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Davis, Wilson win seats on GWS Board; Gagnon appointed to term
Gary E. Davis and Lynn Wilson were elected to three-year terms on the Society’s Board of
Directors in this year’s election. The field of candidates also included James Gramann, Dan
Sealy, and Ryan Sharp. Davis is president and chief scientist of GEDavis & Associates Envi-
ronmental Consulting, and had a 43-year-career as a marine scientist with the National Park
Service. This is his second stint on the Board. Wilson is a regional park planner with the
Capitol Regional District in Victoria, British Columbia. Her work focuses on community
and regional parks that, for many urbanites, are the most vital connection to the natural
world.

In September, the Board filled a vacancy in its appointed ranks by naming Nathalie Gagnon
to a seat. Gagnon, who is from the Anishinaabeg First Nation, is senior analyst for Aboriginal
engagement in Parks Canada’s Aboriginal Affairs Secretariat. At Parks Canada, her main
focus is to ensure that the voices of First Nations, Inuit, and Métis peoples are included and
inform all aspects of planning and management of heritage places the agency administers.
Her term will run through the end of 2013.

Applications being accepted for 2012 Park Break
The next session of Park Break, the all-expenses-paid field seminar for graduate students
contemplating a career in parks, will be held March 19–23, 2012, at Delaware Water Gap
National Recreation Area in Pennsylvania. The 2012 Park Break project will be the creation
of a curriculum on sustainable living, aimed at 8th-grade students, to be used at the Pocono
Environmental Education Center. Applications for the 2012 Park Break program are being
accepted through January 20. For more information, go to

http://www.georgewright.org/parkbreak

Park Break is a collaborative program of the US Geological Survey, US National Park Ser-
vice, Pocono Environmental Education Center, and GWS.

Darlene Wahl, 1961–2011
Darlene Wahl, a Life Member of the George Wright Society, died November 4, 2011, at her
home in San Juan Island, Washington. Although sight-impaired at birth, after graduate school
she forged a successful career with the National Park Service at Isle Royale National Park,
Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, the Midwest Regional Archaeological Center, and San
Juan Islands National Historical Park. There, she worked with local teachers in developing
the “Habitats” curriculum for the Friday Harbor Elementary School. She was also an enthu-
siastic living history re-enactor and an avid outdoorsperson who participated in many
sports. Wahl and her guide dogs, Fayette and then Ingrid, inspired schoolchildren and visi-
tors with the message that a disability need not be an obstacle to achievement.

SOCIETY NEWS, NOTES & MAIL
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Revisiting the Organic Act: Can It Meet the Next
Century’s Conservation Challenges?

Robert B. Keiter

Written into law in 1916, the act that created the National Park Service, known as the
Organic Act, has ever since served as the Magna Carta for our national park system. The lan-
guage of the Organic Act defines the national park mission in well-known terms: “to con-
serve the scenery and the natural and historic objects and the wild life therein, and to pro-
vide for the enjoyment of the same in such manner … as will leave them unimpaired for the
enjoyment of future generations.” To achieve this mission, the act directs the National Park
Service to “promote and regulate” the parks, establishes a visitor-focused planning process,
and enlists the Park Service in identifying areas of “national significance” as potential new
parks.1 The agency has fully embraced these responsibilities, even as internal and external
debates have swirled as to whether the act contains a fundamental contradiction and how its
strictures apply in particular situations.

Since the Organic Act was adopted, however, the national park system and the world
around it have undeniably changed. Where the system originally numbered 31 national park
and monument units in 1916, it today boasts 397 units sporting an array of quite different
designations that stretch across 49 states and several territories. Since the system’s inception,
the nation’s population has more than tripled, becoming much more urban, diverse, and
removed from nature. A century ago the automobile was just gaining a foothold in American
society; it is now ubiquitous across the nation and within the parks. And where most nation-
al parks were originally surrounded by undeveloped land, these lands are today under
intense development pressures, whether in the form of industrial activity on adjacent public
and private lands or subdivision proposals on nearby private lands. Such matters as climate
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change, biodiversity conservation, and nature deficit disorder—unknown a century ago—
present critical environmental challenges in the present age.

Given these enormous changes and concerns, is it time to overhaul the Organic Act? Is
the act’s simple injunction to conserve unimpaired sufficient to meet tomorrow’s conserva-
tion challenges?2 Is the absence of references to modern resource management terminolo-
gy—biodiversity conservation, integrated planning, ecological integrity, and the like—a fatal
flaw? Does the language of “national significance” correctly capture the essence of potential
new park units in an era of biological decline and climate change? And in the face of well-
known political realities, should the National Park Service be relocated outside the Depart-
ment of the Interior? With the system’s centennial anniversary approaching, it is impossible
to ignore these fundamental questions. Is it time to change the law? And if so, then how—by
a total rewrite or by targeted amendments?

Understanding the Organic Act
The history surrounding adoption of the Organic Act suggests that Congress gave scant
attention to the key language defining the fundamental purpose of the national parks. In-
deed, the congressional discussions involving the Organic Act proposal focused primarily
on the need for a new federal bureau to oversee the parks and its cost, with few references to
the mission of the proposed agency or the purpose of the parks. Supporters of the legisla-
tion, intent on bringing the diverse parks and monuments under the administration of a sin-
gle agency, emphasized the economic value of the parks and the need to encourage Ameri-
cans to visit them. To the extent that anyone at the various hearings spoke about the parks
themselves, they did so primarily in terms of their recreational, scenic, and educational value.
Though the proposed Organic Act language, initially drafted by Frederick Law Olmsted, Jr.,
evolved over the four years it took to pass the bill, the revisions made it ever more specific in
listing the various purposes of the parks. And despite repeated suggestions that the law con-
tained a fundamental contradiction between conservation and public use, the historian Rob-
in Winks—after exhaustively reviewing the records surrounding the Organic Act’s origins—
concluded that Congress intended conservation of park resources as the paramount mission
of the parks.3

Given its brevity and uniqueness, the Organic Act needed further explication, which
was soon forthcoming in the form of the seminal 1918 Lane Letter. Originally drafted by
Horace Albright, who was serving as Director Stephen Mather’s chief assistant, and signed
by Secretary of the Interior Franklin Lane, the document set forth three principles to guide
future management of the park system: (1) the parks “must be maintained in absolutely
unimpaired form” for present and future generations; (2) “they are set apart for the use,
observation, health, and pleasure of the people;” and (3) “the national interest must dictate
all decisions affecting public or private enterprise in the parks.” Elaborating on the first
point, the letter admonished: “Every activity of the Service is subordinate to the duties
imposed upon it to faithfully preserve the parks for posterity in essentially their natural
state.” But the Lane Letter did not stop there; it also provided much more specific guidance
for how the parks were to be managed. It expressly endorsed outdoor recreation in the parks,
the construction of new roads and other facilities, the presence of automobiles, the removal



of inholdings, good relations with concessioners, and promotional collaboration with local
chambers of commerce, auto clubs, and the like. In short, the Lane Letter gave expression to
the national park idea and is widely regarded as an early authoritative interpretation of the
Organic Act’s provisions.4

Since then, Congress has engrafted amendments onto the Organic Act that affect the
park system as a whole and further clarify the Park Service’s mission. The General Authori-
ties Act of 1970 expressed Congress’s view that the national park system was a single entity,
intentionally enjoining the Park Service from dividing the system into different categories—
natural, recreational, and historical—for management purposes.5 A 1976 amendment to the
General Authorities Act gave the Park Service a role in the new park creation process, direct-
ing the secretary of the interior “to investigate, study, and continually monitor the welfare of
areas whose resources exhibit qualities of national significance and which may have poten-
tial for inclusion in the National Park System.”6 The so-called Redwood Amendment of
1978 reaffirmed in powerful terms the congressional commitment to the Organic Act’s fun-
damental purpose, explicitly mandating that “the protection, management, and administra-
tion of these areas [national parks] shall be conducted in light of the high public value and
integrity of the National Park System and shall not be exercised in derogation of the values
and purposes for which these various areas have been established, except as may have been
or shall be directly and specifically provided by Congress.”7 The 1978 amendments also
revised the park planning process, establishing quite general standards for unit-based gener-
al management plans.8 And in the 1998 National Parks Omnibus Management Act, Congress
added “scientific research” to the Park Service’s mission, clearly acknowledging that science
must play a critical role in park planning and decision-making processes.9 Significantly, none
of the subsequent amendments have altered the Organic Act’s original mission statement.

Other related legislation has also shaped the system and its management. Two major
concession reform bills—one in 1965 and another as part of the 1998 legislation—revised
and then revised again how the Park Service deals with its concessioners, who have long
played an influential behind-the-scenes role in shaping park management policies.10 Over the
years, through a dizzying array of individual national park enabling acts, Congress has sub-
stantially changed the face of the national park system, primarily by adding new designa-
tions, such as national recreation areas, national seashores, national preserves, and national
parkways, each with its own unique priorities and management standards. In doing so,
Congress has indicated that the more specific enabling legislation takes priority over the
more general Organic Act strictures in the event of conflict between the two.11 And Congress
has adopted laws like the Mining in the Parks Act and the National Parks Air Tour Manage-
ment Act to address specific resource management problems.12 Moreover, Congress has
adopted other important laws that apply to the national parks, including the National
Environmental Policy Act, Endangered Species Act, Wilderness Act, Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act, and Clean Air Act. These cross-cutting environmental laws have not only influenced
how the Park Service addresses its management responsibilities, but they can override incon-
sistent park management policies or decisions. While these laws have plainly expanded the
agency’s resource management obligations, none have either questioned or revised the Org-
anic Act’s statement of purpose.
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For its part, the National Park Service has interpreted and given meaning to the Organic
Act language through its policies, programs, and initiatives. The agency’s Management Poli-
cies document not only explains how it interprets the Organic Act mandates, but also sets
forth explicit resource management requirements and other responsibilities. According to
the 2006 Management Policies, the Park Service “must leave park resources and values unim-
paired,” a mandate that is construed to mean “when there is a conflict between conserving
resources and values and providing for the enjoyment of the visitor, conservation is to be pre-
dominant.” Even if management actions do not impair park resources, park officials are still
obligated to “conserve” them by minimizing or avoiding adverse impacts. Any proposed
action that “could lead to impairment of park resources or values” must be evaluated, in writ-
ing, by the appropriate official before it is approved.13 But the Management Policies docu-
ment is not binding law, according to the influential District of Columbia Circuit Court of
Appeals, and thus could be revised to reinterpret the Organic Act’s mission statement.14 And
this is what almost occurred in 2006 when Bush administration officials sought to rewrite the
document to open the parks to more commercial and motorized recreational activities. Though
eventually derailed by strong opposition within and outside the Park Service, the rewrite
episode revealed that politically motivated officials were not averse to revising the agency’s
priorities and that an array of forces stood ready to defend the agency’s view of its statutory
obligations.15

In fact, the Park Service’s own interpretation of its Organic Act responsibilities has
changed over the years. Perhaps the most stunning—and controversial—change occurred
during the 1960s when, without any congressional modification of its statutory duties,
agency officials reversed course in the aftermath of the Leopold Report and adopted a new,
less-intrusive natural resource management policy to achieve its conservation obligations.
Park managers were instructed to allow nature to take its own course in the parks, which
meant intervening sparingly to control wildlife population numbers, allowing most wildfires
to burn rather than suppressing them, and halting the practice of feeding bears and other ani-
mals.16 Although questioned at the time (and ever since),17 the policy change has endured,
reflecting an evolved agency interpretation of the Organic Act’s “conserve unimpaired” man-
date. In the future, however, any such dramatic change in interpretation of the organic legis-
lation will likely require a detailed explanation of why the agency is altering its view of its
statutory responsibilities if it is to withstand judicial scrutiny.18

The courts, when called upon to interpret the Organic Act language, have consistently
found that resource conservation takes priority over public enjoyment or other interests. In
National Rifle Association v. Potter, a case that sustained the Park Service’s prohibition on
hunting, the court held: “In the Organic Act, Congress speaks of but a single purpose, name-
ly, conservation.”19 Later judicial decisions have reached the same conclusion, sustaining
agency regulations that limit trapping, mountain biking, fishing, and whitewater rafting in the
parks.20 In doing so, the courts have generally deferred to the agency’s regulatory restrictions,
granting park officials considerable authority to ensure conservation takes priority over
recreation and other park uses. But when confronted with Park Service decisions that seem
to put park resources at risk, the courts have not hesitated to invoke the Organic Act’s “non-
impairment” standard to enjoin threatening activities, as a federal court did when Canyon-



lands National Park agreed to open a backcountry route that traversed a desert riparian area
to motorized travel, risking both pollution and erosion.21 These court rulings not only put
the Management Policies interpretation of the organic mandate on firm footing, but they
should make it difficult—if not impossible—for a future administration to downplay resource
protection in favor of recreation or another purpose.

An evolving national park idea
Change is endemic in any society and its institutions, and that holds true for the national
parks. Just as the world around the national parks has changed, our view of the national park
idea has changed, reflecting new knowledge about the natural world, the nation’s history, and
the role of parks in contemporary society. Among the ideas that we have long associated with
the national parks are these: That they represent a wilderness area, a tourist destination, an
outdoor playground, a “cash cow” for local communities, nature’s laboratory, and a wildlife
reserve. Each captures an important dimension of the national park’s role over time, but
none of these ideas presents an entirely satisfactory picture of what a national park is in
today’s changing world or what it should aspire to be for tomorrow.22 Indeed, new ideas
about the parks are emerging with the potential to reshape our understanding of the nation-
al park idea as well as the national park system. What are these new ideas? And do they fit
within the century-old Organic Act?

One compelling new idea about the national parks views these protected areas as the
vital cores of much larger ecosystems. This idea reflects the fact, long evident to scientists
and other knowledgeable observers, that the national parks are and always have been con-
nected—economically, politically, and ecologically—to the larger landscape that surrounds
them.23 Although we have long characterized the parks as islands, this was never really true
and never will be. The gateway communities have historically had economic connections
with the parks; concessioners and other industries—hospitality companies, snowmobile
manufacturers, off-road-vehicle businesses, and others—have long sought to shape park
policies; the seasonal habitat needs and migration patterns of park wildlife regularly extend
beyond park boundaries; distant pollution sources have a profound impact on air quality
and visibility in the Grand Canyon, Great Smoky Mountains, and elsewhere; and a warming
atmosphere portends game-changing effects on the natural world globally. Simply put, the
national parks are both “anchor tenants” and “ecological cornerstones” in the larger land-
scape.

In today’s world, recognizing this new ecological cornerstone role for the national parks
is essential to fulfilling the Organic Act’s fundamental conservation obligations and reflects
the increasingly important role science is playing in national park policy. Scientists agree that
our current nature reserves are too small to ensure the genetic viability and long-term sur-
vival of many species, particularly in the face of unrelenting development pressures and
warming temperatures.24 Industrial activities and subdivision development fragments the
landscape and thus isolates species, while climate-related temperature increases will force
species to relocate as ecosystems are altered and their habitats change. These realities have
prompted scientists, conservationists, and others to endorse ecosystem-based management
to address the problem, with the national parks viewed as the core protected areas in land-
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scape-scale planning efforts. And the Park Service, in its Management Policies, has acknowl-
edged this reality, recognizing that successful wildlife management inevitably entails tran-
scending park boundaries, which means “park units must be managed in the context of their
larger ecosystem.”25

This new ecological cornerstone role has several implications for park management. It
means giving science a prominent role in resource management decisions, putting biodiver-
sity and resource conservation before public use or corporate profits, engaging with neigh-
bors in creative new relationships that are designed to protect park resources from adverse
external impacts, identifying and establishing new connective corridors across the land-
scape, and working strategically with allies (conservation groups, scientists, and others) to
bring this new vision of the national parks to fruition. For issues involving adjacent public
lands, it entails working with the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management to
coordinate planning efforts, including new migratory corridor and dispersal route designa-
tions, and participating with them in project-level decisions in order to safeguard park
resources from external impairment. For issues involving adjacent private lands, it means
strategically engaging in local zoning and land use planning processes, providing technical
and financial assistance, and promoting strategic conservation easement purchases, while
carefully gauging the most effective way to engage as a sometimes unwelcome federal neigh-
bor.26

Another emerging idea conceives the national parks assuming a more prominent role in
public education, both in terms of nature conservation and historical literacy. The National
Park System Advisory Board, in its Rethinking National Parks for the Next Century report,
put it this way: the “Park Service should be viewed as … an [educational] institution,” and
“education should become a primary mission of the National Park Service.”27 The recent
Second Century Commission Report carries the idea even further, calling on Congress to
“affirm in legislation that education is central to the success of the National Park Service mis-
sion.”28 The Park Service has not only long maintained a highly regarded interpretation pro-
gram at individual parks, but the national parks have long been associated with a nature con-
servation ethic. Establishment of the national parks is generally viewed as the nation’s initial
and preeminent commitment to nature conservation; it not only helped forge a unique
American identity linked to nature conservation,29 but the national park idea has been
exported around the world. Although Park Service nature management policies have vacil-
lated over the years, the public plainly views the national parks as enclaves of nature conser-
vation. To maintain and promote this conservation ethic and tradition (as well as greater his-
torical literacy about the nation’s origins, development, and values), the Park Service should
be engaging in public education to a much greater degree than is true presently. It is, after all,
the only federal land management agency deeply engaged in public education, and thus
uniquely positioned to impart environmental knowledge and related conservation values to
the general public.

Public education about nature conservation is more important than ever in this age of
potentially catastrophic climate change and in a time of growing urbanization when “nature
deficit disorder” has infected the nation’s youth.30 It is also important given the role that the
general public now plays in resource management planning and decision-making under the



National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and other laws. An ecologically informed public
is more likely to understand and endorse management policies that protect park resources,
even when that involves constraining activities outside park boundaries. In short, the Park
Service must assume a greater public education role, both inside and outside the parks, to
explain the challenges of conservation in an interconnected and warming world, and to con-
nect our citizenry with nature and its role in our everyday lives.

Meeting tomorrow’s conservation challenges
The national parks confront an array of vexing conservation challenges, and others lie ahead.
With change endemic within and around the park system, policies that made sense in the
past may not work tomorrow as new pressures are brought to bear on the parks and new
knowledge alters our conservation strategies. We no longer need to universally promote park
visitation in this era of industrial tourism,31 and we now recognize that uncontrolled recre-
ational activities can visit adverse environmental impacts on the parks, while new forms of
recreation can also cause serious damage and impinge on the visitor experience. And we now
understand that ecosystems transcend linear park boundaries, and resource management
policies must accommodate sometimes unpredictable ecological changes. With the threat of
climate change looming over the world, profound demographic shifts altering the complex-
ion of the nation’s populace, the emergence of nature deficit disorder among the nation’s
children, and ongoing development pressures outside the parks, it is clear that new
approaches to conservation are necessary—ones that will call for changes in how the Park
Service addresses and handles its basic resource management responsibilities. Can the Org-
anic Act meet these challenges?

The arguments for rewriting the Organic Act are evident. With its concise, almost
quaint, statement of purpose and imprecise planning provisions, the Organic Act reads more
like a century-old law than a modern resource management statute. It speaks of wildlife,
scenery, and natural objects, not biodiversity or ecosystems; it makes no reference to the kind
of public participation that has been enshrined in NEPA and other environmental laws; and
it lacks rigorous, detailed planning standards or procedures. While Congress has amended
the law, it has neither altered the Organic Act mission statement nor otherwise significantly
changed the basic law, but rather only reconfirmed the act’s purpose statement and clarified
the agency’s responsibilities. In contrast, Congress has given each of the other major federal
land management agencies what amount to new organic laws: the Federal Land Policy and
Management Act for the Bureau of Land Management; the National Wildlife Refuge System
Administration Act and the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 for
the US Fish and Wildlife Service; and the National Forest Management Act for the Forest
Service.32 In each case, these new laws detail extensive new management responsibilities and
procedures, employing the language of biodiversity, NEPA-based environmental analysis,
public participation, and integrated planning. On several occasions, moreover, we have
altered the nation’s most hallowed document—the US Constitution—to incorporate new
ideas that reflect our evolving social and political values. Why not the Organic Act?

Notwithstanding these arguments, the case for retaining the Organic Act and its concise
yet inspirational mission statement is compelling. First, when faced with changing condi-
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tions or crises in the past, Congress has responded with appropriate and measured Organic
Act amendments rather than rewriting the law. Prime examples are the Redwood Amend-
ment, the concession reform legislation, and the new science mandate. In the case of the
Redwood Amendment, Congress responded to emerging external threats facing the parks by
reaffirming the Organic Act and instructing the Park Service to protect national park values
and purposes, unless specifically directed otherwise by Congress. And Congress has not
hesitated to apply new laws, such as the Endangered Species Act, NEPA, and the Wild and
Scenic Rivers Act, to the national parks, which has helped park managers to protect sensitive
resources and address new environmental concerns. Moreover, when specific systemic prob-
lems have arisen, such as air overflights or mining in the parks, Congress has addressed these
matters in targeted laws that did not infringe on the Organic Act itself.

