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in biodiversity conservation, and we 
believe that comparing the short- term 
rates of increase and decrease are a suitable 
method to assess whether this is true.

We presume that a direct comparison 
between topics, as the authors propose in 
their Figure 1b, would only be possible if 
we had the true absolute historical value 
for search volume. We also believe that 
Google Trends data, as available at the time 
of our analysis, do not allow such compar-
ison. Although it would have been possible 
to scale our results by the current absolute 
search volumes as obtained from Google 
AdWords and Keywords Everywhere, we 
decided against this, as it would have intro-
duced too much uncertainty due to the 
way these two tools smooth their results 
over time (differently relative to Google 
Trends).

Regardless, we fully agree with Correia 
et al. that conducting further studies, com-
bining multiple sources of information, and 
incorporating all available culturomics tools 
are needed, and we welcome the establish-
ment of the Conservation Culturomics 
working group within the Society for 
Conservation Biology. Far more under-
standing is required in the field of public 
conservation interest, and how to leverage 
it, if we are to prevent further species’ 
extinctions and halt climate change.
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A response to Correia 
et al.

In their letter, Correia and colleagues raise 
two issues about our original article 
(Burivalova et al. 2018). Their first point 
questions the proposition that a growth in 
absolute search volume reflects an increase 
in public interest. We fully agree that this is 
unlikely to be a straightforward relation-
ship: it would be affected by disparities 
in  internet access, different reasons for 
searching the internet, and so forth. 
Indeed, we highlighted these caveats in 
our article, where we further warned that: 
“interest does not necessarily equal sup-
port; conservation scientists and practi-
tioners should therefore encourage this 
growing interest by redoubling efforts to 
present objective, evidence- based findings 
about conservation in an accessible, engag-
ing, and relatable way”. Correia et al. also 
argue that the absolute number of searches 
is likely to have increased for any topic. We 
showed that the absolute search volume on 
certain conservation- related topics, such 
as “monkeywrenching” (non‐violent sabo-
tage carried out by environmental activ-
ists; WebFigure 2b), did not substantially 
increase during the study period. We do, 
however, fully support a more nuanced 
analysis, which would combine multiple 
approaches to better understand the rela-
tionship between search volume, public 
interest, and public support.

We believe the authors’ second point 
stems from a misunderstanding. We did 
not think that conservation and climate 
change–related topics had similar levels of 
public interest. Rather, we thought that the 
rate and direction of change in interest in 
these two topics was similar and synchro-
nized (WebFigure 5). Indeed, the overall 
search volume for climate change is cur-
rently about five times as high as that for 
biodiversity, as indicated by Google 
AdWords and Keywords Everywhere. 
However, when searches for climate change 
rise, so do searches for biodiversity. This 
was not the case for control terms, such as 
“cupcakes” or “HIV/AIDS” (WebFigure 6). 
Our original worry, or suspicion, was that 
interest in climate change displaces interest 

Small hydropower goes 
unchecked
As compared to the contentious construc-
tion of new large hydropower plants in 
Asia, Africa, and South America, the 

global boom of investment in small 
hydropower plants (SHPs) receives much 
less attention. SHPs are usually defined by 
having an installed capacity of <10 mega-
watts (MW) but in some countries include 
capacities up to 30 MW (eg Brazil) or 50 
MW (eg Canada, China) (WSHPDR 
2016). A typical SHP comprises a dam 
that abstracts water (Figure 1) and leads it 
to the turbines.

The dramatic expansion in the num-
ber of SHPs is due in part to interna-
tional commitments to achieve climate 
goals and phase out nuclear power, as 
well as to growing resistance against 
large hydropower plants in light of their 
adverse impacts on nature and human 
livelihoods. For example, Brazil is pro-
jected to augment the country’s total 
installed capacity of SHPs from 5.5 giga-
watts (GW) to 12 GW by 2050, and 
Switzerland plans a 0.36 GW increase in 
its total capacity by 2050, of which 0.18 
GW will be generated by new SHPs 
(WSHPDR 2016). To date, more than 
82,000 SHPs have been constructed 
worldwide, and an additional 10,569 
SHPs are currently planned (Couto and 
Olden 2018), although this may be a sub-
stantial underestimate. However, despite 
their large numbers, SHPs contribute lit-
tle to global hydropower production 
(Lange et al. 2018). In the US, SHPs 
account for 65% of the country’s 2,320 
hydropower facilities but provide only 
3.5% of the generating capacity (Sharma 
et al. 2019).

SHPs have been heavily promoted by 
national policies (Couto and Olden 
2018). In the US, for instance, they are 
incentivized by a simplified licensing 
process and by local governments pro-
viding “feed- in tariffs” (a guaranteed 
payment at a fixed price over a substan-
tial period) (Johnson and Hadjerioua 
2015). Likewise, in Switzerland the gov-
ernment is providing investment grants 
and feed- in tariffs over a duration of 15 
years, and in China provinces offer 
feed- in tariffs while the government 
strongly supports the financing of SHPs 
by local investors (WSHPDR 2016).

Current policies fail to ensure that 
new SHPs meet environmental compli-
ance standards. In many countries, the 




