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Abstract 
 

The process of urbanisation has been identified as the most prominent cause of extinctions in 
the present century. Given that most people on earth now live in large cities, the 
acceleration on habitat alteration due to the spread of cities is likely to have profound 
implications on both biodiversity conservation and on the nature of human relationships with 
nature, especially wildlife. The biophysical and ecological impacts of urbanisation are 
increasingly appreciated and understood and there are many approaches to addressing these. 
Among the most important of these impacts is fragmentation of bushland, especially by ever-
expanding road networks. Attempts to reconnect severed populations through ecological 
corridors and wildlife crossing structures are proving surprisingly successful, though not for all 
species. Far less well understood or appreciated are the long-term implications for our 
interactions with wildlife as nature becomes increasingly distant and unknown. This 
‘extinction of experience’ threatens to undo the positive influences of generations of close, 
daily contact with nature, replacing experience with perceptions based on virtual 
representations and expectations. Early contact by our children may become of critical 
importance to the future of animal welfare. 

 
 
The process of urbanisation has been identified as the most prominent cause of extinctions in the present 
century (Goddard et al. 2009). Given that most people on earth now live in large cities, the acceleration 
of habitat alteration due to the spread of cities is already having profound impacts on biodiversity in and 
around cities. Because the changes to an area are both rapid and comprehensive, involving direct impacts 
such as the destruction of habitats as well less obvious longer-term influences (including genetic 
isolation), it is certain but rarely acknowledged that the majority of animals living in the area affected 
will not survive. Although it has long been the view that displaced animals will simply relocate to the 
nearest ‘bit of bush’ once the bulldozers arrive, the reality is otherwise. 
 
Nonetheless, although the land becomes dramatically transformed from a natural environment to one 
dominated by human presence, ‘nature’ cannot be entirely excluded from the new biome of the city. For 
one reason, this transformation is rarely instant or complete: even heavy industrial areas and central 
business districts have parks, ponds and somehow support pigeons. For another, a wide range of animals 
and plants have adapted to the urban landscape, and are now familiar city dwellers through the world. 
Many of these species – black rats, feral pigeons, house sparrows and Scotch thistles, for example – have 
been associated with human settlements for millennia, and have successfully accompanied people as they 
have spread around the globe. A smaller suite of species present in any city tend to be locals who have 
found the resources or conditions provided by the urban environment to be ideal for their needs. In 
Australia, species such as magpies, noisy miners and common brushtail possums, have each survived and 
thrived as human have transformed their worlds (Jones 2002). 
 
For the humans living in these urban centres, the perception of what constitutes ‘nature’ will inevitably 
be altered profoundly compared to those living in rural or more natural settings (Goddard et al. 2009). 
Observations of and interactions with native animals is a normal and daily occurrence away from cities, as 
is the regular witnessing of their births and deaths, feeding and fighting: these experiences, which mirror 
the typical ‘trials of life’ experienced by people, allows such people to perceive wild animals as living 
lives parallel to their own. Valuing or appreciating wildlife as ‘normal’ and ‘unremarkable’ becomes less 
likely as encounters between people and wild animals becomes less frequent and more contrived (Louv 
2005).  
 
The rapidly changing nature of human relationships with nature, especially wildlife, is becoming a key 
concern for many workers engaged in the promotion of biodiversity conservation (Miller 2005). While the 
biophysical and ecological impacts of urbanisation are increasingly appreciated and understood and there 
are many approaches to addressing the challenges, the impacts and implications for human perceptions 
are only just being considered (Goddard et al. 2009). Although the importance of such impacts have often 
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been neglected and even trivialised, recent interest in the ‘human dimension’ of wildlife conservation and 
management has demonstrated the centrality of perceptions, beliefs and attitudes in developing 
successful policies and action plans (Khan et al. 2009). 
 
The importance of understanding human reactions to wildlife has become especially critical today 
because, for the first time in human history, the majority of people now live in large cities (Goddard et al. 
2009). This is of profound significance; most people now experience nature fundamentally differently from 
almost all those living earlier. For increasing numbers of people, these ‘pre-urban’ experiences ceased in 
the generation of their parents. The relentless growth of cities throughout the world suggests that this 
trend can only increase. For those living in such expanding urban centres, the opportunities to interact 
with and simply observe nature becomes limited and constrained, a phenomenon termed ‘the extinction 
of experience’ (Pyle 1978, 1993). 
 
This ‘extinction of experience’ threatens to undo the positive influences of generations of close, daily 
contact with nature, replacing experience with perceptions based on virtual representations and 
expectations. For increasingly numbers of people, ‘nature’ becomes something only discernable through 
the interpretations of parents, peers and the media: there is little experience involved. One result is the 
compartmentalization of nature into predictable classes: cute; dangerous; useful; useless; irrelevant. 
Miller (2005) and many others worry that such perceptions are unlike to lead to the valuing of nature. “If 
people no longer value nature or see it as relevant to their lives, will they be willing to invest in its 
protection?” (Miller 2005: 431).  
 
The landscape in which most people now live and are raised is inevitably degraded or simplified in terms 
of the diversity of biodiversity present. While this is undeniably obvious, there is more than one 
implication of this for human perceptions. The most dire and therefore more widely mentioned has been 
termed ‘environmental generational amnesia’ (Kahn 2002). This concept proposes that the environment 
which people experience as children becomes the baseline against which future experiences are 
compared. This results in constantly lowered expectations: we lament only the conditions we apparently 
remember as children and not what may have been lost over a longer time frame and more objective 
perspective. 
 
The alternative, though not necessarily mutually exclusive, reaction to our perception of a continually 
degrading environment is a heightened appreciation of ‘nature’, although the way this concept is 
constructed may also be altered. Nonetheless, there is an abundance of strong evidence in support of 
positive responses to nature in a variety of guises and forms. For example, exposure to nature in the form 
of pets, green space and even views of wooded parklands demonstrably hasten recovery from stress and 
injury (see Miller 2005). Moreover, there is recent support that such responses require ‘real’ nature rather 
than digital representations: people reported far more positive reactions to an actual view than a high-
definition screen of the same thing (Khan et al. 2009). 
 
Perhaps the most universal example of the yearning for direct contact with nature is the ubiquity of 
wildlife feeding among urban dwellers (Jones & Reynolds 2008). Although still controversial in Australia 
(O’Leary & Jones 2006), the practice of attracting wild animals to visit us in our suburban houseyards is 
probably the most common form of wildlife-human interaction throughout the western world (Jones & 
Reynolds 2008). Interestingly, it is more likely to be practiced in cities and towns than rural areas. 
Although there are certainly a number of issues associated with the welfare of the animals, especially in 
terms of nutrition, the widespread concerns over animals becoming dependant upon anthrogenic foods has 
been shown to be misplaced (O’Leary & Jones 2006). There is, however, strong evidence that many of the 
human engaged in the practice have become thoroughly addicted to feeding, even as their avian visitors 
have retained their natural foraging skills (Chapman & Jones 2009). 
 
It has become clear that it is the form of contact experienced by our children that has the most significant 
and long lasting influence on future attitudes and reactions to nature (Kahn 2002). Unfortunately, 
contemporary trends of hyper-protective parenting and overly structured lives are greatly curbing the 
natural tendencies for forging links with local nature. Most pre-teens today spend less than 30 minutes 
outside compared to over fours hours engaged with a screen per day (Miller 2005). Nonetheless, there is 
also strong evidence that introducing children early to the astonishingly rich and complex world of nature 
can have life-long benefits (Louv 2005). Just how our children experience nature may become of critical 
importance to the future of animal conservations and welfare. 
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