Second, the Organic Act has proven flexible and adaptable, enabling the Park Service to
identify and implement new policies to address changed conditions, enhanced knowledge,
and new values. Without any change in the law, the Park Service has successfully devised and
implemented new resource management policies that track evolving scientific knowledge
and related conservation strategies. In the aftermath of the Leopold Report, the agency basi-
cally reversed course in its approach to wildlife management and resource conservation with-
out any change in the Organic Act. Faced with pending climate change impacts, the agency
is now in the process of identifying new conservation policies to address this threat.33 These
policies could involve more intrusive management and broader-scale planning efforts to pro-
mote ecological resilience, changes that may be necessary for the agency to meet the non-
impairment standard when confronting significant ecological shifts.34 So long as the policy
revisions are adequately explained and linked to the Organic Act’s mission statement, these
changes would reinforce the statute’s flexibility in the face of new knowledge and changing
conditions.

Third, the Organic Act mandate has been interpreted and applied to provide important
legal protection for park resources, both from pressures outside and inside the parks. In-
deed, the act’s non-impairment standard is the strongest found in contemporary public land
law; the same standard appears in the Wilderness Act as well as several other preservation-
oriented laws. When the National Rifle Association sought to hunt in the parks, the courts
read the Organic Act’s conservation mandate to prohibit hunting. When Redwood National
Park was besieged by upstream logging outside the park that threatened its iconic namesake
trees, park supporters successfully invoked the Organic Act in a lawsuit that forced the
agency to take action to curtail the logging.35 And when park officials agreed to allow motor-
ized access along a desert riparian area in Canyonlands, a court blocked the plan on the
grounds that it violated the Organic Act’s mandate against impairing park resources.36

Although the act has not protected the parks from these types of pressures in every instance,
there may be no law that can ensure ironclad protection from the powerful political and eco-
nomic pressures that industrial development or recreation advocates can deploy.

Fourth, a substantial body of judicial precedent has accumulated that acknowledges
resource conservation as the Park Service’s first management priority. As noted above, the
courts have consistently ruled that resource conservation takes priority over visitor prefer-
ences and commercial interests, and have accorded the Park Service a great deal of discre-



tionary authority that it can invoke to protect park resources. These court decisions strength-
en the hand of park officials when confronting resource conservation challenges and should
embolden park managers to prioritize resource protection over other competing concerns.37

And these rulings present a major obstacle to anyone seeking to rewrite the agency’s man-
agement responsibilities, a lesson that the Bush administration learned in 2006 when it
sought to revise the Management Policies document. Just the mere fact of these precedents
should help to deter any effort to overcome, reverse, or downplay the Park Service’s strong
preservationist instincts.

Fifth, any call to amend or rewrite the Organic Act would invite congressional mischief
and could open a Pandora’s box. Once Congress starts down the legislative trail, the sausage-
making begins, and no one can predict with certainty how the process will end. Although
change proponents may have a clear vision of how they would like a new organic act to read,
there is no assurance that their preferred version would emerge, given the compromises that
inevitably figure into the political process and the trade-offs that might be necessary, perhaps
for matters unrelated to the national parks. If there is a demonstrated need to adjust the Org-
anic Act, then the task would be better accomplished by targeted amendments rather than
rewriting the entire law—the approach that has been followed in the past to address specific
problems.

In fact, rather than tampering with the Organic Act’s classic mission statement or other
key provisions, the new challenges confronting the national parks can be addressed, as in the
past, through carefully conceived amendments and policy adjustments. The Organic Act’s
conservation imperative, as we have seen, has proven quite adaptable over the years, enabling
the agency to shift from façade management to a new non-interventionist natural regulation
policy rooted in science rather than scenery. The act—either through its “promotion” or
“enjoyment” language—has also allowed the Park Service to develop a popular interpreta-
tion program, which should set the stage for a more ambitious agency foray into public edu-
cation, including programs designed to improve ecological literacy, promote a conservation
ethic, and address the nature deficit disorder problem. The Redwood Amendment, as inter-
preted by the Department of the Interior solicitor’s office and the agency’s own Management
Policies, holds the Park Service responsible for protecting park resources from external
forces that could impair them,38 effectively legitimizing the agency’s involvement in matters
beyond the boundary as well as the concept of ecosystem management, with the parks con-
stituting the vital core in regional initiatives. And the Park Service, drawing upon the Org-
anic Act’s rather general planning provisions, has incorporated quite detailed contemporary
planning standards and requirements into its Management Policies, including public partic-
ipation, NEPA analysis, inventory, monitoring, collaboration, and biological diversity provi-
sions.39 In short, the gloss that has accumulated on the Organic Act should be sufficient to
enable the Park Service to promulgate new policies and strategies needed to address climate
change, landscape-scale planning, nature deficit disorder, and a more expansive public edu-
cation effort.

One policy merits special mention in the face of these daunting new challenges: the
“national significance” standard that governs the Park Service in its assessment of potential
new parks. The ecological impacts that climate change portends will likely put extensive new

The George Wright Forum248



Volume 28 • Number 3 (2011) 249

pressures on the parks, particularly on sensitive wildlife populations struggling to adapt to
fundamental changes in habitat conditions. One widely proposed adaptive response to this
scenario is the need for new, expanded, or reconfigured nature reserves—a potentially signif-
icant new role for the national parks.40 Besides focusing on conventional park system addi-
tions, this new role could include adding to the system damaged lands with restorable habi-
tat or designating new connective corridors to facilitate movement by displaced species.
Under the Management Policies definition of “national significance,” however, the agency
may not have the authority to recommend these types of lands for a new or expanded park.41

But Congress has regularly discounted the “national significance” criteria in its own desig-
nation of new parks, as reflected historically in the Shenandoah, Great Smoky Mountains,
Redwood, and other designations that included degraded lands—a fact that virtually invites
the Park Service to redefine ”national significance” in its Management Policies to add the
restoration concept.42 In addition, faced with mounting urbanization, an increasingly diverse
population, and nature deficit disorder problems, the need for new urban-based parks attrac-
tive to minority citizens and others is evident, and such units should also be considered for
addition to the system. These definitional changes could be accomplished administratively
by reinterpreting the “national significance” language in the Management Policies, obviating
the need for a congressional amendment to the Organic Act. In short, this represents anoth-
er instance where the existing language in the Organic Act is arguably broad enough to
accommodate potential park system expansion policy revisions that are designed to address
changes that are afoot.

Another aspect of the Organic Act that has come under scrutiny and prompted calls for
reform involves the Park Service’s institutional structure, which regularly enshrouds the
agency in politics. Director George Hartzog put it this way: “[T]he position of the director
… is the command post on the fireline where politics meets parks. From the birth of the park
service in 1916 to the present day, the director’s job has been political.”43 In response to
instances of political intermeddling in agency affairs, proposals calling for an independent
Park Service have surfaced regularly. Some have advocated creating a new independent
agency along the lines of the Smithsonian or National Archives, in order to reduce the level
of political interference in the agency. Others have called for the director, as a presidential
appointee, to serve for a specified term of office, perhaps five years, to provide greater inde-
pendence by safeguarding her from dismissal if she were to run afoul of the presiding admin-
istration.44 The argument, simply put, is that independent status would allow the Park Ser-
vice Director and other officials a greater degree of freedom to advocate for the national
parks.

While not without considerable merit, these independence proposals also raise serious
questions, including what effect independence would have on the agency’s influence and
budget. If the Park Service were moved outside the Interior Department, it might lose some
of its ability to influence the other Interior-based agencies and departmental conservation
policy more generally. Without direct secretarial support, it would certainly be in a weaker
position when seeking to coordinate resource management decisions with Interior and non-
Interior agencies. And the agency would no longer have the department as a buffer against
inevitable congressional pressures. Moreover, unless Congress were prepared to provide an



independent Park Service with a guaranteed revenue stream—a highly unlikely prospect—
the agency could find itself in a weakened rather than strengthened position in the annual
budget battles. Instead of expending the precious political capital that would be required to
gain independent status, the agency and its supporters might be better advised to focus their
reform efforts on expanding, strengthening, and better funding the system, recognizing that
public land policy, whether in the case of the national parks or the other federal lands, is
inherently political in nature.

Conclusion
For all of its quaintness and distinctly un-modern provisions, the Organic Act has served the
national parks well for nearly a century. The act’s concise and clear-cut mission statement
has plainly put conservation in a priority position, strengthening the agency’s hand when
framing resource management policies and dealing with others. As new problems have sur-
faced over the years, Congress has addressed them without tinkering with the Organic Act’s
core mission statement or other key statutory provisions. Although the Park Service and the
national parks face daunting conservation and other challenges in the years ahead, including
the specter of massive ecological dislocation linked to climate change, the Organic Act has
proven flexible enough to respond to similar past challenges. Rather than alter the funda-
mental national park system charter, attention should be on the agency itself to use its pow-
erful conservation mandate and related authority to craft innovative new resource manage-
ment and public education policies for the next century. If statutory changes or additions are
needed, they can and should be accomplished by targeted amendments, not by wholesale
revisions. In its evolved form, the Organic Act provides a clear, time-tested, and inspirational
anchor for shaping the new policies and programs that will be required to meet the needs of
future generations.
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Sacred Natural Sites: Conserving Nature and Culture, edited by Bas Verschuuren,
Robert Wild, Jeffrey A. McNeely, and Gonzalo Oviedo. Earthscan, $150.00 (hardcover),
$49.95 (paper), 310 pp., index. 2010.

Reviewed by David Harmon

For those of us who live in societies where doctrinal religious practice—or reaction to
it—has appropriated the majority of our thoughts and actions with respect to sacredness, it
can be hard to grasp that for most of human history the sacred was firmly tied to nature. The
mysteries of the natural world were certainly the initial impetus for humans to create (or, if
you prefer, discover) the concept of sacredness. And, precisely because these mysteries were
so abundant in the absence of any scientific explanation, people imputed sacredness to nat-
ural sites throughout the landscapes they called “home.”

It is this conjunction of sacredness, nature, and home that is brought to the fore in the
welcome recent book Sacred Natural Sites: Conserving Nature and Culture. It is edited by
four prominent figures within IUCN: Verschuuren and Wild lead the Specialist Group on
Cultural and Spiritual Values of Protected Areas, McNeely recently retired as chief scientist,
and Oviedo is senior advisor for social policy. Because of IUCN’s global reach, the editors
were able to draw together contributions from every corner of the world, resulting in the
most comprehensive analysis yet of the scope and importance of sacred natural sites—sites
which persist despite the larger trend toward “denaturing” the sacred.

Framed by introductory and concluding chapters by the editors, the book is divided
into four sections. The first looks at the scientific basis of these sites—“science” in this case
including both conservation biology and the social sciences. The second offers case studies
of places as disparate as the holy island of Lindisfarne in the UK, Sagarmatha (Mount Ever-
est) in Nepal, and the sacred forests of western Cameroon, among others. The third consid-
ers how sacred natural sites—most of which exist outside of civil law regimes, having no offi-
cial recognition—might fit into larger protected area systems, such as UNESCO’s Man and
the Biosphere Program, the World Heritage Convention, and the Ramsar network of inter-
nationally significant wetlands. The fourth section recounts case studies where communities
themselves have taken the lead to restore or protect sacred natural sites in the face of threats
emerging from changed social and environmental conditions.
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Considering all this, conservationists of a skeptical bent are likely to have two main ques-
tions: How important are these places, really, in ecological terms? And, how well protected
can they possibly be when restrictions are enforced by custom and not by law?

In fact, these questions, as I have just phrased them, are not nearly sophisticated enough.
As most remaining sacred natural sites are part of rural landscapes that people consider to
be their home, they cannot appropriately be evaluated simply on whether they protect bio-
diversity or deliver ecosystem services (though they do, as a review of the scientific literature
by Nigel Dudley and co-authors shows). Rather, we need to ask how they fit into the envi-
ronmental and social fabric of people’s lives. The answer is that these sites, beset though
many are by eroding traditions and encroaching modern development, are still highly mean-
ingful to hundreds of millions of people around the globe. And, because the meaning people
find in them is deep and multilayered, the second question posed above needs to be restruck
to account for the fact that people’s relationships to sacred natural sites is far more complex
than simply refraining from prohibited activities.

Limitations of space allow me to give just a couple of examples. In a chapter on the
sacred lakes of the delta of the Niger River, E.D. Anwana and co-authors explain how, in tra-
ditional African society, the notion of an ecosystem includes not just the plant and animal
communities we see before us, but also the spirits of animals and human ancestors that have
gone before. Nature conservation, therefore, does not take place exclusively in the present; it
is conditioned by the past and, indeed, continuously relinked to it. This adds a temporal
dimension to conservation that does not have an exact parallel in Western society (although
it is akin to the epistemological field against which historians, preservationists, and archaeol-
ogists work). To make sense of the delta’s sacred lakes from an African perspective requires
both an environmental and social accounting.

A second example, this one speaking to the complexity of people’s relations to nature in
the context of the sacred, comes from Thailand as told by Denis Byrne. Thais, the majority
of whom are Buddhists, have traditionally had an ambiguous attitude toward the nation’s
expansive and ecologically important forests. On the one hand, Thais “conceive of forests as
representing darkness and disorder in distinction to the light and civilization of cleared agri-
cultural and urban areas.” On the other, forests have a venerable historical importance to
Buddhist monks as sites of retreat, contemplation, and spiritual testing. This schism is
reflected in the ranks of monks themselves, some of whom have been tabbed “development”
monks while others are “ecology” monks. As Thailand has aggressively modernized and
more forestland is cleared, some ecology monks have modified old rituals in order to carry
out the “ordination” of individual trees. A saffron monk’s robe is tied around the tree, which,
to believers, has the effect of altering the tree’s state so that it becomes spiritually hazardous
to harm them. The point of the ritual is not to save a single tree, but to connect a whole com-
munity to the protection of the local forest. “In one tree ordination ceremony,” Byrne
explains, “a monk sanctified a bowl of water from which each of the village headmen drank,
ritually binding them to protect the forest which was also ritually sanctified during the same
ceremony.”

Ordaining trees—seriously? Seriously. The book is full of similar examples that could
very well induce eye-rolling in thoroughgoing secularists like me. But my view is that it is a



huge mistake for us cold-blooded rationalists to simply dismiss the cultural and spiritual val-
ues of protected areas, even if we cannot share in the vast majority of beliefs that underlie
those values. Why? Because as foundational as conservation science and scientific values are,
there is no doubt in my mind that cultural, spiritual, and other nonmaterial values are every
bit as important in terms of motivating people to protect nature. And so it behooves conser-
vationists of every stripe to at least make an attempt to understand them. Chapter after chap-
ter of Sacred Natural Sites provides evidence to back me up.

In November 2011, the journal Conservation Biology published the results of a survey
of nearly 600 conservation scientists. They were asked about their expectations for biodiver-
sity in the decades to come, and about the values that motivate their work, among other
things. The key empirical finding was that the respondents were virtually unanimous—
99.5% being in agreement—in thinking that major biodiversity losses are likely. They were
also largely agreed that “understanding interactions between people and nature” is “a prior-
ity for maintaining ecosystems.” “However,” the study’s author reported, “they largely reject-
ed cultural or spiritual reasons as motivations for protecting biodiversity. They also rejected
‘human usefulness,’ suggesting many do not hold utilitarian views of ecosystem services.”

What does this tell you? What it tells me is several things. First is that, for biodiversity—
unlike, for example, climate change—there is not merely a very strong scientific consensus
about likely future impacts, but essentially complete agreement. That’s nothing short of
remarkable. Second, biodiversity scientists understand that they cannot abstract people out
of the picture when considering what to do about maintaining ecosystems (presumably
meaning “ecosystem function”). Thus, the problem, as well as the context for its solution, are
already settled. But—moving on to a third inference—it appears that, by virtue of their train-
ing, most scientists are quite unlikely to credit any overtly nonscientific reasons as being part
of what motivates them to protect biodiversity. Yet they do not thereby default—as they eas-
ily and logically could—to an anthropocentric view of other species as mere commodities.

That fourth conclusion gives, if I am correct in my inferences, a very interesting twist to
my little back-of-the-napkin exercise in figuring out what makes conservation biologists tick.
It’s apparent to me that at some deep level they don’t just admire the complexity of the nat-
ural world: they love it. And they will go to their graves doing everything in their power to
avoid admitting it.

Now, admittedly, I am exaggerating here. Still, the hard-to-disentangle attitudes of con-
servation biologists are a big challenge to those who want to gain respect for cultural and
spiritual values for protecting nature. As I’ve said above, that is part of what the editors of
Sacred Natural Sites are up to. But it’s only a very small part. The book is largely conceived
as an opportunity for the stewards of these sites to explain them in their own words and on
their own terms. My hope is that the rest of us will make time to listen.
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The Importance of International Involvement
of the National Park Service

Jonathan B. Jarvis

In September of this year, I traveled to Tayrona National Park in Colombia, South
America, to meet with about 15 park directors from around the world, places like Kenya,
New Zealand, Mexico, and South Korea. For a few days we informally discussed issues of cli-
mate change, relevancy (South Africa’s National
Park Director David Mabunda lamented that the
black residents of Johannesburg are not coming to
Kruger National Park!), economics and park fund-
ing, wildlife encounters, and the politics of conser-
vation. We meet to assert that parks and protected
areas are essential antidotes to the challenges facing
the world. It is not easy to understand the place the
United States holds in the minds of the national
park systems around the world until you hear it
directly from peers.

The US is respected worldwide for our econo-
my, our military, our democratic principles, our hu-
man rights, our justice system, and the opportunity
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for every citizen to achieve his or her full potential; we are also a respected leader for our con-
servation of the environment and our preservation of our history. Our presence on the inter-
national stage brings legitimacy and weight to the efforts of the protected area community at
a time when threats to our institutions come from all corners. Plus, we have as much to learn
as we have to give, as we certainly do not have all the ideas: Mexico has created private wild-
erness areas, Colombia works with indigenous land owners to conserve the environment and
their culture, Australia is way ahead on the health aspects of the outdoors, and South Africa
is pioneering techniques to stop the trade of animal parts.

As we look to the World Parks Congress in 2014, NPS will be there and helping to ele-
vate the importance of special places that need public support and long-term preservation.

Jon Jarvis is director of the National Park Service.

Fulfilling the International Mission of NPS
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Linking NPS to the World: The Role of the
National Park Service Office of International Affairs

Stephen Morris and Jonathan Putnam

The National Park Service (NPS) has a long and proud history of international lead-
ership and engagement, a story not particularly well known among either the NPS rank and
file or the general public. Since even before the creation of NPS in 1916, countries around
the world looked to the US as a leader in the global parks movement, and indeed the very
concept of national parks that began with the creation of Yellowstone National Park in 1872
has been viewed by many in and outside the US as “America’s best idea.” Likewise, from the
earliest days the leadership of NPS and the Department of the Interior believed strongly in
the international work of the Park Service, and, importantly, not just in helping other coun-
tries develop and manage their own parks. It was understood that NPS had much to learn
from the experiences of other park agencies around the world. From the development of the
NPS interpretation program in the 1920s to the use of all-taxa biological inventories today,
NPS has gained much through international engagement.

The creation of the NPS Office of International Affairs (OIA) 50 years ago—in Novem-
ber 1961—was an important milestone, and not only in the NPS’s history. Its establishment
put NPS in the vanguard of US government involvement in international conservation.
Through its various international programs over the last century, NPS has been involved in
park creation, development, and management in nearly every country in the world, and has
helped train thousands of park managers. This history and the need for NPS to be engaged
internationally is well covered in Brent Mitchell’s recent contribution to the NPS Centennial
Essay Series in this journal (“Projecting America’s Best Ideals: International Engagement
and the National Park Service,” volume 28, number 1, 2011).

While NPS has ceded much of its international leadership role over the last decade or
two, the need for international engagement —both for NPS itself and for international con-
servation more broadly—has never been more urgent. The world is facing multiple environ-
mental crises: climate change, biodiversity loss, air and water pollution, loss of habitats, etc.,
and while the number of protected areas worldwide has grown significantly, it is acknowl-
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edged that many, perhaps most, of these areas are still “paper parks” that are not successful-
ly fulfilling their conservation mandate.

Furthermore, it is increasingly understood that the resources of our parks are inter-
twined with, and impacted by, the wider world. Nearly all park managers now understand
that they cannot possibly succeed in protecting or interpreting their resources if parks
become ecological or historical “islands” surrounded by a sea of development, and that they
need to be connected to and protected within much larger land- and seascapes. However, it
is increasingly clear that the extent of these connections is much greater than most people
have appreciated: the migratory movements of many wildlife species (ranging from warblers
and butterflies to sea turtles and whales) protected in NPS units means that, for example,
Denali National Park and Preserve is connected to Patagonia in Chile and Argentina (among
many other places), Great Smoky Mountains National Park is connected to rainforests in
Costa Rica, and the National Park of American Samoa is connected to Fiji and Indonesia,
just to name a very few. Air pollution in Alaska and even the Rockies may originate as far
away as Asia, and invasive species and of course climate change are truly global threats to the
integrity of US parks and protected areas. Cultural parks and heritage sites also exhibit the
same kind of international connections, as is evidenced by the current joint efforts of NPS
and agencies in Canada to commemorate the bicentennial of the War of 1812.

