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Our line of thought is anchored 
in Robert Moor’s (2016) On Trails: 
An Exploration, and his description of 
how trails can metamorphose from 
corridors connecting people to places 
into conduits for rapid communication 
in a way that transforms landscapes 
into techscapes. To the extent this 
phenomenon is happening along the 
PCT, we ask readers to consider the 
costs and benefits of such a transfor-
mation and whether anything can or 
should be done about it.
PCT Overview
Pacific Crest Trail hikers come in all 
shapes and sizes, ages, races, genders, 
ethnicities, and nationalities. 
They also hike the PCT for many 
reasons, as is the case with other 
“thru-hiking” experiences and “great 

walks” such as the Appalachian Trail 
(Bryson 1998). For some, the PCT 
hike is a passage – from teenage years 
to adulthood, from college to work, 
from an old job to a new job, from 
work to retirement, or from one 
relationship to another (Muesser 
1998). For them, hiking the PCT 
affords time for introspection and 
self-reflection – as many as five 
months of soul-searching in the 
middle of an otherwise ordinary 
existence. For others, a hike along 
the PCT is an opportunity for 
personal growth (Goldenberg and 
Soule 2014) and self-expression 
(Kyle, Graefe, Manning, and Bacon 
2003), for proving oneself (Hill, 
Goldenberg, and Freidt 2009; Hill, 
Goldenberg, Gómez, Fellows, Freidt, 

and Hill 2010), and for assuming 
a positive new identity reflected in 
adopted trail names such as “Hero,” 
“Commodore,” and “Gottawalk.” 

Such diversity makes general-
izations difficult, but it is fair to say 
that PCT hikers share two primary 
characteristics: they are mainly in 
their 20s and 30s (Hill, Gomez, 
Goldenberg, Freidt, Fellows, & Hill 
2014), and they come from urban 
settings throughout the United States 
and abroad. In other words, they are 
young city dwellers who live their 
everyday lives somewhat distanced 
from nature. Demographically, they 
also represent the future. Indeed, 
one of the most encouraging aspects 
of increasing numbers of young 
people hiking the PCT is that they 

Figure 1 – Hiking the Pacific Crest Trail. Photo courtesy of Scott Schumann
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have an opportunity to connect with 
their fundamental ground of being. 
Getting back to nature, it would 
seem, is a really good thing for them 
to be doing.

At the same time, these young 
urbanites are, in part, products of 
their social and cultural habitats, all 
of which have defined, constrained, 
and/or exacerbated tendencies toward 
a sense of technological dependency. 
We believe these connections to 
technology, which have spawned 
multiple benefits for individuals 
and society, may also interfere with 
their ability to connect with their 
biological moorings. According to 
a recent Pew Center study (Lenhart 
2015), most children in the United 
States receive their first wireless 
device by the age of 12. Ninety-two 
percent (92%) of teens between the 
ages of 13 and 17 report being online 
every day, and 24 percent are online 
“almost constantly.” By the time they 
reach adulthood, today’s teenagers 
are a “wired” generation and their 
predilection for immediate connec-
tivity permeates all aspects of their 
lives, including hiking the PCT. 

The vast majority of PCT hikers 
encountered by the first author in the 
spring and summer of 2016 carried 
smartphones equipped with Half 
Mile and Gut Hook apps. (Note: 
Half Mile and Gut Hook apps use 
Global Positioning Systems that 
do not require cell phone service. 
Essentially, for many PCT hikers, 
the apps replace the need for a map 
and compass.) Through countless 
observations and conversations, it 
became apparent that these apps 
made it possible for hikers to know 
exactly where they were on the trail 
(to the third decimal point), where 
the next reliable water source could be 
found, and where the next campsites 
were located. The apps also identified 

other points of interest along the 
way, including gates, roads, and 
prominent landscape features, as well 
as relaying information about trail 
closures due to fire (there were three 
such fire-related closures in southern 
California in the early spring/
summer of 2016), habitat protection 
(there was one such closure in the 
San Gabriel Mountains north of 
Los Angeles to protect the habitat 
of the mountain yellow-legged frog, 
an endangered species), and other 
obstacles awaiting them farther 
down the trail (there was yet another 
10-mile (16 km) road detour in the 
San Gabriel Mountains to avoid an 
overgrowth of poodle-dog bush that 
causes severe allergic reactions similar 
to poison oak and poison ivy). The 
apps were also useful for redirecting 
hikers who wandered off the trail 
back onto the trail. Finally, wherever 
cell phone service was available along 
the PCT, hikers texted and emailed 
one another to keep abreast of any 
issues looming up ahead. Essentially, 
the precision of apps was replacing 
the imprecision of guidebooks that 
hikers relied on in the past. 

While it is easy to appreciate 
the value of smartphones for safety 
reasons and for the immediacy of 
answers to most any trail-related 
questions (e.g., identifying an 
unknown wildflower), there is 
something disconcerting about 
relying almost exclusively on sophis-
ticated electronic technology to 
navigate the PCT. Such technology 
appears to be antithetical to what 
trail experiences were designed to 
be about (Cole 2001; Moore 2008). 
It seems that self-reliance is being 
replaced by technological reliance, 
which in turn is leading to psycho-
logical distancing from the hike 
itself. Why should this matter?

Landscape to Techscape
In On Trails: An Exploration, Moor 
(2016) examines the history of trails 
for humans and animals alike. He 
reasons that while trails come into 
being as a way to connect living 
creatures with places they wish to go, 
to get them from point A to point 
B, trails can evolve other kinds of 
uses. “Since the rise of electrical 
engineering in the nineteenth 
century,” Moor contends, “a second 
sense of the word [trail] has gained 
widespread use. When two things 
remain distant, to connect them 
means to create a conduit through 
which matter or information can 
flow” (Moor 2016, p. 252). “A trace, 
when followed, becomes a trail,” 
Moor continues. “Likewise a trail, 
when transformed by technology, 
becomes a road, a highway, a 
flight path; a copper cable, a radio 
wave, a digital network. With each 
innovation we’re able to get where we 
want to go faster and more directly 
– yet each new gain comes with a 
feeling of loss” (Moor 2016, p. 254). 

That feeling of loss characterized 
the first author’s 2016 hike along 
the PCT. Based on his conversations 
with, and observations of, other 
backpackers, it became apparent 
they were less focused than he was 
on the immediacy of things, the 
landscape itself, as their technology 
allowed them to distance themselves 
psychologically from the sublime, the 
transcendent, and perhaps even the 
metaphysical, as their smartphones 
took care of the majority of tasks at 
hand. Their smartphone technology 
made it easier for them to pass 
through wilderness without having to 
experience wilderness. Indeed, based 
on the first author’s conversations 
with many of the PCT thru-hikers, 
they didn’t seem to know much 
about, or even care much about, 
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getting to know the environment 
they were walking through. Again, as 
Moor observes: 

From trains to automobiles to 
airplanes, each time the speed of 
connection quickens, travelers have 
expressed a sense of growing alienation 
from the land blurring past our 
windows. In the same vein, many 
people currently worry that digital 
technology is making us less connected to 
the people and things in our immediate 
environment. It is easy to dismiss these 
responses as overreactions, the curmud-
geonly groans of the progress-averse. Yet 
in all these cases, a faster connection 
palpably diminishes our ability to 
experience the richness of the physical 
world. (2016, p. 255)

While the first author was lost in 
the sights and sounds of the present 
moment, other hikers were less so. 
His fascination with trail conditions, 
hummingbirds darting here and 
there, and the occasional rattlesnake 
crossing his path was countered by 
their fascination with the latest music 
channeled from their smartphones 
to their earbuds. They also were 
preoccupied with what lay farther 
down the trail – water caches, trail 
magic (refreshments left by Good 
Samaritans), campsites, resupply 
stations, and other “oases” conducive 
to socializing – and they consulted 
their smartphones frequently for the 
latest updates on what was in store 
for them up ahead.

Fostering warm relationships 
with others seemed especially 
important to the younger hikers 
(Goldenberg and Soule 2014; 
Goldenberg, Hill, and Freidt 2008), 
and they took every opportunity 
to linger at river crossings, hot 
springs, small towns, and trail angel 
rest stops (private homeowners 

welcoming thru-hikers to camp on 
their property) to savor “downtime” 
with like-minded others. For them, 
hiking the PCT was a social as much 
as a solitary experience. Indeed, 
they appeared to be experiencing 
the PCT as a network of “nodes 
and connectors” rather than as a 
continuum of landscapes. As Moor 
infers, “The importance of place 
and context – those two words 
whose meanings twine in the word 
environment – necessarily wanes as 
we transition to a world of nodes 
and connectors. The fact that trails 

enable just this kind of reduction in 
complexity has always been one of 
their chief appeals. But the faster we 
travel, the more intensely we feel our 
lack of relationship with the land we 
traverse” (Moor 2016, p. 255).

The irony, of course, is that 
trails like the PCT were designed 
specifically to connect people to 
the land (National Park Service 
2009). Meanwhile, technological 
innovations such as smartphones 
“pile up, one atop the other, each 
forming the foundation for the next, 
until an entirely new landscape, a 
techscape, emerges – like a city built 
on the ruins of past empires” (Moor 
2016, p. 260). 

What Does the Future Hold?
What, if anything, should we make 
of this? Is the lesson simply that life is 
characterized by change, and that we 
must adapt and adjust accordingly? 
Or is the lesson that wilderness’s 
meaning is socially constructed 
(Cronon 1995), and that a socially 
oriented and technologically 
grounded wilderness experience 
is as authentic today as any other 
kind of wilderness experience was 
in the past? Is there really an issue 
here, or is it the case that what the 
first author witnessed was merely 
a younger generation replacing an 
older generation? Is backpacking on 
the PCT simply a matter of style, 
or is there something else going on 
worth stewing over? And if so, what, 
if anything, should be done about it?

Answers to these questions 
may well depend on where one is 
coming from philosophically. As 
Moor observes, “Wilderness [and 
wilderness trails] look different in 
the neon light of technology. In the 
traditional framework of wilderness 
preservation, a techscape is merely 
a despoiled wilderness landscape. 
But when viewed through the lens 
of technology, the wilderness can be 
seen as nothing more than an ultra-
minimalist techscape designed to 
provide an escape from other, more 
baroque techscapes” (p. 261). 

