, it is unlikely that he would have 

been able to implement the project across multiple states. Numerous interview participants stated that 

the ability to tap into this collection of knowledge is a huge advantage of the Committee. 

An efficient transfer of information would not be possible without effective communication within 

the social framework established by the Committee. Committee members meet in person at least once 

per year but hold conference calls with each other on a regular basis. Interviewees stated that their 

successful collaboration is a result of operating within a well-established structure, “constant 

communication,” and a “high level” of cohesion and camaraderie. This assessment mirrors the 

Collaborative Conservation Model, with dialogue and agreement stemming from relationship-building 

and contributing to coordination (Figure 1). Relationships among committee members are very strong, 

and there is an overall high level of trust and respect. The Committee has an organizational culture 

centered around a “team mentality,” exemplified by an account that solo committee members rarely 

veto projects set forth by “champions.” There is debate and disagreement about priorities when 

operating outside of the structured decision-making format based on established criteria. Even when an 

individual may not agree with prioritizing a suggested species, it is typical for that committee member to 

either vote in favor or to abstain (Terwilliger, 2020). It should be noted that the Committee does veto 

projects, but individuals usually abstain when they are the only member in opposition. This trend 

highlights the dedication and passion of individual members for conservation, the respect they have for 

their peers, and the fortitude of their working relationships.  

The Committee functions via strong relationships, efficient dialogue, and agreement; therefore, it 

possesses a solid social foundation. Maintaining a robust social foundation and exercising social learning 

facilitates the coordination of conservation actions and increases agreement in joint decision-making. 

Committee members commented on the cohesion of the group, referencing their ability to smoothly 
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navigate complex decisions of regional importance and operationalize those decisions into concrete 

actions at the project level. Acting with a strong social foundation is beneficial in other ways, such as 

minimizing internal conflict and maintaining the Committee’s network of professional contacts.  

Limiting Factors 
Although the Committee benefits from multiple factors enabling success, it is also subject to 

variables that limit the accomplishment of conservation outcomes (Table 4). For example, political and 

administrative alterations may impact the future of the Committee. One interview participant recalls 

that they left the Committee when “politics got red” to do more effective conservation work in another 

capacity. In the past, some states have pulled their representative(s) from the Committee after a shift in 

administrative leadership due to a de-emphasis of regional conservation work to focus on state-specific 

issues and lack of desire to contribute 4% of their state’s funding to the group (Terwilliger, 2020). 

Although not reflected in the interview findings, politically motivated financial decisions at the state and 

federal levels also have the potential to limit the Committee’s ability to be successful. Budget cuts or 

redistribution of funds away from conservation efforts would reduce the necessary resources available 

to the Committee, impeding its ability to achieve conservation outcomes.  

Another variable with the capacity to limit the Committee’s success is global climate change and its 

impact on rare and endangered species in the Northeastern US. Warming temperatures, increasing rates 

of natural disasters, and aberrant precipitation events threaten the survival of species that are already 

threatened or endangered. These weather patterns are also predicted to cause or accelerate the decline 

of species that are on the verge of becoming “species of conservation concern.” As the Committee deals 

exclusively with managing such populations, it is entirely possible that their limited funding and 

attention will be stretched thin over an increasing number of species. The probability of recovering or 

restoring species, habitats, or ecosystems to a healthy state is much lower when considering the effects 

of climate change. Efforts to mitigate such effects will have to be prioritized, and the Committee’s 

current criteria for allocating RCN grants to projects may need to be altered to address species of 

greatest need but also those with the highest likelihood of persistence.  

A factor that was not mentioned in any interviews but may affect the group’s success is the turnover 

of committee members over time. The Committee is currently composed of individuals who are 

extremely committed to their work and to conservation; however, many of them are original members 

who will likely retire in the near future. The future recruitment of equally dedicated committee 

members is an uncertainty which may impact future work. Whether or not other staff members of state 
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fish and wildlife agencies would be as passionate about the regional work of the Committee is unknown. 

New members have successfully integrated into the group in the past, most likely due to its welcoming 

atmosphere, strong relationships, shared core values, positive culture, and seasoned leadership. 

Project Level Analysis  
SELECTING A CASE STUDY 

I selected the Eastern Hellbender research project funded by the RCN Grant Program as the case 

study because it met the most criteria out of all the suggestions from committee members (Table 2). 