NPS Director Jon Jarvis, a career NPS employee and former regional director, fully un-
derstands the need for NPS to be engaged with foreign counterparts and supports strength-
ening the Park Service’s international outreach. Within a week of beginning his tenure as
director in September 2009, Jarvis traveled to Canada for a meeting of the heads of protect-
ed areas agencies from around the world and announced to his counterparts, “We’re back!”
(on the international stage). Several months later, he repeated the announcement to enthusi-
astic applause at a meeting in Mexico at which he and his Mexican and Canadian counter-
parts signed a tripartite agreement on cooperating to protect wilderness in North America.

Despite difficult budgetary constraints, Director Jarvis has begun making good on his
pledge in numerous ways, perhaps most significantly by agreeing to assign for several years
a senior NPS employee to the Global Protected Areas Program of the International Union
for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN). IUCN is the world’s largest conservation network,
with both government and nongovernmental members. In 2008, its commitment to protect-
ed areas appeared to be waning with the departure of the director of the protected areas pro-
gram and a reorganization that merged the program with others. Several of the leading coun-
tries’ protected areas agencies, like NPS also IUCN members, were concerned by the appar-
ent de-emphasis on protected areas within IUCN. To spur a reinvigoration of the program,
the following year they issued a challenge to IUCN—if it would hire a new protected areas
director and otherwise bolster the program, then the three agencies (Australia’s Parks Vic-
toria, Parks Canada, and NPS) would each make available a member of their staff on detail
to continue the effort to rebuild IUCN’s work on protected areas. David Reynolds, the for-
mer NPS Northeast Region chief of natural resources and a person with significant interna-
tional experience, has now been assigned to work on the Global Protected Areas Program on
capacity development. Reynolds will continue this work through the next World Parks
Congress in 2014.
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Director Jarvis has also taken the reins as the chair of the committee working to imple-
ment the recently signed Memorandum of Understanding on North American Wilderness
and Protected Areas, which facilitates cooperation on parks and wilderness among Canada,
the United States and Mexico. NPS will host the next committee meeting and working group
in late 2011 and 2012.

Beyond specific initiatives such as these, the director is using his bully pulpit to promote
the need for and the value of looking beyond our national borders as the Park Service goes
about its mission. For one of his monthly “flat hat chat” videos posted on the Park Service’s
intranet website, he championed the work of the OIA, and in this context the value to NPS
of international outreach. His actions in this regard are setting an important tone that is much
needed after the many years in which NPS leadership downplayed or actively discouraged
international engagement, fearing in part that it would draw unwanted attention from Con-
gress. It will take time to build a culture within the organization that views international work
as relevant and important, but with his credibility in the organization and the passion he
brings to the topic, Jarvis has made a good start.

It’s unlikely that NPS efforts in the international realm will see a return anytime soon to
a level of engagement similar to the height of its activities during the 1960s to 1980s period,
when, with a dedicated and significant international affairs budget, the agency was able to
sponsor major training initiatives, allocate large amounts to technical assistance projects in
developing countries, and send employees overseas for extended periods of time. The budg-
et realities confronting the agency in today’s world simply won’t permit it. In any case, the
global conservation arena has evolved significantly since those days. Unlike the early days of
OIA, today there are many other players actively involved in international conservation ini-
tiatives, including several large nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as well as a few fed-
eral agencies such as the US Fish and Wildlife Service and the US Forest Service. Other
countries have strengthened their capabilities and outreach as well, which is a measure of the
success of the global protected areas movement. Thus, the gap left by the NPS’s drawdown
of international activities has been at least partially filled by these other organizations. Rather
than reinventing the wheel and creating duplicative initiatives, NPS now looks to focus on
specific “niches” where its expertise is deep and, perhaps, unmatched by others. It also
needs to be more strategic in targeting NPS-funded international assistance in areas where
the benefits to NPS and park resources can be clearly demonstrated. It can and will contin-
ue to provide assistance more widely on a cost-reimbursable basis, as it has done for many
years.

There are a number of ways in which the Park Service is doing this. For example, rather
than hosting a single large seminar on protected areas management, as was done for many
years, NPS, through OIA, has sponsored several smaller targeted international workshops
focused on specific topics of interest. A recent workshop highlighted NPS’s experiences
with private-sector partners in managing visitor services through concessions, leases, and
other partnership arrangements. It was organized with Colorado State University and held
at Golden Gate National Recreation Area in San Francisco and at Yosemite National Park,
and brought together representatives from Europe, Asia, Latin America, Australia, and Afri-
ca. Around the world, there is growing interest in how protected areas can engage with the



private sector to provide services and generate economic opportunities, particularly for near-
by communities. In developing countries especially, protected areas are woefully underfund-
ed and are looking for ways to generate revenues through partnerships with private business-
es. NPS has decades of experience in this area, beginning with some of our earliest parks,
which were established in coordination with the railroads and the tourism industry. Along
the way, the Park Service learned quite a bit and also made some mistakes; it can pass those
lessons on to countries such as Brazil, which is just beginning to think about how to increase
visitation to its parks in anticipation of hosting several major international events in the near
future, including the Olympics and the World Cup. A related workshop on visitor use man-
agement and planning was held in 2008 at Yellowstone National Park. This is another field
in which NPS has deep expertise, given the emphasis placed on welcoming visitors to
national parks since the Park Service’s inception.

Though it currently has very limited funding to conduct international technical assis-
tance, NPS through OIA remains involved in designing and implementing assistance pro-
grams in natural and cultural resource management around the world. For example, NPS and
the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) have received funding sup-
port from the US State Department to develop a multi-year program of assistance and
exchange with Chile’s national parks and marine protected areas. This includes the develop-
ment of a new sister park partnership between Glacier Bay National Park and Preserve and
the Francisco Coloane Marine and Coastal Protected Area in Patagonia, a development
which was highlighted by President Obama during his March 2011 visit to Chile. Under this
partnership, Glacier Bay will be sending its science advisor to Chile for a six-month assign-
ment to help Francisco Coloane develop tools to monitor park resources and to minimize
threats to whales from ship strikes within the park.

As another example, in partnership with a contractor for the US Agency for Internation-
al Development (USAID), Development Alternatives, Inc., NPS is working with Rwanda’s
national parks on a range of issues, including concessions, fee management, and the devel-
opment of trails. NPS is also working with the national park agency of Colombia and USAID
on a two-year action plan to help Colombia’s parks develop programs in interpretation, con-
cessions, natural resources management, and climate change.

A core function of OIA is to provide guidance to parks interested in establishing a sis-
ter park relationship with a foreign park with similar features or facing similar issues (see
http://www.nps.gov/oia/topics/sisterparks/sisterparks.htm). The primary benefit of the sis-
ter park concept is the long-term nature of the partnership: rather than just a quick “one-off ”
technical assistance mission lasting a week or two, through a sister park partnership NPS and
its partners can develop initiatives that deepen over many years. In a sense, the sister park
concept started in 1932 with the creation of the Waterton–Glacier International Peace Park
(the world’s first transboundary park; Figure 1), but it has expanded considerably over the
last decade or so, with more than 40 such relationships having been established. While many
of these partnerships are with parks in Mexico and Canada, they also include some with
areas as far away as Poland and China. Two case studies are discussed elsewhere in this issue:
one of the more active partnerships links Rocky Mountain National Park with the Tatras
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National Park in the Carpathian mountains of northern Slovakia and southern Poland, and
is described by Rocky Mountain Acting Deputy Superintendent Ben Bobowski. The part-

Figure 1. The superintendents of Glacier National Park (US) and Waterton Lakes National Park
(Canada) shake hands across the border in this photograph from about 1960. Ed Hummel of
Glacier is on the left; T.W. “Tony” Pierce of Waterton Lakes is on the right. The parks, which adjoin
one another, form Waterton–Glacier International Peace Park—the world’s first such designation,
dating from 1932. Since 1995, the peace park is also recognized as a World Heritage site.
Photo by Jack E. Boucher, courtesy of US Department of the Interior, National Park Service
Historic Photograph Collection, Harpers Ferry Center.



nership has attracted support from the US Embassy in Poland. White Sands National Monu-
ment Superintendent Kevin Schneider also summarizes the sister park relationship between
White Sands and Mexico’s Cuatrociénegas Reserve.

While OIA has no dedicated funding for sister parks (with some very specific excep-
tions), the office helps identify partners and ensures that the relationships are clearly articu-
lated and well founded. OIA keeps track of the arrangements even when, as sometimes hap-
pens, the initial interest in the partnership wanes as a result of staff turnover. The most active
and enduring sister park relationships result when enthusiastic park managers are motivated
to seek the outside funding necessary to support exchanges and other activities. The best
relationships are those that are broad enough to include friends’ groups and representatives
of local communities around the park who can ensure some level of continuity. For example,
several parks in Minnesota and Wisconsin, led by St. Croix National Scenic River, have ini-
tiated a new partnership with Corcovado National Park in Costa Rica, described by Christo-
pher E. Stein in this issue. Right from the start, the parks are looking to include other local
partners in the relationship, including friends’ groups, state and local governments, and oth-
ers.

Among OIA’s other core activities is the International Volunteers in Parks program (see
http://www.nps.gov/oia/topics/ivip/ivip.htm) through which approximately 100 foreign vol-
unteers annually serve in national park system units all over the country for periods ranging
from a few weeks to six months or longer. OIA is authorized by the State Department to be
the official sponsor of the volunteers and, when necessary, helps secure the appropriate visas.
The volunteer program enriches not only the individual volunteers, who are mostly students
(though they also include protected area professionals), but also helps NPS staff in critical
ways. For example, volunteers from countries in Latin America participating in the Park Flight
Migratory Bird program (see http://www.nps.gov/oia/topics/flight/flight.htm) have been able
to connect with local Hispanic communities around their host parks in a way that local staff
had not been able to.

The Office of International Affairs is the main point of contact for foreign delegations
interested in meeting with NPS staff while in the US. Given the high profile of America’s
national parks around the world, the interest from overseas in how the parks are managed is
very high. Some of the delegations are sponsored by the State Department, which runs an
active International Visitor Leadership program. NPS is requested to make available staff
with a wide variety of backgrounds and expertise to meet with foreign leaders. A recent Ken-
yan delegation was interested in exploring how NPS deals with research benefits-sharing,
particularly in cases with potential commercial applications, such as microbial organisms
found in geysers at Yellowstone National Park. In many cases, meetings take place at NPS
headquarters in Washington, but also involve study tours to offices and units of the national
park system. OIA worked with Yellowstone and Glacier recently to organize a study tour for
a high-level South African delegation interested in commercial lodging facilities as they con-
sider whether or not to authorize such a facility in Kruger National Park. The office hosts
several hundred individuals annually for meetings of this kind.

A major responsibility of the OIA is serving as the staff office for the World Heritage
program, under the direction of the assistant secretary of the interior for fish and wildlife and
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parks. As documented in Peter Stott’s article in this issue, the US was an early leader in the
establishment of the World Heritage Convention, one of the leading global conservation
instruments. Chester Brown, then chief of OIA, was one of the experts who drafted the con-
vention in April 1972. Since that time, NPS representatives, including staff of OIA as well as
senior agency officials and representatives of the assistant secretary’s office, have regularly
performed the role of “technical experts” who, together with their State Department col-
leagues, have made up the US delegations to annual sessions of the World Heritage Com-
mittee. The responsibilities of the delegation, and particularly NPS staff, have been especial-
ly demanding during periods when the US has served as one of the 21 countries on the
World Heritage Committee. (The US’s last term on the committee was from 2005 to 2009.)
In addition to formulating US positions on various policy issues, NPS staff on the delegation
review proposed nominations of new World Heritage sites as well as state-of-conservation
reports on threatened sites. Even as an observer delegation, the NPS participants take an
active role in working groups during the two-week-long meetings and gather information
that informs our US World Heritage program.

Since 2003, when the US rejoined the United Nations Educational, Cultural, and Scien-
tific Organization (UNESCO) after a 19-year absence, NPS’s World Heritage responsibili-
ties have expanded. (The US continued to participate in the World Heritage Convention
even when it was not a member of UNESCO.) In 2004–2005, the Office of International
Affairs coordinated the development of a comprehensive periodic report providing a status
update on each of our US World Heritage sites, as well as a national overview of how the con-
vention has been implemented in the US. The report was coordinated with Parks Canada
and a joint North American report was included. Subsequently, OIA oversaw the develop-
ment of a new US World Heritage Tentative List of potential future nominations. Though no
US sites had been proposed for nomination since 1994, the Bush Administration was inter-
ested in nominating sites and believed it was time to develop an updated candidate list to
replace the previous one from 1982. Revising the list was a three-year effort, based on appli-
cations reviewed by individual experts as well as a committee convened under the auspices
of the State Department’s US National Commission for UNESCO (NPS partnered with the
George Wright Society on the project). At the end of the process in 2008, a new Tentative
List with 14 properties having good potential for nomination was submitted to UNESCO.
Immediately following the submission of the Tentative List, OIA was given the charge to
begin nominating two sites from it. The nomination process is a multistep effort involving an
interagency advisory panel, Federal Register notices seeking public comment, and the com-
pletion and review of nomination documents prepared by the site managers. The sites select-
ed, Papahanaumokuakea Marine National Monument in Hawaii, and George Washington’s
Mount Vernon estate in Virginia, were nominated in early 2009. Ultimately, in August 2010,
Papahanaumokuakea, proposed for both its natural and cultural values, was inscribed by the
World Heritage Committee, becoming the first US addition to the World Heritage List in 15
years.

Currently, OIA is overseeing the development of two new nominations: a serial propos-
al for 11 Frank Lloyd Wright-designed buildings in six states from New York to California;
and one for Poverty Point, a vast earthwork of concentric rings built by a hunter–gatherer cul-



ture 3,500 years ago in what is today northeastern Louisiana. While the nomination docu-
ments are being written by the respective sponsors, OIA is providing overall policy and edi-
torial guidance to help ensure that all the World Heritage requirements will be met. OIA will
also coordinate review of the nominations by a federal interagency panel before the complet-
ed documents are sent to UNESCO in late 2012 or early 2013.

There is much more to the World Heritage program than nominating sites, however. In
2009, the office was involved in responding to petitions from environmental groups to the
World Heritage Committee to add Waterton–Glacier International Peace Park, a single
Canadian–US transboundary World Heritage site, to the List of World Heritage in Danger.
The petitioners feared that energy development in the Canadian portion of the Flathead
River valley posed grave danger to the watershed, including Glacier. The committee asked
the US and Canada to invite representatives of the UNESCO World Heritage Centre and
IUCN to visit the site and make an independent evaluation of the situation. OIA helped
negotiate the terms of the review visit with Parks Canada. The resulting mission report
warned that mining and energy development would be devastating for the ecology of the
World Heritage site and, as a statement by the world community on the potential threats,
played an important role in the agreement reached a few months later by British Columbia
and Montana authorities to withdraw the Flathead Valley from consideration for any energy
development.

OIA has worked closely with Everglades National Park, recently re-listed on the World
Heritage in Danger List, to develop a “Desired State of Conservation for Removal from the
Danger List,” which consists of benchmarks in the Everglades restoration efforts that should
indicate at what point the ecosystem has improved to a level at which most would agree that
the park and larger ecosystem are no longer seriously threatened.

In line with the US’s view that the World Heritage community needs to place more
emphasis on conservation of World Heritage sites, NPS, along with partners including the
United Nations Foundation, the National Park Foundation, and the George Wright Society,
has developed the US World Heritage Fellows program (see http://www.nps.gov/oia/new/
New_Page/WH_Fellowship.htm), in which promising mid-career World Heritage site man-
agers from the developing world receive fully funded fellowships to travel to and train in US
World Heritage sites managed by NPS. (Seventeen of the 21 World Heritage sites in the US
are NPS units). To date, seven individuals have participated and there are several more antic-
ipated over the next year. OIA coordinates the program in cooperation with the host parks.

Given its small staff and budget, OIA has expanded its work with partners, including the
State Department, USAID, and other federal and nongovernmental organizations. A partic-
ularly successful partnership that lasted from the 1970s to the late 1990s was between NPS
and the Peace Corps. NPS helped train incoming Peace Corps volunteers and organized
projects in protected areas around the world. Some observers have described this as the “sin-
gle most successful international conservation program implemented by the US govern-
ment.” Discussions are currently underway to revive this partnership.

OIA also plays a role in coordinating, consulting about, and sometimes promoting inter-
national work that takes place in parks and programs throughout the agency. The sister parks
program, discussed earlier, is but one example. The Intermountain Regional International
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Conservation Office (IMRICO) funds international projects between NPS units in that
region and partners in Mexico and Canada. Since 1991, NPS, through the Alaska Region,
has maintained a Shared Beringian Heritage program, which provides research and commu-
nity assistance grants to recognize and celebrate the natural resources and cultural heritage
on both sides of the Bering Strait. As part of a major diplomatic initiative to improve relations
with Russia, beginning in 2010 the State Department has provided funding to NPS to
increase exchanges between the countries and explore ways of formalizing this cooperation.

Many of the requests from overseas for technical assistance or other specialized expert-
ise comes directly to specific individuals and park units. Often these are “one-off ” requests,
such as to give a paper at a conference, or to advise or provide training on a specific issue or
problem. Generally, when the requesting entity has funding to cover travel expenses, NPS
will make its staff available to provide assistance. To ensure overall benefits to NPS, OIA
reviews all requests from staff for foreign travel.

More programmatic international activities also take place throughout NPS. For exam-
ple, through its Public Health program, the Park Service is participating in a new global ini-
tiative, Healthy Parks, Healthy People, focusing on the health benefits of contact with nature,
and particularly on parks as a place for healthy activities. The Park Service’s executive lead-
ership training, a two-week course held annually in conjunction with the University of Cali-
fornia–Merced, has recruited a significant number of international participants, which the
sponsors believe enriches the experience for all the participants. The NPS Climate Change
Response program, which sponsors the George Melendez Wright Climate Change Fellow-
ship, will be recruiting fellows from Canada and Mexico in its next cycle. NPS Natural Re-
sources programs have numerous partnerships with Parks Canada, and discussions are
underway to create similar cooperation on cultural resource matters.

NPS’s international activities respond to administration and departmental priorities. As
mentioned above, increased cooperation with Russia in the Bering Straits region is a direct
result of White House and State Department initiatives. Similarly, OIA has been working
with Big Bend National Park in response to Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar’s strong
interest in increasing cooperation between the park and the Mexican protected areas across
the Rio Grande. The administration has announced that a limited border crossing linking
the park and the Mexican village of Boquillas will be re-established after having been shut
down following the events of September 11, 2001. The reopening of the border will facili-
tate cooperation between NPS and its Mexican counterpart and an action plan has been
developed to carry that work forward. This is a very significant step in realizing the notion
of an international park between the two countries, something first discussed by President
Franklin Roosevelt and his counterpart more than 70 years ago. Cooperation with Mexico in
the Big Bend region is discussed in Joe Sirotnik’s article in this issue.

Conclusion
Over the last few years, NPS has begun to rediscover its rich legacy of international cooper-
ation and take steps to renew and strengthen its international role. This renewal is taking
place in tough budgetary times and with the full knowledge of how much more complicated
the field of international conservation has become since the 1960s and 1970s. However,



there is also a keener awareness now that working across national boundaries and being an
active participant in global initiatives is no longer optional, but rather essential in an increas-
ingly interconnected world in which cultural and natural resources face threats that can only
be addressed at a global scale. The Office of International Affairs is playing a key role in guid-
ing, coordinating, and promoting the efforts of many different parts of the National Park Ser-
vice to help ensure that the agency successfully responds to the mandate in its mission state-
ment to cooperate “with partners to extend the benefits of natural and cultural resource con-
servation and outdoor recreation throughout this country and the world.”

Stephen Morris, National Park Service Office of International Affairs, 1201 I Street NW,
Washington, D.C. 20005; stephen_morris@nps.gov

Jonathan Putnam, National Park Service Office of International Affairs, 1201 I Street NW,
Washington, D.C. 20005; jonathan_putnam@nps.gov
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Collecting and Diffusing “the World’s Best Thought”:
International Cooperation by the National Park Service

Terence Young and Lary M. Dilsaver

On October 27, 1966, the National Park Service (NPS) announced that it would send a
team of twelve specialists to Jordan to work with that country’s Tourism Authority and Anti-
quities Department. In cooperation with the Agency for International Development and
under the guidance of the Park Service’s Division of International Affairs, the NPS person-
nel would spend two years providing site development plans for historical areas, training Jor-
danian park personnel, and coordinating Jordan’s developing national park and historic
monuments system. According to National Park Service Director George Hartzog, “This is
the first major international cooperative project the NPS has undertaken and is part of a con-
tinuing program to share experience and knowledge in park programs around the world.”1

The “continuing program” noted by Director Hartzog was the Division of International
Affairs, which celebrated its 50th anniversary in 2011 and which was established to manage
and coordinate NPS interactions with foreign park and protected area agencies (Table 1). In
the decades following its creation, the Office of International Affairs (OIA), as it is now
known, has engaged the human and other resources of the Park Service to fulfill its complex
international mission. In the words of former OIA Chief Robert C. Milne, this office “serves
as the primary contact between the NPS and the world conservation community.”2 Today,
the OIA is NPS’s official arm for the evaluation and coordination of international programs,
projects, and activities. Such interactions, however, did not begin with the OIA. Rather, they
stretch back more than a century to before the creation of the National Park Service. In this
article we aim to provide an overview of the principal agency-level interactions over the past
century, situating them in the political and social evolution of American foreign relations as
well as worldwide advances in science and conservation. In the space of this article, we can-
not detail the outcomes of the many exchanges that occurred over the years. We can merely
characterize the nature and intensity of interactions and recognize that in any specific
instance the impact on the Park Service or a foreign agency may have been transformative,
non-existent, or something between.

