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How can technology genuinely strengthen conservation and restoration work without pulling us away from the people, places,

and ecological realities we are here to serve?
Attendance: This session had about 35 participants.

The Cafe's goal was to create a space for participants to field-test a question that sits at the heart of the tension of tech and tangible work. We prepared the
room to minimize digital distractions: six roundtables, paper handouts, and pens. The guided conversation was introduced as intended to be less about
evaluating technology's worth and more about developing a clearer sense of proportion: where it belongs, where it helps, and where the work may be better
served by people paying close attention to a place and to one another.

After a brief orientation, participants were given fifteen minutes to chat for each of the following questions:

Question 1. Where is technology helping you
see, understand, manage, or communicate
conservation and restoration work more
effectively - and where is it making the work
harder than it needs to be?

Discussion

Question 2. What needs to be true - in the
organization, the funding, the data, the people,
and the place - for technology to actually
strengthen conservation outcomes?

Question 3. What should practitioners, funders,
developers, and leaders do so that technology is
designed, adopted, and sustained in ways that
support on-the-ground outcomes?

There is something refreshing about putting people in a room together to talk about technology without letting the technology itself take over the
conversation! The Café was a reminder that our experiences with these tools matter just as much as the outcomes they produce.

Ideas passed quickly around most tables. Participants shared their research questions and mission statements, then compared hardware, software,
workflows, and systems they used. Conversations quickly pivoted to questions and challenges they have at the junction of tech informing their work -
especially regarding the adoption of Artifical Intelligence (Al). Rather than arriving at a tidy consensus, each table organically began to sketch a value
spectrum when it came to adoption of Al within their work - including everything from data collection to analysis, consolidation, and sharing . The overall
observation is that technology is changing conservation and restoration work quickly, but practitioners are still actively negotiating what role they want it to

play in their work.

Al entered nearly every conversation

Although the Café was intentionally framed around technology broadly, artificial intelligence quickly found its way into almost every discussion. Participants
described using Al to wrangle data, standardize disparate datasets, accelerate analysis, summarize information, and take on repetitive portions of complex
workflows. There was a mix of genuine excitement, hesitation, and revulsion regarding Al. Participants were especially curious about where Al might
responsibly take over portions of tedious existing work. One participant described the remarkable ability to bring years of poorly governed or scattered
information into a singular database. Another described nearly the opposite experience: using Al accelerated the analytical process but created distance
from the data itself during its journey. They explained that sitting with messy data, noticing anomalies, asking why something looks wrong, and slowly
developing familiarity with a dataset are critical steps in the analytical process. That efficiency ultimately impaired their ability to derive insightful

conclusions on their research.

A tension surfaced repeatedly throughout the Café regarding how to value efficiency: when does efficiency strengthen expertise, and when does it quietly
bypass the very process through which expertise develops?

Example 1. An online research platform reviews
published articles and scores their usefulness
for conservation. Today, the process is
deliberately human-led. Could Al help screen,
organize, or prioritize the literature without
weakening confidence in the final assessment?
Where would human judgment need to remain?

Example 2. A staff member responsible for
analyzing satellite imagery for species presence
and absence near retirement. The organization
faces a practical question: can Al learn the
workflow? And if so, what exactly would need to
be transferred—the method, the historical
dataset, the person's accumulated judgment, or
all three? What changes when a process
developed through years of experience becomes
an automated task?

Example 3. Clients come with Al generated
ideas for a technical service provider that
include inaccurate species list, impossible
designs, and clear goals. The TSP can no longer
charge for as many hours as a project used to
take but also needs to undo the assumptions
and inaccuracies shared thanks to the Agent's
input and client’s confidence in it.
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Major take aways

The pace of technology is creating a

capacity problem

The challenge is not only simply gaining access
to technology but also finding enough time and
organizational capacity to understand what is
worth adopting. Al tools, platforms, sensors,
analytical methods, and data systems are
changing faster than many students,
researchers, and organizations can reasonably
learn, test, validate, govern, and maintain them.
Cost and procurement matter, but so do training,
protocol development, maintenance, software
changes, and the cognitive burden of constantly
learning the next system. The learning curve is
not free. Time spent learning a tool is time taken
from something else.

Governance matters as much as
capability

Participants raised concerns of governance and
equity. For example, technologies that improve
conservation outcomes have limited value if
only well-resourced organizations can afford the
tools, infrastructure, staff time, and expertise
required to use them. The conversation
suggested that organizations may need to
spend at least as much time developing rules for
how and when technology should be used as
they spend evaluating what the technology can
do.