One of the main objectives of the Committee is to proactively conserve a species before its status 

becomes dire enough to become formally listed (Kanter, 2020). Eastern Hellbenders are considered to 

be “near threatened” as a species, but the status of individual populations varies among states 

(Hammerson & Phillips, 2004). Additionally, the Hellbender is a non-charismatic species that was 

suggested by multiple interviewees and the research project spanned multiple states, met its goals, and 

accomplished uniform methodologies and policies (Table 1). 

Ecology of Eastern Hellbenders 

The Eastern Hellbender (Cryptobranchus alleganiensis alleganiensis) is a species of concern 

throughout the Northeast US but is not considered threatened due to a lack of information about its 

populations. Ozark Hellbenders, the only other subspecies of Hellbender, are endangered; their 

populations are exclusively found in southern Missouri and northern Arkansas (USFWS, 20191). Eastern 

Hellbender populations are thought to be in decline due to a combination of factors impacting the 

quality of their habitat rather than “one smoking gun” to address (Kleopfer, 2020). Common threats to 

Hellbenders consist of habitat degradation as a result of decreased water quality from agricultural 

sedimentation, illegal harvest for the pet trade, and disease. Hellbenders are benthic salamanders, 

residing at the bottom of streams and rivers underneath large rocks partially embedded in the 

substrate. Increased siltation of streams from agricultural runoff or riparian development causes 

crevices in the rocks to fill, eliminating habitat and nesting sites. Hellbenders also rely on cold, fast-

flowing water with high levels of dissolved oxygen to respire through their skin folds. Increasing water 

temperatures reduces the amount of oxygen, directly affecting their ability to breathe. Pollutants are 

easily absorbed into their bodies as well, given the permeability of amphibian skin for the sake of 

respiration. Furthermore, biologists are concerned that Chytridiomycosis, a lethal fungal disease of 

amphibians, is currently affecting Hellbender populations in the wild (McMillan, 2020). 
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Hellbenders are also a non-charismatic species due to their name, appearance, and lifestyle. 

Common names for the Hellbender, which is not an attractive name itself, include things such as “snot 

otter,” “devil dog,” or even “lasagna lizard” (USFWS, 20192). These names reflect the strange and 

unattractive appearance of the salamander, camouflaged to the river bottom with brown mottled skin 

which is folded or “ruffled” looking (Figure 3).  Skin folds are an adaptation which allow for greater 

surface area through which oxygen can be absorbed into the body but are off-putting to those who are 

unfamiliar with the species. Despite being the largest salamander in the United States, Hellbenders are 

rarely seen. Living their entire lives under rocks that are too massive to be moved, most people never 

even know they are there. This makes it even more difficult to garner support for the species. The 

Hellbenders’ enigmatic lifestyle also means that they are understudied. It is difficult to locate individuals 

and therefore to study their populations. Identifying the locations and approximate sizes of Eastern 

Hellbender populations would enable more effective management and improve the probability for the 

species to be conserved.  

COLLABORATIVE CONSERVATION OF EASTERN HELLBENDERS 

The goal of the research project “Developing a Coordinated Research Approach for Hellbender 

Conservation in the Northeast Region” was to gain a better understanding of Hellbender distributions in 

the Northeast and to increase coordination amongst researchers and managers (Terrell et al., 2016). 

Three main objectives were identified as necessary to achieve this goal: (1) to “better document 

Hellbender distribution through environmental DNA (eDNA) surveys”, (2) to establish a framework for 

communication and develop standardized methods to conduct Hellbender conservation research, and 

(3) to create an archive of eDNA samples for future research (Terrell et al., 2016). Over the course of two 

years, sampling procedures were formed and improved for the novel technique of eDNA surveys and 

samples were taken from New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, West Virginia, and Virginia. With the help 

of citizen scientists, surveys were conducted at locations with recent observations of Hellbenders, 

historical record of their populations, and sites having anecdotal reports of Hellbender sightings.   

Results 

Major results of the research project included a greater understanding of the distribution of 

Hellbender populations in the Northeast, a successful pilot of eDNA surveys, advantageous use of citizen 

scientists, and creation of lasting working relationships. After sampling 200 sites over the five 

participating states, data was collected and analyzed to build the information base on the locations of 

Hellbender populations. However, Western Maryland and West Virginia were dropped from the study 
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due to incorrect collection and/or processing of eDNA samples. From the remaining states, 90% of sites 

with recent observations yielded positive results in the eDNA survey indicating a presence of 

Hellbenders. In comparison, only 49% of sites with historic records of Hellbenders were positive. Thirty-

four locations with no previous record were shown to have a presence of Hellbenders, along with 5 

anecdotal sites (Terrell et al., 2016). Results from individual states varied in the relative abundance of 

Hellbender populations. Eastern Maryland contained 12 sites, and Hellbenders were absent from all of 

them. The highest number of positive results occurred in Pennsylvania, with 62% of 42 sites having a 

presence of Hellbender populations. Fifty-nine sites were sampled in New York, and 37% of them 

contained Hellbender eDNA. Finally, 34% of the 62 locations in Virginia were shown to support 

Hellbenders (Terrell et al., 2016).  