Before the creation of the Division of International Affairs, the NPS cooperated with
overseas park systems on an ad hoc basis as situations and opportunities arose. At least as
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early as the first decade of the 20th century, the national parks began one of their most endur-
ing international actions: the dissemination of information to foreign officials seeking to bet-
ter manage their own protected areas. Requests occasionally came from park authorities in
Japan, Switzerland, Germany, and elsewhere, but most often they arrived from Canada,
which has always been the premier respondent in these exchanges. For instance, R.C. Camp-
bell, Superintendent of Canada’s Forestry Branch, wrote to his southern colleagues in Janu-
ary 1909 to obtain “information in connection with the administration of hot water springs
in the National Parks.” As would be typical of many such inquiries, Campbell sought assis-
tance with a specific management issue: “the cost and character of bath houses.” In particu-
lar, he wanted to know how many “people of both sexes … can be accommodated at one
time, and the extent to which they are patronized.” Furthermore, he had the facilities of a par-
ticular park in mind. “This information,” Campbell relayed, “would be particularly accept-
able in connection with the Yellowstone.”3

Campbell’s request came to rest on the desk of Frank Pierce, the first assistant secretary
of the Interior Department, who mailed the forester a variety of superintendents’ reports and
“copies of the … laws and regulations” relative to several national parks, including Yellow-
stone and Hot Springs. Despite the Canadian’s specific interest, Pierce directed him to the
Hot Springs report because, he informed Campbell, “No bath houses are maintained in the
Yellowstone National Park.”4 This single exchange captures a feature common to many early
professional inquiries—a misperception of America’s national parks that had to be corrected
in a reply. Great distances and limited communications tended to result in frequent misun-
derstandings about the nature and management of US national parks.

American park authorities did not, however, simply dispense information during these
pre-Park Service years. Officials at Interior also used the mails to collect information that
could assist them with their work. Most notable during this period were the exchanges
between Clement Ucker, chief clerk of the Interior Department, and J.B. Harkin, the first
Commissioner of Canada’s new Dominion Parks Branch. Canada had created the world’s
first national park service in June 1911, and before the year was out, Harkin and Ucker were
corresponding with each other. Harkin initially sought budgetary and other information on
America’s national parks, which Ucker rapidly provided. Ucker, for his part, hoped to learn
more about the creation of Canada’s national park system because in December 1911 the
American Civic Association had begun what would ultimately be its successful drive for a US
park system. In pursuit of his goal, Ucker wrote Harkin in December 1912 to obtain a copy
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of the law creating Canada’s park system and transcripts of the debates preceding the law’s
passage by parliament. A bill to create a “Bureau of National Parks” had been introduced in
the US Congress and Ucker wanted “to obtain all available information on this topic.”5 Har-
kin mailed Ucker everything he had requested and wished his efforts well.6 Congress did not
pass the 1912 bill, but the effort to create a US park system continued unabated and in 1916
resulted in the creation of the National Park Service.

In the aftermath of this success, the valuable support of an international partner was not
forgotten by the Park Service’s new leaders. In a May 13, 1918, letter to Director Stephen
Mather, Interior Secretary Franklin K. Lane specifically linked the new service’s mission to
international cooperation. “You should,” ordered Lane, “keep informed of park movements
and park progress, municipal, county and State, both at home and abroad, for the purpose
of adapting, whenever practicable, the world’s best thought to the needs of the national
parks.”7 In accordance with Lane’s directive, NPS collected information about the size,
scope, use, and management of foreign protected areas, especially those in Canada and other
English-speaking countries. Nevertheless, NPS’s approach through the 1940s remained rel-
atively casual, relying largely on what they could collect through correspondence, publica-
tions, research reports from the Carnegie Foundation, and the cooperation of State
Department employees stationed overseas.8

During these early decades, the Park Service occasionally assisted a foreign agency with
the planning, design, and technical development of a protected area, but as demonstrated by
the case of Tongariro National Park, it did so at a distance rather than on-site. In spring
1923, a park board was appointed “to control and develop” this New Zealand park. As an
initial move, J.B. Thompson, undersecretary for lands, wrote to Director Mather for assis-
tance with two construction matters: “the erection of a Caretakers cottage and of a large hos-
tel to accommodate visitors.” Thompson knew that NPS had constructed many ranger resi-
dences so he requested any plans that would enable his staff to build a structure “in harmo-
ny with the surroundings.” The hotel, Johnson relayed, was proposed to be a private venture
so he would be grateful to know if NPS allowed nongovernmental facilities in its parks. Even
if it did not allow private hotels, a “sketch or plan of a [national park hotel] would also be
appreciated.” One month later, Mather cheerfully informed Thompson that the Park Service
was “very glad to give you every assistance.” They mailed Thompson the plans for a stan-
dard ranger station, copies of the contracts signed between the Yellowstone Park Hotels
company and the Department of the Interior “for the erection, operation, and maintenance
of hotels,” a report on how the Landscape Engineering and Civil Engineering divisions stud-
ied and criticized private plans before approval, and photographs of some existing park
hotels. No one from the Park Service, however, traveled to New Zealand to assist.9

The cultural comfort afforded by a common language made it easy to assist other English-
speaking countries in their efforts to design and manage protected areas, but traditional US
foreign policy shaped contacts with other countries. The United States had regarded Latin
America as its “neighborhood” since the early 19th century, and so it naturally paid attention
to park developments in those countries. On October 10, 1940, the US signed the Conven-
tion on Nature Protection and Wildlife Preservation in the Western Hemisphere with 17
South and Central American countries, including Mexico, Cuba, Brazil, and Argentina.10



After World War II, the Park Service continued its earlier international practices, but it
committed more resources and initiated three new activities. First, during the summer of
1948, the Park Service made available the services of Charles A. Richey, assistant chief of the
Lands Division, to another US agency: the Army’s Civil Information and Education Division
in Japan. The American occupation forces had requested that Richey be sent on a three-
month detail to Japan to advise them and the “appropriate Japanese agencies as to details of
organization, equipment and planning for the thirteen National Parks of Japan; in coopera-
tion with officials of [the Army], to hold conferences with officials of the Japanese Govern-
ment, and to inspect National Parks with a view toward their organization along centralized
national lines for the public benefit.”11 Richey traveled extensively through Japan’s national
parks from May to August 1948 and his report recommended comprehensive changes in
administration, funding, resource utilization, wildlife protection, physical development, and
expansion of the system.

Second, two years later, and for the first time, the Park Service coordinated a lengthy
visit to US parks by a foreign official. Overseas park officials and advocates had been visiting
US national parks for decades, but usually they had done so with little if any accommodation
by NPS. For instance, when Kojiro Sano, secretary of the Unzen Prefectural Park in Japan,
visited US national parks in 1928, the Park Service provided no formal assistance to him.12

In 1950, however, this approach changed. Mervyn Cowie, the director of the Royal National
Parks of Kenya, visited US national parks for two months during the summer and much of
his travel was planned by Park Service personnel. Moreover, they arranged lodging and in-
park tours for him, contacted the State De-
partment for funds to underwrite his trip,
and informed local newspapers when this
celebrity would be available for interviews
(Figure 1).

Almost one year after Cowie toured
the American parks, NPS added a third
new international-affairs activity when it
took initial steps to train foreign park man-
agers and personnel, which on this occa-
sion, occurred overseas. In January 1950,
A.E. Trollip, chairman of South Africa’s
National Parks Board of Trustees, asked
NPS Director Newton Drury if Victor Ca-
halane, the Park Service’s chief biologist,
could visit South Africa to help his agency
establish a “wildlife management pro-
gram” in the parks (Figure 2). Such a visit,
Trollip declared, would be “of mutual
benefit and we are sincerely hoping that
you will see your way clear to approve of
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Figure 1. On Sep-
tember 13, 1950, the
Denver Post reported
the two-month national
park tour by Mervyn
Cowie, director, Royal
National Parks, Kenya.
Image courtesy of US
National Archives and
Records Administration.
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it.”13 Drury replied that he would be pleased to let Cahalane provide training and program
development, but only if outside funding could be secured. According to the historian
Richard West Sellars, Drury was timid about approaching Congress for their support of NPS
science.14 After lobbying and applications by Drury, Cahalane, and the National Parks Board
of Trustees, the Carnegie Foundation provided a grant to underwrite this effort and Cahalane
spent November 1950 through February 1951 training South Africans in the management of
large wildlife species.15 On his return, Cahalane traveled north through Africa, including a
stop in Kenya where he was hosted by Mervyn Cowie, and then through Europe to learn
more about how the parks in these regions managed people–environment interactions.

World War II fundamentally reshaped political events and national roles in both the US
and the world, with the United Nations recasting international cooperation and dialogue. An

arm of that supranational organization, the
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) facilitated
the exchange of ideas and expertise in many
areas, among them conservation and wildlife
protection. In 1948, UNESCO established the
International Union for the Protection of
Nature, later renamed the International Union
for the Conservation of Nature and Natural
Resources (IUCN), which serves today as the
primary international organization monitoring
protected areas around the world and facilitat-
ing the exchange of management data.16

The war itself cast the United States into a
leadership role as the least damaged and most
powerful country in the world. At the onset of
the Cold War, the Marshall Plan, as well as other
events, convinced the American public and its

lawmakers that a bold US international role was paramount. In 1948, Congress authorized
the Department of State to communicate directly with the peoples of foreign countries and
to help its allies and poorer nations to recover or develop, but it was President Harry Truman
who cemented the new international role of America in his 1949 inaugural address, also
known as the “Four Point Speech.”17 Speaking to Americans and the world, Truman made it
clear that he intended to continue and enhance America’s international involvement beyond
the immediate post-war period. In the fourth foreign policy objective identified in the
speech, Truman called for the US to share its “know-how” with other nations through tech-
nical assistance programs. “We must,” the president insisted, “embark on a bold new pro-
gram for making the benefits of our scientific advances and industrial progress available for
the improvement and growth of underdeveloped areas.”18 In short order the “Point Four”
program was launched. During the 1950s this emphasis on foreign assistance accelerated
culminating in the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, which created the US Agency for Inter-

Figure 2. Victor Cahalane, USNPS Wild Life
Division. Photo by Allen Reinhart, courtesy of US
Department of the Interior, National Park Service
Historic Photograph Collection, Harpers Ferry
Center.



national Development (USAID). Soon USAID would become one of the primary sources of
funding for the National Park Service’s international projects.19

Enhanced international activity by the National Park Service did not begin until 1960
when Director Conrad Wirth expressed his support for an international affairs office.20 Two
years earlier the director had attended the 6th general assembly of IUCN in Athens, Greece,
where he was appointed to the International Commission on National Parks.21 On May 17,
1961, Director Wirth asked his senior leadership to establish an office to coordinate the
“aggressive interest on the part of this service [NPS] in the international park movement,”
and to appoint Dr. George Ruhle to head it.22 In response, Ben Thompson, chief of the Div-
ision of Recreation Resource Planning, tendered a list of recommendations for the new
office, chief among them an immediate meeting with the “State Department and Inter-
national Cooperation Administration [predecessor to USAID] representatives to explain the
nature and scope of our work and explore all possible assistance from them, including finan-
cial assistance for fiscal year 1962.”23 The following October the new “Division” of Interna-
tional Affairs began its work.

According to a July 1961 press release, the Park Service would, through its new divi-
sion, provide training and technical assistance on national parks and related activities to new
and underdeveloped nations, scientific cooperation and professional consultation to coun-
tries having advanced park programs, and representation at international conventions, such
as the First World National Parks Conference, to be held in Seattle in July 1962. In addition,
the new division would work with other federal agencies, UN bodies such as UNESCO; and
such international agencies as IUCN.24 With the exception of representation at international
meetings, the duties listed in this press release were more or less well established within the
agency, but not in any one office. Once the Division of International Affairs was launched in
October 1961, the Park Service quickly experienced a marked increase in the frequency and
scale its interactions with foreign park agencies. In the mid-1980s, the division was renamed
the Office of International Affairs (OIA).

In an article of this length we cannot comprehensively recount the OIA’s interactions
over the last 50 years, which are similar to what went before though much more extensive,
but simply illustrate the change in degree. As noted at the beginning of this article, in the
mid-1960s the Park Service began to send large teams of technical specialists overseas,
beginning with the country of Jordan. Most technical teams quietly assisted their host-col-
leagues, but the team that assisted Jordan’s park agencies had been there for only eight
months of a two-year assignment when, dramatically, it was caught up in the Arab–Israeli war
of June 1967. For a time, it was feared that NPS personnel may have been killed, but luckily
all escaped unharmed. Despite this setback, the Park Service was able to assist Jordan in
1968 with a comprehensive, technical plan for the development and management of
Amman’s historic sites (Figure 3). Over the next several decades, such efforts expanded and
NPS personnel produced a wide array of administrative, technical, and design reports for the
park agencies of Bulgaria, China, Greece, Guatemala, Honduras, India, Kenya, Morocco,
Panama, Saudi Arabia, Tanzania, Tunisia, Turkey, Venezuela, and elsewhere.25

Another activity that increased sharply after the creation of the OIA was the training of
foreign park managers and personnel, which quietly began with the African Student Summer
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Program of 1961. A collaboration with
the African-American Institute and
the African Wildlife Leadership Foun-
dation, this NPS program provided a
small group of African college stu-
dents who were studying in the US
and who wished to become park per-
sonnel in their home countries with
an opportunity to attend conservation
training at Yellowstone and Grand Te-
ton National Parks. As years passed,
the program expanded to provide
broad training in park design and
administration, including wildlife, vis-
itor, and infrastructure issues.26 In
1965, a complementary, but more fo-
cused “short course” on park admin-
istration was launched by NPS, Can-
ada’s park service (now known as Parks
Canada), and the University of Michi-
gan (Figure 4). Unlike the African stu-
dent program, the short course began
with one week of intensive study at
the Ann Arbor campus, followed by
12 days at a variety of US and Canadi-
an national parks. Moreover, it was
offered not to African college students, but to the “executives and
administrators” of parks “throughout the world.”27 These admin-
istrative short courses (later “seminars”) continued annually into
the late 1980s, but the number of applications was decreasing by
1987 as the market for high-level administrators reached satura-
tion. Subsequently, the seminars were changed in format in order
to focus on specific environments, such as arid lands, and aimed
at mid-level staffers. Nevertheless, these annual preparatory
courses soon ceased, to be followed by the occasional, more spe-
cialized training program aimed, for instance, at a specific foreign
country’s park personnel or at new park superintendents in NPS
and abroad.28

In recent years other duties have added to the workload of
the OIA, with much of the effort involving the coordination of an
expanding array of international contacts and programs. For
example, OIA personnel direct US participation in the World
Heritage Convention particularly assisting in the nomination of

Figure 3. The NPS-produced master plan for Historic
Amman, Jordan (1968).

Figure 4. Brochure announcing the first short course on
“Administration of National Parks & Equivalent Reserves.”



new sites as well as the monitoring of the existing 21 American sites on the world list. As
NPS’s international face, OIA also participates in IUCN activities, international scientific
and historic preservation meetings and data exchanges, and assists the Department of State,
USAID, and the Peace Corps in maintaining US treaty obligations and initiatives. One staff
member coordinates an International Volunteers in Parks program that brings more than
100 foreign students and young resource management professionals to work and learn in US
parks each year. This is in addition to the 200 to 300 official foreign visitors and dignitaries
whose activities and arrangements are planned and managed by the OIA. Another rapidly
growing program that OIA oversees is the Sister Parks Program, which at the time of this
writing fosters relationships between American parks and 39 foreign protected areas in 18
countries. Finally, OIA reviews and processes travel paperwork for NPS employees involved
in international park projects and visits. Recently some of these trips have been undertaken
to search for data and a fuller understanding of the natural and historical resources in NPS
units. In following Secretary Lane’s admonition to seek “the world’s best thought” on man-
aging parks as well as historical and scientific data pertinent to managing and interpreting
NPS resources, America’s national parks are improved.29
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The World Heritage Convention and
the National Park Service, 1962–1972

Peter H. Stott

Introduction1

Since its adoption in 1972, the Convention Concerning the Protection of the World Cul-
tural and Natural Heritage (the “World Heritage Convention”) has become the most widely
recognized international environmental agreement, with close to universal ratification. The
United States—under successive Democratic and Republican administrations between 1960
and 1981 the global leader in environmental conservation—had a critical role in the events
leading up to its adoption and in the decade immediately following. The US introduced
three key elements, without which today’s international treaty would be, in UNESCO’s
phrase, only a “Red Cross for monuments.”2 These elements were: (1) the concept of the
“the List” itself; (2) the dual obligation to protect both cultural and natural heritage; and (3)
the phrase “World Heritage.” These three elements were crystallized in the World Heritage
Trust proposal, drafted in August 1971 by the National Park Service with support from
other parts of the Department of the Interior. The Park Service also took part in the key
negotiating sessions at UNESCO (the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural
Organization) in 1972, when it was represented by the chief of the Division of International
Affairs, Chester Brown.

Today, as the convention approaches its fortieth anniversary, these origins are increas-
ingly shrouded and the debates forgotten. Not coincidentally, the National Park Service’s
Division of International Cooperation, antecedent to today’s Office of International Affairs
(OIA), was almost contemporary with this awakening and this year celebrates its fiftieth anni-
versary.

This essay, the first of a series of three on the role of the National Park Service and OIA
in the evolution of the convention, examines the birth of the World Heritage idea in the new
global conservation movement, and the US role in shaping it.

Harold Coolidge, the UN List, and the First World Parks Congress, Seattle, 1962
Although the World Heritage idea in the US has historically been associated with its propos-
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al at the 1965 White House Conference on Interna-
tional Cooperation (discussed below), a strong case
can be made that the theme had been in development
at least since the early 1960s by US conservationists.

The American zoologist and conservationist
Harold J. Coolidge (1904–1985), has sometimes been
called the “father of international conservation” (Fig-
ure 1).3 In 1948 he was one of the founders of the
Swiss-based International Union for the Conservation
of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN),4 and one of
its three original vice-presidents (in 1966 he would be
elected president of IUCN). Coolidge saw the identifi-
cation, analysis, and publication of sites and species as
a key means of promoting their conservation and he
was the founding chair of both the Species Survival
Service (1949) and, in 1958, of a permanent Interna-
tional Commission on National Parks.5 At its general
assembly in Athens in 1958, IUCN adopted two further resolutions to promote parks at an
international level: a resolution calling for the United Nations to establish and maintain a list
of national parks and equivalent reserves as representing a subject of concern to all UN mem-
ber nations; and a World Parks Congress. Coolidge was instrumental in both activities.

On Coolidge’s initiative, the US placed the subject of a UN list of national parks on the
agenda of the UN’s Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). In addressing the April 1959
session, the US State Department representative, Christopher Phillips, using Coolidge’s
text, recalled many of the same themes that would be later used to urge the support of the
World Heritage Trust: the origin of the national park idea in the establishment of Yellow-
stone National Park in 1872, and the importance attached to national parks for cultural, sci-
entific, educational, economic and recreational purposes. There is evidence that Coolidge
had originally intended that the UN list include “historical areas,” but that he had been dis-
suaded by the State Department which thought this might confuse ECOSOC delegates,
since these areas were “the direct province of Unesco.”6

The ECOSOC resolution was adopted unanimously,7 and, as expected, IUCN’s Com-
mission on National Parks was asked to develop the list. Two years later, the new United Na-
tions List of National Parks and Equivalent Reserves became the centerpiece and the princi-
pal reference document for the First World Parks Congress, held in Seattle with the cooper-
ation and participation of the Century 21 Exposition (also known as the “Seattle World’s
Fair”). The theme of the Congress was “National Parks are of international significance for
all United Nations Countries.” Its sponsors included not only the National Park Service, but
also UNESCO and FAO (the UN Food and Agriculture Organization). One hundred forty-
five delegates from 63 countries attended the meeting (Figure 2), which brought together
some of the key individuals and seminal themes from whom and from which the World
Heritage concept would later emerge. Secretary of the Interior Stewart Udall gave the key-
note address and NPS Director Conrad Wirth opened the first plenary session.
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Figure 1. Harold J. Coolidge (1904–
1985). Photo from Carnegie Museum,
USA, ca. 1965; courtesy of IUCN Photo
Library, Gland, Switzerland.
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In his own address to the Parks Congress, Coolidge voiced an enthusiasm for the UN
List that would later infuse the World Heritage List. He recalled the excitement of a park
manager from Java when he discovered that his own park was on the UN List. “I am perfect-
ly sure,” the park manager told him, “that now we are in the U.N. world list, this will have
considerable influence on my government and it will be a great help to me and also to the
governors of other provinces in Java who are trying to maintain the same kinds of areas.”8

Another participant, who three years later would develop the World Heritage Trust pro-
posal for the White House Conference on International Cooperation,9 was Joseph L. Fisher
(1914–1992), president of Resources for the Future (Figure 3). In reviewing the types of
areas suitable for national park systems, Fisher reminded the meeting of the importance of
the “unusual scenic, scientific and historical areas” that were an important part of park plan-
ning. He pressed for the development of an international park system as a tool for bringing
participants together in international cooperation.10

The conference adopted 28 recommendations. Number 12, echoing Fisher’s theme,
concerned park planning: the conference recommended that IUCN “study the need to
establish a Committee on Park Planning” that would include “prehistoric, historic and cul-
tural sites” as well as nature reserves and scientific areas for the purpose of assisting coun-
tries in developing park programs. At its first executive board meeting following the confer-
ence, IUCN adopted the recommendation, and, on Coolidge’s encouragement, submitted a
proposal to Fisher’s Resources for the Future to direct this work.11

Figure 2. Delegates to the First World Conference on National Parks in front of the Civic Center at
the Seattle World’s Fair, 2 July 1962. Photo from Morley Studios, courtesy of National Park Service
Historic Photograph Collection, Harpers Ferry Center, WV.



