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Should Wildermess Aveas

Becorme Bﬁodb’wev‘m Regerves?

he twenty-first century is just around the corner. That calls for reflec-
tion and reassessment of the conservation philosophy that has gov-
erned the management of public lands in the United States since the
late nineteenth century. As jurisdictions, the national forests, range
lands, and parks didn’t just happen. They were deliberately created. For a rea-
son. But, over a century, new thinking can emerge that challenges the raison
d’étre of old institutions. I reviewed the thinking of the giants of twentieth-
century conservation philosophy—John Muir, Gifford Pinchot, and Aldo
Leopold—in an earlier issue of THE GEORGE WRIGHT FORUM (Callicott
1993). Here I would like to supplement that discussion with a sharper focus on

the raison d’étre of wilderness areas in the public domain.

During the 1980s the “crisis dis-
cipline” called conservation biology
emerged. The crisis that it aims to ad-
dressis the precipitous and accelerat-
ing loss of species, or, more generally
and abstractly, the loss of biological
diversity at every level of organiza-
tion—of genetic diversity within
populations, of diverse populations
within species, of various species, of
diverse assemblages of species popu-
lations (biotic communities), land-
scape-scale diversity, and diverse
biomes. Conservation biology has
quietly transformed the agenda of
conservation from either conserving
natural resources (“wise use,” etc.)
or conserving pristine Nature (“wil-
derness preservation”) o conserving
biological diversity (or “biodiversity”
for short).

The utilitarian Pinchot philoso-
phy of conservation—summed up in
the maxim, “the greatest good for the

greatest number for the longest time,”
and in the general policy of “max-
imum sustained yield” of “natural
resources”—is easy to criticize, but
hard to kill. Though anthropocentric,
reductive, and based on a pre-
ecological scientific paradigm, ex-
tractive resourcism is still very much
alive in the USDA Forest Service and
most other federal and state land
management agencies. After I also
criticized the once sacrosanct (in
environmentalist circles) Muir phi-
losophy of conservation—wilderness
preservation—here and elsewhere,
the floodgates have opened and a tor-
rent of criticism has washed over the
wilderness idea, finally cresting in a
recent New York Times Sunday
Magazinearticle, “The Trouble with
Wilderness,” by environmental his-
torian Bill Cronon (1995).

And just what is wrong with the
wilderness idea? In the fourth num-




ber of the tenth volume of the FORUM
I wrote:

Muir’s philosophy of wilderness
preservation is equally obsolete.
First, no less than Pinchot’s, it
perpetuates the pre-evolutionary
strict separation of “man” from
“nature.” [Pinchot had infamously
declared, “There are two things on
this material earth, people and
natural resources.”] It [preserva-
tionism] simply puts an opposite
spin on the value question, defend-
ing bits of innocent, pristine, virgin
nature against the depredations of
greedy and destructive “man.”
Second, it ignores the presence and
considerable impact of indigenous
peoples in their native ecosystems.
North and South America had been
fully inhabited and radically affec-
ted by Homo sapiens for 10,000 or
more years before European
discovery (Denevan 1992). And
third, it assumes that, if preserved, an
ecosystem will remain in a stable
steady-state, while current thinking
in ecology stresses the importance of
constant, but patchy, perturbation
and the inevitability of change
(Botkin 1990).

We have to be very careful, here,
however, not to throw the baby out
with the bath water. The idea of
wilderness that we have inherited
from Muir and his successors—Sig-
urd Olson, Robert Marshall, David
Brower, et al.—may be ill conceived,
but there’s nothing whatever wrong
with the places that we call wilder-
ness, except that they are too small,
too few and far between, and, as I

shall directly explain, mostly mislo-
cated. Those who have long cam-
paigned for wilderness preservation
(Noss 1994, Foreman 1994) are
concerned lest honest, friendly critics
of the wilderness idea, such as
Cronon and I, give unwitting aid and
comfort to the real enemies—the likes
of Rush Limbaugh, Ron Arnold and
the “Wise Use Movement,” the con-
gressional delegation from Alaska,
and the rest of the shock troops in the
Newt Gingrich-led Republican Re-
volution—of designated wilderness
areas. It is incumbent, therefore, on
well-intentioned critics of the re-
ceived wilderness idea to offer
something positive with which to re-
placeit.

And what might that be? In my
earlier FORUM article I emphasized
one half of a whole answer to that
question. Following the lead of the
twentieth century’s third towering
figure in conservation philosophy,
Aldo Leopold, I stressed our need to
find ways to inhabit and use nature
that are at the same time ecologically
benign. Examples abound of past
human cultures that lived in harmony
with their non-human neighbors
(Gomez-Pompa and Kaus 1988).
On the other hand, some species—
most obviously large predators—do
not coexist well with Homo sapiens.
If members of such species are to
have a place to live, then sustainable
inhabitation and use of most places
must be complemented by setting
aside some places in which human
inhabitation and use are either pro-
hibited or severely restricted.