Developing a standard methodology for eDNA surveys was important to the study and was found to 

be a valid measure of predicting the presence or absence of Hellbenders. Eric Chapman perfected the 

technique by conducting a double-blind experiment using his own data on known locations of 

Hellbenders in Pennsylvania to test the accuracy of eDNA sampling. His strategy was duplicated by all 

other states participating in the research project. Given the variation in Hellbender habitat across all 

states, a uniform but flexible methodology was followed by researchers when collecting water samples 

from test sites (Terrell et al., 2016). Through much trial and error, researchers found the most efficient 

ways of sampling and processing eDNA for analysis. Such insights greatly improved the efficiency of 

processing water samples across the board when communicated to researchers in other states.  

Engaging citizen scientists significantly facilitated research on Hellbender populations, especially in 

the state of Virginia where there was a greater need for manpower (Terrell, 2020). The original goal was 

to sample 130 sites, but through volunteer efforts that number was increased by 50% and data was 

collected from 200 sites (Terrell et al., 2016). Utilizing citizen scientists increased how efficiently funds 

were managed, as they performed unpaid labor in collecting and analyzing water samples. A total of 

2,469 volunteer hours were logged by 53 citizens and 54 students by the time the research project was 

completed (Terrell et al., 2016). Citizen scientists’ participation in Hellbender research led to a greater 

amount of data collected without increasing costs, but it also connected local people to their 

environment. Volunteers gained a new understanding of Hellbenders, their populations, and the threats 

they face, becoming invested as stewards of the species because of their involvement in research 

(Kleopfer, 2020).  
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Impacts 

The results of the research project had multiple lasting impacts on regional Hellbender conservation. 

Establishing eDNA surveys as a sound method for determining presence or absence of Hellbender 

populations is important to studying and conserving the species. Traditional sampling techniques involve 

rock-turning surveys which are time-consuming, expensive, and labor-intensive. It can take five hours to 

survey one site, and ten people are needed to lift boulders upwards of 1800 lbs. with no guarantee that 

they will find Hellbenders at that location (Chapman, 2020). Lifting rocks is necessary in traditional 

sampling but results in habitat disturbance that is unavoidable, even if boulders are replaced exactly 

where they were before. Hiring a team of research aides to perform physically demanding labor over a 

long period of time is costly, and the equipment used in less invasive scuba surveys is expensive as well. 

With the advent of eDNA technology, the opportunity to determine presence or absence of Hellbenders 

at a site without physical exertion, numerous research aides, expensive equipment, and minimal 

disturbance was very promising. The RCN Hellbender research team tested and supported the validity of 

eDNA sampling results, vetting the new technology and scaling its implementation up to the regional 

level across multiple states. Now, managers are able to test for presence/absence of Hellbenders before 

going in to conduct traditional surveys to quantify abundance (Chapman, 2020). This not only saves 

them time, money, and effort but employing eDNA techniques also provides genetic data without 

needing to capture individuals for biological data collection.  

In addition to streamlining traditional research practices, the project gathered information about 

Hellbender populations that is being utilized to inform conservation efforts throughout the Northeast. 

Broadly speaking, maintaining genetic diversity is a very important component of conservation 

management, and being able to make decisions at the level of a species’ genes is advantageous. More 

specifically, individual states can use information generated by the project that lends itself to their pre-

existing conservation programs. For example, ongoing conservation work to restore riparian ecosystems 

in Virginia can be bolstered by research findings if landowners are notified that their property supports 

Hellbenders or is adjacent to known populations. Managers can also prioritize regions containing 

Hellbenders and/or potential Hellbender habitat in their outreach programs when contacting individuals 

(Terrell, 2020). Similarly, Hellbender conservation in New York involves the practice of “head-starting,” 

collecting eggs from known populations and rearing them in captivity before re-releasing them into the 

wild (McMillan, 2020). Knowing where to find existing populations and understanding the genetic 

differences between sub-populations is helpful when determining where to collect eggs and where 

individuals should be released.  
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Another significant outcome of the Hellbender project was creating an archive of frozen eDNA 

samples from all 200 sites. Hellbender DNA can be extracted and analyzed in future research on genetic 

variation across a wide geographical region. Water samples contain more than just Hellbender DNA, 

however; a “biological snapshot” of the entire ecosystem is contained within each frozen sample 

(Terrell, 2020). This is a valuable resource for future studies about the community of organisms that 

share Hellbender habitat. The information on Hellbender distribution, genetic data, and frozen samples 

supplied by the research project may also serve as a basis for grant proposals at the state level. State 

agencies can use these information resources to strengthen arguments as to why Hellbender 

conservation should be funded through competitive grants. As demonstrated in the Collaborative 

Conservation Model, having a base of information is a necessary resource to implementing management 

actions and therefore achieving conservation outcomes (Figure 1).  

