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The word triage can be considered from multiple perspectives. 

The medical emergency context focuses on urgency and those 

situations that are life threatening and need immediate treatment. 

But we also use triage as a metaphor or process to describe situa-

tions where an allocation of resources and efforts need prioritization. 

Wilderness and natural resource protection require professionals 

to deploy limited resources across expansive landscapes, typically 

requiring the prioritization of actions to address complex issues.

Some wilderness areas, particularly those close to large popula-

tion centers, are experiencing rapid changes. Critical impacts to 

both visitor experiences and ecological resources are occurring 

as we witness exponential day use increases and further global 

climate destabilization. Wilderness stewards are being challenged 

to address the implications of these critical impacts, and current 

collaborative planning strategies may not be responsive enough for 

urgent, emerging issues. Therefore, are we in need of “triage” for 

wilderness?

Dr. Christopher Armatas, research social scientist at the Aldo 

Leopold Wilderness Research Institute, and I further examined the 

concept of triage at a recent webinar offered by the National Wil-

derness Stewardship Alliance (http://www.wildernessalliance.org/) 

as part of an ongoing extension of the annual National Wilderness 

Workshop. Among an audience of wilderness managers, stewards, 

advocates, and professional practitioners, we considered the fol-

EDITORIAL PERSPECTIVES

Are We in Need of 
“Triage” for Wilderness?
by ROBERT DVORAK

Robert Dvorak
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lowing questions: When is short-term, immediate action needed and how do we “triage” wilderness 

management decisions? When such triage is needed, what practices and strategies can managers 

apply in these situations? And how do we ensure that short-term actions lay a foundation for continued 

long-term collaborative planning? 

Our conceptualization of triage recognizes that different situations require different immediacy. 

Emergencies, such as search and rescue operations or wildland fire ignitions, provide far less decision 

space and need immediate action. Creating stewardship plans and long-term collaborative planning 

efforts often require a multidisciplinary team with a multiyear timeline. But triage and short-term 

actions are somewhere within these lower and upper bounds. They represent actions that address 

issues and critical impacts in a shorter time frame (e.g., 12–18 months potentially). Or as a participant of 

the webinar suggested, triage may be needed when our perception of critical impacts in each context 

shifts from anecdotal to measurable.

Why might triage be needed? Many of our current planning and management frameworks have 

developed around iterative process where we identify goals, define management directions, identify 

appropriate and applicable strategies, and then implement, monitor, and evaluate over time. But in a 

context of rapid change, shifting baselines, and varying priorities, do we need an option to be more 

responsive? The pandemic has shown us that on-the-ground conditions can change rapidly. Our atten-

tion can change as we focus on important values such as diversity, equity, and inclusion. And what is 

the original starting point if the iterative cycle no longer exists by the time we return or revisit it in the 

iterative process?

Therefore, we may need to further develop short-term and long-term strategies for wilderness 

management. This may include considering “Big D” decisions over time and space, but also “little 

D” decisions that are nimble and responsive. And we should strive to identify what short-term triage 

actions are appropriate while still maintaining public engagement and support. As part of a larger man-

agement strategy, triage actions can work with long-term planning and decision-making to provide 

wilderness managers and partners with the best practices necessary for wilderness stewardship.

For more on this topic, a full recording of the webinar is available and provided by the National 

Wilderness Stewardship Alliance at https://youtu.be/l1yzyuiRHVI.

In this issue of IJW, Roger Kaye examines what nature looks like in the Anthropocene. Janet McMa-

hon describes biodiversity as the language of wilderness. Peter Pettengill, Roisin Creedon-Carey, and 

Sage Lalor discuss wilderness solitude in an era of isolation. And Elizabeth Perry explores the develop-

ment of nature-based tourism in Oman.  

ROBERT DVORAK  is editor in chief of IJW and professor in the Department of Recreation, Parks, and Leisure 
Services Administration at Central Michigan University: email: dvora1rg@cmich.edu
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Sunset at Pantai Watu Lumbung, Indonesia. Photo credit:  Baehaki Hariri on Unsplash.
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Ah, Nature. Its protection and perpetuation has been the heart of 

conservation and of US federal conservation agencies’ missions since 

their founding. Has been – but in this emerging age wherein humans 

have become a dominant, disturbing, and destabilizing force upon 

the entire Earth system, maintaining what’s “natural” is no longer a 

viable goal. At least not as natural has been traditionally understood. 

Nature changes in response to changing conditions, and so must our 

conception of it. 

A synthesis of dictionary entries shows the traditional understanding 

of natural to mean “not shaped by or significantly affected by humans.” 

Or if you prefer a more official, management-focused definition, the 

US Interagency Wilderness Character Monitoring Protocol defines 

natural as where ecological systems are substantially free from the 

effects of modern civilization, “where the primary goal is to allow eco-

logical systems to evolve and change freely without human influence” 

(Landres et al. 2015, emphasis added).

SOUL OF THE WILDERNESS

Nature in the Anthropocene: 
What It No Longer Is, Will 
Never Again Be, and What It 
Can Become
by ROGER KAYE 

Nature is not about preserving old things, but about 
creating new ones. New Life. New Ideas. 				  
- Gemma Malley  

Roger Kaye
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But even now, in the early Anthropocene, there is no such place. Nowhere is free from our effects 

or unaffected by human influence. Our species is changing the atmosphere, hydrosphere, lithosphere, 

cryosphere, and biosphere – in fact, all spheres of Earth system function. From ocean depths to the 

stratosphere, our footprint is everywhere, expanding and accelerating. 

We must move beyond the dualistic vision of humans apart from Nature, as separate entities 

influencing each other. They have become inseparably intertwined, entangled in a now hybrid world. 

That divide between what is natural and what is human, grounded in 18th-century Romanticism, is 

fast becoming a quixotic anachronism. There is no longer any Nature to be separate from—not on this 

planet anyway. The fact is that in this postnatural world, nothing remains natural by traditional defini-

tions, and everything is natural in the new understanding – including what humans do. Our conservation 

laws, policies, and programs developed to protect landscapes from development, exploitation, and 

damaging uses, not from global-scale impacts.    

More and more we hear that the increasingly problematic concept of Nature and maintaining what 

is “natural” is no longer a viable primary conservation goal. “Let it go,” many say. Replace it with a 

paradigm like ecological integrity or, more commonly, biodiversity. Representative of these growing 

voices is Ecology Without Nature author Timothy Morton, who argues that “we must relinquish the idea 

of nature once and for all” (2007).

Figure 1 - The Endangered Giant. Photo by Geran de Klerk on Unsplash.
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That may make sense from a biological sciences perspective. But Nature and what is natural, has 

never just been an objective ecological or baseline condition. Unlike biodiversity, Nature also has 

aesthetic, psychological, spiritual, and symbolic dimensions, and these are prominent in the public’s 

experience, valuation, and motivation for protecting landscapes. Nature evokes a sense of beauty, 

sublimity, and tranquility. Interacting with Nature has been shown to enhance many aspects of well-

being. Spiritually, Nature can be a medium for seeing oneself from a larger perspective, connecting to 

an ultimate value larger and beyond oneself. Symbolically, the concept of Nature has always carried 

meaning for how we should relate to the more-than-human world, and now to what has become the 

most critical issue of our time: human–Earth relations. Regardless of the degree to which our concept 

of Nature is archetypal, with roots in our evolutionary past, or socially created, an artifact of culture, it 

evolved to meet human needs – needs that continue and, arguably, are greater now in the Anthropo-

cene. 

It was The End of Nature, Bill McKibben’s 1989 best seller that first brought the Nature dilemma to 

fore. It didn’t forecast the end of the world. Rather, it warned of the end of “a certain set of ideas about 

the world and our place in it.” “An idea, a relationship,” McKibben explained, “can go extinct, just like an 

animal or plant” (1989).

...untrammeled wilderness joins places and sites that 
throughout history and across cultures have come 

to embody attributed meanings. Like sacred groves, 
shrines, and cathedrals, to which wilderness is so often 

compared, untrammeled areas are especially conducive to 
experiencing the aesthetic, symbolic, and spiritual values 

associated with wilderness.

Yes, many of our venerable, mythopoetic notions of pristine Nature are headed for extinction. Lost 

forever is the “natural” area’s causal continuity with the past, and with it the opportunity for us to 

experience – or imagine – them as remnants free of the effects of civilization. But considering the full 

dimensionality of the Nature concept, the functions it serves, and the benefits it provides, we shouldn’t 

abandon or replace it with scientific paradigms. Rather, we should redefine Nature and natural, and 

operationalize them to be viable for the Anthropocene era. Protecting Nature could then take its place 

along with biodiversity and ecological integrity as a stewardship goal, recognizing and protecting the 

values they don’t. 
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Figure 2 - Monbachschlucht Bad Liebenzell, Germany. Photo by Oliver Roos on 
Unsplash.

Anthropocene-Appropriate Definitions
We should adopt more Anthropocene-appropriate definitions. The Alaska US Fish and Wildlife 

Service Anthropocene Guiding Coalition and its subgroup, What Future for Alaska Wilderness in 

the Anthropocene Group, have proposed new definitions for natural, wild, and untrammeled in the 

Anthropocene. According to its charter, the coalition guides a transition of agency culture toward an 

Anthropocene aware and ready future by engaging and empowering regional employees to adopt 

new ways of thinking and bold innovations to meet the challenges of a new and unknown future. Roger 

Kaye, Ed Zahniser, and Scott Covington were the primary authors of these definitions.

Natural refers to areas free from significant intentional human alterations, developments, mecha-
nisms, noises, and other artifacts that remind or connect one to modern civilization. Such areas are 
natural regardless of the degree to which their composition and ecology has changed in response 

to global-scale anthropogenic factors.
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Naturalness is largely perceptual and is associated with aesthetic, experiential, symbolic, and spiritual 

benefits of landscapes.  