Suggested next steps

Trust requires transparency—and the

ability to check the work

Participants repeatedly returned to the problem
of the “black box.” Concerns included data
quality, hidden assumptions, hallucinated or
overconfident outputs, unclear methodologies,
and the temptation to move too quickly from
data to prompt to answer. Researchers and
practitioners are not proxies pushing
information through increasingly automated
systems. Their expertise is what allows them to
recognize when an answer does not make
sense. Participants argued for comparing new
approaches against established methods,
communicating limitations clearly, preserving
reproducibility, and ensuring that subject-matter
experts remain able to interrogate the results.

The field still gets the final vote

Some of the most grounded observations were
also the simplest. A technology may be
impressive in a demonstration and nearly

useless on a rainy Tuesday in a remote field site.

Connectivity, batteries, cloud storage, software
updates, subscription costs, discontinued
products, incompatible file formats, data
availability, staff turnover, and funding cycles
can all determine whether a promising tool
becomes part of everyday practice or quietly
disappears.
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Technology cannot substitute for

knowing a place

Tech allows people to see farther, measure
more, and analyze landscapes and species at
scales that would have been unimaginable a
generation ago. Local knowledge—including the
knowledge held by land managers,
communities, Indigenous peoples, field staff,
and long-time practitioners—remains essential
to making sense of technological outputs.
Participants raised an important question:
conservation professionals already spend years
developing ecological, scientific, place-based
expertise, as well as relationship building with
their communities of interest. Maintaining those
human-connections come at a cost if
technologies that outsource in-field interaction
are adopted without constraint.

Automation can erode the pathway to
expertise

Where do you train future generations of
conservation professionals when technology
excels at entry-level tasks? Few people love
devoting resources to repetitive tasks and
tedious exercises. Efficiency and automation is
attractive when resources are constrained;
however, those actions serve another purpose:
they are providing early-career professionals
opportunities to gradually develop professional
judgment and expertise. If you automate the
bottom rungs of the ladder, how are new people
trained to climb it?

The Café made one thing clear: there is no shortage of interest in this topic but there are few opportunities to engage on it. What seems to be in shorter
supply are spaces where conservation professionals can talk candidly about what is working, what is not, what they are experimenting with, and what they
are not yet sure about. We should make more of those spaces. This cafe can be replicated within workspaces to encourage team to confront their tech

stack and align it with their goals.

A conservation-tech poetry slam series would offer a great opportunity to connect at the nexus of technology and people: short, energetic demonstrations
from researchers and practitioners showing an Al-assisted or technology-enabled workflow they actually use or an existing project that they believe may
benefit from insertion of Al agents. Each demonstration could open opportunities for engagement and reflection from the audience.

Conversations need to continue to engage the people who know their work deeply and invite them to identify problems worth solving with like minded
colleagues as well as with professionals experiencing real-world outcomes from technology-based implementation strategies.

People want more opportunities to talk through their ideas about how to integrate Al into their workflows, whether it's to consolidate disparate datasets or
capture workflows that are locked in one semi-retired professional’s brain. They also want to see how others are actually using these tools from a very
non-technical standpoint. Finally, people made it clear that they wanted to bounce ideas off of someone with a headstart working with LLMs and natural
language agents. To ask how and what about these questions. No one was asking for another presentation about what Al might someday do.
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Conversations on technology grounded in
the conservation and restoration worlds

Hosted July 13,2026
Erin Hofmann, The Commons
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This Knowledge Café invites you to connect with others who are using, adapting, managing, funding, or questioning
technology in conservation and restoration. Together, we’ll explore what is helping, what is creating friction, and what
needs to change so technology better serves practitioners, communities, ecosystems, and long-term stewardship.

Please use this sheet to jot down your ideas and stay connected to the conversations.

Technology uses and categories for conservation and
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Obgerve & Monitor
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> Water quality condee
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Prioritize and Plan
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o Climate vulnerability modele
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Communicate &
Collaborate
> Citizen/community
geience appe
> Participatory mapping
toole
> Public reporting apps
o Text-megsage based
reporting systemg
> Online engagement
latformg
igualization tools for

public communication |

FOLLOW UP LIST:

TECH NOTES

Add your thoughts to the shared synthesis.
Responses will help identify common themes,
practical lessons, and questions that will be
shared with conference organizers, funders,
developers, and sector leaders.




How can technology genuinely strengthen congervation and restoration work without
pulling us away from the people, places, and ecological realities we are here to serve?

Question 1. What’s happening now? Where is technology helping you see, understand, manage, or communicate
conservation and restoration work more effectively — and where is it making the work harder than it needs to be?

Question 2. What makes the difference? \What needs to be true — in the organization, the funding, the data, the
people, and the place — for technology to actually strengthen conservation outcomes?

Question 3. What should change? What should practitioners, funders, developers, and leaders do so that technology
is designed, adopted, and sustained in ways that authentically support on-the-ground outcomes?

Ideas | want to share back:

THAT WA coo!

Stay in touch! Erin Hofmann, The Commons B hofmann@ourcommoncode.org 202-480-3999
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