The Division of International Affairs
Founded in 1961, the National Park Service’s Div-
ision of International Cooperation was represent-
ed at the inaugural World Parks Congress by
George C. (“Doc”) Ruhle (1900–1994), who had
been appointed as the first chief by NPS Director
Conrad Wirth the year before. International con-
cerns also played a role in Wirth’s Long Range Re-
quirements Task Force. Harold Coolidge, as chair of
IUCN’s Commission on National Parks, was
advising the task force on the importance of “inter-
national park affairs.”12 The task force’s report,
published in 1964 as “The Road to the Future,”
included as one of its six objectives participation
with other nations in “conserving, improving and
renewing the total environment.”13 Referencing
both the recent World Parks Congress, as well as
UNESCO’s “Recommendation concerning the
Safeguarding of Beauty and Character of Landscapes and Sites,” adopted a few months after
the Parks Congress, the task force report called on the Park Service to share its experience in
park management with other nations, and to participate with other national and internation-
al bodies in identifying natural and cultural resources and fostering an interchange of person-
nel. A draft version of the report also called for an NPS International Conservation Institute
to train park managers around the world, a proposal that would be later taken up by the
International Seminar on the Administration of National Parks and Equivalent Reserves. In
what can only be seen as a prelude to the Park Service’s involvement in World Heritage,
another draft called for “an official international committee to promote identification, inves-
tigation, and conservation of sites of world interest [. . . ] to preserve vanishing animal
species, landscapes, and historic sites, and [to] explore means of establishing a world scien-
tific and historic landmark system.”14

The Division of International Cooperation took on an increasingly activist stance after
George Hartzog’s appointment as NPS director in 1964. The division was renamed the Div-
ision of International Affairs (DIA), and under its chief, C. Gordon Fredine (1909–2006),
took on a wide range of new activities, several of which came to shape the direction of the
division over the next 25 years.

One of the best known of the division’s programs was the International Seminar on the
Administration of National Parks and Equivalent Reserves. Launched in 1965 and co-spon-
sored by IUCN and the University of Michigan’s School of Natural Resources, and later by
Parks Canada, by the time the program closed in the early 1990s, its first director and former
OIA Chief Robert Milne recalled, it had “trained almost every national park system director
in the world.” Similarly, cooperative partnerships with both the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the Peace Corps came to support an extensive global wildlife
reserve assistance effort.15
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Collections and Archives, George Mason
University, Fairfax, VA.



Fulfilling the International Mission of NPS

Volume 28 • Number 3 (2011) 283

The World Heritage Trust and the White House Conference on
International Cooperation, December 1965
The new Park Service activities were a reflection of an increased internationalism by the
Johnson Administration. In response to the designation of 1965 as “International Coopera-
tion Year,” commemorating the 20th anniversary of the United Nations, President Johnson
called for a White House Conference on International Cooperation. One of its 30 working
committees was the Committee on Natural Resources Conservation and Development,
chaired by Joseph Fisher. The members of Fisher’s committee, drawn from corporations,
government agencies, and nongovernmental organizations, included both Coolidge, in his
capacity as director of the Pacific Science Board of the National Academy of Sciences, and
Russell Train, the newly appointed president of the Conservation Foundation.

In its report, Fisher’s committee called attention to the threats to “scenic, historic and
natural resources [that were] part of man’s heritage.” After enumerating numerous examples,
from the Grand Canyon of the Colorado to Angkor, Petra, and the ruins of Inca, Mayan and
Aztec cities, the committee recommended the creation of “A Trust for the World Heritage”
to stimulate “international cooperative efforts to identify, establish, develop and manage the
world’s superb natural and scenic and areas and historic sites for the present and future ben-
efit of the entire world citizenry.”16 Although the debt to the four-year-old UN List is clear,
this was the first time that an international proposal to list both natural and cultural heritage
had been recommended.

The World Heritage Trust at IUCN
Both Coolidge and Train were enthusiastic about the trust proposal. About to be elected
IUCN president, Coolidge invited Fisher to give one of the keynote addresses to IUCN’s
Ninth General Assembly, held in Lucerne six months after the White House meeting. In his
address, Fisher reported on the outcomes of the White House Conference, including the call
for a World Heritage Trust. Explicitly acknowledging the link between the UN List and a
World Heritage List, he noted that the world list of national parks already prepared by IUCN
would be an important start in the identification of natural heritage sites.17

With the encouragement of both Fisher and Coolidge, the IUCN general assembly and
its executive board enthusiastically endorsed the World Heritage Trust concept to identify
and protect both cultural and natural heritage. In its own concurrent session, the executive
board adopted the World Heritage Trust as an IUCN project. However, the timing was not
auspicious for the organization, and after several months of discussion, it concluded that it
could not afford to undertake the project at that time.

Russell Train, as president of the Conservation Foundation, continued to speak to
organizations promoting the trust. Among the most important venues was the International
Congress on Nature and Man, held in Amsterdam at the end of April 1967. In this, and sub-
sequent talks, he expanded on the possibilities of the World Heritage Trust, which he pro-
posed would work in close collaboration with organizations such as IUCN and the new cul-
tural nongovernmental organization, the International Council on Monuments and Sites
(ICOMOS), established with UNESCO’s support only two years earlier. Although he
acknowledged that nations would be sensitive of their own sovereignty, Train proposed that



this could be resolved “with a judicious combination of diplomacy and financial induce-
ment.” The “World Heritage” classification would be eagerly sought and sites so identified
would “become the ‘five-star’ attractions of the world’s rapidly expanding tourist business.”18

Despite Train’s promotion of the trust in 1966 and ’67, no international organizations
responded until the UN announced that it would hold a Conference on the Human Environ-
ment in Stockholm in 1972. In 1970, IUCN decided to recommend World Heritage as one
of several international instruments it would propose for adoption at the upcoming confer-
ence.19 Lee Talbot, IUCN’s first ecologist and a close associate of Coolidge’s, had drafted the
original IUCN executive board resolution in 1966. By late September 1970 he had devel-
oped a formal proposal for the board,20 which would be expanded as the first of several draft
convention texts by IUCN’s new deputy director general, the Australian scientist and lawyer
Frank G. Nicholls. Nicholls immediately began to assemble a high-level task force, inviting
Train, as well as representatives from UNESCO and FAO to take part. In February 1971, he
brought the World Heritage concept to the second meeting of the Stockholm conference’s
Preparatory Committee in Geneva, which decided that it should be further discussed at an
Intergovernmental Working Group (IWG) meeting on conservation in New York the follow-
ing September.

The first draft of IUCN’s “Convention on the Conservation of the World Heritage” was
reviewed at an IUCN task force meeting at the end of April. The UNESCO representative at
the meeting was Michel Batisse (1923–2004), chief of its Division for Natural Resources and
the person largely responsible for the Man and the Biosphere Program. Faced with an IUCN
draft convention, Talbot recalled, Batisse “suddenly discovered what we had — or suddenly
registered what we were doing — and he said ‘But we (UNESCO) already had such a con-
vention we’ve been working on, because our General Assembly several years ago directed us
to do so.’ But what he had was entirely cultural, at that time.”21

Batisse was referring to a series of ongoing expert meetings and resolutions of succes-
sive UNESCO general conferences since 1968 that had recommended that the organization
prepare an international instrument—a “Red Cross for monuments, groups of buildings and
sites of universal value.”22 In principle, the intent of UNESCO’s convention was an attempt
to regularize the organization and funding of the international campaigns to save cultural
property. For UNESCO, IUCN’s proposal seemed a clear challenge to the organization’s
international mandate to protect cultural heritage.

Over the course of the next several months, both IUCN and UNESCO amended their
respective texts in preparation for the IWG meeting in September. By June, UNESCO’s text
included a reference to “the work of nature or the combined work of nature and man,” but
the new definition made for a very long paragraph, Batisse later admitted, one that was com-
plicated and quite confusing.23

Russell Train and the Nixon Administration relaunch the trust concept
In January 1970, President Nixon had named Train as the first chairman of the new Council
on Environmental Quality (CEQ; Figure 4). In the first years of its existence, CEQ, with
bipartisan congressional support, was the lead agency for promoting environmental legisla-
tion, both at the national level and internationally. Train recruited Talbot as CEQ’s chief sci-
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entist and director of international affairs.
Talbot’s own agenda already included devel-
opment of a World Heritage proposal, and
Train agreed that he should actively pursue
it.24 With Train’s support, Talbot drafted
much of Nixon’s environmental message to
Congress of February 8, 1971. In part, the
message endorsed the World Heritage Trust
concept, and directed the secretary of the inte-
rior to develop the initiatives necessary.

In response to this directive, the Depart-
ment of the Interior set to work. Theodor R.
(“Ted”) Swem (1917– 2006), then director of
the Office of Cooperative Activities (under
which the Division of International Affairs was
placed), convened a series of meetings of Park
Service and other Interior staff during the
spring of 1971. With the participation of CEQ’s

Talbot, he circulated a 16-page position paper on the World Heritage Trust.25 By August,
Interior had developed a draft text for the “Convention on the Establishment of a World
Heritage Trust.” Like the IUCN convention, it called for a World Heritage “register” of nat-
ural and cultural sites, and, also like IUCN’s draft, significantly left open the question of what
government or international organization would provide the convention’s secretariat. After
further review by the State Department, this draft text would also be brought to the Sep-
tember IWG meeting in New York.

IWG meeting, September 1971
The IWG met in New York during 14–17 September to consider environmental agreements
that could be reached at the Stockholm conference the following June. Although only the
IUCN draft had been anticipated by the conference secretariat, both UNESCO and the US
submitted their proposals. However, to the frustration of UNESCO officials present, their
text was considered an internal document, then being reviewed by UNESCO member states
for possible adoption by the next general conference, and therefore not appropriate for the
Stockholm meeting. Furthermore, to many of the delegates, UNESCO’s addition of ‘and nat-
ural areas’ to their convention at the last minute did not reflect a serious commitment of the
organization.26

The end result of the meeting was that IUCN, in collaboration with the Stockholm con-
ference secretariat, was asked to amend its draft to deal “principally with natural areas whilst
not forgetting cultural sites” with a view to concluding the convention at Stockholm the fol-
lowing June.27 It was acknowledged that UNESCO’s draft, already on course for adoption by
the UNESCO general conference in the fall of 1972, would cover mainly cultural properties.

US persuaded to support UNESCO as secretariat
The State Department was unsatisfied with the outcome of the New York meeting. It firmly

Figure 4. Russell E. Train in 1969, visiting a Navy
submersible vessel on the Anacostia River while
serving as undersecretary of the interior. Photo
from Russell E. Train Papers, container 33, folder
5, Manuscript Division, Library of Congress,
Washington, DC.



believed that a single international convention should cover both natural and cultural sites.
But by January 1972, it had come to see that the World Heritage Trust could have UNESCO
as its secretariat.

This change of direction was in part due to the persuasive mission to Washington of
UNESCO’s Gérard Bolla, the newly appointed chief of the organization’s Department of
Cultural Heritage. In UNESCO’s opinion, Bolla explained to Carl F. Salans, the State
Department’s deputy legal counsel, neither the IUCN nor the UNESCO convention texts
could be adopted by the Stockholm conference, but a UNESCO draft, appropriately modi-
fied, could be approved by the UNESCO general conference in November 1972. In
response to Salans’ insistence that natural and cultural heritage must have equal protection,
Bolla gave his assurance that the UNESCO draft could be modified to reflect this.28

Bolla also participated in a larger meeting with officials from State, Interior, and CEQ to
allow Bolla to respond to questions about UNESCO and the draft convention it had pre-
pared. Participants included Lee Talbot, representing “nature” (Bolla noted); Robert Gar-
vey, representing “culture”; and Chester Brown, representing the National Park Service.
Robert R. Garvey (1921–1996) was then the first executive director of the Advisory Council
on Historic Preservation and an ICOMOS vice-president with close ties to UNESCO.
Garvey would be a key figure in all of the World Heritage delegations through the end of the
Carter Administration. Chester C. (“Chet”) Brown (1909–1973), a landscape architect and
planner, was then chief of the Division of International Affairs. Brown had attended the IWG
meeting in September, and, like Talbot and Garvey, would be part of the US delegation at the
upcoming UNESCO negotiating sessions in April and November.

Before he left Washington, Bolla was informed of US support for the UNESCO process.
While the State Department representatives encouraged UNESCO to revise its own conven-
tion to give equal attention to natural and cultural heritage, it would at the same time submit
its own World Heritage Trust convention to the meeting of experts to be held the following
April.

Talbot attributed the change of direction to the influence of Garvey, whose background
would have strongly favored a base in UNESCO with ICOMOS support.29 IUCN’s UN Rep-
resentative, Richard Gardner, saw the alliance with UNESCO as “essentially political. UNESCO
has a great deal of influence with the Russians and the developing countries.” Furthermore,
he argued, “an intergovernmental organization within the UN framework would be helpful
in forcing the commitments undertaken by the parties and securing the necessary financ-
ing.”30 Bolla, himself, believed (“he learned afterward”) that the decision had been taken at
the White House.31

By mid-January, both State and Interior had produced draft convention texts, modify-
ing the World Heritage Trust proposal with language from the UNESCO draft that had been
circulating since the previous June. The two were combined in a single submission as the US
comments on the UNESCO draft.32

Convergence at UNESCO33

The most critical meeting in the establishment of the convention was the three-week meet-
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ing of the “Special Committee of Government Experts” that took place at UNESCO in April
1972. Originally called to fine-tune and adopt the comments that had been submitted by
UNESCO member states to its last draft, in the end the meeting completely overturned the
intent of the original UNESCO text and, in large part, created the text that was adopted by
the general conference in November of the same year.

The US delegation was headed by the State Department’s Carl Salans, and included
Robert Garvey, Lee Talbot, and Chester Brown.

By far the most difficult and acrimonious issue, in April as in November, was over the
issue of contributions to the World Heritage Fund. The US and several other developed
states, wary of the growing obligations of multilateral instruments, vigorously insisted that
contributions to the fund be voluntary. Garvey later called this debate “essentially a conflict
between less developed countries who wished to show their willingness and ability to shoul-
der international obligations and favored the compulsory contributions system, and many
developed countries (especially the United States), who, though expecting to bear most of
the financial burden, feared serious difficulties and delays in securing congressional or par-
liamentary approval for a convention which required these contributions.”34

In the end, the solution adopted by the general conference was a proposal from the Tu-
nisian delegate, Rafik Said, allowing states parties to indicate at the time of adherence to the
convention whether their contributions would be voluntary or compulsory, although both
plans amounted to the same minimum amount.

Within minutes of the last US intervention, the convention had been adopted, with 75
votes in favor, 1 opposed, and 17 abstentions.

Looking back
In the end the World Heritage Convention, as it was adopted, completely turned UNESCO’s
original conception on its head. No longer was it a “Red Cross” to raise funds for the rescue
of a “short list” of monuments in danger, such as Abu Simbel or Borobudur, and instead was
transformed into a public awareness tool to call attention to all sites considered of “outstand-
ing universal value.” In hindsight, it seems doubtful that an instrument that would only have
come into play when a site was threatened could have raised the funds necessary for a con-
tinuing series of major restorations—much less have awakened the same excitement in the
general public that the World Heritage Convention has come to evoke.

Furthermore, it is hard to envision such an instrument gathering nearly the same sup-
port or enthusiasm if the subjects of its aid were only in those developing states that could
not afford rescue and restoration in their own heritage department budgets, thus excluding
the natural and cultural heritage of much of the developed world. By contrast, the World
Heritage Convention captured the political, if not the popular, imagination immediately:
applications to the World Heritage List jumped from 12 sites inscribed in 1978, the first year
of inscriptions, to 74 new nominations from 25 countries one year later. How the World
Heritage Committee, and the US—which helped to shape the committee’s policies in the
convention’s first years in operation—chose to meet these challenges will be the subject of
the second essay in this series.
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Binational Cooperation in the Big Bend Region

Joe Sirotnak

The early advocates for preserving a large conservation area in the Big Bend region
were big thinkers. Even before Big Bend National Park itself was founded in 1944, they envi-
sioned not an isolated national park unit in remote west Texas, but a true international con-
servation area, where the Rio Grande could be viewed as more of a river, and less of a bound-
ary. As early as 1935, National Park Service, congressional, and civic leaders forwarded a rec-
ommendation to President Franklin D. Roosevelt to explore the possibility. By 1936, a for-
mal International Park Commission was formed, holding meetings in El Paso and Alpine,
Texas. This commission toured not only the proposed national park, but also the Rio
Grande (called Río Bravo in Mexico), the towns of Boquillas, Coahuila, and San Carlos,
Chihuahua, and the Sierra del Carmen, areas which eventually were included in the Maderas
del Carmen and Cañón Santa Elena protected areas (Welsh 2002).

Unfortunately, although there was a flurry of scientific and photographic reconnaissance
in the area, the international idea never fully took root. The tragic automobile crash death of
International Park Commission member and Big Bend advocate George Wright while
returning from the 1936 commission tour, and later the advent of World War II, prevented
the international park from progressing beyond the idea stage. However, the establishment
of Big Bend National Park in 1944 brought with it a second round of interest in an interna-
tional park, with President Roosevelt writing to Mexican President Manuel Avila Camacho
with such a proposal.

In 1947, a new binational commission was created. It was active for a number of years,
with civic and government representatives visiting the governors of Coahuila and
Chihuahua. The Mexican delegation even had a name for the planned conservation unit
south of the Rio Grande: “Parque Nacional de la Gran Comba.” However, by 1953 NPS
Regional Director M.R. Tillotson would confide to Big Bend’s superintendent, Lon
Garrison, that “my efforts and those of the United States Section of this Commission have
not been very fruitful” (Garrison 1954).

There seems to have been little high-level interest in the international park idea in the
1960s and ’70s, but beginning in 1981, and continuing to this day, superintendents of Big
Bend National Park have worked to strengthen ties and work cooperatively towards cross-
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border environmental cooperation. In addition, several local and regional initiatives, such as
the La Paz Agreement (1983), and civic groups, including Rotary International, were help-
ing to strengthen border conservation ties. A major breakthrough occurred in 1994, when
the Maderas del Carmen and Cañón Santa Elena protected areas were established, ultimate-
ly to be administered by Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP), under
the Secretaría de Medio Ambiante y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT).

Since 1990, Big Bend National Park’s fire management program has benefited from the
assistance of “Los Diablos” wildland fire crew, consisting of Mexican nationals who live in
the tiny villages immediately across the Rio Grande from the park. The remoteness of the
park from other firefighting resources in the United States created the need to find local
resources. With assistance from the Department of Homeland Security and the US Border
Patrol, program participants are eligible for entry into the United States on an annual basis
to assist any emergency firefighting effort in the company of Big Bend National Park staff.

In 1997, The Department of Interior and SEMARNAP (now SEMARNAT) issued a
letter of intent to work together towards conservation goals in the national parks and protect-
ed areas along the US–Mexico border, resulting ultimately in a Memorandum of Under-
standing, and the initiation of several new conservation programs, in 2000.

Throughout the 20th century, river crossings (not bridges) between Mexico and Texas
were open at four locations in, and adjacent to, Big Bend National Park, allowing internation-
al access to scientists, staff, and tourists into the frontier areas of northern Coahuila and Chi-
huahua, Mexico, and allowing Mexicans from these small towns to travel to and from the US
border area for shopping and access to services that were scarce in rural Mexico. From the
late 1980s through 1995, the park hosted an annual Mexican park managers’ course, with
several alumni becoming prominent protected area managers and environmental leaders in
Mexico. Probably the most long-term NPS/Mexican village initiative was the International
Good Neighbor Day Fiestas, which first occurred under Superintendent Ross Maxwell
under another name, then were resumed in 1981, under Superintendent Gil Lusk, and con-
tinued until the final one in 2001. At times, there were even regular exchanges of amateur
baseball games featuring NPS and CONANP staff and local citizens from both sides of the
river. One legendary game played out in Jaboncillos, Coahuila, with the Yanks losing in spec-
tacular fashion to a very skilled Mexican team. The game was followed by a picnic and goat
roast under the big trees of town.