Less tangible effects of the collaborative research project on Hellbenders were the identification of 

citizen scientists as an underutilized resource to expand upon in the future and a greater appreciation 

for Hellbenders as a species. Dr. Kim Terrell engaged citizens through a previously established network, 

the Master Naturalist program in Virginia (Terrell, 2020). This pool of individuals is a self-identified group 

interested in nature and ecology, having free time to spend outdoors, and a willingness to learn about 

wildlife. Locating similar communities as potential sources of volunteers could provide labor for 

conservation research and implementation moving forward. Citizen scientists were not the only people 

who gained an awareness for Hellbenders in their local area. Interviewees stated that working across 

state lines offered them an outside perspective into the relative abundance of Hellbenders in their own 

state, as compared to the more numerous populations in Pennsylvania or to Maryland where no 

individuals were found. Dr. Amy McMillan works with the species in New York and commented that 

processing genetic samples from other states was “really cool,” as it allowed researchers to clearly see 

the genetic variation among populations from various states, and even sub-populations within one state 

(McMillan, 2020). Solidifying knowledge on the distribution of Hellbender populations in the Northeast 

contributed to practitioners better understanding whether the areas they manage qualify as a “strong 

core” or “shrinking edge,” and plan appropriately. 

SUCCESS 

Definition 

A research project does not need to result in the achievement of conservation outcomes in order to 

be considered successful. Very commonly, the desired result is the procurement of necessary resources 
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or execution of conservation actions. Success is defined in structured decision-making as the 

accomplishment of a project’s objectives signifying the achievement of the overall goal. Interview 

participants all stated that the collaborative conservation project for Hellbenders in the Northeast was a 

success. They considered it to be a successful collaboration between academia, state agencies, and 

private institutions. The team performed a pilot test of eDNA technology that resulted in accurate data, 

and practical knowledge of effective methodology that is applicable over a wide region. Interviewees 

stated that their ability to access citizen scientists as a resource increased sampling efficiency, engaged 

the public, and furthered connections to the environment. Each individual reflected on the high quality 

of the professional and personal relationships formed through regional collaboration. Overall, the 

project was a success because it achieved the predetermined goal and objectives. 

Enabling Factors 

A variety of factors contributed to the research project’s success including communication, mutual 

respect, and relationship-building. Firstly, several examples help to demonstrate the importance of 

communication. Before data collection began, Dr. Kim Terrell held an in-person training session which all 

individuals attended to learn proper sampling techniques. Also, all citizen scientists were instructed on 

how to collect water samples before going into the field or were required to be accompanied by a 

trained volunteer (Terrell, 2015). The project team was in frequent contact throughout the two years, 

holding regular conference calls and communicating information through a shared drive (McMillan, 

2020). Furthermore, interviewees unanimously reported a very high level of respect, trust, 

professionalism, and dedication when describing their colleagues on the project. The project lead also 

reflected on the importance of respect, stating that “when people don’t feel valued as a person, they 

don’t want to contribute to the group” (Terrell, 2020). Communication and respect contributed to the 

project team’s ability to build relationships when working collaboratively. The group benefitted from a 

strong leader who facilitated efficient communication, operated with mutual respect for their 

colleagues, and were ultimately able to function as a cohesive unit with strong professional and personal 

relationships.  

However, relationship-building is not simply a product of collaborative conservation. One participant 

mentioned that they had been a member of another joint group working on Hellbender conservation 

within their own state but left because of poor social dynamics. Issues of underlying disrespect and 

misogyny were exacerbated by disjunct agendas and an unwillingness to share information. Although 

the individuals in that working group may have been equally passionate about conservation as the RCN 
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project team, their inability to communicate effectively to others hindered the group’s success within 

the state. In comparison, when working with the RCN group on Hellbenders the same individual stated 

that they have never participated in “a collaboration [in which they] felt more valued and heard.” Team 

members’ abilities to communicate and compromise enabled them to achieve their goals and maintain a 

solid social foundation. 