From this perspective, the 
appropriateness of advancing 
electronic technology on the PCT 
is really not an issue. After all, 
improvements in other kinds of 
backpacking equipment reflect 
advancing technology as well. From 
boots to tents to sleeping bags and 
pads to cooking utensils to stoves 
to food preparation, they all can be 
seen as manifestations of continual 
technological refinement. Gear is 
constantly being made lighter and 

“An answer may rest in 
the fact that, unlike other 
backpacking equipment, 
smartphones do not bring 

hikers closer to nature. 
On the contrary, they 

make it easier for hikers 
to distance themselves 

from nature even as they 
are immersed in it.”
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more efficient. Smartphones with 
solar-powered recharging panels have 
merely replaced maps and compasses 
as part of a backpacker’s standard 
equipment. Why should they be 
thought of any differently than other 
technological advances?

An answer may rest in the fact 
that, unlike other backpacking 
equipment, smartphones do not 
bring hikers closer to nature. On 
the contrary, they make it easier for 
hikers to distance themselves from 
nature even as they are immersed 
in it. As Joseph Sax implored in 
Mountains Without Handrails 
(1980), anything that gets in the way 
of, or buffers us from, experiencing 
nature firsthand should be avoided; 
those aspects that complement nature 
without overshadowing it are to be 
supported, because they refine the 
focus on the surrounding landscape. 
From this perspective, smartphones 
are part of that “baroque techscape” 
from which trails are intended to be 
an escape. Indeed, smartphones on 
the PCT may well be contributing 
to the gradual metamorphosis of an 
“ultra-minimalist techscape” into the 
“baroque techscape” hikers believe 
they are walking away from.

Conclusion
It would be easy to conclude that 
what is happening along the PCT 
simply reflects change; an old 
generation of hikers being replaced 
by a new generation of hikers, and an 
old generation of technology being 
replaced by a new generation of 
technology. Baby boomers are being 
replaced by millennials, and maps 
and compasses are being replaced 
by smartphones with solar-powered 
rechargers adorning backpackers’ 
backs. 

It is one thing to lament change. 
It is quite another to propose 

something be done to prevent it. 
Yet that proposal is what we leave 
the reader. In a world that is now 
often urbanized, and in cultures 
increasingly detached from the 
land that sustains them, anything 
that brings us closer to the land, 
anything that brings us closer to the 
ground of our being, is desirable. 
Conversely, anything that detracts us 
from our connection to the land is 
undesirable. We believe smartphones 
are a detraction. 

We recognize that smartphones 
are only one aspect of the information 
network and age of connectivity we 
now live in. However, smartphones 
symbolize the immediate access of 
that information and 24/7 connec-
tivity of the digital age. Turkle 
(2015), in Reclaiming Conversation, 
reported that “average American 
adults check their phones every six 
and a half minutes.” This information 
overload and constant connectivity is 
changing how we interact with one 
another and how we interact with 
nature.

Because much of the PCT passes 
through designated wilderness, 
the Wilderness Act (1964) is 
instructive. In Section 2(a) of the 
act, reference is made to “increasing 
population, accompanied by 
expanding settlement and growing 
mechanization” as a reason for a 
system of wilderness. Furthermore, 
Section 2(c) addresses wilderness 
as having “outstanding opportu-
nities for solitude or a primitive 
and unconfined type of recreation.” 
Finally, Section 4(b) states that 
“each agency administering any 
area designated as wilderness shall 
be responsible for preserving the 
wilderness character of the area.” 
Our smartphone technologies are 
part of the “growing mechanization” 
referred to in 2(a); they compromise 

“opportunities for solitude or a 
primitive and unconfined type of 
recreation” referred to in 2(c); and 
they most certainly diminish the full 
presence necessary to appreciate the 
“wilderness character of the area” as 
mentioned in 4(b).

We think smartphones are 
antithetical to a wilderness experience. 
They distance us from experiencing 
our relationship to, and dependence 
on, nature by diverting our senses from 
what is going on around us and fully 
appreciating the “solitude” and the 
“wilderness character” of the landscape 
we are walking through. Smartphones 
subtly transform our proximal nature 
into a distal nature. They allow us to 
think we know what we are doing 
when, in fact, they do the knowing for 
us, a sort of “growing mechanization” 
that many are now depending on. 
They tell us where we are, where our 
water will be, and where we should 
camp at day’s end. Smartphones make 
these decisions for us, and we happily 
allow them to do so without realizing 
we are sacrificing our agency and our 
responsibility for making our own 
way down the trail. The experience 
is no longer one of “primitive and 
unconfined recreation.” For these 
reasons, we believe smartphones 
should be discouraged along the Pacific 
Crest Trail and along other trails like it 
throughout the world.

At the minimum, land managing 
agencies responsible for hiking 
experiences such as those found on the 
PCT should initiate a plan of outreach 
and education. In the PCT’s case, this 
will mean coordinating among many 
different federal and state agencies. 
It will require providing information 
on websites (such as that of the 
Pacific Crest Trail Association) that 
emphasizes the downside of depending 
on smartphones and how their use 
compromises a wilderness experience. 
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Efforts should also be made to work 
with planners, bloggers, outdoor 
recreation information outlets, and 
others to frame the PCT experience 
as one reflecting values of solitude, 
primitive recreation, and self-reliance. 

In the end, hikers are independent 
thinkers and they will make their own 
decisions. But if the benefits of leaving 
technology behind are made clear, 
then hikers may be inclined to make 
better educated and more thoughtful 
decisions consistent with the intent of 
the Wilderness Act. The advantage of 
leaving technology behind is revealed 
in an undiminished encounter with 
nature and a kaleidoscope of wonders 
that can be experienced when we are 
finely tuned to the present moment 
and all that is going on around us. 
Toward the conclusion of The Hour of 
Land, Terry Tempest Williams (2016) 
reasons that it is “time to reimagine 
our public lands as sanctuaries, refuges, 
and sacred lands. Time to rethink what 
is acceptable and what is not” (p. 364). 
We wholeheartedly agree.
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 INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Mapping the Inner Experience  
of Wilderness
An Organizing Framework

BY PETER ASHLEY

Wilderness can be a place for human transfor-
mation, with the wilderness experience 
increasingly recognized as being restorative 

and a positive contributor to psychological well-being 
(Talbot and Kaplan 1986; Kaplan and Kaplan 1989; 
Scherl 1989; Harper 1995; Mace et al. 2004; Garg et al. 
2010; Hinds 2011; Ewert et al. 2011; DPIPWE 2014; 
European Wilderness Society 2014). 

Restorative benefits from the wilderness experience 
include tranquility and inner peace (Kaplan and Kaplan 
1989; Cumes 1998); calmness, relaxation, refreshment, 
revitalization (White et al. 2013), and mental and physical 
renewal (Talbot and Kaplan 1986); changes in perception, 
enjoyment, fascination, and sensory awareness (Kaplan and 
Talbot 1983); a sense of wholeness (Kaplan and Kaplan 
1989); self-discovery, confidence, and well-being (Hinds 
2011); self-insight and expansion of the “self” (Kaplan 
and Talbot 1983; Greenway 1995); and personal and 
interpersonal (social) development (Hine et al. 2011). 

While past research confirming the restorative and 
psychological benefits attributable to wilderness experiences 
is persuasive, little work has been done on plotting the 
mechanisms responsible. A coherent and integrated approach 
is needed to advance the field. Identification of possible factors 
would increase our knowledge of the restorative value of 
wilderness and contributes to what Watson (2004) described 
as a new era of public land stewardship – stewarding the 
relationship between people and wilderness. Understanding 
those relationships and their influences allows managers to 
manage for their protection. In this article, a multidimen-
sional conceptual framework is proposed – the wilderness 
experience pathway schema (WEPS) (Figure 1) – potentially 
causal to explaining the “psychological wilderness response.”

The Wilderness Experience 
Pathway Schema (WEPS)
While models have been developed 
to explain the relationship between 
natural areas such as wilderness and 
health, restorative, transformational, 
and spiritual benefits (see for example, 
Ulrich 1983; Fox 1999; Heintzman 
2009a, 2011; Fredrickson and 
Anderson 1999; Ewert et al. 2011; Scannell and Gifford 
2010), no one model fully encapsulates the complex nature of 
the human-environment relationship nor fully illustrates the 
linkages between the parts and the whole within a wilderness 
context. A more inclusive and integrated model is called for, 
such as that offered by the WEPS. 

The multidimensional framework proposed here 
structures possible causal mechanisms for the wilderness 
psychological response and consequent restorative and 
associated benefits via a five-phase sequence of events (Figure 
1). However, some qualifying comments may be useful here 
before proceeding. Spiritual values and benefits, sometimes 
considered analogous to psychological values and benefits 
(e.g., Kaplan and Talbot 1983; Bennett 1994; Johnson 2002; 
Ewert et al. 2011; European Wilderness Society 2014), are 
not dismissed, but the focus of the WEPS is on psycholog-
ically restorative outcomes in the wilderness setting. Likewise, 
conceptual aspects of other fields of research such as leisure 
studies and outdoor and recreation experience may be present, 
but they are beyond the scope of this article. Consequently, 
there may be some cross-pollination between fields in the 
schema. This is almost impossible to avoid (as is the case 
in most models) when overlapping concepts and potential 
variables are squeezed into a diagrammatic representation of 

Peter Ashley
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the human: environment relationship 
with all its complexities. 

Returning to the five phases 
(Figure 1), the first phase involves 
people’s entry into wilderness: What 
cognitions, expectations, and predis-
positions do we bring with us when 
we arrive? The second phase covers 
the encounter with the wilderness 
setting: How are the wilderness 
characteristics perceived? These two 
phases, collectively, give rise to the 
third phase, arousal of the senses: 
What is stimulated and what are 
the triggers? Acting in concert, the 
preceding three phases produce the 
fourth phase: What is evoked? The 
fifth and final phase represents the 
products of the wilderness experience: 

What outcomes and benefits may be 
expected and when? 

Entry Phase
In the beginning, we come to 
wilderness. While we may leave 
behind our routines and the stresses 
associated with contemporary living 
(Brady 2006) and cultural overstimu-
lation (Greenway 1996), we are far 
from inert. What we bring – our states 
and traits, fears and phobias, predis-
positions, values, value orientations, 
attitudes, and motivations for being 
there – may well influence how we 
perceive wilderness and what we expect 
or want from the trip. 

Thus the characteristics of our 
persona upon arrival “set the scene” 

emotionally and cognitively, even 
behaviorally, and may determine the 
form, strength, and duration of any 
subsequent restorative outcomes by 
either encouraging or inhibiting them. 
What we bring to the wilderness 
(above) as psychometric variables can 
be overlooked in wilderness studies 
tending toward recreation and experi-
ential preferences related to setting 
characteristics, but need to be taken 
into account in order to provide a more 
grounded explanatory framework for 
the psychological response. This is an 
important foundational differentiation 
of the WEPS approach. 