In May 2002, seven months after the 9/11 attacks, these crossings were closed, radical-
ly changing the human landscape in this remote area of the border, crippling the fragile econ-
omies of the small Mexican border towns, eliminating significant cultural and recreational
opportunities to Big Bend visitors, and severely hampering efforts at binational management
of resources.

Despite this setback, in June of 2003 the National Park Service hosted a river trip in Bo-
quillas Canyon. Participants included agencies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs)
from both countries. This trip showcased efforts by CONANP to control saltcedar, an exot-
ic invasive tree, and facilitated discussions on project expansion to both sides of the river.
Soon afterward, cooperative projects between CONANP, NPS, World Wildlife Fund
(WWF), and the Rio Grande Institute (RGI) began implementing saltcedar eradication proj-
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ects within Boquillas Canyon. Each fall, saltcedar control crews from the village of Boquillas
were joined by Big Bend National Park and NGO partners as they traveled by canoe through
the canyon working on both sides of the river. Recently, the scope of exotic plant work on the
Rio Grande was expanded, with projects designed to assess the relationship between dimin-
ishing flows and increasing riparian vegetation, and to address increasing occurrences of
athel (an exotic tree related to saltcedar) and giant cane, a large invasive exotic grass that is
taking over the riparian habitat.

In the winter of 2008, WWF organized and hosted the Rio Grande workshop, a bina-
tional meeting to discuss and identify restoration priorities and targets for the Rio Grande.
In this meeting, participants developed a single vision statement for the river to be consid-
ered as a guide by each country when planning conservation projects. In addition, two teams
were established to identify and investigate conservation challenges and possible solutions.
The science and policy teams established at this meeting have been active in planning and
implementing conservation and research work on the Rio Grande, including a binational
tour of southern branch of the Rio Grande, the Río Conchos in Chihuahua. This trip was
quickly followed up by a team of scientists visiting a grassland restoration program in
Coahuila.

In the past ten years, several other binational resource management projects were
begun, and many are still underway, including rare plant surveys and habitat analysis, a sur-
vey of groundwater and area springs, a study of diminishing river flows and declining aquat-
ic habitat, amphibian and bat surveys, a study of genetic relationships among US and Mexico
black bear populations, and peregrine falcon studies.

The pace of the current binational efforts picked up in 2009, when Secretary of the In-
terior Ken Salazar (US) and Environment and Natural Resources Secretary Juan Rafael
Elvira Quesada (Mexico) announced a commitment to strengthen conservation cooperation
in the Big Bend Area. This was followed in May 2010 by a statement from presidents Felipé
Calderon and Barack Obama to “work through appropriate national processes to recognize
and designate Big Bend–Río Bravo as a natural area of binational interest.”

The National Park Service recognizes that managing parklands along the international
border presents unique challenges that include effects of drug smuggling and illegal immi-
gration. However, the Big Bend region has historically experienced less cross-border traffic
than any other southern border area. The close economic ties that arose from open border
crossings yielded a free flow of information between the park and its international neighbors,
which helped suppress illegal cross-border traffic. We believe an area of international coop-
eration, where the communities of both nations are engaged in mutually beneficial projects
involving resource management, wildland fire protection, and ecotourism, can significantly
reduce the negative impacts of illegal cross-border traffic.

Considering the obstacles, future prospects for increased binational conservation and
tourism cooperation are good, although a true international park is unlikely in the near
future. In 2011, Mexican and US agencies and scientists drafted a successful proposal to the
Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC). The CEC supports development of
collaborative transboundary landscape conservation projects in North America. The CEC
Big Bend–Río Bravo project includes management of invasive exotic species, ecosystem sci-



ence and monitoring, ecological restoration, sustainable economic development, and build-
ing capacity for local communities to implement conservation. Additionally, plans are under-
way to re-open the river crossing at Boquillas, Mexico, with ground-breaking on a contact
station on the Texas side occurring in October 2011. Both US and Mexican officials are cau-
tiously optimistic that this crossing will be opened in 2012. Concurrent with the ground-
breaking, secretaries Elvira and Salazar issued a joint statement on cooperative action for
conservation in the Big Bend–Río Bravo region, memorializing the area as a conservation
area of binational interest.

While such a statement, and the re-opening of a historic crossing at Boquillas, are
important steps forward, they fall well short of the vision of a binational park as initially con-
ceived nearly 80 years ago. Currently, US and Mexican agencies are working towards
addressing some of the unique obstacles in the path of binational conservation, such as the
need for bilingual staff on both sides of the river; difficulties in the acquisition of permits,
travel credentials, and environmental compliance procedures that need to be duplicated to
meet regulations of two separate federal bureaucracies for every proposed action; and the
knotty question of how to legally move money and materials across an international border
to meet shared conservation goals. A major hurdle in the management of the Rio Grande–
Río Bravo is the fact that flows through the Big Bend reach are almost entirely supplied by
releases from Luis León Dam on the Río Conchos in Mexico, with little hydrologic connec-
tion to the Rio Grande that is born in the southern Rocky Mountains of the United States.
Water delivery is determined by treaty, and is governed by a maze of law, regulation, and pol-
icy, making the simple question of “how much water should be in the Rio” an international
quagmire.

Perhaps the most glaring example of the unique challenges of binational conservation is
what it takes to simply have a face-to-face meeting with our colleagues in Mexico. The only
currently legal method for scientists and resource managers to meet outside of the river cor-
ridor, involves an epic journey of 13 hours or more through the nearest legal crossing at
Ciudad Acuña, Coahuila–Del Rio, Texas, to cover a distance that is in places less than 100
feet, across a river that is often no more than knee-deep. The declaration of a conservation
area of binational interest, and the re-opening of the Boquillas crossing to foot and boat traf-
fic, would help to streamline bureaucratic processes such as moving funds and materials
across an international border, issuing environmental permits, and completing compliance
documentation. Additionally, the declaration would facilitate long-term planning, data shar-
ing, training, and binational implementation of conservation projects. But there are no guar-
antees that any of this will happen. We could, after all this work, end up with another pleas-
ant-sounding declaration without programmatic or legal authority. At least, if it does nothing
else, recognition of the Big Bend–Río Bravo conservation area will get people on both sides
talking to each other again. As long-time Big Bend river ranger Marcos Paredes used to say,
“You can’t manage one side of a river.”
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Rocky Mountain National Park’s
Sister Park Relationship

Ben Bobowski and Vaughn Baker

In September 2007, Rocky Mountain National Park signed a sister park agreement with the
Tatra National Parks in Poland and Slovakia (Figure 1). All three parks are mountain parks
and international biosphere reserves, and all share mutual issues and concerns involving the
conservation, preservation, and management of national parks, including natural and cultur-
al resources, for the purpose of conservation, recreation, and public education. Since 2007,
we have engaged in numerous staff exchanges and conferences, initiated joint science proj-
ects, and shared numerous work products, lessons learned, and ideas. To those who engage
in the sister park relationship, there are unique and invaluable experiences gained that
enhance careers and the protection of parks.

As with any relationship, it takes time to nurture and foster a sister park agreement. In
this day and age of advanced technology, some of this can be done while in our own parks,
but the fullest experience and greatest learning is obtained by physically visiting the parks
and meeting and sharing face-to-face with our counterparts; each of the three partners agrees
with this fact. All aspects of going to the other parks (e.g., travel, communication and lan-
guage, culture, food, facilities, etc.) broadens one’s viewpoint from previously held impres-
sions and gives new energy to meeting the mission of managing these parks for preservation
and enjoyment. Issues that once seemed specific to one park or one country are seen through
a global lens and recognized as being common to many protected areas. Creativity in prob-
lem-solving is enhanced and the traditions of our respective agencies questioned as we com-
pare and contrast how each protected area, and each democracy, approaches problems or
opportunities.

The US State Department has been a significant partner in our sister park success. The
US consulate in Krakow, Poland, as well as the US embassy in Bratislava, Slovakia, have pro-
vided assistance and leadership in maintaining local relationships with park staff. For exam-
ple, each year in honor of Earth Day a thematic conference is sponsored by the US consulate
in Krakow to enhance our knowledge about management challenges and opportunities we all
share. This conference has evolved to include other Polish parks as well as border parks from
the Czech Republic and, of course, Slovakia. Similarly, conferences have occurred in Slo-
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vakia. One of the highlights came in 2010 when Rocky Mountain National Park moderated
a significant national conference in Slovakia titled “Forest Management in the Tatras: Preser-
ving Protected Areas in the Era of Climate Change.” We have had success in collaborating in
many aspects of park management, including the opportunity to observe Tatra National Park
of Poland implement its first volunteer program—an outcome of our sister park relationship.

“Diplomacy through science” has evolved to be an area of emphasis for our internation-
al program. As similar mountain areas, we share similar environments, similar species, and a
similar ecology. Air quality, climate, history and cultural practices, migratory species, and an
ever-increasing human population are but a few issues in common that lend themselves to
shared research questions in which the collection of data generally transcends cultures and
governments, and provides for shared learning. Since 2007, we have collaboratively cultivat-
ed relationships with five universities (three in the US, one in Poland, and one in Slovakia)
sharing research, our first Fulbright Scholar will travel to Poland in 2012 from the University
of Northern Colorado, and our local high school (in Estes Park, Colorado) has established
weather and ozone monitoring stations in both Estes Park and Zakopane, Poland, to engage
students in both locations. The growth of our science efforts has been enhanced through
participation of sister park staff in Rocky Mountain National Park’s biennial science confer-
ence.

The general premise of the sister park relationship is that each park hosts visits of sister
staff. Once sister park staff arrive, support is provided to help reduce expenses and the stress
associated with international travel. Support can include assistance with transportation,
housing, and meals. Over the years, funding to support this relationship has been from a
mixture of sources, including donated funds, university and grant funding, and, on occasion,
US embassy support for travel expenses of individuals from Europe to America. As with
many initiatives, sustainability of funding is enhanced through many partnerships.

Our experience suggests that a sister park relationship is time well invested. And, like
many investments of relationship, the tangible benefits are shown over time as trust builds,
shared visions evolve, and resources become available. For those who have been fortunate to
travel abroad the experience has been career-changing; for those who spend time with staff
from another country, their careers have been significantly enhanced. The future of protect-

Figure 1. The three parks in the sister park relationship: Tatra National Park (Tatransky národny park;
Slovakia; Rocky Mountain National Park (USA), Tatra National Park (Tatrzanski Park Narodowy; Po-
land).



ed areas management is global in nature. We believe the more we as individuals, as parks, and
as an agency embrace the sister park concept, the more relevant and protected our parks will
be for future generations.

Ben Bobowski, Rocky Mountain National Park, 1000 Highway 36, Estes Park, Colorado
80517; ben_bobowski@nps.gov

Vaughn Baker, Rocky Mountain National Park, 1000 Highway 36, Estes Park, Colorado
80517; vaughn_baker@nps.gov
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Sister Parks as a Tool to Protect
Shared Resources: An Example from St. Croix
National Scenic Riverway

Christopher E. Stein

The National Park Service (NPS) core value of “shared stewardship” applies to our
international affairs as well as our domestic ones. For example, take the plight of neotropical
migrants, a long-recognized international environmental issue.

At St. Croix National Scenic Riverway (located in Minnesota and Wisconsin), these
winged neotropical jewels only spend about 25% of their lives in the Upper Midwest—to
carry out the all-important reproduction function. The other 75% of these birds’ lives are
spent elsewhere—either in Central or South America, or migrating back and forth between
there and here. Given these percentages, the critical importance of “shared stewardship” is
evident.

We must work with our Central and South American partners to protect habitat in their
countries as well, so that neotropical migrants always come back north each spring. While
international efforts like Partners in Flight and Southern Wings have been working on this
dilemma for many years, St. Croix National Scenic Riverway and several other national park
units in the Upper Midwest (Voyageurs National Park, Apostle Islands National Lakeshore,
and Mississippi National River), as well as the Great Lakes Inventory and Monitoring Net-
work, are now working on partnering with Corcovado National Park (located on the Osa
Peninsula of Costa Rica), and perhaps others, to form a sister park arrangement to benefit
these international birds.

While it is certainly true that park resource managers do not need to have a “sister in the
south” to restore neotropical migrant habitat along the St. Croix (e.g., the park’s 65 pine
plantations that lack diversity), the sister park aspect of this shared stewardship relationship
is a public relations “win.” This cross-border relationship on behalf of neotropicals shines
an educational spotlight on the birds’ very existence and this international problem. When
the time is ripe for the media, it is anticipated that this issue will garner all the attention it
rightfully deserves. By making it a “park-to-park” effort, we hope to raise public awareness
about this pressing international environmental issue.
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Under the guidance of NPS’s Office of International Affairs, we are establishing a formal
international partnership that aims to further protect habitat for neotropical migrants in
parks located thousands of miles away from each other—all in the name of the NPS core
value of shared stewardship. We now patiently wait (as is required in many of these interna-
tional partnership efforts) for a formal agreement to be signed between the US and Costa
Rican governments. However, people of the St. Croix Valley are not waiting for these govern-
ments to act.

While we wait for a formal agreement, the idea of working across borders to protect the
birds and their habitats (through “the people’s” national parks) has captured the imagination
of a group of concerned and interested citizen stewards who live in the St. Croix Valley (Fig-
ure 1). Independent of government schedules, this new group is meeting regularly to devel-
op ideas that can be implemented now on behalf of protecting the birds and their habitats.
Recently, the international group Friends of the Osa (concerned about habitat protection in
Costa Rica) told the new St. Croix Valley group that they should move “full steam ahead”
with the idea of partnering with the Friends. This great news is a welcome byproduct of the
budding sister park arrangement between St. Croix National Scenic Riverway (plus the other
Midwest parks) and Corcovado National Park. Whether or not the day ever comes for a for-
mal agreement, these dynamic citizen stewards will figure out how to help the neotropicals.
At St. Croix National Scenic Riverway, we’ll work side by side with this group to help us all
succeed even more than any one of us could do by ourselves.

Christopher E. Stein, St. Croix National Scenic Riverway 401 North Hamilton Street, St.
Croix Falls, Wisconsin 54024; chris_stein@nps.gov
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Figure 1. The concerned citizen stewards of the St. Croix Valley on the bluffs at the confluence of the
Mississippi and St. Croix Rivers.
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White Sands and Cuatrociénegas: An International
Collaborative with Tangible and Intangible Benefits

Kevin Schneider

Since 2008, White Sands National Monument has actively collaborated with our sis-
ter park, Cuatrociénegas Protected Area in Coahuila, Mexico. Both areas protect the world’s
two largest gypsum dune fields, while Cuatrociénegas also includes numerous springs and
pools in the midst of the Chihuahuan Desert. In just three years, the sister park partnership
has produced both tangible and intangible benefits and the results have been significant.

Aside from hosting annual sister park meetings, we have obtained US$125,000 to con-
duct an inventory of endemic arthropods in both protected areas, with the aim of discover-
ing novel species. This project, led by the University of New Mexico, is currently complet-
ing its second year of fieldwork and is on track to have a final report delivered by 2012. Fund-
ing was provided by the National Park Service (NPS) Intermountain Region’s International
Conservation Office. For both protected areas, the arthropod inventory represents an infu-
sion of scientific data that will help managers understand the richness of species. In addition,
the project offers an opportunity to draw comparisons between the protected areas and how
speciation has occurred in two similar but distinct biological hotspots.

Mexico’s Comisión Nacional de Áreas Naturales Protegidas (CONANP) is currently
developing a vital signs monitoring program to be implemented initially in protected areas in
the Chihuahuan Desert, with the intent of later expanding it to the entire protected area net-
work. Earlier this year, White Sands hosted a workshop for representatives from the National
Park Service’s inventory and monitoring program, along with Cuatrociénegas, Cañon de
Santa Elena and Maderas del Carmen Protected Areas, the Universidad Autonoma de Nuevo
Leon, and the World Wildlife Fund (which is helping to fund the monitoring program). The
development of a vital signs monitoring program in Mexico marks an opportunity to com-
plement the existing programs in the US and Canada and create a seamless network of vital
signs monitoring throughout North America.

Cuatrociénegas’ staff also played a crucial role in the development of all-new bilingual
museum exhibits for White Sands’ visitor center. They spent dozens of hours reviewing the
Spanish translation of the exhibits and park orientation film. They provided a perspective
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representative of a visitor from northern Mexico—which is precisely the demographic target-
ed in White Sands’ diversity outreach programs. Without the input of Cuatrociénegas, the
translations would likely have contained inaccuracies and would not have been relevant lin-
guistically to the local Latino population. Further, Cuatrociénegas’ translation review saved
White Sands thousands of dollars in additional translation costs.

In 2009, White Sands National Monument hosted a Cuatrociénegas employee on a one-
month detail. This experience offered training and development not only for the Cuatro-
ciénegas staffer, but it also proved a learning opportunity for White Sands staff as well.

While the partnership with Cuatrociénegas has produced meaningful tangible benefits,
it has also yielded many intangible benefits. For most of us in park and protected area man-
agement, our job is more than just a job. It is burned into our core personal values; it’s a deep
personal drive to improve the management of our most special natural and cultural sites.
Spending time with our international colleagues is an incredibly enriching experience, to say
the least. Many of them face challenges and obstacles far greater than those facing protected
area managers in the US. Despite this, their commitment to their protected areas is no less
than ours. It is humbling to see their dedication to achieving their mission, despite the
numerous hurdles. Even with the cultural differences between us, protected area managers
worldwide speak the same metaphorical language.

Collaborating with international protected areas is a unique cultural opportunity. It
gives us a chance to better understand our neighbors in the world, be inspired, and recom-
mit ourselves to the important work we do here at home.

Kevin Schneider, White Sands National Monument, P.O. Box 1066, Holloman AFB, New
Mexico 88330; kevin_schneider@nps.gov

Fulfilling the International Mission of NPS

The George Wright Forum302



Volume 28 • Number 3 (2011) 303

International Experience:
A Gateway to Professional Development

Cynthia Orlando

My international experiences in the National Park Service began in October of 2001
with a scoping trip to the national parks of Argentina and Venezuela. Members of the team I
was to have been a part of opted out due to the events of September 11. My sense was that it
would be a very safe time to fly and I preceded with the scheduled trip. As I look back upon
that international experience and others throughout the past decade, I realize that they have
evolved and been directly linked to the progression of my professional responsibilities with-
in the agency, beginning with the technical assistance to South American parks, going to rela-
tionships with global island parks in the Asia–Pacific region, and currently evolving to the
role of participant in the broader international community of World Heritage protected
areas, resulting in the establishment of sister volcanic parks from around the world. With
each very different assignment I grew professionally in ways I could not have foreseen. I’ve
developed relationships that have continually been strengthened and which will last a life-
time, while gleaning ways in which we could share best practices in park management, inte-
grating them into our respective global situations.

Most recently I am immersed in international biosphere reserve and World Heritage
programs at the local, state, and international level. In spite of the fact that the US national
park system has been a model in the world for so long, our own country’s response to World
Heritage and biosphere reserve designations seems less passionate. Perhaps this is because
17 of the 21 US World Heritage sites are units of the national park system and thus already
protected with that designation, and of the 47 biosphere reserves in the US, 31 contain
national parks. Yet as an ambassador for the national park system and Hawai`i Volcanoes Na-
tional Park, I recognize that our international responsibilities are often as great as our domes-
tic roles under the Organic Act, and that as a park manager I must accept the global respon-
sibility that is inherent in the World Heritage and international biosphere reserve designa-
tions of Hawai`i Volcanoes National Park.

Our participation in the international arena of protected areas benefits us both at home
and abroad. We share a park system that is many things. It is a center of excellence in man-
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agement and function, and a benchmark for environmental change. It is a champion of a
broader landscape-level approach to ecosystem protection, and an environmental leader
promoting economic development and tourism in a sustainable way. It uses interpretation
and education to achieve success in preservation and restoration efforts. Our long historical
traditions have evolved from unique host cultures of the land that we steward. As major inter-
national destinations, the US national parks share in the common challenges of preserving
biodiversity and maintaining ecosystems while, in many places, also preserving sacred, cul-
tural landscapes. Information we impart to international visitors about these special places is
useless without a strong link to people’s experiences.

Sharing best practices is also important to do locally. At Hawai`i Volcanoes, we highlight
World Heritage and the obligation we have—in our local community, on our island, and in
the state—to protect the outstanding universal values that come with the inscription. Sister
park relationships have brought us together in unique ways that benefit us all economically,
socially, and politically, and this is of particular importance to islands in the Asia–Pacific
region. The characteristics that make our places unique as a place to live also make them
unique as places to visit.

We were a host park to one of the first USNPS World Heritage Fellows, and we will soon
welcome an intern from Gaologongshan National Park in China as part of her formal leader-
ship training. The on-the-ground experiences are invaluable for both countries. Sometimes
it is the simple things that mean the most. Perhaps the description shared by a colleague best
sums it up:

The trip to US 2008 would be my fondest memory for my whole life. For me, it was not only
a eyes open experience but also a inspiring journey. It yields outcomes: not only from surface.
We now have our own logos and uniforms, but also the underneath. It influences my leader-
ship in my organization. Now, we create a vision and mission statement for the park that
would be among the first through China’s nature reserve.