Such places are designated wild-
erness areas. In addition, however, to
the above-noted conceptual prob-
lems with the received wilderness
tdea, the system of wilderness areas
that we have inherited from our fore-
bears only accidentally serves the vital
habitat needs of endangered species
—because wilderness areas were
created with purposes other than bio-
logical conservation in mind. A re-
view of the preservationist literature
from the mid-nineteenth to the mid-
twentieth century indicates that most
traditional preservationists were not
concerned primarily with providing
habitat for members of those species
that do not coexist well with people,
but with such things as the recre-
ational, scenic, and spiritual values of
the human experience of wilderness.
And just such values informed
wilderness preservation policy.
Hence, designated wilderness areas
were selected, not because they were
particularly rich or diverse in species,
but for their recreational, scenic, and
spiritual potential.

One institution, the zoological
garden, that we have inherited from
our forebears has been quick to adapt
to the changed agenda of conserva-
tion—as redefined by conservation
biology. Capturing and displaying
wild animals appears to be as old as
civilization itself; “the first known
large collections were assembled in
Egypt around 2,500 B.C.E.” (Dunlap
and Kellert, 1995:184) Modern zoos
that display exotic animals from far-
away places to a curious public be-
came an urban commonplace in the

nineteenth century AD. Gawking at
animals, imprisoned like criminals
behind bars, was what, until very re-
cently, zoos were all about. When
wildlife cinematography began rou-
tinely appearing on television, people
could see moving images of animals
in the wild. By comparison, the in-
carcerated zoo animals, in their
cramped and barren cages, appeared
lethargic, forlorn, unhealthy, and in-
complete. Simultaneously, animal
welfare and environmental ethics
came on the scene. Rather suddenly,
the very existence of zoos has become
morally problematic (Fox 1990). To
survive, zoos had to change.

One response was to simulate the
natural habitats of the inmates, dis-
playing mixed-species groups of
animals in open, landscaped com-
pounds, secured by moats, rather
than bars. But conservation biology
was the real godsend for the public
relations problems of zoos. Zoos
contribute to conservation biology in
several ways (Luoma 1987). They
provide subjects and facilities for bio-
logical research. For some highly en-
dangered species whose natural
habitats are engulfed by the deluge of
human overpopulation, zoos are
arks, havens of last resort. More gen-
erally, a consortium of American and
European zoos participate in a pro-
gram of Species Survival Plans that
features not only maintaining viable
populations of threatened species,
butalso maintaining genetic variabil-
ity in captive species populations
through scientifically sophisticated
captive breeding. The ultimate goal




of this program is to reintroduce zoo-
bred animals into the wild—if and
when enough of their habitat can be
reclaimed and restored. Finally, tak-
ing advantage of the fact that people
still flock to zoos in great numbers for
family entertainment, zoos are at-
tempting subtly to educate their pa-
trons about the biodiversity crisis and
the dire necessity for biological con-
servation.

Zoos play an important role in
what conservation biologists call “ex
situ” (off-site) conservation. (Other
ex sttu conservation institutions, such
as the International Crane Founda-
tion, also exist—originally created
not to exhibit but to help conserve
threatened species.) What conserva-
tion biologists call “in situ” (on-site)
conservation is by far the preferred
approach, ex situ conservation being
to an endangered species somewhat
as intensive hospital care is to a
gravely ill organism. Life in a hospital
with no hope of going home is a living
death. Similarly, a species’ existence
solely in zoos, with no hope of a re-
turn to the wild, is a living extinction.
Here’s another analogy. Designated
wilderness areas are, I suggest, to in
situ biodiversity conservation, what
z00s are to ex situ conservation. But
just as zoos had to remake themselves
to function as ex sifu conservation
institutions, so wilderness areas also
need a make-over to function as in
sttu conservation institutions.

How then does conservation biol-
ogy change wilderness policy? We
can get a start on answering that
question by reviewing how zoos have

been changed by conservation biol-
ogy.
The first order of business is a
name change. The old Bronx Zoo in
New York City has been renamed. It
is now the “Wildlife Conservation
Park.” The director of the National
Zoo in Washington D.C., Michael
Robinson (1989), has proposed
“biological park” as a new generic
name for the institutions formerly
called zoos. What’s in a name?,
Shakespeare asked. Rather a lot.
Names are fraught with all sorts of as-
sociations. Baggage. (That’s why
some women don’t like to be called
“ladies.”) The name “z00” conjures
images of animals in cages—there to
be stared at, fed Crackerjacks and
other snacks, teased, and such.
“Biological conservation park” puts
patrons on notice that the place they
are visiting has a higher calling than
some site for public amusement on
the same scurrilous level as a circus
tent or dog track. I suggest we rename
wilderness areas “biodiversity re-
serves.” That would put patrons on
notice that the back country in the
national parks and forests doesn’t ex-
ist primarily for the enjoyment of
trekkers, climbers, canoers, campers,
and solitude seekers—as wilderness
advocates argued from the mid-
nineteenth to the mid-twentieth cen-
tury—but for the nonhuman inhabi-
tants of such places.