Wild areas are natural and are further characterized by their freedom from the human intent to 
alter, control, or manipulate their components and their ecological and evolutionary processes.

Wild areas are self-willed, free to adapt and evolve as they will, in response to “natural” or global-

scale anthropogenic factors. They are free from human willfulness, purpose, utility, design, or 

intervention that may occur in natural areas. Among other functions, wild areas serve as laboratories for 

understanding how ecological systems function, transition, and respond to change when left alone.

Untrammeled is at once a condition of and a relationship to the landscape. Untrammeled areas are 

natural and wild because, through designation, they have been conferred with intrinsic value based 

on respect for, restraint toward, and deference to the area’s freedom from human willfulness.

Untrammeled incorporates the interrelational dimension of wilderness. It represents not just the 

condition of a landscape, but how we relate to it; it’s about how we interact with the environment as 

much as the effect of that interaction. An area can be wild as when Howard Zahniser referred to “the 

wildness of the Universe” only because humans haven’t had a reason or the means to alter or control it 

(yet). But an area is untrammeled when humans could so change the landscape, but through the social 

process of designation or consecration they have consciously, purposely decided not to, making it “a 

place set part.” Thus, untrammeled wilderness joins places and sites that throughout history and across 

cultures have come to embody attributed meanings. Like sacred groves, shrines, and cathedrals, to 

which wilderness is so often compared, untrammeled areas are especially conducive to experiencing 

the aesthetic, symbolic, and spiritual values associated with wilderness.      

These definitions do not suggest that we should accept human-caused change in wilderness. Quite 

the contrary. Developments and other actions in wilderness that are done with the intent of altering 

wilderness conditions or that are taken with disregard for the wilderness condition are not natural or 

permissible. But changes resulting from global-scale stressors are substantially different in that their 

intent is not to alter the wilderness area, and they do not express disregard for it. Therefore, it is argued 

here that these definitions are most appropriate in the Anthropocene and provide conservation agen-

cies the best means for the protection and perpetuation of Nature.  

ROGER KAYE is the Alaska Wilderness Coordinator for the US Fish and Wilderness Service; email: roger_kaye@
fws.gov. This article is based on the author’s judgment, interpretation, and emphasis, and does not constitute a 
policy position of the author’s agency.
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The herbaceous understory of a forest makes up less than 1% of the biomass yet more than 90% of vascular plant 
diversity. Photo credit:  Shelby Perry
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What We Know and What We Don’t
I sometimes try to imagine what a northern forest would look 

like through the eyes of a black-capped chickadee. These 

small birds can see ultraviolet light, which means they can per-

ceive a whole range of colors, textures, and contrasts invisible 

to us. They can track fast motion much better than we can, and 

they see small objects in more detail, with multiple focal points 

over a wider field of view. This allows them to see an entire uni-

verse of tiny insects, mites, spiders, beetle wings, insect eggs, 

larvae, and more tucked away in bark crevices, on clusters 

of dead leaves, and along twigs (Haskell 2012). A chickadee 

gleans her meals from this smorgasbord of invertebrates 

jabbing them under flaking bark, stored for later, and is able 

to remember more than 2,000 hiding places at once (Sibley 

2020). The richness of a chickadee’s visual world brings home 

how little we know about the diversity of life in northeastern 

US forests and the complex relationships that exist among the 

species living here. 

Every northeastern US state has an action plan that docu-

ments the status and vulnerability of its native wildlife (defined 

as any living being that is part of the natural world, including 

STEWARDSHIP

Biodiversity: The Language 
of Wilderness 
by JANET McMAHON

Janet McMahon
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plants, animals, and fungi [Hunter 1990]). These plans focus primarily on species we can readily 

see and identify – vertebrates; a handful of invertebrate groups such as mussels, butterflies, and 

beetles; and in some states, vascular plants. We know a fair bit about vertebrates and vascular 

plants. Maine’s 2015 plan, for example, documents 17 species of reptiles, 18 species of amphib-

ians, 39 species of inland fish, 61 species of nonmarine mammals, 423 species of birds, and 

more than 2,100 species of plants (MDIFW 2015). This is impressive, but also humbling when one 

stops to consider that mosses, lichens, liverworts, and fungi outnumber vascular plants by more 

than two to one, and vertebrates account for less than 2% of the state’s known wildlife species 

(MDIFW 2015; Gawler et al. 1996) (figure 1). Globally, the number of insect species alone – the 

most diverse group of organisms – exceeds the number of vertebrate species by more than a 

million (figure 2). While biologists in Maine are actively cataloging the distribution, status, and life 

histories of butterflies, dragonflies, bees, and a small handful of other orders of arthropods and 

mollusks, there are entire kingdoms and phyla about which almost nothing is known, such as 

protists, sponges, hydras and hydrozoans, flatworms, and nematodes, not to mention bacteria 

and other microbes. It is these largely inconspicuous species that make up the vast majority of 

the region’s faunal  diversity in terms of both species richness and biomass (Figure 1). In short, if 

we were to describe the region’s natural history in a book, most of the chapters would be miss-

ing (Figure 2). 

Figure 1 - Relative abundance of taxonomic groups across the Northeast.



20    International Journal of Wilderness | April 2022 | Volume 28, Number 1

Wilderness and Biodiversity: Disproportionate Benefits
Given how little we know, how do we ensure that the fullest extent of a region’s native 

biodiversity is protected? It is well documented that intact wilderness areas and landscapes 

with a light human footprint harbor a greater variety and higher populations of native species 

than urban and intensively managed landscapes. This is true for lichens, mosses, salamanders, 

frogs, birds, bats, many herbaceous plants, and even trees (see for example, Lapin 2005; Selva 

1996; Whitman and Hagan 2000; Miller et al. 2018; Haney and Schaadt 1996; Zlonis and Niemi 

2014). In addition, recent research indicates that wilderness areas support more rare species 

globally, including those that are found nowhere else (Lapin 2005; Mittermeier et al. 2003). While 

wilderness areas are critically important for these reasons, they are more than places to count 

species. Much of the Northeast’s biodiversity is tied to the complex structure of undisturbed 

forests. Forests that have evolved with little or no human intervention typically have taller and 

more ragged canopies with more large limbs up high; fewer but larger trees with more cavi-

ties and hollows; more and larger dead standing and fallen trees; a higher diversity of lichens, 

mosses and herbaceous plants; smaller gaps in the canopy; uneven forest floors with dry 

mounds and damp hollows formed from tip ups; more seeps and intermittent streams; fewer 

invasive species; deeper litter and humus layers; and a host of other features absent in younger 

forests (Lapin 2005; Haskell 2017; Maloof 2016). The variety of microclimates on a single old tree 

is astounding, ranging from moist moss-covered trunk to sunny windswept treetop, to cavities 

and deeply fissured bark – and this doesn’t include the multitude of microclimates and habitats 

below ground (Haskell 2017) (Figure 3).

We are only beginning to understand how essential the connections and interactions among 

all of a forest’s inhabitants – from soil to canopy – are to a thriving forest ecosystem. One exam-

ple is the keystone role of fungi. Mycorrhizal fungi control soil moisture, which in turn impacts 

wood decomposition rates and nutrient cycling carried out by other fungi, microbes, and insects 

(Simard et al. 2012; Swan and Kominoski 2012). This, in turn, supports extensive food webs, not 

Figure 2 - Known species vs. estimated species richness.
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only in the soil, but in the streams, lakes and 

wetlands within forested landscapes. Haskell 

(2017) emphasizes the importance of the “net-

worked nature of trees,” especially dead logs, 

branches, and roots. These are “focal points 

for thousands of relationships,” providing food 

and shelter for more than half the species in a 

forest. He also notes that soils in northern for-

ests hold more carbon than all the tree trunks, 

branches, lichens, and other aboveground life 

combined. We are learning that this intricate 

tapestry of relationships is a form of com-

munication, with signals in the form of carbon, 

water, and other chemicals sent back and 

forth from birch to fir to alder, between mother 

trees and their offspring, between dying trees 

and nearby seedlings (Simard 2021). 

Another example of the tightly interwoven 

nature of forest communities is evident in the 

ground layer. For example, herbaceous plants 

on the forest floor account for only 1% of plant 

biomass in temperate forests but encompass 

99% of vascular plant diversity (Maloof 2016). 

The diversity of all other organisms in a forest, 

from butterflies to mammals, is more closely 

correlated with herbaceous plant diversity 

than with tree diversity, with herbs providing 

food for pollinators, herbivores, dispersers, 

and decomposers (Meier et al. 1995; Maloof 

2016). Wildlands ensure that these intricate 

relationships are not severed, and an intact 

foundation is maintained. They are places 

where we can learn the language of forests in 

all its complexity and beauty.

Figure 3 - Forests that are old or minimally impacted by people have a higher occurrence of the following features. Bramhall Wilderness 
Preserve, pictured below, is a mature forest in Vermont protected by Northeast Wilderness Trust. Photo by Shelby Perry.
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Figure 4 - The visual world of a chickadee illustrates how vast and complex the layers of biodiversity in the northern forest are, beyond 
what is typically perceived by the human observer. Photo by Larry Master, www.masterimages.org.
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Extinction Debt
Today, only about 0.4% of forestland in the 

US Northeast is old growth (Davis 1996), and 

in Maine— the most heavily forested state in 

the region – less than 4% is more than 100 

years old, the age at which a stand begins 

to acquire the complex structure associated 

with older forests (Whitman and Hagan 2009; 

USDA Northern Research Station 2019). Before 

European colonization, two-thirds of the 

region was old growth, and 55–60% of Maine’s 

northern forest was more than 150 years old 

(Lapin 2005; Lorimer 1977). 