One of the most significant factors that enabled the project’s success was the ability to operate at 

the regional level. Interviewees stated that “it makes all the difference in the world” to collaborate 

regionally on conservation, and that it “would not have been the same project” if it had simply been 

state-by-state (Terrell, 2020). The advantages of regional conservation include having a wider impact, 

being more effective and efficient by coordinating actions, and increased consistency of research and 

implementation over a broad scope (Table 5). For instance, the results of the Hellbender project 

mapped locations of populations throughout its range in the Northeast rather than just one state. 

Regional studies also create a larger platform to communicate findings out to interested parties and 

provide an outside perspective on the species of interest in one’s own local area in terms of relative size, 

health, and stability as compared to the neighboring states (McMillan, 2020). Individuals are also able to 

compare and contrast their experiences managing populations in their own state to those of outside 

practitioners.  

When conducting research, initial results can be compared to findings from other states as well. This 

was a particularly valuable component to the Hellbender study after samples from Western Maryland 

and West Virginia returned unusually high quantities of eDNA. Given that the results were degrees 

higher than even Pennsylvania, where many more individuals were caught and more populations were 

known to exist, the samples were flagged by the project lead. Concluding that the samples had been 

collected and/or processed incorrectly, those results were dropped from the study and plans were made 

to re-sample using the same methodology at a later time. Since the sampling techniques were recorded 

in detail and perfected over trial and error, conducting eDNA surveys in Western Maryland and West 

Virginia may still be completed in the future and incorporated into the study.  

Limiting Factors 

Even though the collaborative Hellbender conservation project in the Northeast was a success, 

certain variables needed to be overcome to achieve the goals and objectives. Despite regular 

communication and training regimes, errors still occurred in two of the states when collecting and 

processing eDNA samples. This may have been due to human error in Maryland and West Virginia, but 
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at the regional scale there are simply more opportunities for issues to arise during research and 

problems are more difficult to address. Even though there was a setback, the project team was able to 

recover from it because of their organizational skills. Given the level of specificity in the established and 

recorded methodology, the missing data can be gathered from Western Maryland and West Virginia in 

the future that will be comparable to the results from the original study. The other states’ success in 

sampling and population mapping even has the potential to support grant proposals to complete the 

research in the states with missing data. 

Another obstacle the project team needed to navigate was a clash of organizational cultures. 

Working across traditional lines, either literal state borders or collaborating outside their typical 

professional field, was a learning experience for some team members. Some managers preferred to 

work within their own state to avoid the hassle of “red tape” that comes with the procedures and 

constraints of working across state lines. Also, a few state agents disliked listening to direction from the 

“principal investigator” and became frustrated with the decision-making hierarchy (Chapman, 2020). 

Scientists accustomed to outlining their own methodology also struggled with the loss of autonomy over 

the scientific aspect of the project (McMillan, 2020). Even cultures between individuals from different 

states sometimes caused miscommunications or minor tensions. Although the project team was diverse 

in many regards, their efficient communication skills, strong leadership with clear direction, and mutual 

respect contributed to them surmounting differences and achieving success.  

An additional limiting factor mentioned by a respondent was the amount of work delegated to state 

employees when they are operating at both the state and regional level. While this variable did not 

seem to affect the research project on Hellbenders, it is relevant to the larger discussion of regional 

conservation. State employees are dealing with a “full plate” of work that needs to be completed for 

their agency at the state level and are then asked to take on more projects at the regional level 

(Kleopfer, 2020). Such efforts not only increase the workload but are often large projects simply by their 

nature and require a lot of time and attention. The concern is that increased demands on state agents 

may cause them to become overworked to the detriment of their overall productivity. Virginia is 

especially susceptible to becoming overwhelmed from state and regional projects, as it overlaps with 

both the Northeast and Southeast regions (Kleopfer, 2020). Managers having to juggle the demands of 

conservation at multiple scales are probably more concerned with meeting state requirements than 

participating in regional efforts, and so collaborative groups would benefit from an awareness of the 

workload at state agencies. 
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Discussion 
The Committee has been able to achieve successful conservation outcomes at the regional level due 

to a variety of enabling factors. At the regional level, success is facilitated by having access to the RCN 

Grant Program funding, the Committee’s “economy of skill,” good communication, the commitment of 

committee members, and an overall solid social foundation. Additional support includes institutional 

legitimacy, strong internal organization and structure, and a history of producing consistent regional 

policies (Table 4).  Interview findings revealed that the Committee is held in high regard due to its past 

achievements, with one individual stating that it was “head and shoulders above everyone else” 

(Kleopfer, 2020). Others reflected that the Committee takes on numerous projects and is more active 

than its counterparts in other regions of the US, and even suggested that it can act as an example to 

others of how to scale up conservation successfully to the landscape and watershed scale (Kanter, 

2020). An important component that contributes to the Committee’s success is its strong social 

foundation. If other collaborative conservation groups were to look to the Committee for guidance, this 

aspect may be overlooked but is in fact necessary to achieving conservation outcomes. 