Cynthia Orlando, Hawai`i Volcanoes National Park, P.O. Box 52, Hawaii National Park, HI
96718-0052; cindy_orlando@nps.gov
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International Experience:
Personally Rewarding and Good for NPS

Bob Krumenaker

In 1998, the National Park Service (NPS) Northeast Region and the Glynwood Center
in upstate New York collaborated to put on the first “international short course” in decades.
Students came from several Eastern European countries; instructors, including me, were
NPS employees from the region. My role was to teach natural resource management on
Thursday of the week-long class. I knew almost nothing about the experience level of the
class members, so came early to observe and tailor the lesson plan to their needs. As I also
had no experience at that point in international affairs, I didn’t know what to expect.

It didn’t take long to realize that these people already knew at least as much as I did
about natural resource management, as they were senior park and protected area managers
from some of the most ecologically significant places in Europe. Protected for centuries by
kings and then communist elites as private reserves, opening these “new” parks and protect-
ed areas to public use was what they came to the US to learn, though protecting nature clear-
ly was their priority. What they wanted from us was, in some ways, a comparative anatomy
class—in other words, how did we do it in the US?

What also emerged from the first few days was that these highly experienced protected
area professionals were far less experienced with cultural resource management; in fact, it
puzzled them. These were natural areas, why were we talking about cultural areas?

Nora Mitchell, who was there to teach the cultural resources section, and I decided to
change plans and integrate our sessions. But we struggled, failing to connect with the stu-
dents with the idea that cultural resources were important. We didn’t know their parks; was
it possible that there really weren’t any cultural resources there?

We decided to try one more thing and asked the class to divide up by country and dis-
cuss the stories people told about the places that were now their parks and protected areas.
When the students came back to report on the discussions, the room buzzed in several unfa-
miliar languages. A dignified man named David from the Republic of Georgia, whose voice
I had not heard all week, rose to speak first. I hadn’t realized until then that he neither spoke
nor understood English. He walked to the front of the room and began to draw a map on a
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flip chart, explaining the story excitedly in Georgian to his colleagues as he added lines, dots,
dates, and arrows to his map. One of them translated his words into Russian, and then anoth-
er interpreted for the rest of us in English as he kept adding features to the map. No doubt
the tale was lengthened by the need to repeat it three times, but David’s rendering of 12 cen-
turies of human history held us spellbound. Adding to this remarkable moment was the fact
that in his free hand our Georgian colleague was gesticulating for emphasis with an 18th-cen-
tury US sword, a Revolutionary War-era artifact that had been found on the Glynwood prop-
erty.

I’ll never forget that moment. The Eastern Europeans “got” cultural resources. I got
hooked on working with colleagues from other parts of the world.

Since that time, I’ve participated in two International Ranger Federation congresses, the
first in Australia in 2003 and the second in Scotland in 2006, both on my own time and
dime. Finding common interest and experience with men and women whose passions are
similar to mine, yet who live and work in so many different parts of the world and usually
under far more trying conditions than we have in NPS, has been both fascinating and hum-
bling. One surreal moment occurred while listening to a ranger from the Congo give a
PowerPoint presentation in French-accented English dispassionately discussing how civil
war is very bad for park wildlife. My job seems pretty simple in comparison.

In 2005, I went on my first official international trip for NPS, to Sweden, where then-
Yellowstone Superintendent Suzanne Lewis and I met King Carl Gustaf and were treated
like royalty ourselves as we toured several Swedish national parks after a conference at which
we both gave papers—Suzanne’s the keynote, mine rather less visible. In 2007, I had the
keynote experience when I was asked by the Office of International Affairs to represent the
NPS director at a conference in Seoul commemorating the 20th anniversary of the Korean
National Park Service. My only lament about these two official trips was that they were whirl-
winds, altogether too short—but my own comparative anatomy lessons were hugely reward-
ing as I learned from colleagues (who quickly became friends) about how parks were run in
their countries.

Along with about two dozen other park managers, I participated in the inaugural Na-
tional Parks Institute class in 2010. I’ve been fortunate to have had a lot of leadership train-
ing, but this was an intense two weeks focused on the challenges park people face. It would
have been great had all the students been colleagues from NPS, but with half the class form
overseas, the vibe was different and even better. We delved into the issues each one of us
faced, and—again—it was refreshing to recognize the commonality of experience, regardless
of country of origin.

International colleagues have become friends, and sharing experience in park and pro-
tected area management has provided me with a perspective and context that has deepened
my commitment to park management. It’s been personally rewarding, but I believe it’s also
been good for the NPS as I can now go all over the world—electronically, at least—for ideas,
as the network keeps growing and growing.

Bob Krumenaker, Apostle Islands National Lakeshore, 415 Washington Avenue, Bayfield,
Wisconsin 54814; bob_krumenaker@nps.gov
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The Wilderness Act:
The Minimum Requirement Exception

Frank Buono

Introduction
Congress passed the Wilderness Act on September 3, 1964.1 Forty-six years later, the
federal courts continue to play the indispensable role of interpreting the act and reviewing
how federal agencies apply it. The Wilderness Act is neither as complex nor as lengthy as the
Clean Air, Clean Water or Endangered Species acts. There are fewer Wilderness Act court
decisions than for nearly all other environmental laws.

Despite its brevity, federal courts have judged the Wilderness Act’s words. Several fed-
eral Circuit Courts of Appeal have issued opinions on the administration of designated wil-
derness.2 In 2001, the Eighth Circuit decided that an Indian treaty right to hunt and fish on
ceded lands in Minnesota did not authorize Indians to operate motor vehicles in the Bound-
ary Waters Canoe Area Wilderness (U.S. v. Gotchnik).3 In 2003, the entire Ninth Circuit de-
cided that salmon stocking by the state of Alaska in the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge wil-
derness for enhancing commercial catch outside of the wilderness was an impermissible
“commercial enterprise” (The Wilderness Society v. USFWS).4 In 2004, the Ninth Circuit
decided that the Forest Service had violated the Wilderness Act exception that allows limit-
ed commercial services by not heeding the extent and necessity of such services in the John
Muir Wilderness (High Sierra Hikers v. Blackwell).5 In 2004, the Eleventh Circuit decided
that the National Park Service (NPS) violated the Wilderness Act by transporting park visi-
tors in motor vehicles across designated wilderness of Cumberland Island National Sea-
shore, Georgia, for interpretive programs because this use of motor vehicles did not fall with-
in the ambit of the Wilderness Act’s “minimum requirement” exception, as asserted by NPS
(Wilderness Watch and Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility v. Mainella).6

On December 21, 2010, the Ninth Circuit rendered a new decision: Wilderness Watch
v. USFWS. The decision examined the Wilderness Act’s minimum requirement exception.
The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) installed large structures (called
“guzzlers”) to provide water for desert bighorn sheep in the wilderness of Kofa National
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Wildlife Refuge in Arizona. USFWS concluded that the structures, though generally and
explicitly prohibited by the Wilderness Act, section 4(c), nonetheless qualified for the mini-
mum requirement exception.7 The Ninth Circuit disagreed. This article is about the Ninth’s
Circuit decision. Before examining the Kofa decision, we must explain the minimum
requirement exception.

The Wilderness Act minimum requirement exception
The Wilderness Act prohibits nine specific activities, seven of which an administering
agency may waive by invoking a so-called minimum requirement exception. The prohibited
activities that an agency may waive are: temporary roads, motor vehicles, motorized equip-
ment, motorboats, landing of aircraft, mechanical transport, and structures or installations.8

The Wilderness Act allows the exception “as necessary to meet minimum requirements for
the administration of the (wilderness) area for the purpose of this Act (including measures
required in emergencies involving the health and safety of persons within the area)… ” (16
U.S.C. 1133(c)).

Four federal agencies administer wilderness: the Bureau of Land Management (BLM),
NPS, USFWS, and US Forest Service (USFS).9 Each agency has policies and procedures for
determining when an otherwise prohibited activity may be employed because it may meet
the minimum requirement exception. The agencies joined together to establish a national
wilderness training center, the Arthur Carhart Center, in Missoula, Montana. One important
function of the Carhart Center is to develop a systematic and consistent standard for apply-
ing the exception across agency lines.

As a former manager in Joshua Tree National Park, and now a retiree who frequently
evaluates NPS wilderness management, the author attests to the difficulty of applying the
minimum requirement exception. As with any statute, even words that are simple on their
face are subject to many interpretations. Subjective judgment inevitably enters into determi-
nations of what is “necessary to meet minimum requirements for the administration of the
(wilderness) area for the purpose of the (Wilderness) Act.”

Some land managers with wilderness responsibilities may regard wilderness as an
impediment rather than a valued resource. Wilderness designation constrains not only how
the public may use the lands (e.g., no off-road vehicles, no bicycles) but also how the agency
administers it. That is the very point of wilderness. Wilderness designation intentionally
constrains both the public and the federal manager.

Managers who seek to sidestep the act’s severe constraints may adopt a liberal minimum
requirement interpretation. A now-retired National Park Service manager known to the
author promoted the opinion that once NPS determined that an activity is “necessary” to
administer a wilderness area, then any and all seven otherwise prohibited acts automatically
pass the minimum requirement test. This convenient interpretation would remove the Wil-
derness Act’s constraints (the seven prohibited acts) by a simple conclusion that the pro-
posed activity is “necessary” for the purpose of wilderness administration. All that is need-
ed to employ any of the prohibited means is for the manager to sign a minimum requirement
analysis (MRA) that concludes an activity is necessary for the purpose of wilderness.10 This
interpretation of the act is both extreme and invalid because it discards the word “mini-
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mum.” It would render meaningless all the prohibitions for every requirement a manager
deemed necessary for area administration. The Wilderness Act permits such a waiver only
for the “minimum” requirements.

Circuit Courts and the minimum requirement exception
The Mainella Decision: Is the activity “necessary?” The first decision that seriously exam-
ined the application of the minimum requirement exception arose in Cumberland Island
National Seashore in Georgia. In 1999, NPS began a regular schedule of transporting park
visitors in a 15-passenger van through designated wilderness in the park. Because the Wil-
derness Act provides that agencies administer wilderness for such public purposes as recre-
ational, educational, or historical use, NPS argued that the motor vehicle transport con-
formed to the Wilderness Act.11 The agency’s MRA for the trips declared that the trips were
“necessary” to administer the (wilderness) area. Applying common sense, the court wrote:
“In no ordinary sense of the word can the transportation of fifteen people through wilder-
ness be ‘necessary’ to administer the area for the purpose of the Act.”12 The 2004 Eleventh
Circuit decision (Mainella) firmly rejected the NPS argument.

A cardinal rule of statutory construction is that every word has meaning. “Necessary” is
one such word within the minimum requirement exception. Although NPS believed that the
van tours served other valid or valued purposes, the court concluded that NPS van tours
were not “necessary” for the administration of the Cumberland Island Wilderness for the
purpose of the Wilderness Act, and were therefore impermissible. The van tours failed the
first test that matters in wilderness. The court found that NPS misunderstood the Wilder-
ness Act command that, to employ a minimum requirement exception, the agency must first
correctly determine that the proposed activity is “necessary … for the administration of the
(wilderness) area for the purpose of the (Wilderness) Act” (emphasis added). The van tours
did not meet that primary and essential test.

Federal land manager determinations of what may be “necessary” to administer wilder-
ness may vary. As a manager, the author judged that removal of tamarisk, an invasive and
water-loving non-native plant, from springs and watercourses in Joshua Tree National Park
was “necessary” for the administration of the park wilderness. Wilderness managers make
such determinations regularly. A reasonable determination will likely survive court challenge,
if challenged at all. The principle remains that the determination of “necessary” is the first
and indispensable test in applying the minimum requirement exception. It is not an impos-
sible one for an agency to meet.13 The Cumberland Island van tours did not.

A minimum requirement exception to the seven prohibitions cannot be made if the task
itself is not “necessary … for the administration of the (wilderness) area for the purpose of
the (Wilderness) Act.” In short, the Mainella decision found the NPS van tours were not
“necessary” for the administration of the Cumberland Island Wilderness. Therefore, NPS
could not provide otherwise prohibited motor vehicle use (for public transport) in wilder-
ness as a “minimum requirement.”

The Kofa Wildlife Refuge decision: Is the activity the “minimum requirement”? Now,
we cross the country to Kofa National Wildlife Refuge. The December 2010 Ninth Circuit
decision (Wilderness Watch v. USFWS) is the most relevant case to date about the minimum



requirement exception. As described above, USFWS constructed large tanks and pipes to
hold and convey water to conserve a population of desert bighorn sheep. In contrast with the
Cumberland Island decision, the Ninth Circuit found that the challenged USFWS activity at
Kofa was “necessary” for the administration of the wilderness area for the purpose of the
Wilderness Act. But then the court found that although the goal was “necessary” for wilder-
ness administration, USFWS employed means (the guzzlers and motorized vehicles and
equipment used in connection with them) that were hardly the “minimum requirement.”

USFWS administers Kofa National Wildlife Refuge in the Sonoran Desert of southwest-
ern Arizona. Congress designated 516,200 acres of the refuge as wilderness on November
28, 1990.14 USFWS, with the support and encouragement of the state of Arizona, installed
two large structures and associated conduits to supply water to support desert bighorn
sheep, a species native to Kofa and the US southwestern deserts. In 2007, USFWS con-
structed water tanks (called the McPherson and Yaqui tanks) in the refuge’s designated
wilderness. The agency MRA determined that these tanks, the use of motor vehicles (for
access and transport), and mechanized equipment (for construction) were the “minimum
requirement.”

Wilderness Watch, an organization devoted to public oversight of wilderness, chal-
lenged the USFWS decision. In 2008, the federal District Court in Arizona rejected the Wil-
derness Watch claim and supported USFWS. Wilderness Watch appealed to the Ninth Cir-
cuit. The Ninth Circuit first determined whether conserving desert bighorn sheep was “nec-
essary” for administering the Kofa wilderness for the purpose of the act. The Ninth Circuit
was satisfied that it was.15 As the act puts it, wilderness is “an area where earth and its com-
munity of life are untrammeled by man… ” (16 U.S.C. 1131(c), emphasis added). A wilder-
ness without its natural resources, processes, plants, animals, or waters would be like a “pub
with no beer.” Wilderness is to be “managed so as to preserve its natural conditions and
which (1) generally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of nature… ” (16
U.S.C. 1131(c)). The Wilderness Act, as the above quotes demonstrate, recognizes that
wilderness is not a blank space on a map. Conserving native plants and animals is critical to
preserving wilderness.

But the court found that USFWS erred in determining that the large water tanks were
the “minimum requirement” that served an otherwise necessary administrative purpose. The
agency’s error was procedural; i.e., it had performed a sloppy, insubstantial, and perfuncto-
ry MRA. USFWS employed an approach used in too many MRAs: it failed to analyze the
alternatives in relationship with one another rather than in isolation. This had the effect of
making the desired action (installing the guzzlers) the minimum, if not the only, action.16

USFWS also erred even more fundamentally by failing to consider a range of far more min-
imal actions that could alternatively serve the necessary goal of conserving bighorn sheep at
Kofa. Foremost among these actions, USFWS failed to consider actions that did not involve
any of the seven Wilderness Act prohibitions.17

Among the actions that USFWS could have considered, said the court, was to put a hold
on future sheep translocations by the state of Arizona from the refuge until populations
reached an optimal level. USFWS could also have considered limiting the take of bighorn
sheep by recreational sport hunters.18 As the court said:
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Due to the population’s stability, the Service and other government agencies have permitted
certain activities that generally are viewed as inconsistent with population conservation. For
example, since 1979, the area has served as a primary source of sheep for translocation pro-
grams to re-establish populations of bighorn sheep in Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and
Texas. For decades, the Service translocated sheep from the refuge on a nearly annual basis.
The area also has been a hunting ground for bighorn sheep, and the Service has issued a lim-
ited number of hunting licenses (between 9 and 17) each year. The Service also permits hik-
ing in known lambing areas, despite the sheep’s strong aversion to human disturbance.

None of the management actions to conserve bighorn sheep cited by the court would
involve any of the Wilderness Act prohibitions. Yet, instead of considering or applying any
or all of them, USFWS immediately adopted actions that implicated three of the Wilderness
Act prohibitions (the use of motor vehicles, use of motorized equipment, and building of
structures). USFWS acknowledged that the guzzlers transgressed the Wilderness Act prohi-
bitions but proceeded because the agency asserted they were the minimum requirement.
Rejecting this conclusion, the Ninth Circuit Court decided that the USFWS actions could
not possibly qualify as the “minimum requirements,” since the USFWS had failed to consid-
er or adopt actions within its power that were truly minimal. None of the actions ignored by
USFWS transgressed any of the Wilderness Act’s seven prohibitions. Thus they, and not the
guzzlers, were truly the “minimum.”

Conclusion
In the decisions that affect wilderness, USFWS is not alone. Other agencies, including the
National Park Service, have made similar errors. NPS may soon repeat that error at Mojave
National Preserve in California. There, in 1994, NPS inherited several water sources for
desert bighorn sheep, constructed on Bureau of Land Management lands, now transferred
to NPS and within designated park wilderness. NPS committed to evaluate the guzzlers in
the 2000 General Management Plan for Mojave.19 Some may say that it will be a freezing July
day in the Mojave Desert before NPS honestly considers the truly “minimum” requirement
for conserving the desert bighorn sheep of that park. But they must.

Few animals are as integral and symbolic of America’s Southwest desert wilderness than
the bighorn sheep. Just as in Kofa, conserving the bighorn of Mojave is necessary to admin-
istering the wilderness of that park. The Ninth Circuit Kofa decision, analogous in so many
respects to the Mojave situation, should guide NPS to intelligently weigh the real minimum
requirements for conserving desert bighorn sheep as part of a living wilderness. That would
require both courage and insight.

Endnotes
1. 16 U.S.C. 1131 et seq.
2. Other Circuit Court decisions address agency management of lands that are not yet

wilderness but are instead in wilderness study status. An example is Norton v. Southern
Utah Wilderness Alliance, 2003. This article does not examine or discuss such cases.

3. “[T]here shall be … no use of motor vehicles … within any such (wilderness) area” (16
U.S.C. 1133(c)).



4. “Except, as specifically provided for in this chapter, and subject to private existing rights
there shall be no commercial enterprise … within any wilderness area… ” (16 U.S.C.
1133(c)).

5. “Commercial services may be performed within the wilderness areas designated by this
chapter to the extent necessary for activities which are proper for realizing the recre-
ational or other wilderness purposes of the areas” (16 U.S.C. 1133(d)(5)).

6. “[E]xcept as necessary to meet the minimum requirements for the administration of the
area for the purpose of this Act” (16 U.S.C. 1131(c)).

7. “[T]here shall be … no structure or installation within any such (wilderness) area” (16
U.S.C. 1133(c)).

8. Note that the minimum requirement exception never allows an agency to permit perma-
nent roads or commercial enterprises. Other exceptions may apply to these two, such as
“existing private rights.”

9. BLM, NPS, and USFWS are in the Department of the Interior; USFS is in the
Department of Agriculture.

10. Often MRAs are the sole environmental compliance document completed, with no fur-
ther analyses done because agencies invoke a widely used categorical exclusion under
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The public may not learn of the
agency’s conclusion because, without NEPA, there is often neither public announce-
ment nor involvement in the MRA process.

11. “Except as otherwise provided in this Act, wilderness areas shall be devoted to the pub-
lic purposes of recreational, scenic, scientific, educational, conservation, and historical
use” (16 U.S.C. 1133(b)).

12. Note that the minimum requirement exception is to be made only if necessary to serve
the “purpose” of the act, not “purposes.” Further, the statute’s text that describes the
other “public purposes” to which wilderness “shall be devoted,” is prefaced by the
phrase “except as otherwise provided in this Act.” If this were not so, an agency could
build, say, an astronomical observatory, unrelated to administering wilderness, on a
wilderness peak because it serves a “scientific” purpose. No agency has dared attempt
to push the law to so ludicrous an outcome, although the NPS van tours came very
close. They served, according to NPS, recreational, educational, and historical purpos-
es.

13. When I administered park wilderness I judged that activities deemed “necessary” in
them, besides tamarisk removal, included construction of trails or hardened campsites
(to confine impacts of human use to small locations); installation of repeater sites (to
provide rangers with means of communication while on wilderness patrol); and instal-
lation of monitoring equipment for natural resource parameters (for research on the
physical attributes of wilderness—water, air, biologic processes, etc.). Not all would
agree with my judgment, and there is room for vigorous debate.

14. P.L. 101-628; 104 Stat. 4478.
15. The court noted that the Wilderness Act is “within and supplemental to the purposes

for which . . . units of the national park and national wildlife systems are established and
administered…” (16 U.S.C. 1133(a)). The court further noted that “wilderness areas

The George Wright Forum312



Volume 28 • Number 3 (2011) 313

shall be devoted to the public purposes(s) of … conservation… .” (16 U.S.C. 1133(c)).
One of the essential purposes of Kofa is the conservation of desert bighorn. Some may
misapply these provisions as automatically waiving the Wilderness Act prohibitions.
They do not and the Ninth Circuit did not. The Wilderness Act text that describes the
several “public purposes” of wilderness is conditioned by the phrase “except as other-
wise provided in this Act.” The very next provision of the act prescribes the prohibi-
tions.