The disconnect between forests that are 

managed to reach “financial maturity” (typi-

cally 50 to 75 years old) and those allowed 

to reach biological maturity (~200 years+) 

has caused a profound ecological shift 

that we are only beginning to understand. 

There is growing evidence that economi-

cally efficient and intensive management of 

stands results in significant loss of biodiversity 

(Hagan and Whitman 2004). This loss may 

not become apparent until decades after a 

harvest – a phenomenon known as extinction 

debt (Hanski 2000). Researchers in Finland 

estimate that a thousand forest species will 

be lost there in the next two to three decades 

due to logging that has already happened 

(Hagan and Whitman 2004; Hanski 2000), and 

Tikkanen and others (2006) found that half 

of the country’s documented endangered 

species were dependent on old growth for-

est conditions. The species most at risk are 

those that move or disperse slowly through 

the landscape and prefer large standing and 

fallen trees and deep forest interiors as their 

habitat. They tend to be the uncharismatic and 

inconspicuous ones such as mosses, lichens, 

fungi, vernal forest herbs, and insects. Species 

loss occurs when there is not enough habitat 

for long-term persistence and when remaining 

habitat “islands” are too far apart. Once older 

forest elements are lost from a stand, it can 

take centuries for species that depend on 

those characteristics to return. This is because 

it takes time for structural features to rede-

velop, and once they’ve reappeared it takes 

some time for the species to find them (Hagan 

and Whitman 2004; Meier et al. 1995). In the 

face of habitat loss and change, wildlands 

provide ecological continuity over time. They 

act as refugia, retaining biological legacies 

that serve as source areas from which species 

can recolonize surrounding managed forest-

land (Hagan and Whitman 2004).

Figure 5 - The diversity of salamander species is greater in 
wilderness areas and landscapes with a light human footprint. 
Photo of Red Eft by David Middleton.
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Ecological Amnesia
When I walk through a typical northeastern 

forest managed for timber or look out at a 

sea of trees from a mountaintop, I am usually 

looking at trees that are 60 or 70 years old 

at best. To the trained eye, it is hard not to 

notice what is missing. The top of the forest 

has essentially been taken off and the canopy 

that’s left often doesn’t close before the 

next harvest or grows into a dense thicket 

of young trees with few gaps from treefalls 

or other natural disturbances. There are 

few large standing or fallen dead trees, and 

supercanopy pines are rare. There is no thick 

moss layer under spruce and hemlock, and 

the seeps that used to course over the forest 

floor in the spring have been smoothed by 

repeated logging operations (Figure 3). Plants 

such as marginal fern, Braun’s holly fern, or 

rattlesnake plantain – once common sights 

on a rich hardwood forest floor – are now 

rarely seen, and the forest in spring grows 

quieter year by year. Instead of a collection of 

distinct places – each different from any other 

in its community of plants and animals, slope, 

exposure, soil quality, and climate (Berry 2015) 

– the forests of the Northeast have become 

simplified and homogenized. 

We tend to take the present look of things 

to be normal (Berry 2015). Maloof (2016) refers 

to this as “ecological amnesia.” This shifting 

sense of “normal” results in a slow diminish-

ment of forest biodiversity. Today, wilderness 

areas provide the only opportunities to see not 

only what forests were, but what they could 

be. Without these ecological baselines we 

cannot learn the full living language of forests 

– whether through discovery of the countless 

species that live there, understanding how 

a healthy forest functions and responds to a 

changing climate, or learning how to manage 

forests in a truly sustainable way. Part of 

this amnesia stems from the Euro-American 

tendency to separate humans from the natural 

world and to compartmentalize and fragment 

what we study, use, and exploit. Society at 

large has lost the foundational understanding 

of interconnectedness in time and space that 

is a basic truth for most Indigenous peoples 

(Mitchell 2018). 

A Way Forward
We now face a biodiversity crisis – with 

species going extinct at 1,000 times the 

“background” rate (De Vos et al. 2014). The 

“background” extinction rate is the average 

number of extinctions that naturally occur 

without human influence or mass-extinction 

events. This is often approximated at 1 extinc-

tion per million species per year, although 

recent research suggests the background 

extinction rate is likely much lower, at around 

1 extinction per 10 million species per year. 

The International Convention on Biological 

Diversity is finalizing a strategy known as 30 by 

30 to halt the decline and extinction of species 

and allow ecosystems to recover by 2050. The 

goal is to conserve 30% of every type of eco-

system by 2030 and continue to improve the 

extent, quality, representation, and resilience 

of natural and near-natural ecosystems until 

extinction rates fall to background levels (Con-

vention on Biological Diversity 2021). Included 

within this goal is a net gain of at least 5% of 

lands protected as wilderness or ecological 

reserves by the end of this decade, and a 
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15% increase by 2050. In the United States, the Biden administration, The Nature Conservancy, 

Northeast Wilderness Trust, other conservation groups, and many states are embracing these 

goals, and are also acknowledging that the human connection to nature – especially between 

Indigenous people and their ancestral lands and waters – has to be restored and honored. 

Understanding the complexity, richness, and resilience inherent in 
wildlands requires the inclusion of diverse perspectives – from the 
Indigenous view that humans are embedded in the natural world, 

not separate from it, to what science can teach us, to thinking 
about how a black-capped chickadee sees a forest.

Today, intact wildlands, including wilderness and ecological reserves, make up just 12% of the 

United States and less than 6% of the Northeast (Schlawin 2021). The US Geological Survey’s 

Protected Areas Database classifies wilderness areas and ecological reserves as Gap Status 1 

or 2 lands. Gap 1 lands have protections to keep them permanently in their natural state. Gap 

2 lands are kept primarily natural, but some natural disturbances, such as wildfires or floods, 

may be suppressed (US Geological Survey 2015). We are losing an estimated 37,000 acres of 

forestland in New England each year (Olofsson et al. 2016). Currently, many ecosystem types, 

and their unique complements of species, are not represented in reserves or wilderness areas 

at all, especially in more developed parts of the Northeast. Those that are represented are often 

too small to maintain the ecosystem functions they were intended to protect or are not con-

Figure 6 - Arthropods may receive less conservation attention 
than charismatic animals such as birds, fish, and mammals, but 
they are just as integral to the web of life. This six-spotted tiger 
beetle was seen at Northeast Wilderness Trust’s Lone Mountain 
Wilderness Sanctuary in Maine. Photo by Shelby Perry.

Figure 7 - Rattlesnake plantain is a type of orchid. Once 
common across the Northeast, they are now an unusual find. 
This one was photographed at Northeast Wilderness Trust’s 
Jack & Margaret Hoffman Wilderness Sanctuary in New 
Hampshire. Photo by Shelby Perry.
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nected enough to provide resilience in the face of climate change. To meet the 30 by 30 goal 

in the Northeast we need to protect larger and better-connected tracts of wildlands that are 

embedded in a matrix of sustainably managed forests, with a focus on intact and representative 

examples of all the region’s ecosystems (Anderson et al. 2016). 

The Nature Conservancy has identified the central and northern Appalachians as a conserva-

tion focus area of highest resilience in North America (Anderson et al. 2016). This focus area 

ranks highly because of its connected land cover, high biodiversity, the amount of carbon it 

sequesters, and its complex topography, which offers countless microclimates that provide 

opportunities for species to move. To protect the biodiversity of the Northeast, envision the 

Appalachians as the trunk of a tree that connects to branches of conserved landscapes through-

out the region, and serves as a major movement corridor as species shift ranges in response to 

a warming climate. Understanding the complexity, richness, and resilience inherent in wildlands 

requires the inclusion of diverse perspectives – from the Indigenous view that humans are 

embedded in the natural world, not separate from it, to what science can teach us, to thinking 

about how a black-capped chickadee sees a forest. A connected network of wildlands is where 

we can come to the truth of our interconnectedness – a truth that is essential to sustain all lives, 

for generations to come (Mitchell 2018).  

JANET McMAHON is a consulting ecologist for conservation organizations, state agencies, and private 
landowners. She developed a blueprint for an ecological reserves system for the state of Maine and her 
thesis, “The Biophysical Regions of Maine,” is used as a framework for landscape-scale conservation efforts 
by The Nature Conservancy and others.

NORTHEAST WILDERNESS TRUST conserves forever-wild landscapes for nature and people. Founded 
in 2002, the Wilderness Trust works across New England and eastern New York. The Wilderness Trust 
owns Wilderness Preserves and Sanctuaries and protects land through legal means such as conservation 
easements. The organization currently safeguards more than 64,000 acres of wildlands in six states. Learn 
more at www.newildernesstrust.org. 
 
“Biodiversity: The Language of Wilderness” is part of Northeast Wilderness Trust’s Wild Works series, which 
characterizes the values and benefits of wild, unmanaged landscapes. 
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SCIENCE & RESEARCH

What Is Visitor Use 
Management? Identifying 
Functional and Normative 
Postulates of an Interdisciplinary 
Field of Study
by ZACHARY D. MILLER

In 1864, US president Abraham Lincoln unknowingly set off 

an international movement when he granted Yosemite Valley 

to the state of California for “the express conditions that the 

premises should be held for public use, resort, and recreation” 

(Yosemite Grant Act of 1864). Yellowstone National Park 

(Wyoming/Montana/Idaho) further underscored this idea by 

becoming the world’s first national park, which was designated 

as “a pleasuring-ground for the benefit and enjoyment of the 

people” in 1872 (Yellowstone Park Act of 1872). By 1916 more 

than a dozen areas in the United States were designated as 

national parks and housed under the National Park Service 

(NPS). The enabling legislation for the NPS (Organic Act of 

1916) solidified parks as places for visitor use and enjoyment. 

However, national parks were responsible for more than 

just human enjoyment, and a dual mandate of providing for 

visitor use and experience in a way that conserves resources 

unimpaired became the defining challenge for parks and other 

protected areas into the future (Organic Act of 1916).