Encounter Phase
We now transition into, or encounter, 
wilderness, this second phase covering 
the biophysical environment – the 
natural setting characteristics including 
the weather. General wilderness 
conditions thought likely to foster 
the psycho-spiritual response include 
conditions of sound and quiet deemed 
essential to maintain the solitude 
and primitive character of wilderness 
(Briggs et al. 2011) and naturalness 
(Dawson and Hendee 2009; Ryan 
et al. 2010). Specific natural setting 
characteristics or interactions with 
them believed to trigger psycho-
spiritual experiences in wilderness 
include physical challenge, wildlife, 
water bodies, geology, vegetation, high 
places, open and expansive or closed-in 
and protected natural areas, and 
environmental quality and integrity or 
naturalness (Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999; McDonald et al. 1989). 

A fundamental issue is the 
uncertainties and even fears relative to 
the weather (Kaplan and Talbot 1983) 
potentially playing a significant role 
in wilderness areas by being an ally or 
antagonist mediating one’s experience 
depending on circumstances (Ashley 
2009). Although wilderness weather 

PAST

PRESENT

FUTURE

1. �We enter the wilderness bringing with us our life 
experiences, beliefs, values, attitudes, behaviors, and 
predispositions. Some may call this “baggage.”

AND...

2. �Encounter the wilderness, including: 
•	 the physical (landforms, topography, extent, biophysical, 

ecological, vegetation)
•	 the elemental (clean air, changes in weather)
•	 change from usual living parameters, being away, 

challenges

THIS AROUSES...

3. �The senses, which are heightened – physical (visual - 
aesthetic beauty and fascination, auditory - quietness, 
olfactory, tactile, gustatory).

THESE ANTECEDENTS COMBINING TO … 

4. �Evoke, at the time, various physical, affective, emotional 
and cognitive responses – place attachment, compat-
ibility, coherence, an opening (mental, transcendental).

LEADING TO...

5. �The creation at the time and also in the future, of 
benefits on the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
planes of existence. Restoration. Growth. Attitude and 
behavioral changes.

Figure 1 – The wilderness experience pathway schema (WEPS). Possible feedback loops have been 
omitted to preserve clarity. (Source: Adapted from Ashley 2009.)
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has been recognized as a contributing 
factor to a spiritual experience, for 
example (Stringer and McAvoy 1992), 
this contribution is more likely to 
apply if the weather is kind, I think. 
But wild country does have an “aura 
of danger,” enough to approach it with 
“humble caution” Graber (1976, p. 12). 
Wilderness may not always be a carpet 
of flowers, it confronts us with “gray 
rainy days, animal-fouled water, perilous 
forests, and deathly dangers” requiring 
attention to all that surrounds us 
(Harper 1995, p. 187) – such confron-
tations and challenges being offered up 
spontaneously and sometimes in great 
number (Cumes 1998). Thus traveling 
in wilderness areas, particularly if 
backpacking on foot, carries a risk that 
one may be presented with significant 
mental and physical challenges 
(McDonald et al. 2009; Kaplan and 
Kaplan 1989), including “moments 
of serious emotional stress” (Harper 
1995, p. 193). It is not to be forgotten 
that well-known Tasmanian wilderness 
photographer Peter Dombrovskis (see 
front cover photograph IJW, April 2006; 
Mittermeier 2005) died in the rugged 
Tasmanian southwest wilderness alone, 
as did his mentor Olegas Truchanas, in 
separate incidents. 

Senses Phase
This third WEPS phase involves the 
role of the five senses in the wilderness 
experience. Kaplan and Talbot 
(1983, p. 177) for example, reported 
that participants in the Outdoor 
Challenge program became more 
aware of their surroundings after a 
few days, noticing clouds, birds, and 
animals and the “smells, sights and 
sounds” of the landscape. Greenway 
(1996, p. 26) has also confirmed that 
in wilderness, “ears, eyes, nose, and 
skin open in wonder, wider and wider, 
colors, smells, and shapes becoming 
more vivid”. Experienced through 

sensation, the effect of the wilderness 
landscape is aptly described by 
Johnson (2002, p. 30):

We enter wilderness with all 
our senses and all our being: 
feeling the rain or breeze; 
smelling its pine and sage; 
hearing the water, the crack 
of lightning; seeing the world 
anew with each shift of light or 
perspective; not least, we know 
in our elemental core how our 
journey has entwined us – our 
comfort and our fate – with 
this landscape. 

To experience the full restorative 
potential of wilderness, Cumes (1998, 
p. 93) has suggested that we need 
to become one with the wilderness 
encounter, to “feel, touch, smell, and 
taste as well as see and hear it,” this 
letting the wilderness in via enlivening 
the senses being a subtly powerful 
and underrated perceptual experience 
(Harper 1995). 

The multifaceted beauty of 
wilderness areas (Cumes 1998) offers 
opportunities for aesthetic pleasure 
(Fox 1999). Aesthetic natural settings 
are not only pleasing to the eye but 
also foster mental-fatigue recovery and 
effective human functioning (Kaplan 
and Kaplan 1989). The aesthetic 
response is triggered by landscapes 
with moderate to high complexity, 
structural properties displaying 
patterns and a focal point, moderate to 
high level of visual depth or openness, 
homogenous and mobility-attracting 
surfaces, water features, and those that 
appear to be unthreatening (Ulrich 
1983). More specifically, the study of 
McDonald et al. (2009) found that 
the aesthetic quality of the wilderness 
landscape was the most important 
of seven themes in triggering peak 
experiences for participants, notably 

sunlight, late afternoon sunsets, forests, 
mountains, wildlife, and valleys. These 
visual cues, along with watching 
clouds and the movement of leaves 
in the wind and other sensory stimuli 
such as sounds and smells (Cumes 
1998), may account for restorative and 
transcendent experiences in natural 
settings (Williams and Harvey 2001).

Evocation Phase
This fourth phase accounts for the 
physical, affective, and cognitive 
reactions to the previous two 
trigger phases. 

After spending some time in 
wilderness, a feeling may arise, a sense 
that we are not strangers or outsiders 
but instead belong there, a feeling 
that we are “at home” (Harper 1995, 
p. 187), Greenway (1996, p. 27) 
confirming that such an articulation by 
his study participants was an indication 
they were transitioning or “crossing 
into wilderness psychologically as well 
as physically.” Our perception of time 
and space may also radically shift, 
people reporting a sense of timelessness 
as they become more attuned to natural 
rhythms, creating an opening for 
new experiences through “the natural 
dynamics of wilderness” (Greenway 
1995, p. 130). In their study, Williams 
and Harvey (2001) found that a sense 
of timelessness was one of the charac-
teristics of a transcendent experience in 
forests, for example. Dreams may also 
change. A Greenway (1995) finding 
was that after three or four days in 
wilderness, 82% of respondents 
reported that the content of their 
dreams changed from urban or busy 
scenarios at the beginning of the trip to 
those about wilderness or their group. 

With feelings of connection and 
oneness being recognized as part 
of a wilderness spiritual experience 
(Fox 1999; Stringer and McAvoy 
1992), McDonald et al. (2009) also 
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found that feelings of connection or 
belonging to wilderness, of being at 
one with wilderness, helped trigger 
peak experiences. But it can be about 
connection with other people too, 
through the sharing of leisure pursuits 
(Heintzman 2009b). Where there 
is a good fi t between an individual 
and whatever (recreational) pursuits 
are being undertaken in wilderness – 
whether high-risk adventure such as 
climbing (Figure 2) or more sedate 
pursuits such as photography – and if 
one feels at ease doing them, this “state 
of mind” becomes an important aspect 
of refl ection (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989, 
p. 200). 

Benefi ts Phase
Th e simple act of going into 
wilderness “can have profound healing 
consequences” (Cumes 1998, p. 34), 
wilderness being a physically and 
mentally diff erent place away from 
the usual pressures and concerns of 
everyday existence (Schmidt and 
Little 2007; McDonald et al. 2009). 
Th is awayness can contribute to 
spiritual experiences in wilderness 
(Heintzman 2009b), and along with 
aesthetics (senses phase), was found by 

McDonald et al. (2009) to be the most 
infl uential of seven themes in triggering 
peak or transcendent experiences in 
wilderness. Th e Tasmanian Parks and 
Wildlife Service (1999, p. 25) confi rms 
that the (Tasmanian) wilderness 
experience can be “therapeutic and 
character–building,” with the results 
of a Canadian wilderness river rafting 
study supporting the psychologically 
restorative potential of wilderness 
(Garg et al. 2010).

Following analysis of the trip 
journals of participants in the Outdoor 
Challenge program, Kaplan and Talbot 
(1983, p. 192) found a progression of 
responses to wilderness or “temporal 
landmarks,” indicating that benefi cial 
eff ects tend to accumulate over 
the duration of a wilderness trip 
of around seven days. Based on 
fascination, coherence, and compat-
ibility as primary factors, participants 
felt invigorated and refreshed, more 
self-confi dent and tranquil, better 
able to contemplate their future goals 
and priorities, had experiences of awe 
and wonder leading to “thoughts 
about spiritual meanings and eternal 
processes” (Kaplan and Talbot 1983, 
p. 178), and took “a more proactive 
stance toward the environment at least 
personally” (p. 195). Similarly, where 
events in wilderness may be adjudged 
as spiritually inspirational and thus 
temporally immediate, subsequent 

benefi ts off -site could lead to “a more 
psychologically-balanced state of being 
and environmentally-sound way of 
being in the world” (Fredrickson and 
Anderson 1999, p. 23).

Signifi cantly, the testing nature of 
the wilderness landscape (encounter 
phase) can off er infi nite rewards, as 
facing and overcoming the physical 
and mental challenges it often presents 
can stimulate or trigger positive and 
profound feelings contributing to 
spiritual experiences (Stringer and 
McAvoy 1992) and otherwise improving 
one’s psychological well-being (Kaplan 
1995; Fredrickson and Anderson 1999; 
Williams and Harvey 2001; Ulrich 
et al. 1991; Schmidt and Little 2007; 
Kirchhoff  and Vicenzotti 2014; Cumes 
1998; Hine et al. 2011; McDonald et 
al. 2009).

framework testing
Th e WEPS assumes that there may be 
some overlap in the fi ve phases, but 
they may also be separate. Furthermore, 
progress “through” the phases may not 
necessarily be unidirectional, although 
the fi rst phase (wilderness entry states 
and traits) is expected to have universal 
applicability and be the fi rst order phase 
regardless. It is also possible that some 
people may not necessarily experience 
each of the four remaining phases, while 
others may experience them all and 
simultaneously (Ashley 2009), or in a 
diff erent order, with pathways being 
less a reductionist linear progression 
and more cyclic in practice due to the 
complexity (Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999; Heintzman 2009a) and 
multidimensionality of the wilderness 
experience. It is also acknowledged that 
diff erent types of wildernesses, setting 
characteristics, activities, and such 
like may also infl uence experiences. 
Consequently, the WEPS as proposed 
will need to be validated. 