 

 However, the Committee is also affected by limiting factors. Many of these are not certain, such as 

turnover in committee membership, reduced commitment to the Committee’s work by individual fish 

and wildlife agencies, and reductions in available funding (Table 4). Some are more predictable; for 

instance, the effects of climate change are known even if they cannot be controlled. More species are 

likely to become of regional conservation concern, and it will become more challenging to adapt existing 

management plans to irregular weather patterns and increasing temperatures. Finally, the issue of 

overworking state employees with state and regional management projects is currently troubling to 

some agencies. The Committee has been able to overcome these obstacles due to the relationships 

between committee members that are maintained by social learning, its network of partner 

organizations, the RCN Grant Program, and its ability to employ technical and conceptual learning to 

solve problems creatively.  

 

The Committee also does successful work at the project level, including the chosen case study 

“Developing a Coordinated Research Approach for Hellbender Conservation in the Northeast Region.” 

The overall goal of the project was to gain a better understanding of Hellbender distributions in the 

Northeast and to increase coordination amongst researchers and managers (Terrell et al., 2016). Several 

factors enabled the research team to achieve the project’s goals. In addition to being granted RCN 
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funding to complete the project, the team succeeded due to a combination of social factors. Clear, 

effective communication and a high degree of mutual respect allowed relationship-building to occur 

among individuals (Table 6). Communication and organization also maximized the productivity and 

efficiency of utilizing citizen scientists in data collection. With efficient communication and strong 

relationships, the project team was able to compromise and reach agreement through joint decision-

making (McMillan, 2020). These social factors could not be known to decision-makers at the regional 

level when prioritizing project proposals; however, the project team’s social cohesion facilitated 

successful outcomes once they began to interact and conduct research. Although the individual 

personalities of team members did accelerate relationship-building, the underlying respect for their 

peers established the basis for cooperation.  

 

As shown in the Collaborative Conservation Model, relationship-building, dialogue, and agreement 

form a social foundation for conservation work (Figure 1). Having a social foundation led the team to 

work together to achieve project goals and overcome obstacles that would have prevented success. One 

such obstacle was a clash of organizational cultures in the field. Tensions were exemplified by state 

agents becoming frustrated by researchers’ authority over the decision-making process and the 

emotions of participating scientists regarding their loss of autonomy over designing methodology (Table 

6).  Another factor that limited the success of the project was the incorrect collection and/or processing 

of samples which caused results from Western Maryland and West Virginia to be dropped from the 

study (Table 6). Despite the high quality and regular occurrence of dialogue between states, errors were 

still made that impacted the ability to generate a complete map of Hellbender populations in the 

targeted areas. However, the organization and consistency of the team’s methodology enables future 

research to provide the missing data in a comparable way that would complement the original study. 

 

Overall, the Committee is able to achieve success at the regional level and project level due to the 

presence of a social foundation that allows for enabling processes to occur and generate necessary 

resources (Figure 1). The RCN Grant Program in particular is a valuable source of funding, supporting 

conservation efforts at both the regional level and project level. These resources are then used to 

implement conservation actions, and ultimately achieve conservation outcomes (Figure 1). Furthermore, 

committee members not only participate in technical, conceptual, and social learning, but are also able 

to foster an organizational culture that encourages them. Given the existence of a solid social 
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foundation, coordination, institutional legitimacy, and access to funding and information, the 

Committee possesses the factors to continue achieving conservation outcomes in the future. 

 

Conclusion 
RECOMMENDATIONS TO OVERCOME LIMITATIONS 

After completing the evaluation, I recommend several options to address the factors that may limit 

future success of the Committee. It may consider engaging in outreach for the purposes of expanding its 

network of partnerships and increasing awareness of its existence and work. Efforts to build 

relationships with more NGO’s, schools, and private landowners could expand the Committee’s 

“economy of skill” and extend its sphere of influence without requiring excessive use of funds. Engaging 

in outreach could also cause interested individuals, particularly young people, to pursue a career in fish 

and wildlife management or conservation biology. Such individuals may even aspire to work on or with 

the Committee in the future. The Committee could also participate in teambuilding programs to 

facilitate the integration of newly recruited committee members to the group. Depending on the 

willingness to engage and temporal or fiscal restraints, either extensive retreats or simple exercises 

would welcome new individuals and reinforce relationships between existing members.  