Zachary D. Miller
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Not long after the national park idea took root, people wondered “how large a crowd can 

be turned loose in a wilderness without destroying its essential qualities?” (Sumner 1936). The 

response to this question was delayed, but the post–World War II boom of visitation to parks 

and protected areas reignited interest in actively managing visitor use. Early inquiry into visitor 

use management started with the idea of carrying capacity (Wagar 1964), but the concept was 

and continues to be challenging in application to visitor use (Allen 2019; McCool and Lime 2001; 

McCool et al. 2014; Miller et al. 2019; Whittaker et al. 2011). Fundamentally, there is no one carry-

ing capacity, and any assessments of capacity must consider human values in the process and 

evaluation of resource impacts from visitor use (Wagar 1964).

Rising to the challenges presented in early carrying capacity inquiries, numerous frameworks 

integrating the human value aspects of visitor use management emerged. These frameworks 

are generally termed Management-By-Objectives frameworks and include Limits of Accept-

able Change (McCool, Clark, and Stankey 2007; Stankey, McCool, and Stokes 1984; Stankey 

et al. 1985), Visitor Impact Management (Graefe, Kuss, and Vaske 1990), Visitor Experience and 

Resource Protection (Hof and Lime 1997), and the recent Interagency Visitor Use Management 

Framework (IVUMF 2016). Collectively, these frameworks attempt to answer a perennial ques-

tion: How much and what types of visitor use and/or resource change can be accommodated 

in an area before the very conditions people are seeking are unacceptably degraded? (Miller et 

al. 2019). Attempts to answer this question today are what is generally called visitor use manage-

ment.

For more than 50 years, scientists, researchers, and other professionals have attempted to 

improve visitor experiences and protect biophysical resources through a field of inquiry called 

visitor use management. Although often thought of as a framework or a process, visitor use 

management can also be described as a field of study with its own set of unique axioms. In this 

article, normative and functional postulates are developed to define these visitor use manage-

ment axioms. From this, the context from which visitor use management is approached is 

clearly defined and sets a stage for identifying emerging priorities and needs in a time of critical 

change.

Axioms of Visitor Use Management
Visitor use management is thought of as a framework or a process. However, in this article 

it is proposed that visitor use management is also an interdisciplinary field of inquiry. Although 

emergent of and related to numerous other fields of inquiry including conservation social sci-

ence, tourism management, and other “human dimensions” fields (see Bennett et al. 2017), a 

unique set of axioms emerge from visitor use management inquiry. Like other interdisciplinary 

fields of inquiry, these axioms are identified through functional and normative postulates (Kareiva 

and Marvier 2012; Soulé 1985). Functional postulates are core principles associated with a field 

of inquiry, and normative postulates are core values associated with a field of inquiry. This article 
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identifies, describes, and provides evidence of the axioms from past work in the interdisciplinary 

field of visitor use management. Like other fields of inquiry, these axioms shape the context in 

which inquiry into visitor use management occurs.

Functional Postulates

Four functional postulates act as core principles for visitor use management:

1. Visitor use management involves social, biophysical, and managerial resources.

2. Visitor use can affect and can be affected by change in any or all resource types (e.g., 
social, biophysical, and managerial).

3. Visitor use management involves descriptive and evaluative relationships between visitor 
use and resource changes.

4. Visitor use management can occur at all spatial and temporal scales..

Visitor use management involves social, biophysical, and managerial resources

Because visitor experiences in parks and protected areas are emergent from the interaction 

among and can affect social, biophysical, and managerial resources, visitor use management 

involves all three of these resource types (Borrie and Roggenbuck 1998; Manning 2011). Social 

resources are focused on people: their psychological states, density, behaviors, and activi-

ties (Borrie and Roggenbuck 1998). Biophysical resources are traditionally called ecological 

resources and include things such as water features, topography, wildlife, night skies, and other 

Figure 1 - Examples of social, biophysical, managerial resources involved in visitor use management.
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natural elements (Manning 2011). However, this should be expanded to a broader biophysical 

resource type, which includes cultural, historic, and paleontological resources (Miller et al. 2021; 

Santucci, Newman, and Taff 2016). Managerial resources include infrastructure, regulations and 

enforcement, site design, transportation systems, and facilities and services. Scientists and prac-

titioners in the field of visitor use management draw from all three resource types (e.g., social, 

biophysical, managerial) to inform their work (Figure 1).

Visitor use can affect and can be affected by change in any or all resource types 

Visitor use is often situated in complex park and protected area systems (McCool, Freimund, 

and Breen 2014). Further emphasizing this complexity, changes in visitor use can affect and 

can be affected by any or all resource types. Changes in visitor use are not solely limited to 

the number of visitors but also activity type, behavior, and preferences. As a single example, 

Levenhagen et al. (2021) implemented experimental signage in Muir Woods National Monument 

(California, USA) as a management action to address soundscape issues (Figure 2). This shift in 

managerial resources resulted in impacts to the two other resource types in that visitors became 

quieter (social resource change) and bird biodiversity in the area increased (biophysical resource 

change).

However, visitor use may also be affected by changes in each of these resource types. Visit-

ing Figure 2 again, dashed lines and boxes describe this reciprocity. When there was a shift 

in biophysical resources through increased bird biodiversity, visitors reported higher levels of 

perceived biodiversity and improved experience quality (Levenhagen et al. 2021). Additionally, 

when visitors experienced quieter conditions, they supported more diverse forms of manage-

ment to keep the area quiet. Although not examined in the study, an additional hypothetical 

link is an interpretive program focusing on birds and noise from visitors, which may lead to an 

additional increase in noise reduction. Collectively, this demonstrates the complex, reciprocal, 

and interdisciplinary nature of visitor use management.

Figure 2-An example of how visitor use affects social, biophysical, and managerial resources, and can also be affected by social, 
biophysical, and managerial resources.
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Visitor use management involves descriptive and evaluative relationships between visitor 
use and resource changes

Any amount of visitor use will create resource changes (Cole 2019). For instance, a single visitor 

will increase the number of people, the amount of sound, vegetation trampling, soil compaction, 

and vehicle volume in an area. All these resource changes are descriptive in nature; they simply 

describe relationships between visitor use and resources. These descriptive aspects of visitor use 

are critical to understand, particularly for unpacking system complexity and describing current 

conditions (IVUMC 2016; McCool et al. 2014). However, these descriptive aspects alone are seldom 

sufficient to make decisions about visitor use management. This is because they are devoid of 

associated contextual meaning (Wagar 1964). These descriptive relationships must also include an 

evaluative component to understand whether these changes are good or bad, or acceptable or 

unacceptable (Figure 3).

The relationship between descriptive and evaluative components of resources is referred to as a 

threshold in visitor use management (IVUMF 2016). Critically, the evaluation of descriptive aspects 

of resource changes are dependent on the desired conditions of a setting. Thus, the same descrip-

tive aspect, such as number of people, may be evaluated as positive or acceptable in one setting 

and negative or unacceptable in another. 

An analogy for this context-dependent descriptive-evaluative relation is the application of 

the concept to body temperature among different animal species. As demonstrated in Figure 

4, depending on the context, a descriptive temperature of 98.6º F is evaluated differently. For a 

high-metabolism hummingbird, this may be too cold, indicating illness. For a human, this body 

temperate is just right. For an ectothermic lizard, this may be too hot. The same concepts can be 

applied to visitor use management. A dozen encounters with other visitors may be too crowded for 

a multiday wilderness trip, just right for a day hike, and too sparse for a jog in the local park. The 

context-dependent nature of the descriptive-evaluative dimension of visitor use management is 

critical in the interdisciplinary field. When decisions are made simply on descriptive aspects without 

this context-based evaluative consideration, challenges often arise (Bacon et al. 2006). For instance, 

evaluating if a management action was successful can be difficult to determine without evaluative 

thresholds. 

Figure 3 - Examples of descriptive and evaluative components of visitor use management.



 April 2022 | Volume 28, Number 1 |  International Journal of Wilderness    37

Visitor use management can occur at all temporal and spatial scales

Early studies identified multiphasic components to visitor experiences (Clawson and Knetsch 

1966). These temporal phases include: (1) anticipation, (2) travel to site, (3) onsite participation, 

(4) travel from site, and (5) recollection (Clawson and Knetsch 1966; Figure 5). Anticipation is 

the earliest component of the visitor experience, where people often plan, make reservations, 

and generally set expectations and look forward to their experience. Traveling to a site can vary 

greatly from type of experience (i.e., a jog at the local park is much different from an international 

trip) but is comparatively short in duration. Onsite participation in some type of an experience is 

arguably the largest focus of research into and management of visitor use. Traveling from the 

site is similar in duration to traveling to a site. Lastly, recollection is generally the longest com-

ponent of the visitor experiences. It is where people reflect, share, and possibly make decisions 

about reengagement in an experience, thus starting the cycle over again at anticipation.

Although useful for thinking about the points and kind of visitor use management that can 

occur throughout the visitor experience, the framework described in Figure 5 masks additional 

nuances (Stewart 1998). For instance, the onsite participation component of visitor experience is 

much more dynamic and emergent than described. Even during onsite participation, the visitor 

experience evolves and changes (Borrie and Roggenbuck 2001). Nonetheless, this previous 

work shows how visitor use management can occur at different temporal scales. As an example, 

social media is used to help engage visitors during both the anticipation (Wilkins et al. 2018) and 

Figure 4 - Like body temperature and species, the relationship between descriptive and evaluative components of visitor use 
management is context dependent. Icon credit: Freepik.
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recollection phase (Miller and Freimund 2017). During the anticipation phase, visitors could use 

social media to plan aspects of their trip. In the recollection phase, visitors can engage a park 

via social media for a continuing relationship. Additionally, visitor experiences onsite help people 

procure recreational ecosystem services and benefits (Rice et al. 2020). As demonstrated in 

these examples, visitor use management can occur at different temporal points of the recreation 

experience.