“While past research 
confi rming the restorative 

and psychological 
benefi ts attributable to 

wilderness experiences 
is persuasive, little 

work has been done on 
plotting the mechanisms 

responsible.”

figure 2 – A happy soul – compatibility 
exemplifi ed. the author’s son climbing in the 
Andes. Photo by James Ashley. 
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Implications for Wilderness 
Management
The WEPS has the potential to 
inform wilderness management 
processes. However, we cannot 
foster people’s immanent experiences 
of wilderness directly – that is in 
their hands – but we can foster 
the conditions conducive to those 
experiences, or at least thought likely 
to do so, by creating opportunities for 
experiences such as for solitude (Cole 
2011). It might also be more about 
the choices that visitors make when in 
wilderness than management actions 
together with the knowledge and 
understanding managers have of the 
possibility of or potential for psycho-
spiritual outcomes (Heintzman 
2011). The WEPS may help increase 
such knowledge and understanding. 

Practically, managers need to 
know “what they are managing for” 
(Cole 2011, p. 69). By focusing on 
the encounter, sensory awareness, 
and evocations phases in this 
section, the WEPS could provide 
this direction, although it really gets 
down to what managers can control 
or not (Cole 2004). 

In the encounter phase, then, 
wilderness conditions thought likely 
to foster psycho-spiritual experiences 
include the relative absence of 
development (Heintzman 2011) and 
naturalness (Dawson and Hendee 2009; 
Ryan et al. 2010). This is achievable by 
reducing management infrastructure 
such as roads (Ashley 2009) and 
maintaining and restoring ecosystems, 
for example. Tracks could be routed to 
take advantage of particular landscape 
features such as wildlife, water bodies, 
geology, vegetation, and high places 
(Fredrickson and Anderson 1999; 
McDonald et al. 1989). And with Cole 
(2004) counting the social setting as a 
setting attribute, managers can control 
the extent, amount, and type of use – 

although visitor behavior less so, this 
social aspect having the potential to 
influence the restorative potential of 
wilderness in one way or another. 

As to sensory aspects, conditions 
subject to management actions include 
sound and quiet deemed essential to 
maintain the solitude and primitive 
character of wilderness (Briggs et al. 
2011). Contra-indicators include 
human-sourced noise and ambient 
stressors such as air pollution causing 
haze and visibility problems. Scenic 
vistas obscured by air pollution may 
have consequences that are “heavily 
psychological,” indicating annoyance, 
stress, and depression (Mace et al. 
2004, p. 7). Experiences can also be 
compromised by noise from overflying 
aircraft, motorized snow vehicles and 
watercraft, and off-road vehicles in 
wilderness areas (Mace et al. 2004). 
Managers can protect viewsheds by 
controlling fire (as much as possible), 
and therefore smoke, and in terms of 
sound, by limiting the noise signatures 
of motorized conveyances, including 
overflying aircraft. Development of 
a soundscape management plan for 
some areas based on acoustical data 
would improve the visitor experience 
and general ecosystem health (Briggs et 
al. 2011).

Finally, the evoke phase is 
less subject to direct management 
control. The creation of place 
attachment meanings (e.g., love of 
place, feeling at home, being in place), 
respect for nature and wilderness, 
and development of an environ-
mental/wilderness ethic expected 
in the evoke phase, are largely in 
the hands of visitors. However, it is 
not beyond the realm of possibility 
that managers might influence these 
sorts of expressions, which, by the 
way, may well accord with their own 
values anyway. A helpful and caring 
attitude toward place, people, and 

wildlife by managers; the manner in 
which their duties are undertaken; 
teamwork; and their passion, for 
example, may help shape visitors’ 
evocations should they be noticed by 
visitors at the time or subsequently. 

Conclusion
When we are in wilderness we embark 
on two journeys – the outer and the 
inner. While both are entwined, this 
article is essentially about the latter. 
The context is the demystification and 
clarification of the human response 
considered causal to restorative and 
other beneficial well-being outcomes. 
This article identifies the underlying 
precepts of the human psychological 
response to wilderness and organizes 
them into a multidimensional 
framework and schema. As such, it 
takes steps toward filling a gap in 
the environmental psychology and 
wilderness literature. Further research 
and framework testing in practical 
domains would be expected to provide 
additional support (or not) for the 
WEPS structure and nuance the 
elements within each phase and their 
role. As the pace of the world becomes 
progressively speedier and as rates of 
mental distress and dis-ease increase, 
wilderness offers a place of refuge 
from the vicissitudes of modern life. A 
powerful “catalyst for change” (Ashley 
2012, p. 8), if you wanted to stop the 
world and get off, you would probably 
want to alight into wilderness.
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Natural landscapes that include 
remote areas are conducive to the 
appreciation of boundlessness, 
immensity, and that special quality of 
silence that one senses in wild places. 
Visiting remote places, especially those 
remote enough to require at least one 
overnight stay, requires undertaking 
journeys that demand self-reliance, 
heightening the sense of “passage” to a more primal state 
(Borrie and Roggenbuck 2001). Remote places frequently 
provide the settings for profound and life-changing experiences 
(Ewert et al. 2011), for personal growth (Roggenbuck and 
Driver 2000), for artistic inspiration (Ashley et al. 2015), 
and for awakening “a sense of relationship and interconnect-
edness with the community of life” (Landres et al. 2015).

The presence of infrastructure and other evidence of 
modern society impacts the qualities of wilderness in a variety 
of ways, often over considerable distances. A hut offers shelter, 
but at the price of self-reliance. A helipad signals that the 
peace of one’s environs is intermittently shattered. An airstrip 
or mining scar can mar the viewfield of distant peaks. The 
knowledge that a summit has been accessorized with a radio 
tower alters one’s perception of the landscape that contains it, 
whether one is standing in that landscape or contemplating 
it from afar.

Remoteness can protect cultural values such as those 
associated with indigenous relics (DPIPWE 2016). It can 
also have ecological benefits, providing a defense against 
disturbances such as air pollution, species invasion, fire, and 
poaching (Mackey et al. 1998; Casson et al. 2016; Lemieux 
2016). Reserves designed to keep places remote tend to be 
large, have convex boundaries, and have low boundary-to-
area ratios: characteristics that enhance their suitability for 
protecting ecological values on a landscape scale (Mackey et 

 INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Why Wilderness Should  
Be Remote

BY MARTIN HAWES

What impact do developments such as tourist 
lodges and helipads have on wilderness values? 
What are the consequences of constructing a 

walkers’ hut (cabin) in a previously hut-free wilderness? 
These questions have immediate relevance in Australia’s 
island state of Tasmania, where the government is 
encouraging developments that could include the instal-
lation of huts, luxury lodges, and helicopter landing 
sites in remote parts of the Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area (Tasmania 2016).  

Advocates of such developments have argued that the 
impacts would be confined to small areas (Darby 2015). The 
same argument could be used to justify developments such 
as roads, cable cars, or oil drilling in or adjacent to wilderness 
areas (see, e.g., Western Energy Alliance 2016). The flaw in 
this argument is that human structures and activities have 
impacts beyond their immediate vicinity, impacts that can 
be detrimental to the recreational, aesthetic, and other 
intangible values of wilderness. To protect these values, we 
need to recognize remoteness as a defining characteristic 
of wilderness, and ensure that wilderness reserves protect 
remote country.

The Significance of Remoteness
Remoteness is an essential ingredient of what has been called 
the “wilderness experience” (Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999). The further one stands from roads, buildings, 
and other trappings of modern civilization, the greater 
one’s opportunity for experiencing solitude and a sense of 
“immersion” in the natural world (Dawson 2004; Landres 
2013). The phrase “modern civilization” acknowledges that 
many areas now regarded as wilderness have been (and in 
many cases, still are) occupied, utilized, and modified by 
indigenous people following traditional wilderness-based 
ways of life.

Martin Hawes
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al. 1998; Margules and Pressey 2000; 
European Commission 2013).

Remoteness as a Defining 
Characteristic of Wilderness
Wilderness has often been defined 
as remote or in terms that imply 
remoteness. For example, Leopold 
(1921) defined wilderness as a 
continuous stretch of natural country 
large enough to accommodate a 
two-week pack trip. Robertson et al. 
(1992) proposed that wilderness should 
be “remote at its core from points of 
mechanised access and other evidence 
of colonial and modern technological 
society.” The requirement in the US 
Wilderness Act that a wilderness area 
provide “outstanding opportunities for 
solitude or a primitive and unconfined 
type of recreation” (US Public Law 
88-577) can be interpreted as implying 
that it should include remote country 
(Landres et al. 2015).

But remoteness is not an explicit 
requirement of the US Wilderness 
Act, and it is not clearly implied by the 
definitions of wilderness adopted by the 
IUCN and the European Commission 
(EC). Each of these definitions 
characterizes wilderness areas as 
large, natural, and free of permanent 
settlements. The EC definition adds 
that wilderness should be “without 
intrusive or extractive human activity 
… infrastructure or visual disturbance” 
(European Commission 2013). 

The requirement that an area be 
large does not guarantee that any part 
of it will be remote, or that its qualities 
of remoteness will be adequately 
protected. For example, a riverine 
reserve could exceed the US Wilderness 
Act minimum threshold of 5,000 acres 
(2,023 hectares) many times over, yet 
be no more than a kilometer wide 
at any point. If 2 hectares (4.9 acres) 
in the remotest part of a designated 
wilderness area were rezoned to 

accommodate a tourist lodge, it is not 
clear from the IUCN definition that 
any values would be lost apart from the 
2-hectare deficit.

Guidelines for applying the 
IUCN, EC, and US Wilderness 
Act definitions include statements 
that can be interpreted as requiring 
remoteness (Casson et al. 2016; 
European Commission 2013; 
Landres et al. 2015). However, none 
of these guidelines explicitly requires 
wilderness to be remote; hence none 
of them definitively excludes enclaves 
or boundary indentations that would 
compromise remoteness.

Defining and Quantifying 
Wilderness Character
One can avoid this difficulty by defining 
wilderness character as the degree to 
which a location is undisturbed by and 
remote from the influences of modern 
technological society (Lesslie 2016). 
One can then define wilderness as 
land or sea that has a high degree of 
wilderness character. Carver and Fritz 
(2016) noted that two basic factors, 
remoteness and naturalness, are used 
in one form or another in nearly all 
models of wilderness character. Thus, 
the wilderness character of a location 
can be regarded as a measure of its 
“wildness” on a scale from “intensively 
developed” to “remote and pristine.” 

