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Local Knowledge 

Local knowledge is often considered inferior to scientific knowledge. 

Formal recognition of local knowledge would contribute to egalitarianism 

within the conservation arena. 

Epistemology, the study of knowledge, reveals there are different ways 

of knowing, through learning and reason, through the senses and from 

social and environmental interaction. Many knowledge systems are 

recognised globally; cultural, traditional, local, experiential, folk, 

indigenous and scientific knowledge.  

In the interests of this petition, local knowledge could be considered as 

the extensive and unique skill-set and pragmatism, experience and 

know-how, often acquired over generations, which provides an 

invaluable toolkit contributing to Scotland’s heritage and biodiversity. 

This cultural capital is intrinsically connected to the economy and the 

well-being of Scotland’s people. Local practitioners with extensive local 

knowledge and wide-ranging competencies contribute to habitat 

management, peatland restoration and wildfire mitigation. Their 

observational skills and insight provide invaluable first-hand data 

pertaining to species loss and biodiversity threats. 

Professor Sir Partha Dasgupta considers local knowledge is 

fundamental to safeguarding biodiversity and healthy ecosystems. He 

maintains those who live and work in an area are the key players with 

specific local knowledge:  

‘What the inhabitant of an ecosystem knows and can observe differs 

from what an agent from the national government knows and can 

observe’ (Dasgupta, 2021, Abridged version p.494). 

Precedent 

Following the successful online Rural Workers Protest #RWP21, an 

email was sent (24.03.2021) to The First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, 

requesting local knowledge be formally recognised.  



The response received failed to acknowledge the full conceptual 

understanding of local knowledge per se. It failed to recognise the 

current marginalisation of the rural workforce and power imbalance 

resulting from the elitist platform currently afforded the scientific 

community. It also failed to appreciate the extent to which local 

knowledge underpins positive outcomes for climate change and 

biodiversity in Scotland; net zero by 2045 and halting biodiversity loss by 

2030. 

The Scottish Government previously funded initiatives that recognise 

local knowledge. Understanding Predation, launched in 2016, aimed 

to integrate several types of knowledge to understand predation 

impacts on declining moorland species and reduce conflict. The 

follow-up project Working for Waders endorsed collaborative working. 

Yet, there is no formal recognition by the Scottish Government or its 

representatives, of the vital role that local knowledge plays in 

conservation objectives in Scotland.  

Currently, the conservation arena is dominated by academia and the 

scientific elite, an arena which is distanced from the practical daily 

routine and reality of the rural practitioner. This distance can result from 

the concept of knowledge, where academia is given greater credence 

and recognition than traditional local knowledge, skills and expertise. 

This comes at a cost to both the taxpayer and biodiversity.  

For many years, local practitioners expressed concern regarding 

conservation practices to safeguard the endangered Capercaillie. 

Repeatedly, they advised that much of the problem was due to 

predation and disturbance. Constantly, their observations and advice 

were ignored. However, their concerns were upheld when the results of 

the recent scientific report, Review of Capercaillie Conservation and 

Management – Report to the Scientific Advisory Committee, were 

published for it confirmed what they had known for decades; predation 

and disturbance contributed to the demise of this Scottish species: 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/review-capercaillie-conservation-and-

management-report-scientific-advisory-committee 

Considerable investment estimated at over £10 million pounds since 

2003, has been ploughed into safeguarding the population of 

Capercaillie. Despite this, since 2003, the population has dropped by 

over 50%. This iconic bird is now facing extinction.  

https://www.nature.scot/doc/review-capercaillie-conservation-and-management-report-scientific-advisory-committee
https://www.nature.scot/doc/review-capercaillie-conservation-and-management-report-scientific-advisory-committee


Had the local knowledge that emphasised the need for effective 

predator manager and alteration to path networks been valued and 

acted on from the outset, perhaps the population of the capercaillie 

would be healthier than it is today, not to mention the public purse. 

Summary 

Currently, Scottish Government policy favours the hegemonic scientific 

method. Whilst this form of knowledge is essential, so too is local 

knowledge. It is not a dichotomy. When one form of knowledge 

dominates, the consequences are wide-reaching; biodiversity is 

compromised and structural discrimination leads to marginalisation, 

stigma and subsequent health problems. 

Whilst consultations and meetings may be open to all, their participation 

is skewed in favour of the scientific method. Many rural practitioners are 

pragmatists; their work revolves around practical skills, observation and 

direct application. Whilst experts in their own field, they are not 

necessarily experts in articulating a comprehensive written or oral 

response to what are often hypothetical or irrelevant questions.  

Scotland’s heritage and traditions are an embodiment of local 

knowledge. It is imperative that this vital resource is formally 

recognised. Scottish Government targets to achieve net zero by 2045 

and stop biodiversity loss by 2030 rely on local knowledge. It is relevant 

to a Just Transition, where no-one is left out and the National Outcomes: 

Human Rights, Environment, Communities and Economy as outlined in 

the National Performance Framework.  
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