Visitor use management also operates across multiple spatial scales. For instance, Manning et 

al. (1995) provided research to inform the management of visitor crowding at a single site. Scal-

ing up, visitor experiences related to soundscapes in Denali National Park were studied across 

numerous locations to provide information for front country planning (Miller, Taff, and Newman 

2018). Zhang et al. (2021) examined levels of visitor use across the state of Utah to describe use 

levels at a landscape scale, and Pergams and Zaradic (2008) looked at per capita national park 

visitation across the entire country of the United States to understand long-term, nationwide 

shifts in visitor use. These examples demonstrate how visitor use can be managed at numerous 

spatial scales. Lastly, some visitor use management professionals are starting to integrate both 

the spatial and temporal aspects into conceptual models and management applications (New-

ton et al. 2017; Perry et al. 2020). As a single example, Nettles et al. (2021) examined longitudinal 

aspects of norms in a single spatial context. 

Although these functional postulates demonstrate essential principles of visitor use manage-

ment, they do not identify the core values which drive visitor use management. To understand 

these core values, normative postulates are described below.

Figure 5 - Examples of visitor use across varying temporal components of the visitor experience (Clawson and Knetsch 1966).
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Normative Postulates

Visitor use management holds four normative postulates that act as core values for the field: 

1. Visitor use management should maximize benefits to people while minimizing negative 

biophysical impacts. 

2. Research and science should be useful to managers and other professionals in decision-

making about visitor use.

3. A range of different opportunities for visitors is a good thing.

4. A diversity of visitors is a good thing.

Visitor use management should minimize negative biophysical impacts while maximizing 
benefits to people

As detailed earlier, most parks and protected areas have a dual mandate to protect resources 

and provide visitor experiences (Organic Act of 1916). Although this is often described as two 

competing objectives, this dual mandate may be more accurately thought of as a reinforc-

ing loop where the types and amount of use appropriate for an area are the same types and 

amounts of use that leave resources unimpaired (Miller et al. 2019). This is explicitly stated in 

frameworks that guide visitor use management among federal agencies in the United States: 

“Visitor use management is essential for maximizing benefits for visitors while achieving and 

maintaining desired resource conditions” (IVUMC 2016, p. vii). Minimizing impacts to biophysical 

resources is also specified in case law related to visitor use management (Greater Yellowstone 

Coalition v. Kempthorne 2008; Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance v. Dabney 2000). Collectively, 

federal laws, agency guidance, and court rulings all demonstrate this core value.

Research and science should be useful to managers and other professionals in decision-
making about visitor use

Visitor use management is an applied field of study in that its purpose is to improve or 

maintain desired conditions related to social, biophysical, and managerial resources in parks 

and protected areas. Without a sound connection to a management application, visitor use 

management research lacks relevance and meaning. In fact, this applied aspect of visi-

tor use management research largely defines the field, and seldom will one find a research 

As we move further into an era of rapid change and 
uncertainty, the axioms of visitor use management can 

guide us toward a future that enriches the lives of a wide 
spectrum of the public while preserving our cherished 

resources for generations to come.
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article related to visitor use management 

without a “management implications” section. 

Researchers and scientists in the visitor use 

management field often pull from numerous 

disciplines, including social psychology, soci-

ology, economics, ecology, and anthropology. 

What distinguishes visitor use management 

from the fields it draws from is this shared 

commitment to applying the findings from 

research to improve decision-making about 

managing visitor experiences and resource 

impacts in parks and protected areas.

A range of opportunities for visitors is good

In general conservation science, “biodiversity 

is good” is a driving normative postulate 

(Kareiva and Marvier, 2012). Similarly, diversity 

in visitor opportunities is a good thing. This is 

perhaps best articulated as the Recreation 

Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) (Stankey 1977; 

Driver et al. 1987). However, providing a diver-

sity of recreation opportunities was proposed 

early on by Arthur Carhart and Aldo Leopold 

in the 1920s (Driver et al. 1987). This ROS 

approach allows visitors to choose the experi-

ence that best suits their needs, expectations, 

and goals, which facilitates achievement of 

benefits associated with their experience 

(Rice et al. 2020). This range of opportuni-

ties approach is often formally represented 

in zoning guidelines and associated desired 

conditions implemented by agencies (IVUMC 

2016; Manning 2011). By providing a range of 

opportunities, managers create an inclusive 

system that serves a diversity of visitors.

A diversity of visitors is good

Although many park and protected areas are 

challenged with immediate issues related to 

high levels of visitation, per capita visitation to 

places such as national parks has decreased 

for decades (Pergams and Zaradic 2008). 

Even during the recent rapid increase in 

visitation across the National Park Service, 

only 4% more people nationwide reported 

visiting a national park between 2009 and 

2019 (RSG and WYSAC 2019). Additionally, visi-

tors to places such as our national parks are 

disproportionally white and non-Hispanic, and 

historically underrepresented races and eth-

nicities report more constraints and barriers in 

access to parks and protected areas (RSG and 

WYSAC, 2019). In fact, many non-white racial 

and ethnic groups report national parks to be 

unpleasant places at much higher rates than 

white racial groups (RSG and WYSAC, 2019). 

Even during the explosion of new outdoor 

recreationists during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

first time participants in outdoor recreation 

were more likely to be white than any other 

participant group (Taff et al. 2021). Additionally, 

people who previously participated in outdoor 

recreation but no longer do were significantly 

more ethnically diverse (Taff et al. 2021). Col-

lectively, this data shows that although visitor 

use to parks and protected area is increasing, 

participation in outdoor recreation by a more 

diverse segment of the US population is not. 

With a diversifying American public that is 

less engaged with park and protected areas, 

general decreasing per capita visitation, and a 

disconnect from nature and associated wan-

ing public relevancy, the ability for agencies 

to fulfill their missions becomes a “wicked 

problem” (Machlis and McNutt 2011). Recog-

nizing these long-term challenges, the NPS 

launched several initiatives to create a vision 
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of a more inclusive future (NPS 2015). This includes a vision where the NPS “will fully represent 

our nation’s ethnically and culturally diverse communities” (NPS 2015, p. 5). Additionally, increas-

ing visitor use to parks and protected areas among a broader swath of society could provide 

more ecosystem services and human well-being benefits provided by places like our national 

parks (Rice et al. 2020). 

Conclusion
Inquiry into visitor use management has existed for more than 50 years. As time progressed, 

our understanding of the issues and research questions became more complex. Today, visitor 

use management stands as not only a framework, but a field of inquiry that is underpinned and 

guided by functional and normative postulates that organically emerged from the 50 years of 

history.

During the past decade, many US parks and protected areas have been challenged with 

providing high quality visitor experiences while protecting resources in the face of record-break-

ing visitation year after year. In this time, not only has the process of visitor use management 

progressed through agency investments such as the Interagency Visitor Use Management 

Council (IVUMC), but the interdisciplinary field of study called visitor use management has also 

progressed. Numerous graduate and undergraduate programs, hundreds if not thousands of 

peer-reviewed papers, and many dedicated people have helped advance the science of visitor 

use management. As we move further into an era of rapid change and uncertainty, the axioms of 

visitor use management can guide us toward a future that enriches the lives of a wide spectrum 

of the public while preserving our cherished resources for generations to come. 
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Adirondack Mountains during fall. Photo credit: Hazal Ozturk on Unsplash.
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Toward the end of February of 2020, I spoke at a public 

forum in Keene Valley, New York. The small rural community 

serves as a gateway to the High Peaks Wilderness of the 

Adirondack Park, and having been asked by a local citizens 

committee, I presented research on the topic of visitor use 

management. Like many protected areas, the Adirondacks 

perennially wrestle with the paradox of how to provide 

access to public land without unacceptably degrading 

the very resources visitors are there to enjoy. My brief talk 

included case studies of how national parks across the 

United States have, and continue to address these issues 

through legislative guidance, relevant environmental policy, 

and sound science. 

Following my presentation, a civil dialogue among 

the audience ensued. Community members shared 

perspectives on issues of parking, trail degradation, 

search and rescue efforts, rock climbing opportunities, 

and especially the value of wilderness experiences. The 

community conversation was heartening, and I was satisfied 

with my ability to periodically field questions from the 
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audience. However, there was one local resident I failed to respond to adequately. 

A seasoned Adirondack citizen stood and asked for my perspective on the spiritual importance 

of wilderness. More specifically, what did law have to say about it and how could science 

quantify it? The questions were apt and appropriate, especially since the setting for the public 

forum was a humble valley church surrounded by mountain wilderness.       

Less than a week after the forum, the first case of COVID-19 in New York State was confirmed. 

Nearly two years of living and teaching amidst a pandemic, and a significant amount of reflection 

later, I have begun to formulate a response to those unanswered questions.    

Managing for Solitude in an Era of Isolation
Park and outdoor recreation management relies heavily on management objectives and 

associated indicators and standards of quality. Management objectives are statements about 

the desired conditions of outdoor recreation and are often derived from guiding legislation 

and policy. Indicators of quality are more specific, measurable variables that reflect the 

meaning or essence of management objectives and serve as quantifiable proxies or measures 

of management objectives. Standards, in turn, define the minimum acceptable condition of 

indicator variables (Manning et al. 2017). A textbook example of this relates specifically to 

wilderness management.

The Wilderness Act of 1964 serves as guiding legislation for management of federally 

designated wilderness in the United States and explicitly describes “opportunities for solitude” 

as a quality that wilderness areas should provide (16 US Code 1131-1136). Yet, the concept of 

solitude may be somewhat abstract and subjective, making it a challenge to measure and 

manage. Fortunately, decades of research demonstrate that the number of other visitors 

encountered along trails is important to wilderness visitors in defining solitude. Therefore, 

encounters with other groups of visitors along trails may serve as strong indicators of quality 

for a wilderness experience because they are measurable, manageable, and function as 

reasonable proxies for solitude. Research also recommends normative standards for how many 

trail encounters may occur before opportunities for solitude are unacceptably degraded. In fact, 

several studies found that no more than five encounters along trails per day were acceptable to 

visitors of wilderness areas (Manning 2011). And thus, a formula for managing for solitude exists. 