Lesslie and Maslen (1995) 
modeled wilderness character (which 
they termed “wilderness quality”) 

as the sum of four variables, three 
of which were based on weighted 
distances from human-made features 
such as roads and logging areas. 
The fourth was a measure of (local) 
biophysical naturalness. Variants of 
this methodology have been used 
to assess wilderness character across 
Australia (Lesslie 2016) and Europe 
(Kuiters et al. 2013), and within 
a number of European countries 
including the United Kingdom 
(Carver et al. 2002), Austria 
(Plutzar et al. 2016), Italy (Orsi et 
al. 2013), and Iceland (Ólafsdóttir 
et al. 2016). Hawes et al. (2015) 
employed a modified version of the 
Lesslie and Maslen methodology 
to assess wilderness character across 
the Tasmanian Wilderness World 
Heritage Area, taking into account 
travel times from points of mechanized 
access. The methodology could be 
refined to include assessments of the 
impacts of viewfield disturbances 
(Tricker et al. 2012; Sang 2016) and 
aircraft overflights (Weaver 2011; 
Collins 2015), taking distance factors 
into account. 

The US interagency strategy called 
“Keeping It Wild” modeled wilderness 
character as a composite of five 
“qualities,” inferred from the wording 
of the US Wilderness Act (Landres 
et al. 2015). One of these qualities, 
“Solitude or Primitive and Unconfined 
Recreation,” can be measured in terms 
of remoteness. However, none of the 
indicators that Landres et al. suggested 
for measuring this quality (e.g., “Miles 
of User-Created Trails” and “Night Sky 
Visibility”) requires measurements of 
remoteness.

Remoteness Case Study: 
Tasmania’s South Coast
To illustrate how a development such as 
hut construction can impact wilderness 
character, and how such impact can be 

“The requirement that 
an area be large does 
not guarantee that any 

part of it will be remote, 
or that its qualities of 
remoteness will be 

adequately protected.”
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quantified, consider two hypothetical 
developments within the Tasmanian 
Wilderness World Heritage Area. 
Both developments would involve the 
construction of visitor accommodation 
near New River Lagoon on Tasmania’s 
South Coast Track, an 84-kilometer 
(52 mile) walking track (trail) that is 
currently hut-free except at its western 
trailhead (see Figure 1 and Map 1).

The first development would 
comprise a complex of continuously 
staffed walkers’ huts, similar to those 
recently constructed on the Three 
Capes Track in Tasmania’s southeast (see 
Figure 2). The huts would be serviced 
by helicopter, but would be accessible 
to the general public only by foot. The 
second, alternative, development would 
involve the construction of a tourist 
lodge in the same location, with clients 
accessing the lodge by helicopter. Either 
development would be permitted under 
current management (DPIPWE 2016). 

The distribution of wilderness 
character across this section of the 
South Coast and its hinterland was 
calculated pre- and post-development 
for each scenario using the (modified) 
Lesslie and Maslen methodology 
referred to previously. Map 2 shows 
the current distribution. Note that the 
wilderness character of much of the 
region is in the highest category (18–20 
on a scale of 0–20). Lower values occur 

near walking tracks and in the vicinity 
of roads to the east. 

The direct biophysical impact of 
either development would be too small 
to register at the grid resolution used 
for this analysis (500 m/547 yards). 
Map 3 shows the wilderness character 
following construction of a staffed hut 
complex. This development would 
affect two of the four components of 
wilderness character, namely Apparent 
Naturalness, which is a measure of 
remoteness from artifacts such as roads, 
dams, and buildings; and Remoteness 
from Settlement. The development 
would rank as a “settlement” because 
it would be continuously occupied for 
much of the year.

As Map 3 shows, the development 
would have a substantial impact on 
wilderness character, even if its direct 
biophysical impacts were confined 
to its immediate footprint. The losses 
of wilderness character reflect the 
fact that, for example, the previously 
remote coastline east of the Ironbound 
Range would fall within a day’s walk 
of the development. Helicopters 
servicing the development would be 
audible and visible, particularly in its 
vicinity. The development would be 
visible from the air, and probably from 
some ground-level vantage points. The 
presence of the huts would degrade 
the undeveloped quality of the region, 

and would reduce the recreational 
challenge of the six- to eight-day South 
Coast walk.

Map 4 shows the impact of the 
“tourist lodge” development. This 
would affect an additional component 
of wilderness character, namely Time 
Remoteness, as the helipad associated 
with the lodge would be a point 
of access for its clients. Places that 
currently take days to reach would be 
accessible within hours of stepping off a 
city street. Wilderness character would 
drop to frontcountry levels up to 2 
kilometers (1.2 miles) from the lodge, 
and would decrease by at least two 
units across more than 10,000 hectares 
(25,000 acres) of country. Note that 
the impact would be asymmetric, as 
Time Remoteness is a measure of travel 
times and is therefore dependent on 
local factors such as vegetation density 
and the location of walking tracks.

Protecting Wilderness
Protecting wilderness requires 
maintaining the natural and 
undeveloped condition of wilderness 
and of the country that keeps it remote. 
Like wilderness itself, “remoting 
country” must be kept free of major 
infrastructure such as roads, dams, 
and tourist lodges, although its outer 
boundaries may border such features. 
Low-key huts and walking tracks may 

Figure 1 – New River Lagoon on Tasmania’s South Coast. The South Coast 
Track follows the beach. Photo by Grant Dixon.

Figure 2 – Recently constructed walkers’ hut (cabin) complex on Tasmania’s 
Three Capes Track. Note the helipad at lower left. Photo by Rob Blakers.
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be present in remoting country and on 
the fringes of wilderness, but not in its 
remotest areas. Where wilderness meets 
or is close to coastlines, reserves should 
ideally extend offshore to ensure that 
wilderness values are not compromised 
by offshore developments.

The primary management 
objective of wilderness reserves 
should be maintaining the wilderness 
character of wilderness, whilst allowing 
indigenous people to maintain their 
traditional wilderness-based ways of 
life and customs (Casson et al. 2016). 
Secondary objectives may include 
restoring wilderness character (for 
example by closing and rehabilitating 
vehicular tracks), and maintaining the 
wilderness character of less remote 
areas. As an aid to achieving these 
objectives, both when designing 
reserves and when assessing the impacts 
of possible developments, the distri-
bution of wilderness character across 
managed areas should be quantitatively 
assessed under different scenarios of 
development and boundary alignment.

Summary
Definitions of wilderness that 
disregard or downplay the signif-
icance of remoteness leave wilderness 
vulnerable to developments that can 
substantially compromise its values. 
These values are best protected by 
defining wilderness character in terms 
of naturalness and remoteness, and by 
making the preservation of wilderness 
character the primary objective of 
wilderness reserves.
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the country are explored. Important species include the red 
panda (Ailurus fulgens fulgens), blue sheep (Pseudois nayaur), 
Tibetan wolf (Canis lupus chanco), takin (Budorcas taxicolor 
whitei), Asian elephant (Elephas maximus), gaur (Bos gaurus), 
Asiatic golden cat (Catopuma temminckii), Himalayan serow 
(Capricornis sumatraensis), musk deer (Moschus chrysogaster), 
clouded leopard (Neofelis nebulosa), tiger (Panthera tigris 
tigris), and snow leopard (P. uncia) (Ministry of Agriculture 
and Forests 2014). The National Tiger Survey of 2014–2015 
recorded 103 tigers in Bhutan (DoFPS 2015), and 96 snow 
leopards were recorded from the nationwide snow leopard 
camera trap survey of 2015–2016 (DoFPS 2016). Bhutan is 
the first among the 12 snow leopard range countries to have 
completed a nationwide snow leopard survey. 

The protected area system consists of five national parks, 
four wildlife sanctuaries, one strict nature reserve, and one 
botanical park as well as eight biological corridors connecting 
all the protected areas (Figure 1). Conservation efforts are 
centered throughout these protected areas, and further, 
Bhutan emphasizes transboundary conservation.

Encouraging Protected Areas
Bhutan has a number of unique features that help lay the 
groundwork for conservation success. The human population 

 INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Half-Bhutan
The Evolution and Effectiveness of Protected Areas in  

a Country Recognizing Nature Needs Half
BY SONAM WANGCHUK, DECHEN LHAM, NIGEL DUDLEY, and SUE STOLTON

When E. O. Wilson called 
for half the world to 
be left in a natural 

state (Wilson 2016), there was 
widespread disbelief that such a 
thing was possible. But while theore-
ticians argue about the details, one 
country has quietly exceeded the 
target: Bhutan has set aside 51.44% 
of its total land area as permanent protected areas. This 
article discusses Bhutan’s conservation strategy, describes 
a recent assessment of the effectiveness of the country’s 
protected area system, and looks at what lessons the rest 
of the world can and cannot draw from the actions of this 
tiny Himalayan country.

Bhutan is a small, landlocked Buddhist country, 
lying between India and China, in the Eastern Himalayas 
(Department of Forest and Park Services 2016). The country 
is blessed with a range of ecosystems, ranging from lowland 
tropical forests to some of the highest mountain ecosystems 
in the world. Around three-quarters of the country is forested 
(Gilani et al. 2014), and the government is committed 
to maintain forest cover of at least 60%. This is further 
enshrined in the Constitution of Bhutan, and the country 
also pledged to remain carbon neutral in perpetuity at the 
Paris Climate Declaration. There is a rich biodiversity with 
more than 200 mammal species, including 27 globally 
threatened species; more than 760 birds, including 60% 
of the world population of the critically endangered white-
bellied heron (Ardea insignis) (Ministry of Agriculture and 
Forests 2014); and a huge array of flowering plants, including 
many endemic species. Baseline survey of species is still 
ongoing, and new species are recorded as new areas within 
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is less than 800,000 and only 8% of the 
area is suitable for agriculture, meaning 
that the large majority of people 
(an estimated 87%) are dependent 
on natural resources, including 
non-timber forest products (Ministry 
of Agriculture and Forests 2016). More 
than half the population live inside or 
near protected areas: the small number 
of people means that there are still large 
“empty” areas within parks; however, 
there has never been an attitude that 
assumes setting up a protected area 
means expelling the inhabitants. There 
is also low visitor pressure, although 
this is slowly growing. Visitor numbers 
are controlled through the national 
policy (Bhutan 2020) of low-volume, 
high-value tourism. Most tourists focus 
on cultural or religious sites, and large 
parts of the protected areas system are 
effectively left alone with the exception 
of the famous Snow Man Trek, which 
is attempted by many and considered 
to be the most arduous trekking route 
in the country.

