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ABSTRACT 
 
The catastrophic impacts of climate change and ecosystem damage on biodiversity are 

often symbolized with imagery of charismatic endangered creatures such as polar bears, 

tigers, and monarch butterflies. The inherent beauty of these animals makes for 

magnificent and artful images, which can be used by advocacy groups to compel people 

to donate money or take action. The eight conservation photographers interviewed for 

this story recognize the important role photography can play in connecting humans to 

species and raising awareness, but also and acknowledge the difficulties posed when 

attempting create empathy for other species, such as freshwater mussels, which on the 

surface may appear unappealing and or uninteresting. Some of the techniques used by 

photographers interviewed to help make connections include telling the story of the 

animal through the eyes of people or cultures; finding and telling a compelling story 

about the animal as opposed to simply providing factual information; showing interesting 

behaviors; focusing on the scientists working to study or help the animals; creating an 

aesthetically pleasing image; finding the interesting in mundane or unexpected places; 

and developing a narrative to convey the importance of conserving a species. 

 

SUMMARY OF PROFESSIONAL SKILLS COMPONENT 

Freshwater mussels are one of the most endangered animals in North America. Once 

abundant, these animals have faced multiple assaults including water pollution, habitat 

disruption, and dams. The late 19th century saw the advent of the pearl button industry, 

which indiscriminately harvested these animals by the millions until the advent of plastic 

buttons in the 1930’s. According to the Center for Biological Diversity, thirty-five 
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species have already gone extinct. Many more are on the endangered list. The loss of 

these animals has disrupted the food chain, led to poorer water quality in streams, 

destabilized stream beds, and affected the cultural practices of Native Americans. The 

Sentinels and the Saviors tells the story of freshwater mussel decline, seeks to help us 

understand why we should care about these fascinating creatures, and highlights some of 

the work scientists are carrying out to learn more about them in the hopes of 

preventing more species from going extinct. 

 

  




