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Hit-and-Run Restoration
ABTRACT: Over the past few decades, people have attempted with confidence larger and more
complex ecological restoration projects. This is good news; restoration is trivial if not pursued at
a scale and scope commensurate with the Earth’s most pressing environmental challenges.
However, as a scientific field and as a professional practice, ecological restoration has not made
much progress towards working at meaningful time-scales. In many parts of the world,
restoration efforts under a few years in duration abound, whereas projects with ongoing
management and monitoring exceeding 5 years are rare. For the most part, this short project
time horizon reflects policy preferences for funding new projects and program budget cycles
tied to short-term accountability. Short time horizons are not consistent with the recovery rates
of ecosystems, which we have learned is often much longer than expected. And, for highly
degraded ecosystems, there is mounting evidence that restoration interventions must be
sustained long enough to counteract the reinforcing effects from positive feedbacks – or risk
project failure. To restore highly degraded grasslands, wetlands, rivers, or forests is clearly a
commitment of decades, not a couple of years. What can be done to reduce the prevalence of
“hit-and-run” restorations? First, plans and budgets need to be tied to realistic, time-bound
goals. Second, competitive funding for restoration work should be based on an organization’s
demonstrated ability to achieve ecological outcomes and to rebound after setbacks and
surprises. Third, researchers need to focus attention on providing decision-support for followup restoration actions and on developing restoration methods intended to accelerate recovery.
Finally, policy should balance financial support for both new and ongoing restoration efforts.
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