However, as lockdowns became a new norm across the globe, I questioned the relevance 

of managing for solitude in an era of increasing isolation. In some ways, managing wilderness 

areas for specific numbers of encounters along a trail per day felt like a moot point when most 

of us were not leaving our homes. In other ways, it felt more applicable than ever. After all, 

doesn’t the metric of numbers of encounters along a trail per day seem strikingly similar to social 

distancing by design? But at a broader scale, how important would wilderness experiences 

be in an increasingly isolated world? I found framing these questions under the sole metric of 

solitude fruitless. At the same time, unanswered questions from the Adirondack public forum 



50    International Journal of Wilderness | April 2022 | Volume 28, Number 1

echoed in my mind. While perhaps part and parcel of solitude, what of the spiritual importance 

of wilderness? 

During the fall of 2021 I was fortunate to teach 10 students in an experiential learning setting 

that St. Lawrence University refers to as the Adirondack Semester. After engaging these 

young minds week after week in Adirondack wilds, I was beginning to learn more about the 

spiritual significance of wilderness. Responses to the questions I had been pondering revealed 

themselves through teaching rather than research, although the process remained equally 

rigorous and rewarding.         

The Adirondack Park and Adirondack Semester
The Adirondack Park is the largest protected area in the continental United States and is 

larger than the Grand Canyon, Everglades, Yellowstone, and Yosemite National Parks combined. 

The Adirondacks encompass a diverse range of natural environs that include more than 3,000 

lakes and 30,000 miles (48,280 km) of rivers and streams. They also afford opportunities to visit 

old-growth forests and globally unique wetlands (Adirondack Park Agency 2022). Central to the 

Adirondack Park is the Forest Preserve. The de facto wilderness was established in 1885 by an 

act of legislature that stated, “The lands now or hereafter constituting the Forest Preserve shall 

be forever kept as wild forest lands. They shall not be sold, nor shall they be leased or taken by 

any person or corporation, public or private” (General Statutes of the State of New York Chapter 

283 § 8 1885).  And while the Adirondacks also include a substantive amount of private land 

devoted primarily to forestry, agriculture, and outdoor recreation, it is Adirondack wilderness 

that remains the heart of the park. It is in this spirit of wilderness that St. Lawrence University’s 

Adirondack Semester was established.  

With its inception in 1999, the fundamental purpose of the Adirondack Semester is to 

encourage deeper engagement with the natural world through immersion in a location with 

wilderness qualities, relevant coursework, and extracurricular activities. Important elements of 

the semester include understanding of critical environmental issues; living in a materially simple, 

close-knit community and in close connection to wild nature; learning the skills to recreate 

safely and pleasurably in wild nature; understanding elements and interrelationships of the 

natural world; and reflecting critically and creatively on the experiences of the semester and the 

many questions it raises. Logistically, this means the better part of the fall semester living in a 

yurt village with no running water, periodic power supplied by solar arrays, regular maintenance 

of composting toilets, and bathing by sponge baths in a wood-fired sauna or a refreshing dip in 

the lake. There are no laptops, smartphones, televisions, or radios. This is in part to encourage 

more meaningful engagement with and interest in the natural world but also encourages 

students to critically reflect on the impacts of technology on their lives and on society and the 

environment (St. Lawrence University 2022; Johnson and Alexander 2009). And during the fall 

semester of 2021, this seemed particularly pertinent.
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For most teachers and students, the prior 

academic year meant courses via Zoom 

or some other online format. Prerecorded 

lectures, dialogue by direct message or blog 

post, and most of all a seemingly endless 

amount of screen time. As higher education, 

and education in general, continued to 

struggle with an appropriate level of 

technology for achieving academic success, 

students in the Adirondack Semester had a 

chance to reflect on the topic. The following 

are two of those reflections my students 

and coauthors graciously agreed to share in 

writing.  

Student Perspectives

Roisin’s Story

My past two semesters on campus had 

resulted in severe panic attacks and major 

depressive spirals. I had felt abandoned in a 

setting I was supposed to grow in. 

I knew I wanted to participate in the 

Adirondack Semester not solely for the 

academic benefits, but also because I knew 

that if I could live in the woods for a semester, 

away from technology and my typical support 

system, I could move back to campus in the 

spring and continue my college education.

Figure 1 - Eager students at Adirondack trailhead.
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At the beginning of the semester, I couldn’t 

portage a canoe, my backpacking skills were 

infantile, and I was by no means a cook fit to 

serve a community. It took time, but I realized 

that everyone else I was with wasn’t a master 

kindling cutter, I wasn’t the only person who 

couldn’t start a fire, and my academic stress 

would be checked by my peers.

I failed a lot. Canoes gave my portage 

partner a bloody nose, I learned that tofu 

doesn’t make a great burger, and if you 

reverse a car in the forest you’ll probably 

crash. But the forest protected us. The night 

Figure 2 - Adirondack semester accommodations.

wrapped us up in warm blankets of stars while 

loons lulled us to sleep with their calls. Only to 

be woken up to the soft orange light nudging 

us to get up for the day.

As our community grew, slowly the social 

concerns I had slipped away. You don’t have 

to worry about going out, there are no social 

pressures of having clean hair, or washed 

clothes. The things a depressed person 

typically worries about people noticing are an 

accepted norm in the woods. 

Being released from the confines of a social 

norm, I found that I was experiencing nature 
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a different way. With the help of our course work, I realized how every part of nature interacts 

with one another contributing to a richer community. I found for the first time in a long time I 

was understanding the interconnected nature of school, community, and nature. The stress-free 

environment lent itself to positive learning. As the semester progressed, I got less worried about 

grades and more caught up in the material. Understanding the social dynamics of our backyard 

was far more important than getting an A in a course.

Learning about mindfulness and being part of a community allows for growth. Having a lack 

of some things like technology and running water created an abundance of other things like 

canoe trips and home-cooked meals. The semester was messy, classes were challenging, 

and communal living is something no one will ever figure out. However, having an experience 

untouched by society taught me positive lessons in self-discovery, environmentalism, and 

community. And for that I am forever grateful.   

The Adirondack Semester gave me insight into well-being and the value behind community

Sage’s Story

I have found that spending time with people outdoors has always lent itself to a different kind 

of personal connection; one that goes beyond posts on social media, political opinions, or even 

social pressures to be constantly “productive” (occupation, school, passion projects, etc.). 

America, especially, has a knack for idealizing the pull yourself up by your bootstraps lifestyle. 

When people are in the woods, however, we are surrounded by other living things that live 

completely differently. The draping hemlocks and tall pines show us that there is value beyond 

being “productive,” and I think it’s something that people are subconsciously (or consciously) 

hankering for right now. When outside, we learn to leave space for thoughts that are fostered by 

a change in pace. I think that’s why people tend to connect differently outside – because there is 

shift in energy. The trees make space for us to realize our own values.

I am thankful for having the privilege to take classes and live in the woods, during a pandemic 

no less. It’s now more than ever that we need to be influenced by the hemlocks. I will forever be 

thankful for the time I am able to spend among their pace. I find it radical, and I am proud of that. 

“We need more wilderness. It provides 
opportunities for triumph during times of 

trauma. We need it not only for our individual                     
selves but for our collective soul.” 
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The Spiritual Importance of Wilderness
I still have no definitive answer for how to measure or manage the spiritual qualities of 

wilderness, but I have recently gained the confidence to speak to its spiritual importance. I can 

do this, in part, based on hearing student perspectives such as those shared above. For example, 

science alone has not yet resolved issues of anxiety and depression, but the effect of time 

spent in wilderness certainly has an effect on the human spirit and may play a role in reducing 

them. The student’s words above speak poignantly to this point, but she is not alone. Her words 

resonate with me personally, and I suspect many of us who have been fortunate enough to 

spend time in wilderness settings since the onset of the pandemic. As aptly expressed by the 

second student, the pandemic has also driven many of us to reconsider what is important in life. 

Do we define ourselves predominantly by our professional productivity, or is changing our pace 

to make time for meaningful personal connections equally, if not more, important? This student 

embraces a change of pace, putting people, and our place in nature, ahead of productivity. And 

this, she considers radical. I, for one, hope it is not radical but becomes the new normal. Both of 

these students’ ideas are pronounced by the pandemic, but I hope they are not soon forgotten. 

In addition to learning from my students, my increasing confidence in speaking to the spiritual 

significance of wilderness comes, perhaps ironically and appropriately, through humility. 

When the pandemic began, I thought the Adirondacks, and protected areas in general, might 

Figure 3 - Students practice their balance beam skills in a beaver pond.
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finally receive a well-deserved break from visitor use and its commensurate environmental 

impacts. That lockdowns would lead to ecological recovery, and even the most heavily impacted 

environs would have opportunities to demonstrate their resilience. Perhaps I was naive, but not 

alone in this line of thinking. John Muir once declared, “How hard to pull or shake people out of 

town! Earthquakes cannot do it, nor even plagues. These only cause the civilized to pray and ring 

bells and cower in corners of bedrooms and churches” (Muir 1979). Oh, how wrong the current 

populace proved us!

Since the loosening of initial lockdowns in 2020, land managers and stewards of the 

Adirondacks report growing demand for outdoor opportunities. In Keene Valley, gateway to 

the High Peaks Wilderness, this has led to a pilot shuttle bus and permit system to address 

increasing levels of visitation. Information and education on low impact recreation practices 

are being emphasized from social media outlets to mountain summits, and an alternate, more 

sustainable trail was established to one popular high peak in the region. Long range visitor use 

management planning is also proposed for the future in an effort to continue accommodating 

our insatiable appetite for wild places (Weiss et al. 2021).