Protected area managers work 
closely with park residents through 
a decentralization process that was 
introduced by the Fourth King Jigme 
Singye Wangchuck in 1974, which is 

one key reason behind the conservation 
success of Bhutan. Agriculture is the 
dominant livelihood practice, and most 
people depending on agriculture live 
in rural areas within or near protected 
areas (Figure 2). Of critical importance 
here is a government decision in 2004 
to legalize collection of Cordyceps fungi, 
which is highly valuable as a medicine 
and under national park legislation is 
confined to park residents collecting 
under a highly controlled system. In 
this manner, the protected area system 
ensures sustainable management of 
a valuable non-timber forest product 
(NTFP) and keeps the monetary 
rewards within local communities. 
Until recently, poaching pressure 
had also remained low, allowing the 
survival of iconic species such as the 
tiger and snow leopard, which have 
suffered heavy losses in similar habitats 
elsewhere in the region.

Bhutan is also a deeply religious 
society, and Buddhist philosophy helps 
to shape attitudes toward other species 
and sets the philosophical foundations 
for conservation (Higgins-Zogib et al. 
2011). Several of the highest peaks 
are off limits for climbers due to their 
sacred values, so the concept of setting 

aside areas for their intrinsic values 
thus pre-dates modern protected area 
practice and is deeply rooted within 
society. Regard for the sanctity of 
life also means that human-wildlife 
conflict, particularly crop-raiding by 
wild boar, although recognized as a 
serious problem is not particularly 
blamed on conservation.

How Effective Are Bhutan’s 
Protected Areas?
There have been several attempts to 
assess the effectiveness of Bhutan’s 
protected area system, starting with 
application of the Rapid Assessment 
and Prioritization of Protected Area 
Management methodology in 2003 
(Tshering 2003). In 2015 and 2016, 
the Department of Forest and Park 
Services carried out an assessment of 
all 11 protected areas, using a modified 
form of the WWF Management 
Effectiveness Tracking Tool developed 
during workshops in Punakha and 
Lamperi. Lamperi meeting participants 
representing all the country’s protected 
areas collectively developed, refined, 
and agreed upon the best methodology 
in the Bhutan context – the Bhutan 
METT Plus 2016 (Dudley et al. 2016) 

Figure 1 – Map of Bhutan’s protected areas Figure 2 – Jigme Dorji National Park
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– and then carried out the assessment. 
Results were verified in many of the 
protected areas through sites visits 
and interviews with local community 
representatives.

The overall results show that 
protected areas in Bhutan are well 
managed. However, effectiveness is 
currently limited by a low level of 
resources (both financial and technical) 
and by gaps in the monitoring and 
research data, which limits the ability 
to undertake adaptive management 
in response to changing pressures 
(DoFPS 2016).

The network of protected 
areas is extensive and representative 
(Figure 1), and there is generally a 
good understanding about conser-
vation. All protected areas are legally 
designated and have management 
objectives. Threats are understood 
and stakeholder relationships well 
developed. Most protected areas have 
management plans, although two 
parks that have only recently been put 
into operation are still at the planning 
stages. Biological corridors have been 
designated, but implementation is not 
really taking place due to temporary 
constraints. Plans and budgets tend 
to focus on the most urgent needs, 
such as the current rollout of the 

SMART anti-poaching information 
system and human wildlife conflict 
management. Although budgets 
are believed to be stable, the level of 
resources is insufficient for effective 
management given the size of the 
network and the challenges of working 
in such difficult physical conditions. 
Most regular activities (e.g., patrolling, 
Cordyceps management, budgeting, 
and community engagement) are 
implemented, but it is not clear that 
managers and staff will be able to cope 
with the likely increased demands on 
management in the future. While it is 
believed that management is producing 
good conservation results, outcome 
data are limited. Survey work for tiger 
and snow leopard suggest protection 
is effective, but most species are not 
systematically monitored (Ministry of 
Agriculture and Forests 2016).

In short, management is generally 
good, although often underresourced. 
A planned major funding initiative, 
Bhutan for Life, is expected to address 
the partial funding gap. This is 
important as pressures are likely to 
increase in the future, particularly from 
anthropogenic pressures and climate 
change. To some extent the protected 
area service is performing well because 
there have not been any serious threats, 

but this may well change.

What Does Bhutan Tell Us 
about Attainment of the Nature 
Needs Half Proposals?
Skeptics tend to dismiss Bhutan as 
a special case: a largely uninhabited, 
uninhabitable, and underpopulated 
country with a unique set of social 
and cultural conditions that allow 
the government to designate a huge 
protected area system. And there is 
justification for caution. It is hard to 
imagine either of Bhutan’s massive 
neighbors (India and China) finding 
space to set aside half their countries, 
for instance. But neither is it enough to 
write Bhutan off as irrelevant to wider 
discussions about protected areas. 
Five critical factors can be identified 
that contribute significantly to success 
indicators and are all transferable to 
any other country.

First, and perhaps most important, 
Bhutanese protected areas are established 
in collaboration with rather than in 
opposition to local communities, who 
continue to live in the area and who 
continue – in a sustainable manner – to 
make use of the area’s natural resources 
(Figure 3). Opposition to protected areas 
is often rooted in the very reasonable 
concern that protection will mean loss of 

Figure 3 – Local People, Jigme Singye Wangchuck National Park Figure 4 – Royal Manas National Park Umling range office
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access to traditional uses. In some cases 
this may be necessary – for example, if 
population levels of a particular species 
have reached critical levels or if an 
ecosystem is being rapidly degraded and 
careful negotiations and compensation 
are both required. But in many other 
cases managed access is a win-win, as 
species get conserved rather than driven 
to extinction, and communities get 
access to a long-term resource. 

Second, there is a clear 
understanding of the values of protected 
areas and their ecosystem services, both 
at a national level (Kubiszewski et al. 
2012) and at the level of individual 
communities living in and around 
protected areas. Where people do not 
understand the wider values of natural 
ecosystems, protected areas tend to be 
perceived as a straight choice between 
wildlife and people, and whether we like 
it or not, many people do not choose 
wildlife. Once there is recognition that 
a wider set of values exist, the pool of 
supporters grows to include a wider 
proportion of the population.

Next, there is strong political 
support from the government. Bhutan 
is not only unique in the amount of 
territory it has placed into protected 
areas but also that all the protected 
areas are government protected areas. 
Most other countries have a mixture 
of community, private, and state 
governance. Unequivocal government 
support for conservation is not drawn 
just from ethical reasons, although 
these undoubtedly exist, but also 
for pragmatic reasons relating to a 
range of ecosystem services, including 
particularly NTFPs, water, and carbon 
storage. The founding architecture of 
Bhutan’s intact environment has been 
exemplified through a network of 
protected areas and biological corridors 
by the great and visionary Fourth 
King Jigme Singye Wangchuck and is 
further envisioned and strengthened 

through the glorious reign of King 
Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck. 

A fourth important consideration 
is that protected area staff are predomi-
nantly young and enthusiastic. 
Managers all have tertiary educational 
qualifications – many have studied 
abroad and have brought back wider 
international perspectives – and there is 
high motivation (Figure 4). Protected 
areas are only as good as the people who 
manage them, and good relations built 
up over years can be lost if someone 
makes a bad decision or adopts policies 
that alienate local people. 

Last, successful management means 
being able to prove that conservation 
works. Support from communities, 
donors, and governments will dissipate 
if conservation is failing. Bhutan is 
making progress although much more 
can be achieved.. The recent tiger and 
snow leopard surveys are important in 
showing the strength of the protected 
areas system, and in encouraging major 
donor initiatives such as Bhutan for Life. 
Cordyceps monitoring is recognized to 
be important, but monitoring of many 
more species and habitats is needed in 
the future.

In short, Bhutan has already 
achieved a level of protection that most 
countries argue is impossible. While 
a set of particular conditions makes 
this easier to achieve than in many 
other cases, it is not enough to simply 
dismiss the Bhutan case as an anomaly. 
Good community negotiations, an 
inclusive approach, understanding 
of ecosystem service values, a 
supportive government, well-trained 
and well-motivated staff, and a good 
understanding of success and failure 
have all helped Bhutan achieve this 
important target. These preconditions 
could be available in many, if not most, 
other countries.
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Announcements
Compiled by Greg Kroll

 WILDERNESS DIGEST

John Craighead Dead at 100
Famed grizzly bear biologist John Craighead died in his 
sleep at his Missoula, Montana, home September 18, 
2016. He had recently celebrated his 100th birthday. His 
twin brother, Frank, died in 2001. The breadth of John 
Craighead’s experience and expertise in the natural world 
– with Frank and apart from him – is legendary. In 1998, 
the same year John received the Aldo Leopold Award, the 
twins were named among America’s top scientists of the 
20th century by the National Audubon Society.

The Craighead brothers were born in Washington, 
D.C., on August 14, 1916. Intrigued by falconry and 
birds, they attended Penn State University and, at age 
20, published their first of many articles for the National 
Geographic Society entitled “Adventures with Birds of 
Prey.” Both Craigheads received doctorate degrees from 
the University of Michigan in 1949. John moved into 
the academic world in the early 1950s when he accepted 
a position with the University of Montana, leading the 
Montana Cooperative Wildlife Research Unit for 25 years.

John and Frank Craighead wrote much of the text of 
the National Wild and Scenic Rivers Act that was passed 
by Congress in 1968, even while they conducted a 12-year 
study of grizzly bears in Yellowstone. That study is credited 
with helping save the bears from extinction. In 2005, the 
University of Montana endowed the John J. Craighead 
Chair in Wildlife Biology.

No formal memorial services were held. The family 
spread John’s ashes in the Jackson Hole, Wyoming, area, 
where the Craighead brothers settled when they first came 
west as young naturalists. (Source: Missoulian, September 
19, 2016)

Judge Upholds Olympic NP’s Maintenance Work 
on Historic Structures in Wilderness 
A federal judge has agreed with the National Park Service’s 
decision to repair five historic buildings located in designated 
wilderness in Olympic National Park, Washington, holding 
that the agency “made a reasoned finding of necessity by 

determining both that the structures are necessary to 
preserve historic values in Olympic National Park and 
that it was necessary to repair each one.” The summary 
judgment rejected claims by Wilderness Watch that the 
National Park Service (NPS) had acted arbitrarily and 
capriciously in repairing the structures in violation of the 
Wilderness Act. In addition, the judgment agreed with the 
NPS that historic structures are not incompatible with a 
wilderness setting.