 

Another suggestion that was discussed in an interview with a case study participant was the use of a 

professional facilitator and/or mediator. At the project level, one factor that threatened the project’s 

success was the clash of organizational cultures in the field. This appears to be a somewhat common 

occurrence in field biology and natural resource management, as one interviewee described 

conservation research as being “territorial” in a way that had frustrated them throughout their entire 

career (Terrell, 2020). Another respondent who had also experienced tension and disrespect in prior 

working environments stated that they had very positive experiences with facilitators working with 

conservationists in the past (McMillan, 2020). They recalled that facilitation helped people navigate 

different organizational cultures with different agendas and/or goals by carefully defining the roles of 

everyone involved. While it may not be economically feasible or necessary to have a facilitator as a part 

of every project team, it may be of value to the Committee to consider the use of a professional 

mediator at the project level if conflict did arise.  
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Future research relating to the Committee’s ability to achieve success in collaborative conservation 

would benefit from a more stringent scientific analysis. This would likely entail the incorporation of 

multiple case studies, interviews with additional committee members, data collection from more 

participating states, and statistical analysis of results. Case studies ought to represent the extent of the 

Committee’s work, from smaller-scale to larger-scale projects and encompassing biological studies such 

as the Hellbender project in addition to administrative proposals targeting funding, policies, and so on. 

This pilot evaluation included four interviews with a range of individuals associated with the Committee; 

however, future evaluations would benefit from conducting interviews with a larger sample size. 

Furthermore, there are thirteen states participating in the Committee in addition to Washington D.C. 

This study only involved committee members and case study participants from New York, Pennsylvania, 

New Hampshire, Virginia, and Maryland. A comprehensive review should include at least ten, if not all of 

the Northeastern states. Finally, this pilot evaluation was conducted over a period of one year which 

constrained the types of analytics that could feasibly be performed in that timeframe. A rigorous, 

systematic evaluation of the Committee’s success would require scientifically sound data analyzed 

utilizing statistical methods.  
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Tables and Figures 
TABLES 

Table 1: Criteria used to select a case study based on project suggestions from Northeast Fish and 
Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee members. 

Criteria 
Achieved the completion of project goals 
Addressed a non-charismatic species 
Resulted in measurable improvement of a species’ habitat, population, protection, etc. 
Involved political figures 
Focused on species not formally listed as threatened or endangered 
Resulted an increased security of species over time 
Resulted in the creation of uniform policies 
Occurred in more than one state 
Mentioned by multiple interviewees* 

*This criterion was not suggested by a committee member but was utilized when selecting a case study. 

Table 2: Evaluation of potential case studies based on criteria suggested by Northeast Fish and Wildlife 
Diversity Technical Committee members. Sum points represents the number of criteria (Table 1) 
satisfied by each case. 

Suggested Project Sum Points 
 Brook floater mussel (Alasmidonta varicosa) 5 

Atlantic Coast leopard frog (Lithobates kauffeldi) 6 

Stoneflies (Plecoptera spp.) 3 

Land snails (Gastropoda spp.) 6 

Freshwater turtles (Testudines spp.) 7 

Eastern Hellbender (Cryptobranchus a. alleganiensis) 8 

Regional Conservation Needs Program 6 

State Wildlife Action Plans 6 

New England cottontail (Sylvilagus transitionalis) 7 

Common lexicon/ habitat map of the Northeast US 5 

 

Table 3: RCN Full Proposal Ranking Criteria provided by the Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity 
Technical Committee. 

1. What is the geographic scope of the proposal and its subsequent impacts/benefits?  
a. 0-1 = Only localized benefits within a Region.  
b. 3-5 = Benefits to majority of states within a Region.  
c. 7-10 = Benefits to all State fish & wildlife agencies within a Region.  

2. Is sound science used to develop the proposed methodology and will these methods 
accomplish/produce the proposed project objectives/goals?  

a. 0 = sound science not used to develop methodology; objectives cannot be accomplished 
using the proposed methodology.  
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b. 5 = sound science used to develop methodology; objectives can clearly be accomplished 
using the proposed methodology. 

3. Will/can the proposed objectives and methodology produce the desired outcomes identified in 
the RCN under which this proposal was submitted?  

a. 0 = objectives and methodology will not/cannot produce the desired products identified 
in the RCN under which this proposal was submitted.  

b. 5 = objectives and methodology will/can clearly produce the desired products identified 
in the RCN under which this proposal was submitted. 