On the other hand, zoos have not
closed their gates to the public. Far
from it. People still patronize erst-
while zoos—in record numbers—
most of them completely oblivious to




the fact that they are visiting not zoos
but biological conservation parks.
Any thoughtful and tasteful visitor to
a remodeled biological conservation
park will immediately notice that ex-
hibits have become more spacious,
natural-looking, and ecologically in-
formed. But the conservation agenda
of biological conservation parks takes
priority over the public entertainment
agenda, despite the fact that the vast
majority of the public is there to do
some good old-fashioned gawking at
charismatic megafauna, not to be ed-
ucated about the biodiversity crisis
and such things as the genetic niceties
of captive breeding. The silverback
mountain gorilla that patrons may
have come especially to admire just
may be on loan to another facility in
hopes that he will romance a female
of his species located there. Or, at that
other facility, the courting couple
may not be on display to the public so
as to allow them the privacy they re-
quire to consummate their union. If
s0, too bad. Patrons will be informed
of the reason for their disappointment
and will have to be content with just
knowing that their favorite exhibit is
temporarily serving a higher purpose.
Similarly, in the Yellowstone or
Glacier biodiversity reserves (or, as
they are now still called, wilderness
areas), backpackers might just have to
be excluded from grizzly bear or gray
wolf habitat altogether if their recre-
ational activities prove to be in con-
flict with the conservation of these
beleaguered species. More contro-
versially—though personally I do not
see why it should be—if the needs of

bears and wolves in national forest
biodiversity reserves (a.k.a. wilder-
ness areas) are in conflict with nearby
livestock grazing, biological conser-
vation should take precedence, in my
opinion.

It would be hard to argue that the
old zoos were not located in the right
places. If properly designed and
managed, London is as good a place
as New York for a biological conser-
vation park, and San Diego is as good
as Chicago. Unfortunately, desig-
nated wilderness areas are not always
located in the best places to perform
their newfound and overriding con-
servation function. In the blunt char-
acterization of one unregenerate
wilderness advocate, much of the
wilderness system in the United
States, for all its stupendous glory, is
rock and ice (Foreman, 1991). But
it’s a start. The Yellowstone Biodi-
versity Reserve (as it might be re-
named) should be expanded to be-
come coextensive with the Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem and con-
nected up with the Selway-Bitterroot,
Frank Church River of No Return,
and other proximate wild lands. Po-
litically impossible, you may be
thinking. That’s part of what’s wrong
with the wilderness label. It pits the
politically anemic historic rationale
of wilderness preservation (recrea-
tion and aesthetics for an elite few)
against the politically more robust
claims of jobs and profits. Preserving
biodiversity is a more universal and
higher-minded conservation aim
than the provision of outdoor
recreation and monumental scen-




ery—which can be made to look like a
government-subsidized luxury for
social misfits by a congressional
demagogue, with a little help from his
or her spin doctors. And, unlike tra-
ditional wilderness areas—which are
partly defined in terms of the absence
of “man” and “his works”—all hu-
man economic activity need not be
ruled out, by definition, in biodiver-
sity reserves. Under certain circum-
stances, selective logging, regulated
hunting, and careful mineral extrac-
tion might be made compatible with
in situ Species Survival Plans.

The next step is to establish biodi-
versity reserves in the places that are
biologically rich but scenically poor,
and that thus got overlooked by the
historic wilderness preservation
movement. Three general categories
of places appropriate for biodiversity
reserve designation come to mind.
First, representative biomes with
their characteristic species. The
biome most neglected by the waning
twentieth century’s North American
wilderness preservation movement is
surely the Great Plains. No monu-
mental scenery, no wilderness desig-
nation. The plains are sufficiently
vast, sparcely populated, and climati-
cally diverse to warrant the estab-
lishment of a whole network of biodi-
versity reserves from Alberta to Chi-
huahua. Second, what conservation
biologists call “hot spots”—areas of
particularly rich biodiversity (which
often occur at the intersection of
biomes)—are obvious candidates for
designation as biodiversity reserves

(Lydeard and Mayden 1995). Third,

unique ecosystems, such as the
Florida Everglades—the most threat-
ened ecosystem in the United States,
according to a recent Defenders of
Wildlife assessment.

A pipe dream? Maybe; maybe
not. The Republican Revolution in
Congress may fizzle between the
writing and publication of this article.
You can’t fool all the people all the
time. The populism of the anti-envi-
ronment far right is a sham. Who gets
represented and who gets their leg-
islative agenda enacted is who con-
tributes big bucks to the campaign
coffers. The cynical bet is that those
who merely vote can be manipulated.
But tax breaks and government sub-
sidies for the rich and ripoffs for ev-
eryone else can’t play for too long in
Peoria or anywhere else in a healthy
democracy. A militant minority—Dbig
ranching, big mining, big drilling, big
logging, big real estate develop-
ment—are the instigators and benefi-
ciaries of the current effort in
Congress to sell out the environment
and literally sell off our public do-
main. I don’t think it will fly much
longer. In the meantime, hopefully,
the current public and academic de-
bate about the fate of endangered
species, the wilderness idea, and the
environment in general will mix
some new and creative thinking with
the venerable American traditions of
nature conservation and preserva-
tion. And, hopefully, the twenty-first
century will be characterized by a
more serious and coherent conserva-
tion agenda than its predecessors.
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