Olympic National Park encompasses an expansive 
and rugged landscape on the northwestern peninsula of 
Washington State. Within its boundaries there are 876,669 
acres (355,000 ha) of designated wilderness, and within 
that wilderness there are 44 historic structures. “Many 
represent the activities of the U.S. Forest Service and the 
National Park Service, and others embody the perseverance 
of homesteaders and settlers and recreational development 
in the Peninsula,” US District Judge Ronald B. Leighton 
noted in his 26-page ruling. Five of those structures were 
central to the lawsuit brought by Wilderness Watch: Botten 
Cabin (also known as Wilder Patrol Cabin), Canyon Creek 
Shelter (also known as Sol Duc Falls Shelter), Wilder Shelter, 
Bear Camp Shelter, and Elk Lake Shelter. Since 2011, the 
NPS has performed maintenance on those structures; in 
some cases, new roofs were constructed, decaying logs were 
replaced in others, and in one instance, a rusted chimney 
flue was replaced.

“The court’s ruling has far-reaching implications,” 
Chris Moore, executive director of the Washington Trust 
for Historic Preservation, noted in a prepared statement. “It 
enables the National Park Service and other federal agencies 
that manage America’s wilderness to meet their stewardship 
mission related to historic and cultural resources in a manner 
that complies with the Wilderness Act. Washingtonians 
understand that the historic structures in our backcountry 
areas complement the wilderness experience.” 

In his summary judgment, Judge Leighton noted that 
the NPS argued that, “Although historic preservation is 
subject to the Wilderness Act, it is indeed a purpose of the 
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Act. It argues that because the Act 
charges it with preserving Olympic 
National Park’s wilderness character, 
which includes a devotion to its 
‘historical use,’ and with complying 
with cultural resource preservation 
statutes, it can maintain historic 
structures in wilderness, so long as the 
means used are ‘necessary to meet the 
minimum requirements for adminis-
tration of the Olympic Wilderness 
for the purpose of the Wilderness 
Act.’” He went on to note that the 
NPS “has a longstanding approach of 
preserving historic structures, subject 
to wilderness concerns. Even before 
Congress designated the Olympic 
Wilderness, the Park Service exercised 
its discretion under the Organic 
Act in removing structures that 
compromised the park’s wilderness 
character and preserving others.” 
(Source: National Parks Traveler, 
December 18, 2016)

Maroon Bells-Snowmass 
Wilderness Suffers Mounting 
Environmental Impacts
A drastic increase in overnight use of 
Colorado’s Maroon Bells-Snowmass 
Wilderness near Aspen has led the 
US Forest Service to propose a 
management plan to mitigate what 
officials say are mounting environ-
mental impacts. The Forest Service 
said the plan is in response to public 
calls for action regarding the ongoing 
resource degradation and land 
management challenges.

Overnight visits to the area’s top 
10 trails have increased 115 percent 
since 2007. The management plan, 
if implemented, would establish use 
thresholds for camping zones. If a 
sustainable use level is exceeded, a 
mandatory overnight permit system 
and other mandates – including a 
fee system – could be implemented, 
the Forest Service says. Kate Jerman, 

a spokeswoman for the White 
River National Forest, said the plan 
represents a framework under which 
land management decisions will be 
made going forward.

“We have been monitoring and 
collecting visitor use data in the 
Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness 
for many years,” Kay Hopkins, 
recreation planner for the White 
River Forest, said in a statement. 
“Every year visitation is record-setting 
and every year we are seeing more 
resource damage and in general a lack 
of ethical behavior from visitors.” 
Impacts to the wilderness area have 
included wildlife habituation to trash 
and campsites, tree cutting, fire scars, 
trash, human waste, and campsite 
hardening and proliferation.

Officials issued a Forest Order 
requiring the use of approved 
bear-resistant containers for storage 
of all food, garbage, and attractants 
in the entire wilderness area. 
“Outreach and education efforts 
about appropriate wilderness conduct 
have been extensive and exhaustive, 
dating as far back as 20 years,” the 
Forest Service said in a news release. 
“Trailhead data demonstrates that the 
majority of visitors to the Maroon 
Bells-Snowmass Wilderness are either 
from the Front Range of Colorado 
or outside of the state of Colorado, 
and despite widespread education 
efforts, degradation is still occurring.” 
(Source: The Denver Post, November 
3, 2016)

Backcountry Cell Phone 
Coverage Expands in 
Yellowstone
Commercial cell towers located 
inside Yellowstone National Park 
(Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho) 
now send signals to much of its wild 
backcountry, according to maps 
and records obtained by Public 

Employees for Environmental 
Responsibility (PEER). This extensive 
cellular footprint contradicts official 
assurances that signal spillover outside 
developed areas would be kept to a 
minimum and coverage would not 
reach the vast majority of Yellowstone, 
according to PEER.

In 2009, Yellowstone issued a 
wireless and telecommunications 
management plan that stated that 
cell phone coverage “would not be 
promoted or available along park 
roads outside developed areas, or 
promoted or available in any of the 
backcountry.” Yellowstone technology 
chief Bret De Young acknowledges 
the occurrence of “spillover” cell 
phone signals into backcountry areas, 
but suggested the coverage maps 
exaggerate the quality of coverage in 
parts of the park.

At the summit of Mount 
Washburn, with its panoramic views, 
Yellowstone has transformed the historic 
fire lookout into a telecommunications 
hub, equipped with 36 antennae. When 
PEER filed a Freedom of Information 
Act request seeking the coverage map 
for AT&T’s latest installation there, 
park officials denied PEER’s request 
on grounds that the map was a “trade 
secret.” But agency lawyers overruled 
Yellowstone and ordered the map 
released. It shows that a substantial 
portion of the park receives signals from 
just this one location.

Yellowstone officials have issued 
permits for four other cell towers 
circling the heart of the park. When 
the coverage of all five towers is 
combined, there remains little of 
Yellowstone not connected, according 
to PEER. Additional coverage inside 
the park comes from towers just 
outside its boundaries, including 
those at West Yellowstone and 
Gardiner, Montana (near its west and 
north entrances, respectively), and on 
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the Rockefeller Parkway in Wyoming 
(near its south entrance).

Meanwhile, the administration 
of Theodore Roosevelt National Park, 
North Dakota, is pushing to permit 
construction of a new Verizon cell 
tower adjacent to the state’s largest tract 
of designated wilderness, according to 
PEER. Verizon wants to erect a 190-foot 
(58 m) “guyed telecommunications 
tower” supporting cellular 4G panels 
in the north unit of the park, which is 
80% wilderness. The park has proposed 
no measures to minimize signal spillover 
into the wilderness lands. (Sources: 
www.peer.org, September 29 and 
October 27, 2016; Casper Star Tribune, 
September 29, 2016)

World’s Largest Marine Reserve 
Created off Antarctica
A remote and largely pristine stretch 
of ocean off Antarctica has finally 
received international protection, 
becoming the world’s largest marine 
reserve. A broad coalition of countries 
came together to protect the 598,000 
square miles (155 million ha) of water. 
The new marine protected area in the 
Ross Sea resulted from a unanimous 
decision by the Commission for the 
Conservation of Antarctic Marine 
Living Resources, composed of 24 
countries, including the United States 
and the European Union. South 
of New Zealand and deep in the 
Southern (or Antarctic) Ocean, the 
1.9-million-square-mile (492 million 
ha) Ross Sea is largely untouched by 
humans. Its nutrient-rich waters are 
the most productive in the Antarctic, 
leading to huge plankton and krill 
blooms that support vast numbers of 
fish, seals, penguins, and whales.

Some 16,000 species are thought 
to call the Ross Sea home, many of 
them uniquely adapted to the cold 
environment. A 2011 study published 
in the journal Biological Conservation 

called the Ross Sea “the least altered 
marine ecosystem on Earth,” citing 
intact communities of emperor and 
Adelie penguins, crabeater and leopard 
seals, and killer and minke whales. 

The sea’s remoteness has meant 
it has largely escaped the heavy 
fishing and shipping pressures that 
have impacted much of the world’s 
oceans, although rising prices for 
seafood and the low cost of fuel have 
caused some fishermen to eye the 
waters as potential new grounds for 
exploitation. Some fishing already 
occurs there for Antarctic toothfish, a 
predatory fish that is sold as the highly 
prized Chilean sea bass. But beginning 
on December 1, 2017, fishing will no 
longer be allowed in 432,000 square 
miles (112 million ha) of the new 
reserve.

“The Ross Sea is probably the largest 
ocean wilderness left on our planet,” 
says Enric Sala, a marine biologist. “It 
is the Serengeti of Antarctica, a wild 
place full of wildlife … where humans 
are only visitors and large animals rule.” 
It is a place of “fish with antifreeze in 
their blood, penguins that survive the 
equivalent of a human heart attack on 
each dive, and seals that must use their 
teeth to constantly rake open breathing 
holes in the ice,” scientist Cassandra 
Brooks wrote during an expedition 
there in 2013.

The marine protected area was 
created based on a proposal from 
the United States and New Zealand. 
Environmental groups and several 
countries had pushed for protections 
for the Ross Sea for decades. Over the 
past few years, however, two holdout 
nations emerged: China and Russia, 
which expressed concerns about 
putting too much ocean off-limits 
to fishing or other uses, including 
the possibility of seabed mining. 
But 500 prominent scientists signed 
a letter urging protections for the 

Ross Sea. China changed tack in 
2015, and Russia came on board in 
2016. (Source: National Geographic, 
October 27, 2016)

Court Rules That the US Forest 
Service Illegally Authorized 
Helicopter Intrusions in 
Wilderness
A federal judge has ruled that the 
US Forest Service (USFS) illegally 
authorized the Idaho Department of 
Fish and Game (IDFG) to conduct 
approximately 120 helicopter 
landings in the Frank Church-River of 
No Return Wilderness to place radio 
collars on wild elk in an operation 
during which IDFG also unlawfully 
collared four wolves. As a result, the 
court ruled, the USFS and IDFG 
are prohibited from using any data 
obtained from the illegally installed 
elk and wolf collars in future project 
proposals, IDFG must destroy the data 
received from the illegal collars, and 
the USFS must delay implementation 
of any future helicopter projects in the 
wilderness for 90 days to allow time 
for legal challenges. The Wilderness 
Act generally prohibits the use of 
motorized vehicles, including the 
landing of helicopters, in wilderness 
areas and requires the preservation of 
natural conditions.

The ruling by US District Court 
Judge B. Lynn Winmill concludes that 
the USFS violated the Wilderness Act 
and conducted insufficient environ-
mental review by allowing IDFG to 
land helicopters in the wilderness 
in January 2016. In addition, the 
capture and radio-collaring of the 
four wolves was not permitted by the 
USFS. IDFG planned to undertake 
widespread wolf-killing by gathering 
location information on the collared 
wolves. The IDFG’s existing elk and 
predator management plans call for 
exterminating 60 percent of the wolf 
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population in the heart of the River 
of No Return Wilderness to provide 
more elk for hunters and commercial 
outfitters.