4. Are the project objectives clearly defined, achievable, measurable, and connected to specific 
goals, milestones/deliverables, and timelines (i.e., a work plan) for completion?  

a. 0 = project objectives are ambiguous; project lacks specific goals linked to 
milestones/timelines for project completion.  

b. 5 = project objectives are clear, concise, and outline specific goals which are linked to 
milestones/timelines for project completion. 

5. Are the proposed project costs reasonable and is the project’s cost-benefit ratio reasonable?  
a. 0 = project is too expensive for objectives/benefits; cost is too high for benefits 

received/produced.  
b. 5 = project costs are reasonable for objectives/benefits; cost is reasonable for benefits 

received/produced. 
6. Does the proposed project address the desired products described in the RCN under which this 

proposal was submitted, and does the proposal clearly explain the project’s anticipated 
successes?  

a. 0 = project does not address the desired and measurable products described in the RCN 
and does not explain the project’s anticipated successes.  

b. 5 = project clearly addresses the desired and measurable products described in the RCN 
and clearly explains the project’s anticipated successes. 

7. What is the anticipated, extended use/life of the project’s results/products/services after the 
project is completed, and are they clearly stated in the proposal?  

a. 0 = usefulness of project results ends when the project ends.  
b. 5 = usefulness of project results continues for years after the project ends and is clearly 

stated and described in the proposal. 
8. Bonus Points: (Assigned by RCN Grant Coordinator and not individual reviewers.) Does the 

proposal leverage additional funds, either from applicant’s organization or through 
partnerships, to enhance and maximize the project’s desired benefits and outcomes, 
effectiveness, and success?  

a. 0 = 50% non-federal match provided.  
b. 5 = highest percentage of partnerships funds to RNC request relative to other proposals. 

Source: Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee 

Table 4: Analysis of the factors that impact the success of the Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity 
Technical Committee at the regional level. 

Enabling Factors Limiting Factors 
Access to pooled funding Recruitment of equally committed individuals 

"Economy of skill" Administrative turnover that results in some states 
leaving the committee 

Regular communication and interaction Lack of funding for conservation of non-game species 
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Institutional support Climate change 

Commitment of individuals Increased number of species that require attention 

Internal organization and structure Overworking state employees 

Strong social foundation  

Access to and utilization of a consulting firm  

Positive and proactive organizational culture 
 

Shared values 
 

Strong network of partnerships 
 

Reputation and history of success 
 

Ability to produce consistent results across multiple 
states 

 

Increased efficiency of research and management at 
the landscape/watershed scale 

 

 

Table 5: Strengths and weaknesses of working at the regional level of conservation as reported by case 
study interviewees. 

Strengths of Regional Conservation Weaknesses of Regional Conservation 
Ability to operate at a larger scale Navigating cultural differences 
Ability to compare and contrast experiences across 
different states 

Overworking state employees 

Appreciation for populations in your own state within 
a larger context 

Coordinating work, deadlines, etc. internally to move 
forward collectively 

Outside accountability for your own work  
Greater impact, because the “whole is greater than 
the sum of its parts” 

 

Ability to compare data and immediate findings with 
other states 

 

Larger platform to communicate out findings  
 

Table 6: Analysis of the factors that impacted the success of the case study, “Developing a Coordinated 
Research Approach for Hellbender Conservation in the Northeast Region.” 

Enabling Factors Limiting Factors 
Good communication Clash of organizational cultures in the field 
Relationship-building Frustration from a loss of autonomy in decision-

making 
Utilization of citizen scientists Inconsistent results from one lab that incorrectly 

processed samples 
Ability to compromise  
Respect between researchers  
Consistent methodology  
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FIGURES 
Figure 1: Collaborative Conservation Model 

 

Source: Lauber et al., 2011 

Figure 2: Regional Conservation Needs Decision-Making Flowchart provided by Northeast Fish and 
Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee 

Legend 

NEFWDTC- 
Northeast Fish 
and Wildlife 
Diversity 
Technical 
Committee 
 
NEAFWRA- 
Northeast 
Association of 
Fish and Wildlife 
Agencies 
 
WMI – Wildlife 
Management 
Institute  
 
 

Source: Northeast Fish and Wildlife Diversity Technical Committee, 2007 
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Figure 3: Eastern Hellbender (Cryptobranchus alleganiensis alleganiensis) 

 
Source: Terrell et al., 2016 
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