Bob Marshall, Adirondack aficionado, New York native, and founding member of The 

Wilderness Society, once stated, “It is only the possibility of convalescing in the wilderness which 

saves [lives] from being destroyed by the terrible neural tension of modern existence” (Marshall 

1930). My students second this, I concur, and droves of urban denizens seeking solace in our 

scarce wild spaces reinforce the fact. However science may inform wilderness management 

in the future, and regardless of the political outcomes of park planning, there is one certainty 

clarified by the current pandemic. We need more wilderness. It provides opportunities for 

triumph during times of trauma. We need it not only for our individual selves but for our 

collective soul. Time spent in wilderness pushes us to ponder our paradigm of productivity and 

serves as a sanctuary from societal pressures. More important than answering the question of 

what the spiritual importance of wilderness is may be taking the time to consider the question 

ourselves.   
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Gulf of Oman. Photo credit: Sajjad Amiri on Unsplash.
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES  

Tapping into Oman’s 
Wealth Beyond Its Oil: 
Developing Nature-Based 
Tourism in the Sultanate’s 
Wildlands
by ELIZABETH E. PERRY

Elizabeth E. Perry

Oman’s dramatic beauty – juxtapositions of blue seas, golden 

deserts, marbled mountains, and verdant canyons – beckons 

for nature-based tourism (NBT) (Figure 1). Like many other 

countries, Oman is examining how to adapt to changing 

economies and considering how natural resources and NBT fit 

into this adaptation. Thus far, Oman’s economy has prospered 

mainly from developing its petroleum reserves. However, 

petroleum dependency is not sustainable by the mere fact 

of oil’s finite nature, nor does it appear to be resilient, given 

the global shift toward other energy sources. This presents a 

conundrum for Oman and other countries in a similar position 

of how to diversify while still upholding the quality of life that 

such a rich economy has provided. 

For Oman and Omanis in particular, part of the answer may 

relate to the relative recency of petroleum exploitation and 

national development and include advertising the country’s 

currently undeveloped, substantial wildlands as attractive for 

tourism generally and NBT in particular (Buerkert et al. 2010). 

The country was relatively undeveloped in infrastructure until 

the 1970s, when the late Sultan Qaboos deposed his father 
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and funneled the sultanate’s treasuries and 

workforce into national development (Jones 

and Ridout 2015). Protected areas and cultural 

heritage sites were also established beginning 

at this time. Some of these are administered 

directly under a royalty land stewardship 

structure (the Diwan of the Royal Court) and 

others are administered by what is now the 

Nature Conservation Authority of the Ministry 

of Environment and Climate Affairs (MECA). 

Although cultural sites are maintained for both 

preservation and tourism with the Ministry 

of Heritage and Culture and concessionaire 

contracts, almost all of the 20 natural resource 

protected areas are maintained solely for 

preservation and scientific studies and without 

associated contracts for development or 

programming (Mershen 2007; MECA 2022).

At this economic-based inflection point in 

time, Oman is considering how to thoughtfully 

leverage some of these protected areas for 

increased NBT to the country. And, they have 

good reason to expect that nature-based 

tourists would come for these outstanding 

resources and experiences. Oman’s current 

tourism slogan is “Beauty has an address – 

Oman,” and rightly so. The country is brimming 

with unique environments and relatively 

Figure 1 – A sample of Oman’s dramatic and diverse natural beauty: coasts, deserts, mountains, and canyons.

constrained large-scale development as com-

pared with its neighbors in the Gulf of Arabia. 

For example, its waters and beaches support 

many of the world’s migratory sea turtle spe-

cies and tourists can observe – with a guide 

and under regulations – egg laying or hatch-

ing from these species throughout the year. 

Wildlife is also found throughout the country’s 

beaches, deserts, mountains, and wadi (river 

canyons with seasonal/year-round water), 

including ibex, falcons, gazelles, oryx, and the 

last known populations of the Arabian leopard 

(Panthera pardus nimr). Flora include acacia, 

frankincense, oleander, and date palms. In 

all these environments, humans have had a 

pronounced presence historically and/or cur-

rently, and cultural resources from the Bronze 

Age (2300 BCE) onward are common sights. 

Perhaps most famously, the Omani system of 

falaj (singular)/aflaj (plural) or aboveground 

irrigation channels and community-based 

allocations of water in diversion systems to 

distribute water from mountain springs and 

snowpack to lower land farms, is protected 

and promoted under UNESCO World Heritage 

Site designation (Figure 2).

Also of note is the attraction of tourists 

themselves to Oman. With a rich seafaring 
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and trading history, Oman has a longstanding tradition of welcoming different peoples and 

viewpoints, showcasing its hospitality, and encouraging cultural exchange (Jones and Ridout 

2015; Subramoniam et al. 2010). During the past 10 years, tourist visitation to Oman has doubled, 

reaching approximately 230,000 visitors in 2019 (National Centre for Statistics and Informa-

tion 2019). In that year, the Omani tourism sector generated more than 80 million Omani rial in 

revenue (approximately US$200 million) on tourism experiences, accounting for nearly 5% of 

Oman's gross domestic product (Al-Hashim 2015; Cetin and Al-Alawi 2018; National Centre for 

Statistics and Information 2019). While this level of tourism represents a real contribution to the 

Omani economy, the Omani tourism sector remains at or below regional averages for economic 

size and productivity, indicating even greater potential to grow in the future (Cetin and Al-Alawi 

2018). A critical enabler of the Omani tourism economy is its regional leadership in safety and 

security for tourists in the country, for which it is ranked first among Middle Eastern and North 

African countries (Cetin and Al-Alawi 2018; World Economic Forum 2019). Oman has taken a role 

of diplomatic neutrality amongst its more politically volatile neighbors (e.g., Yemen, Saudi Arabia, 

Iran) and thus is viewed as a generally safer and more stable atmosphere for tourism in the 

region (Stephenson and Al-Hamarneh 2017). 

Tourists mainly come from the other countries within the Gulf region, especially to enjoy 

Oman’s comparatively more temperate conditions and diverse scenery, and from countries 

across the Indian subcontinent (Al-Hashim 2015; Tanfeedh 2017). Smaller but growing tourism 

markets include Europe, Russia, and China. Tourists from other areas are fewer, although there is 

a niche market for tourism from US military personnel and their families stationed in Bahrain and 

the greater region (Stephenson and Al-Hamarneh 2017).

Complexity of Development
Despite these attractive resources and current tourists, NBT combining the two has not been 

an explicit focus until recently. With resources under the purview of MECA and tourism under 

the Ministry of Tourism (MOT), the two have diverged in goals and policy in this separation. In the 

current state of economic diversification and greater emphasis on promoting NBT, a critical issue 

has arisen: 

How to work with multiple ministries and multiple goals to provide quality NBT experiences in 
sensitive, often wildland environments, while maintaining the quality of these environments themselves?

This question transcends contexts, but the Omani version of it has trended toward the tension 

of “opening up” protected areas for NBT and attracting private investment to develop tourism 

infrastructure and programming in and near these places. As part of a national economic diver-

sification strategy (Tanfeedh 2017), five protected areas were identified for NBT development 

(Figure 3). These “pilot” protected areas for nature and adventure tourism would showcase the 

desert, marine, cave, wadi, wetland, and montane environs of the country; provide new destina-

tions on travel itineraries for tourists’ typically short stays in Oman; and capture a newer market 
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of thrill-seekers across the Gulf. The pilots are 

a cave system at the base of the mountains 

(Suhur Cave and Wadi Naheez), an immense 

dam and corresponding water resources 

(Wadi Dayqah Dam), a protected wetland 

in urban Muscat (Qurum Park), a rock and 

fossil interest site in central Oman (Al Wusta 

Geopark), and an acacia desert shrubland (Al-

Saleel Nature Park). 

Questions have arisen about Al-Saleel 

Nature Park, which is the pilot area that 

currently has the most stringent MECA protec-

tions. It is part of the Omani Nature Reserves 

system, which is akin to an IUCN Category 

Ia strict nature reserve managed mainly for 

science and is correspondingly wild in nature 

(Dudley et al. 2013; MECA 2022). Al-Saleel 

is located in eastern Oman, at the western 

foot of the southern end of the Eastern Hajar 

Mountains, covering 220 square kilometers 

(85 square miles). It is under the jurisdiction of 

MECA. The park is designated to protect habi-

tat for Arabian gazelles (Gazella arabica) and 

foster the growth and health of that population 

(Figure 4). It also contains the largest acacia 

woodlands in Oman and encompasses an 

important ecological transition zone between 

the northern and southern Sharqiyah deserts. 

The three main areas of the park are alluvial 

plains with acacia, mountains and wadis, and 

sparsely vegetated higher elevation hills and 

outcrops (Figure 5). In addition to its environ-

Figure 2 – Examples of falaj irrigation channels in a wadi near the source of the water (left) and within a cultivated area of date palms, 
fodder grasses, and citrus trees (right).
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mental values, the reserve contains Bronze 

Age archaeological sites (e.g., beehive-shaped 

tomb structures) and seabed fossils of ancient 

marine life (MECA 2017).

The park was only recently opened for visi-

tation and primarily serves school and other 

organized groups on trips preplanned with the 

MECA regional and national offices. Primary 

facilities include an administrative office with 

a small collection and an exhibition of natural 

artifacts from the park, informal camping 

locations, a limited network of unimproved 

roads and driving routes, a gazelle breeding 

and care facility, and a native plant nursery. 

Administration of the park is headed by a park 

director and a cadre of rangers who patrol the 

reserve to monitor conditions and deter illegal 

activities including establishing goat grazing 

pens and poaching of protected wildlife 

(MECA 2017).