The judge found that these 
circumstances present “the rare or 
extreme case” where an injunction 
requiring destruction of the illegally 
obtained radio-collar data is required, 
stating: “The IDFG has collected data 
in violation of federal law and intends 
to use that data to seek approvals in the 
future for more helicopter landings 
in the Wilderness Area. … The only 
remedy that will directly address the 
ongoing harm is an order requiring 
destruction of the data.”

At 2.4 million acres (970,000 ha), 
the River of No Return is the largest 
contiguous unit of the National 
Wilderness Preservation System in 
the Lower 48 states. It hosts abundant 
wildlife including elk, mountain 
goats, bighorn sheep, wolves, cougars, 
and wolverines. It is one of the few 
wilderness areas of sufficient size to 
allow natural wildlife interactions to 
play out without human interference, 
and for this reason was one of the 
original wolf reintroduction sites 
in the Northern Rockies. (Source: 
Earthjustice, January 19, 2017)

Global Witness Report: 
Honduras: The Deadliest Place 
to Defend the Planet
Global Witness, a London-based 
NGO, has published a report 
examining the involvement of 
government officials and foreign 
aid in violent conflicts over mining, 
hydroelectric, tourism, and palm oil 
projects in Honduras. The result of 
a two-year investigation, the report 
includes several case studies and a 
series of recommendations for the 
Honduran and US governments. “We 
do an annual report to document the 
situation globally, and Honduras 

per capita has come out on top for 
the last few years. More than 120 
land and environmental defenders 
have been killed in Honduras since 
2010, so we wanted to investigate the 
reasons behind that,” Global Witness 
campaigner Ben Leather said.

The issue was thrust into the 
global spotlight in March 2016 
when Berta Cáceres, a well-known 
Honduran indigenous rights activist 
and Goldman environmental prize 
winner, was gunned down in her 
home. She had been receiving threats 
related to her work with communities 
opposing the construction of the Agua 
Zarca hydroelectric dam in western 
Honduras, and suspects arrested in 
connection with her killing include 
individuals with ties to the Honduran 
military and to DESA, the company 
behind the dam project. 

The new Global Witness report, 
Honduras: The Deadliest Place to 
Defend the Planet, examines the Agua 
Zarca case and other hydroelectric 
dam projects, a hotel and golf tourism 
complex in indigenous Garifuna 
territory along the northern coast, 
and mining and logging activities. 
Regardless of where the projects are 
located in the small Central American 
country of 8 million people, similar 
patterns of indigenous and human 
rights violations emerge. “What 
we’ve uncovered is that there’s an 
awful lot of corruption around these 
mega-projects, these big investment 
projects, whether that’s mining, 
whether that’s hydroelectric, whether 
it’s logging, or whether it’s luxury 
hotel projects,” Leather said. “These 
projects are being imposed on 
communities, which is why they need 
to mobilize in the first place. And then 
that same corruption means activists 
can be killed with impunity,” he said.

In some cases, allegations of 
corruption go to the highest echelons 

of the Honduran government. 
Hydroelectric dam project backers 
also include international finance 
institutions such as the Central 
American Bank of Economic 
Integration, the Inter-American 
Development Bank, and the World 
Bank Group’s private sector arm, the 
International Finance Corporation 
(IFC). 

Although the Global Witness 
report focuses on Honduras, similar 
forces are at play throughout Latin 
America. Already this year, indigenous 
and community activists opposing 
hydroelectric dams, mining, and 
logging reportedly have been killed in 
Colombia, Guatemala, and Mexico. 
Isidro Baldenegro was a past recipient 
of the Goldman environmental 
prize. An indigenous Tarahumara 
community leader and farmer, he was 
awarded the honor for his organizing 
work to protect Mexico’s Sierra Madre 
mountains from illegal logging. After 
years of threats, he was recently shot 
and killed. “He was threatened by 
people associated with the loggers, 
who were logging in his community. 
He was threatened by organized 
crime. But he was also imprisoned 
by the Mexican state, on charges that 
ultimately turned out to be false,” 
Leather said. (Source: mongabay.com, 
February 1, 2017)

Scotland’s John Muir Trust 
Releases a Short Film 
Celebrating Wilderness
The John Muir Trust (johnmuirtrust.
org) has released a five-minute film 
based on the writings of native son John 
Muir. Filmed in the Scottish Highlands, 
it combines narration with stunning 
scenery: https://vimeo.com/190453307.
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Book Reviews
JoHN SHUlTIS, booK rEVIEW EDITor

Wilderness
By Phillip Vannini and April Vannini. 2016. Routledge. 
252 pp. $50.95 (pb)

In this work, two wilderness scholars take us on a 
journey to visit multiple facets of wilderness, looking 
for integrated ways to understand wilderness that can 
transcend the dualistic and confl ict-ridden perspective 
of pristine nature as the counterpoint of culture and 
society. On the journey we are invited to think about 
how the concept of wilderness has been understood at 
diff erent times (Chapter 2), to see the diff erent ways that 
wilderness is represented in popular media (Chapter 3), 
to understand how wilderness is experienced by people 
undertaking diff erent activities in wilderness (Chapter 4), 
is utilized as tourism or mineral resources (Chapter 6), 
and of particular interest to IJW readers, as a place where 
management practices occur (Chapter 5). In Chapter 7, the 
authors present innovative possibilities of a “more-than-
human” approach to understanding wilderness that 
can make “space for all objects and humans with their 
diff ering capacities and ways of life.” Th e authors propose 
that understanding wilderness as an “assemblage” would 
highlight the relations that bind humans, nonhumans, 
and their contexts, objectives, and practices together; 
understanding wilderness as “meshwork” would encourage 
us to derive the meaningfulness of wilderness from the 
moving, doing, and becoming of its inhabitants and not 
from preconstituted concepts.

Th e authors’ task to make “space for all objects 
and humans” is hampered by their focus on literature 
centering on the negative aspects of wilderness. Th e tone 
of the book is set by Table 1 on p. 13 that lists the negative 
connotations of wilderness: ethnocentric, genocidal, 
androcentric, racist, unscientifi c, and unphilosophical. It 
is accompanied by a review of the criticisms raised against 
wilderness (Chapters 1 and 2), while the many responses 
to these criticisms are missing from both the text and the 
bibliography. Chapter 5 contains a section on “conser-
vation refugees,” criticizing wilderness management 

practices that stem from 
the belief of the separation 
between nature and 
culture and “the ideal 
of human absence.” No 
mention is made of 
wilderness management 
as a demonstration of 
human restraint – a 
concept prominent in 
the development of the 
US Wilderness Act, 
in nonintervention 
management and in 
Holmes Rolston III’s 
writings. Among the 
few positive aspects 
of wilderness cited 
include the benefi ts of wilderness recreation practices 
(Chapter 4) and Michael Nelson’s 30 arguments for the 
preservation of wilderness, which were fi rst published in 
1998 (Chapter 1). 

As a book “designed for courses and modules on the 
subject at both postgraduate and undergraduate levels,” its 
choice of material runs the risk of presenting wilderness 
to the younger generation as a problem to be solved or, 
worse, a mistake to be put right rather than a common 
heritage to be experienced, protected, and treasured. 
While ideally, nature and culture coexist harmoniously as 
one, in reality, most cultures today continue to dominate 
over nature. It is illusory to believe that the nature-culture 
divide will disappear, if only we would stop setting aside 
natural areas from human interference.

REVIEWED BY TINA TIN, independent environmental consultant 
interested in Antarctic and wilderness issues; email: tinatintk@
gmail.com.
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Satellites in the High 
Country: Searching for the 
Wild in the Age of Man  
By Jason Mark. 2015. Island Press. 320 
pp. $28.00 (hc). 

Wilderness has always been 
under myriad threats from a 
variety of groups and individuals. 
However, one could argue that 
at this moment in history, in our 
neoliberal, post-truth age, where 
natural resources such as wilderness 
are seen almost exclusively as 
fodder for economic growth and 
“alternative facts” pose as truth, 
the wilderness concept is facing 
its greatest challenge, especially in 
an increasingly fractured America. 
Th e main argument used to face 
these challenges is the need for an 
engaged, knowledgeable populace 
who will defend the noneconomic 
values of wilderness. Th e question 
then becomes, how then can we 
mobilize the public to fi ght for 
wilderness?

Jason Mark’s Satellites in the High 
Country can be seen as one type of 
attempt to convince the often skeptical 
public about the value of wilderness, 
even in the so-called Anthropocene 
Era, when the amount of human 
impact on the wilderness is such 
that some argue that true wilderness 
no longer exists on the Earth. Mark 
attempts to answer the oft-asked 
question, does wilderness matter in 

contemporary society, especially 
given the issues noted above? And 
what attributes of wilderness make it 
worth fi ghting for?

Perhaps the best attribute in 
this book, the latest in a long line 
of works designed to answer these 
critical questions, is the writing 
style and approach of the author. 
As a journalist, Mark approaches 
the subject by not only raising the 
familiar historical touchstones of 
the wilderness movement (e.g., 
John Muir, Giff ord Pinchot, 
Aldo Leopold, etc.) but also 
newer issues in the wilderness (or 
anti-wilderness) movement (e.g., 
the Great Acceleration, the “new” 
conservation movement based 
on the Anthropocene); moreover, 
rather than merely using these 
concepts as academic terms, Mark 
manages to personalize the debates 
by talking about his experiences in 
wilderness and his meetings with 
pro- and anti-wilderness groups and 
individuals across the United States. 
For example, a serious foot injury 
while in the wilderness is used 
to set up the book, and visits to 
places including Yosemite, the 
Gila Wilderness, Alaska, the Black 
Hills, and the Point Reyes National 
Seashore with a variety of people 
are used to raise and respond to 
the arguments for and against the 
protection of wilderness in the 
United States. Th e topics come alive 
in this journalistic approach.

In the end, Mark does not identify 
any new values of wilderness, but 
argues passionately that wilderness 
is not yet an obsolete concept in our 
troubled times, as it provides us with 
a sense of unpredictability, freedom, 
and escape. He suggests we will 
need to “rein in our appetites and 
restrain our baser instincts” (p. 230) 
to ensure wilderness can still serve as 
a refuge for nonhuman nature, and 
act as an anchor and moral compass 
for humanity. But is our political and 
economic system set up for restraint?

REVIEWED BY JOHN SHULTIS, book 
review editor of the IJW, at the University 
of Northern British Columbia; email: john.
shultis@unbc.ca.
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