16. Another premise that often creeps in to minimum requirement determinations (as it did
at Kofa) is to mistakenly believe that an action that an agency alleges to have lesser
“impacts” therefore satisfies the minimum requirements test. “Lesser impacts” are not
equivalent to “minimum requirements.” The teeth of the Wilderness Act are the nine
prohibited acts and the limited exceptions it allows to them. The Wilderness Act does
not contain a “lesser impact” exception to the prohibited acts. The Wilderness Act pro-
scriptions are the impacts. To reason, for example, that supplying a project in wilder-
ness by landing an aircraft (prohibited by the Wilderness Act) has less “impact” than a
string of mules (which does not trouble the Wilderness Act in the least) and therefore
must be the “minimum requirement” represents a common and oft-repeated non
sequitur. But that discussion we save for another day.

17. Again, the Wilderness Act prohibits nine specific things but only the latter seven may
avail themselves of the “minimum requirement” exception.

18. Kofa National Wildlife Refuge is a unit of the national wildlife refuge system. The Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966 is the Organic Act of the US
Fish and Wildlife Service. As amended in 1997, the act contains a “Savings Clause” that
states: “Nothing in this Act shall be construed as affecting the authority, jurisdiction, or
responsibility of the several States to manage, control, or regulate fish and resident wild-
life under State law or regulations in any area of the System. Regulations permitting
hunting or fishing of fish and resident wildlife within the System shall be, to the extent
practicable, consistent with State fish and game laws, regulations, and management
plans” (16 U.S.C. 668dd(m)). Courts, most recently the Tenth Circuit (Wyoming v.
United States, 2002) hold that the clause does not wrest from USFWS power to regu-
late management or hunting of wildlife. While this issue was neither raised nor dis-
cussed in the Ninth Circuit Kofa decision, the Ninth Circuit certainly assumed that the
alternative of freezing State translocations of sheep, or reducing hunting take by Arizona-
licensed hunters, were within the realm of alternatives open to, and within the power of,
USFWS.

19. In the interest of full disclosure, the author served as the first assistant park superintend-
ent at the Mojave. Also, the author serves on the board of the advocacy group PEER
(Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility), a successful litigant against NPS
for wilderness mismanagement. PEER is not a party to the Ninth Circuit Kofa decision.
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A Model Process for Developing Adaptation
Options for Natural Heritage Areas in an Era of
Rapid Climate Change

Paul A. Gray, Christopher J. Lemieux, Thomas J. Beechey,
and Daniel J. Scott

Introduction
Climate change is implicated in a variety of coincident impacts, including perturba-
tions to temperature and precipitation regimes as well as an increase in extreme weather
events, which in turn alter ecosystem composition, structure, and function (IPCC 2007a,
2007b; Lemmon et al. 2007; Julius and West 2008). For the practitioner, climate change
presents a series of challenges to effective planning and management of natural heritage areas
(NHAs): (1) it is risky to make medium-to-long-term decisions that assume a stable climate;
(2) every species and ecosystem will respond to climate change in a unique way; (3) there
will be new and potentially increased threats to human health and well-being; (4) every NHA
organization will need to plan to manage for a range of potential impacts with a correspon-
ding range of adaptation strategies; (5) the concept/ideal/target of sustainability will require
re-evaluation; and, (6) making decisions about the protection and use of natural assets in
future climates may require new, more flexible governance techniques, including increased
public participation in decision-making.

Adaptation is important because climate change is already affecting NHAs (see Baron et
al. 2008; Lemieux et al. 2011; Mawdsley 2011), temperature regimes will continue to rise
during the 21st century and beyond (see Anderson and Bows 2008; Rogelj et al. 2009), and
a proactive approach will be more effective and cost-efficient in eliminating or reducing
potential for irreversible damage (e.g., loss of habitat) and enhancing opportunities for mit-
igative actions (Stern 2007). Accordingly, many NHA organizations will embrace an adap-
tive approach to management to improve their chances of meeting long-term objectives that
include the perpetual protection of representative elements of natural and cultural heritage.
This article explores a model process to help NHA practitioners develop and/or implement
an adaptive approach to management in a rapidly changing climate.
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An adaptive management process
A fundamental question facing every organization responsible for NHAs in a rapidly chang-
ing climate is whether or not it is adaptive in its decision-making and actions. The essence
of adaptation is to “learn while doing” (Lee 1999). As such, adaptation is characterized by
actions that reduce or eliminate negative impacts and increase the likelihood and magnitude
of preferred outcomes. While humans have used adaptive behavior to survive, create, and
maintain civilizations for thousands of years, it was not until the 1970s that a few strategic,
forward-thinking scientists (e.g., Walters and Hilborn 1976; Holling 1978; see also Hilborn
1992; Walters 1997) formally advocated and described the use of experimentation to
improve analyses of policy options and decision-making in a rapidly industrializing world (in
which the allocation of natural assets had significant implications for survival and quality of
life). Subsequently, and in recognition of the fact that humans cannot predict the future and
always will need to respond to surprises and unforeseen events, a sizeable literature about
learning-oriented decision-making techniques—ranging from reactive decision-making, to
iterative decision-making , to decision-making on the basis of active experiments and com-
parative analyses—was created (e.g., Smit et al. 1999, 2000; Burton et al. 2002; Smit and Pil-
ifosova 2003; Adger et al. 2005; Smit and Wandel 2006; Burton 2008).

Given the magnitude of ongoing social, cultural, economic, and ecological change, no
single decision-making tool, technique, or system will equip practitioners to address all of
the emerging threats to ecosystem function and human health and well-being. In fact, given
the variety of uncertainties and cumulative impacts associated with climate change, a truly
adaptive organization will ensure it has access to all available learning-oriented decision-
making tools and techniques. While there is widespread agreement that preparing for and
responding to climate change is necessary and includes the development and integration of
risk management strategies into current and new programs, climate-sensitive, adaptive deci-
sion-making processes are only now being designed and tested by NHA organizations (see
Lemieux and Scott 2011 and Weeks et al. 2011 for examples). The framework described in
this paper represents one model that NHA organizations can use to strategically design and
plan their way forward (Figure 1).

Step 1: Determine and establish organizational readiness to adapt
Organizational readiness is a unique combination of institutional structure and function, finan-
cial resources, knowledge, practical experience, and adaptive decision-making with which
practitioners can manage for climate change. An organization can determine its readiness for
adaptation by evaluating how it is positioned to deliver integrated place/time-based, commu-
nity-empowered, and knowledge-driven programs (Gray et al. in preparation; Figure 2).

Figure 3 is a framework to help organizations evaluate their readiness to adaptively man-
age for climate change. The three categories and 10 themes are not mutually exclusive, and
where possible, it is recommended that they be explored and evaluated in concert with each
other. For example, an organization could develop questions and complete a “readiness
assessment” tailored to meet its particular circumstances. Answering these types of ques-
tions could provide NHA practitioners with a sense and understanding of the
strengths/capabilities and weaknesses/gaps requiring attention (Table 1).



Figure 2. The three foundations (place/time-based, community-empowered, and knowledge-driven)
of organizational readiness to respond to climate change (from Gray et al. in preparation).
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Figure 1. An adaptive management cycle can help natural heritage area organizations determine
their readiness to adapt, engage people, complete vulnerability analyses, and develop, implement,
monitor, and adjust adaptation options as required.
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Category #1: Place/time-based (contextual scales).
• Theme 1: Describe ecosystems and other types of planning areas such as park bound-

aries in space and time.

Category #2: Community-based (enable a coordinated societal response).
• Theme 2: Use appropriate principles, establish and maintain trusting relationships,

engage people, and account for natural asset values.
• Theme 3: Ensure institutional culture and function can foster an adaptive approach to

decision-making.
• Theme 4: Promote informed leadership.
• Theme 5: Create and support the partnerships needed for decision-making.

Category #3: Knowledge-driven (implement the best mix of tools, techniques, and sys-
tems planning).

• Theme 6: Embrace an ecologically oriented approach to adaptive management by
thinking and planning strategically for the long-term.

• Theme 7: Implement “climate-ready” policy, legislation, and regulation that contribute
to the attainment of NHA area management objectives.

Figure 3. A framework to help organizations assess their readiness to manage for climate change
(Modified from Gray and Davidson 2000 and Environment Canada 2000).



• Theme 8: Gather knowledge through research, inventory, monitoring, and assessment
to support strategic decisions that reduce the impacts of surprises.

• Theme 9: Communicate and share knowledge through education and extension.
• Theme 10: Operationalize adaptation, including development of new science and infor-

mation technology to enhance delivery of an adaptive approach to management.

Step 2: Engage people
NHA management benefits from the active engagement of people with a range of values and
interests who can work together in trusting relationships based on the principles of sustain-
able living (Sparkes 2004), including adaptive decision-making. If society trusts in the abili-

The George Wright Forum318

Table 1. A sample of questions that natural heritage area (NHA) practitioners can use to assess orga-
nizational readiness to adapt to climate change.
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ty of NHA organizations to engage citizens on an ongoing basis and in the cultural and sci-
entific knowledge used to inform decisions, then the chances of successfully implementing
truly adaptive decision-making are improved. A “climate-ready” constituency is character-
ized by clients who are capable of participating in a variety of planning and management pro-
grams, and who are comfortable with the processes created to monitor and to adjust deci-
sions as required. Participation can range from informal and easily organized information
and feedback sessions to sophisticated co-management agreements.

Step 3: Establish baselines for selected natural assets
To detect and manage for change, an organization must establish a starting point (baseline)
in-time-in-space and describe the status or condition of the NHAs using ecological, cultur-
al, social, and economic indicators (e.g., Stoddard et al. 2006). For example, past and cur-
rent fire frequency and intensity patterns could be used to detect change and re-evaluate fire
management strategies. Or, user demand for access to NHAs could change as a result of
longer summers and extended shoulder seasons. For example, Scott et al. (2005) used the
following climatic thresholds for climate change impact indicators: the number of days with
15 cm of snow as an indicator of Nordic ski conditions and the number of days warmer than
or equal to 23oC as an indicator of recreational swimming opportunities.

Step 4: Assess current vulnerability to climate change
Vulnerability is a statement about the degree to which a natural or social system is suscepti-
ble and unable to cope with the effects of climate change (IPCC 2007a). The metric can be
qualitatively or quantitatively based on “exposure” (e.g., the nature and extent of climate
change), the “sensitivity” (i.e., the degree to which a species or an ecosystem will be affected
by change), and adaptive capacity or the ability to cope with change (Glick et al. 2011). Eco-
logical adaptive capacity can be described with parameters such as behavioral plasticity,
species physiological tolerance levels, and species dispersal capabilities. Human adaptive
capacity can be characterized as the ability of a social organization or an individual to cope
with the change through decision-making and the application of tools and techniques. In the
absence of quantifiable scientific studies, expert opinion can be used to rank exposure and
sensitivity to climate change. For example, sensitivity and adaptive capacity can be evaluat-
ed, ranked (e.g., high, medium, and low), and described graphically to complement the deci-
sion-making process (e.g., Alberta Sustainable Resource Development 2010).

Scott et al. (2005) examined historical patterns of climate change in Canada’s National
Capital Region (in and adjacent to Ottawa). They reported that since the 1940s climate
change had been significant enough for the National Capital Commission to adapt winter
and summer programs to the new realities of a warmer climate (e.g., winters are now 1.5oC
warmer than in the 1940s). For example, the timing of Ottawa’s annual winter festival, “Win-
terlude,” was changed from a consecutive 10-day period to a three-weekend event to increase
the probability of suitable weather during some part of the event. In addition, many attrac-
tions were moved from ice to land locations, refrigerated trucks were provided for the ice
sculpture contest, and organizers collaborated with local museums to provide non-climate-
dependent activities.



Step 5: Develop scenarios to project climate change
Planning and management responses to global warming require an understanding of how
our climate may change. Models project an increase in air temperature, but given the uncer-
tainty of human behavior and associated greenhouse gas (GHG) emission rates and volumes,
we do not know by how much. This is an important issue because it creates uncertainty
about how to plan for the future. For example, if countries elect to increase reliance on fossil
fuels, GHG emissions will increase faster than if the countries collectively elect to reduce
their use of fossil fuels, introduce more renewable energy into the mix, and integrate energy
conservation measures into their economies. Accordingly, climate models and emission sce-
narios based on different types of human behavior are a useful tool to engage people in strate-
gic discussions (e.g., “what if ” questions) and decisions about potential future climates,
associated vulnerabilities, vision-based targets, and adaptive responses (Figure 4). Generally,
experts recommend that organizations use a range of climate models and scenarios of human
behavior to create mental pictures of the potential conditions that may require adaptive
responses.

The George Wright Forum320

Figure 4. Global mean temperature change (oC) associated with examples of SRES scenarios (Spe-
cial Report on Emissions Scenarios by Nakicenovic et al. 2000) describing the impacts of different
types of human behavior through the 21st century. Source: IPCC 2007b, 66.
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Step 6: Assess vulnerability of natural and socio-economic assets to climate change
As in Step 4, the vulnerabilities of selected natural and cultural assets to climate change are
assessed. In this case, however, projections of future climates are used to provide a basis for
thought experiments during which participants ask all sorts of “what if ” questions about
how the condition and status of natural and cultural assets could be affected by different cli-
matic conditions. For example, what will happen to water levels in a park’s wetlands if the
average annual temperature increases by 2oC, evapotranspiration increases by 15%, and
average annual precipitation decreases by 10% by 2090? Exploring the potential future vul-
nerability of ecosystem composition, structure, and function to climate change is an integral
part of the adaptive process. From a natural systems perspective, the future may unfold lin-
early as a continuation of past and ongoing change, such as increasing average annual tem-
peratures, or non-linearly in the form of abrupt change resulting from an extreme weather
event or the breach of an ecological threshold that causes an ecosystem to radically change
or “flip” from one type of system to another (e.g., from a forest underlain with permafrost to
a wetland).

Climate change has important implications for nature-based recreation as well because
visitor use is strongly correlated to climate and the types of activities that are available. Cli-
mate influences the physical resources (e.g., water levels, snow cover, and wildlife species)
that provide the foundation for outdoor recreation (e.g., boating, Nordic skiing, birdwatch-
ing), defines when specific activities can take place (e.g., beach use and swimming), and
influences the level of visitor satisfaction (Jones and Scott 2006a, 2006b). Often, potential
vulnerability is explored by assessing how a changed climate will impact natural and social
indicators. For example, Scott et al. (2005) used indicators to assess change in the thermal
comfort of park visitors and optimal temperatures for Nordic skiing conditions.

Step 7: Identify adaptation options
Given the increase in air temperature that has occurred in the last 100 years, an increase of
another 1oC or more has significant implications for the composition and patterns of natu-
ral and cultural assets in NHAs. Installing or enhancing adaptive capacity to respond to this
change, therefore, will be important to NHA managers. Likely, successful adaptive respons-
es will involve combinations of new and existing adaptation techniques aimed at reducing or
eliminating vulnerability and/or enhancing opportunities that may result from climate
change. For example, NHA networks that include core areas, connecting linkages, and buf-
fers provide a hedge against uncertainty by increasing ecosystem resilience. Moreover, NHA
practitioners who acquire expertise in ecosystem rehabilitation techniques that will be use-
ful as new climates emerge will likely be more successful.

Many techniques are available to identify and to evaluate adaptation options, including:
scenario planning (Peterson et al. 2003), emerging issues analysis, multi-criteria analysis,
and, idea-generating procedures using workshops, focus groups, and policy Delphi surveys
(see Linstone and Turoff 2002 and Donohoe and Needham 2009 for reviews). Each tech-
nique has strengths and weaknesses depending on the required outcome, location, available
resources, and clients involved in the process. For example, the US National Park Service
(NPS) Climate Change Response Program is exploring scenario planning as a tool for park



planning and management in an era of uncertainty (NPS 2010). The objective of scenario
planning is to develop and test decisions under a variety of plausible futures. Since 2008,
NPS has sponsored several training workshops to educate staff and partners on the utility of
climate change scenario planning in support of adaptive management (see Weeks et al.
2011).

In a similar exercise, Lemieux et al. (2008) and Lemieux and Scott (2011) used a three-
round policy Delphi survey to identify and evaluate climate change adaptation options avail-
able to a Canadian NHA agency, Ontario Parks. A policy Delphi is an iterative group-orient-
ed idea-generating procedure used to identify the strongest possible opposing views on the
potential resolutions of a policy issue (de Loë 1995; de Loë and Wojtanowski 2001; Dono-
hoe and Needham 2009). The approach permits a diverse group of experts to interact anon-
ymously on a subject or issue and provides a structured method for assembling ideas and
recommendations. By design, participants are provided the freedom to present and chal-
lenge alternative viewpoints and to think reflectively and independently between iterations.
On the other hand, the electronic version of the approach requires access to computers and
the Internet, some computer expertise, and a commitment by respondents to spend a few
hours of time responding to the questions.

In Round 1, questionnaires were electronically sent to experts to identify adaptation
options in response to questions, while Rounds 2 and 3 (see Step 8, below) were used to
evaluate the institutional feasibility of options. Lemieux et al. (2010, 2011) and Lemieux and
Scott (2011) prepared a portfolio of adaptation options in response to a suite of seven ques-
tions about the role of NHAs in adapting to the impacts of climate change (Table 2).

To effectively respond to the challenges of climate change, NHA managers will assem-
ble and assess adaptation options from a variety of sources, including literature reviews, on-
site user surveys, scenario planning, workshop proceedings, and policy Delphi surveys. Cur-
rently, a number of portfolios with adaptation options are available to NHA practitioners
(e.g., Scott and Lemieux 2005; Welch 2005; Julius and West 2008; Heller and Zavaleta
2008; Lemieux et al. 2011; Baron et al. 2009; West et al. 2009; Lemieux and Scott 2011;
Mawdsley 2011) that can be used in support of new or ongoing adaptive management pro-
grams.

Step 8: Evaluate and select adaptation options
Adaptation options can range from broad strategies such as a commitment to an ecosystem
approach to management at the landscape level of planning to site specific strategies that
include engineering solutions for specific features or functions such as wetland rehabilitation
or stormwater management. It is anticipated that adaptation options will collectively reduce
threats across the spectrum of large to small ecosystems in and outside of NHAs by enhanc-
ing ecosystem resilience and the adaptive capacity of human decision-making processes, and
providing new adaptive techniques. More often than not, the list of potential adaptation
options will be larger than it should be, and some streamlining (and associated trade-offs)
will be required to meet the specific realities faced by NHA practitioners. There are many
techniques available to help NHA practitioners isolate the most important and relevant
adaptation options, including expert judgement, cost–benefit analyses, and cost-effectiveness
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Table 2. Examples of climate change issues in Canadian natural heritage areas (NHAs) and select-
ed adaptive responses (modified from Lemieux et al. 2010, 2011).



analyses (Lim and Spanger-Siegfried 2005). Selection criteria can include priority (e.g.,
along a continuum of very important to little importance), affordability, ease of implementa-
tion, and/or certainty of the adaptation option (e.g., highly certain to highly uncertain vul-
nerability) (e.g., Lemieux et al. 2008; Lemieux and Scott 2011).

Step 9: Implement adaptation options
Mainstreaming climate change into decision-making can be accomplished by ensuring an
organization’s commitment to address the issue is acknowledged and applied in strategic,
management, and operational plans. For example, NPS, Parks Canada, and Ontario Parks
staff have integrated climate change extension and education programs into park interpreta-
tive programs (see Lemieux et al. 2010; Bruff 2011), greened fleets and infrastructure, and
in some cases embraced the “greater ecosystem approach” to management, which is partic-
ularly useful for establishing and maintaining “blueway” and “greenway” corridors across
large landscapes and waterscapes.

In addition, an organization can create an implementation plan to guide practitioners in
their efforts to systematically address questions related to mandate, internal/external support
and responsibilities, access to financial and human resources, communications require-
ments, and ongoing participation (see ICLEI 2010; NPS 2010). Some of the questions cre-
ated and answered in Step 1 will inform the climate change implementation plan as well.

Step 10: Monitor for change and adapt as needed
The climate change issue is confounded by significant uncertainty resulting from the type,
timing, rate, and magnitude of ecological and social impacts (White 2004; Yohe et al. 2004),
particularly when impacts are abrupt and non-linear (Lew 2010). NHA organizations
improve their chances of successfully planning and managing their way forward if they sup-
port robust long-term, ongoing monitoring programs (and learn from case studies) that help
staff to detect change and assess the success of decisions and related actions to respond to
climate change impacts. Such analysis will, for example, help practitioners determine if an
adaptive action has reduced or eliminated the vulnerability of an important natural or social
asset to climate change. If the adaptation action is not working then managers are in a ration-
al position to adjust the management regime.

Conclusion
Adaptive management is the convergence of a commitment to “learn while doing” (Lee
1999) leading to the maintenance of the long-term health of ecosystems in and adjacent to
NHAs. While many current NHA management practices contribute to ecosystem resilience,
decisions to protect existing NHAs and create new ones in a rapidly changing climate will
also require adaptive and innovative approaches that draw upon evolving science; new infor-
mation technologies, management tools and techniques; as well as an ongoing commitment
by practitioners and their clients.
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