One additional reserve – Ras al Hadd Turtle 

Reserve – is already a tourism destination and 

has had to manage and adapt the balance 

between visitation and use (Choudri et al. 

Figure 3 – Tanfeedh's hierarchical organization of sectors, initiatives, and projects (top to bottom), as related to Al-Saleel Nature Park. MICE 
= Meetings, Incentives, Conferences, and Exhibits.

2016a). It is thus held as the model for how 

NBT can occur in environmentally sensitive 

yet economically contributory ways. In this 

case, visitors typically spend only a few hours 

at the reserve at dawn for the first glimpse of 

sunrise in Arabia and to see hatchlings surg-

ing toward the surf or at dusk/night to see 

turtles depositing their eggs into sandy nests. 

Limitations on visitation; guided experiences; 

a visitor center to constrain impacts, convey 

policies, and educate visitors; and a new 

ecolodge are all management strategies that 

MECA has implemented with a concessionaire 

and MOT guidance (Figure 6). However, there 

are concerns that major surges in visitation 

around Eid al-Fitr (the festivities marking 

the conclusion of Islam’s most holy month, 

Ramadan) and other holidays violate the limits 

set by MECA and favor tourism over protec-

tion. Management plans for the turtle reserve 

are based on the resource itself. Because 

tourism and its impacts were not an original 

consideration in the reserve but rather one in 

response to unmanaged conditions 10 to 15 
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Figure 4 – Arabian gazelles and acacia trees in Al-Saleel Nature Park.

Figure 5 – A view of the expanse of the alluvial plains with acacia trees at Al-Saleel Nature Park (top), as seen from the rocky hills and 
outcrops between the plain and the northern mountains (bottom). The unimproved road visible is the only route maintained in the park.
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years ago, tourism is still seen as at odds with the fundamental purpose of the reserve. As the 

lone example of a MECA–MOT collaboration, the challenges and successes at Ras al Hadd have 

set the tone for discussions about considering NBT in other reserves.

The inclusion of Al-Saleel as an additional nature reserve for NBT in Tanfeedh and the 

assumption of Ras al Hadd as a model for such tourism development has demonstrated reoc-

curring obstacles. Al-Saleel began working on NBT development from the park level at the 

same time Tanfeedh was focusing on its OR development from the national level. These efforts 

developed in parallel. MECA tourism development actions that predated or were parallel to 

Tanfeedh tourism sector implementation include expert exchange with the US Department of 

Interior for technical park planning and management support and drafting of management plans 

that incorporate tourism as a critical area of emphasis (MECA 2017). The park’s own tourism 

management and development efforts motivated and have supported inclusion of the Al-Saleel 

tourism project within Tanfeedh. 

Figure 6 – Ras Al Hadd Nature Reserve experiences clockwise from top left: visitor center, ecolodges, guided night hike, and beaches, with 
a sea turtle depositing her eggs, illuminated by a less disturbing red light (center).
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To date, at least three separate efforts have been made by MOT to initiate tourism develop-

ment at Al-Saleel, none of which have advanced beyond the initial speculative stages. This 

pattern of consistent interest that falls short of implementation is an important contextual fram-

ing for the discussions about wildland NBT in Omani reserves. Al-Saleel has repeatedly been 

recognized as a priority for tourism development among Oman’s protected areas and natural 

heritage resources. Government and private sector resources have on several occasions been 

committed to developing plans, yet none of these plans have been implemented. This suggests 

that greater system-level barriers and unreconciled points of friction may be preventing devel-

opment of Al-Saleel. For example, these larger barriers include:

•	 Ministry-to-ministry issues such as initial and genuine interests in collaboration 

encountering the realities of already overcommitted staff and processes particular to each 

ministry, and 

•	 Ministry-to-provider issues such as effectively marketing the financial attractiveness 

of nature reserves’ potentially seasonal tourism to entrepreneurs and providing clear 

pathways for small and medium enterprises (ideally locals and Omanis) to engage in small-

scale NBT ventures.

Moving Forward
The presence of such barriers and points of friction is particularly troubling within the pro-

tected area context of the park. Al-Saleel was designated as a national nature park to protect 

and preserve valuable, unique, and sensitive resources (e.g., gazelles, acacia) and experiences 

(e.g., learning about regional lifeways, connecting with Omani nature). To be successful and 

sustainable, NBT development in Al-Saleel must be well-coordinated and sensitive to the 

environmental and social constraints of the park and its surroundings. As a relatively intact eco-

system with traditional cultural uses (e.g., camel and goat grazing, honey collection), developing 

Optimism remains, though, that among the dramatic beauty of 
such places the enduring commitment to protected areas and 

relatively more recent recognition of their economic appeal can 
help forge solutions.

a lodge or highly structured campground on the park’s border and amenities in the park such 

as a 10k trekking/jeep safari trail (i.e., improving the road pictured in Figure 5) would impact the 

integrity of the resource and the villages surrounding it (MECA 2017). The national significance of 

the area, as expressed through its selection as a Tanfeedh project, stands at odds with the start-
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and-stop nature of development efforts and raises important questions about the relevance of 

and proper direction for tourism development in and around Al-Saleel.	

The circumstances of Al-Saleel, both its potential for sustainable tourism development and the 

challenges that have arisen while trying to realize this potential, are not unique to the park. They 

are typical of many Omani natural and cultural heritage tourism destinations and indeed of parks 

worldwide (Manning 2011; McCool 2016; Spiess et al. 2017). Virtually all parks and protected areas 

face tensions between development and protection, public and private interests, national and 

local values, and recreation and conservation uses. Therefore, analyzing the history, context, and 

alternative futures for tourism development at Al-Saleel provides a case study that will be useful 

for successfully and sustainably developing other Omani natural and cultural heritage resources 

for tourism. 

Even with these similarities, Oman is unique in many respects and poised to be a leader 

among its petroleum-producing peers in attention to environmental concerns (Choudri et al. 

2016b). As the country established its wealth and infrastructure, it also established substantial 

areas of cultural and environmental protection. The country participates in UNESCO designations 

and has demonstrated commitment to true nature reserves (IUCN Category 1a; Clarke et al. 

1986). More broadly than just protected areas, it has capitalized on its appeal as a nature oasis 

among its relatively more arid neighbors. The question now turns to how these earlier advance-

ments will remain and/or adapt as NBT becomes a more emphasized sector for attracting new 

revenue (Mershen 2007). As the existing nature reserves are preservation focused, reconciling 

the fundamental purpose of these places with the idea of tourism development is challenging 

– as seen in Ras al Hadd and Al-Saleel – and will remain a challenge as MOT and MECA bring 

NBT collaboration toward action. Optimism remains, though, that among the dramatic beauty of 

such places the enduring commitment to protected areas and relatively more recent recognition 

of their economic appeal can help forge solutions. This includes establishing additional types of 

protected areas with appropriate tourism development considered at the onset and encouraging 

small seasonal NBT providers.  
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development in Omani protected areas.
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The world of podcasting has exploded in the last 15 years and today there are shows on nearly 

any topic imaginable. Podcasts are convenient, often free, and offer a great way to learn more about 

something of interest to listeners. Fortunately, this powerful and relatively new medium is being 

utilized more and more within the wilderness and conservation community. Continuing a review of 

some of the quality options available, this issue of IJW takes a dive into the Rewilding Earth Podcast, 

hosted by Jack Humphrey and produced by the Rewilding Institute.

The Rewilding Institute thinks big, and its globally focused mission to “advance continental-

scale conservation in North America and beyond” is refreshingly ambitious. Positioning itself as an 

“essential source of information” for the integration of wildlands conservation and the science of 

conservation biology, the institute serves this purpose well through its utilization of the podcast 

format.

Hosted by longtime wildlands advocate Jack Humphrey, the Rewilding Earth Podcast draws 

from a deep well of experience, research, and expertise across a multitude of conservation-related 

fields. The stated goal of the podcast is to “highlight the work of the people involved in saving 

nature’s building blocks.” Produced in a long-form interview style, the show consists of in-depth 

conversations with scientists, activists, artists, journalists, and authors who each offer up unique 

and engaging perspectives on a wide range of topics. From rewilding efforts underway in Namibia 

(episode 73), to a discussion about the implications of the pandemic for conservation (episode 48), 

the breadth of topics and geographic areas covered is impressive.

Of the many strengths of the Rewilding Earth Podcast, its frequent focus on places not often 

viewed as candidates for rewilding is particularly powerful. Episode 78 discusses the prospect of 

rewilding the state of Iowa, one of the most domesticated landscapes in the United States, while 

episode 60 envisions the upper Midwest containing a giant 33,000 square mile (85,469 sq. km) 

wildlands network. For listeners who appreciate and understand the need for bold, landscape-scale 

thinking to address the twin threats of climate change and the extinction crisis, episodes such as 

this offer tangible, well-developed visions for a wilder, more biodiverse future.

Complemented by Humphrey’s knowledgeable and engaging interview style, the Rewilding Earth 

Podcast offers a great resource for those working on wilderness and conservation issues. Episodes 

are often timely and topical, addressing contemporary developments in conservation policy, 

practice, and law. Multiple episodes have been devoted to current debate (or recent passage) of 

wilderness bills in Congress (episodes 19 and 75). With further episodes on issues such as Colorado 

wolf reintroduction and the removal of dams on the Lower Snake River, the podcast provides expert 

background information and analysis of some of the most pressing environmental issues of the day.

Whether you find yourself with time to kill on a long road trip, or you’re simply cooking up a meal 

in your kitchen, it is worth the time to cue up an episode of the Rewilding Earth Podcast.   

REVIEWED BY Patrick Kelly, IJW media and book review editor; email: Patrick.ram.kelly@gmail.com.
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