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Photo credit: The 12th World Wilderness Congress united 700 Indigenous leaders, conservation
professionals, and wilderness advocates from 36 countries and more than 50 Tribal and
Indigenous Nations, one of the largest conservation congresses ever led by Indigenous Peoples.
The W\WC is the world's longest-running, public international conservation forum convened by
WILD.org since 1976. Photo by Jayme Dittmar.



EDITORIAL PERSPECTIVES

A Global Wilderness
Gathering

by Amy Lewis

To many subscribers of the International Journal of Wilderness,
this publication is more than a compilation of articles, it is a community.
Globally, wilderness practitioners and researchers are few and far
between, a scattered cadre of professionals working at the edges
of both our ecological and conceptual understanding of the world,
in the margins once labeled the residency of dragons.

When we do, on occasion, encounter another like-minded indi-
vidual— whether on the pages of this journal or in the vanishing

Amy Lewis

few moments we come together to meet in the physical plane—our
recognition of kinship and commonality is all the more appreciated,
creating deeply felt and instantaneous bonding and producing the
strongest community I've ever witnessed in a journal audience.

Such an opportunity emerges, once every four years, for IJW readers
to gather together at the World Wilderness Congress (WWC) in
celebration of and commitment to wilderness and the global
wilderness community. Since 1977, the W\WC has convened to
create an international community of wilderness citizens—people who,
regardless of national allegiances, also recognize a deep and abiding
allegiance to the place shaped by instinct and a complex balance of
ecological relations: the wild places.

In August 2024, the 12th W\WC (WILD12) gathered again, this time
in He Sapa, the sacred territory of the Lakota Nation, which is now
commonly referred to as the Black Hills of Rapid City, South Dakota,
USA.
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Approximately 700 delegates from 40 different countries gathered in Rapid City to share with, learn
from, encourage, and be encouraged by their extended wilderness family. This was the first time the
Congress had convened in person since 2013 and the first post-COVID gathering of our close-knit
community. For the first time, an Indigenous Nation was the host of the Congress, and in their honor,
we prioritized reimagining the wilderness concept to be more inclusive of ancient and contemporary
Indigenous knowledge, wisdom, and leadership.

This gathering also represented the first time the W\WC was organized by a new generation of wilder-
ness conservation leaders at WILD: Adam Hanson, Jennifer Meyer, and me, Amy Lewis. The WWC's
long-time organizer, Vance Martin, retired in December 2022. WILD12 planning began in early 2023.
The poignant recognition that this event represented a changing of the guard was ever-present in the
lead-up to August 2024,

But the Congress is and always has been more than just a family reunion. It is, in the truest sense of
the word, an indaba—a gathering of the clans to identify priorities and come to consensus on common
actions. Since its inception, the WWC has informed global wilderness policy, creating wilderness policy
frameworks in countries that had previously lacked even a word for wilderness. It has also helped set
aside millions of hectares of wild areas for protection and launched global coalitions to place the latest
scientific consensus regarding nature on the global policy agenda. The Nature Needs Half movement
originated at the gth WWC in Merida, Mexico, in 2009 and continues to advocate for the scientific
consensus supporting area-based protection targets of at least half the planet.

WILD12 was no different. On the final day, delegates adopted 12 different resolutions that included
measures including, but not limited to:

- Expanding of the wilderness concept to incorporate Indigenous wisdom and experience

- Protecting treaty lands for conservation as a part of the drive to achieve Nature Needs Half

+ Respecting the sacred Black Hills by banning industrial extraction throughout the entire region

+ Repatriating bison at the landscape/continental-scale and restoring grasslands

- Establishing rights for Antarctica to prevent the imminent escalation of multinational competition
for its vast resources,

- Implementing the High Sea Treaties for the preservation of global oceans

+ Banning old-growth deforestation in Sapmi, the traditional territory of the Sami people

Since the adoption of these and other resolutions, WILD's team has worked feverishly to adapt
these proposals for the International Union of the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) World Conservation
Congress being held in Abu Dhabi in 2025, This has served two purposes, the first being to represent
the viewpoints of WILD12 delegates, many of whom are often unaffiliated with a government or institu-
tional sponsor at the IUCN, which requires membership to participate in policy discussions.
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This is an invaluable conduit for global civil society to advocate for wilderness, placing their priorities
on the global agenda.

The second purpose served by WILD12 motions is to place wilderness and nature on the agenda.
Increasingly, the [IUCN's focus has turned toward social issues related to conservation. Although these
are important and are oftentimes in urgent need of attention, the IUCN is the world's primary forum
for policy related to the protection and conservation of nature. If wilderness cannot find a home here,
it is unlikely to do so in other places. WILD is proud to keep advocating for agendas that benefit and
recognize wilderness within the IUCN.

It is with heartfelt gratitude that | extend my thanks to you, our one-of-a-kind readers, for continuing
to support wilderness and the international wilderness community in part by reading this journal.

If wilderness is a place shaped by instinctive forces and the careful balance of relationships, then you,
dear reader, are helping to create a wilder world—one where we instinctively seek kinship and
companionship with one another and respectfully engage with a wide range of viewpoints and values.
It is my honor, and the honor of the WILD team, to continue to serve this community by continuing the
long tradition of organizing the WWC as well as publishing the International Journal of Wilderness.

In this issue of 1JW, Lauren Redmore, Kellie Carim, and Jaclyn Fox examine shared stewardship of
Wild and Scenic Rivers. Boy Van Droffelaar discusses how wilderness immersion paves the way for
authentic leadership. Rauni Adrela-Vihridla, Inker-Anni Linkola-Aikio, Berit-Ellen Juuso, and Pigga
Keskitalo share the Sami way of understanding land in another contribution to our ongoing Wilderness
Babel series. And Moushumi Basu documents a safe haven for the world's rarest bustard. @

AMY LEWIS is managing director of policy and campaigns for the WILD Foundation; email: amy.lewis@wild.org.

8 International Journal of Wilderness | December 2025 | Volume 31, Number 2



Figure 1 -Chief Tashka Yawanawa and Laura Yawanawa of the Yawanawa People presenting during their WILD12 talk, “Biodiversity and
Indigenous Sovereignty." Photo by Jayme Dittmar.
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Photo credit: Sacred Oceti Sakowin homelands in so-called Black Hills, South
Dakota. Photo by Pamela Huber on Unsplash.




SOUL OF THE WILDERNESS

The He Sapa Resolution

On Sovereignty and Wilderness:
Deepening the Wilderness Concept Through
Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom

As amended and accepted by contact groups on the 29th and 30th August 2024

The World Wilderness Congress is unique among civil society environmental forums as it provides
the public a direct and concrete instrument for setting the global environmental agenda: resolutions.
At the 12th World Wilderness Congress (WILD12), 12 resolutions were voted on and accepted by
delegates. The Hé Sapa Resolution was the first of these resolutions.

Preamble

Given the reality that wild nature on land, water, and sea is fast disappearing and is an irreplaceable
necessity for the health and well-being of all life, we recognize the urgent need for all people to have a
common language that can support a call-to-action for the preservation of Earth's biosphere. To gener-
ate this consistency, the Westernized concept of “wilderness’ needs to evolve, deepen, and strengthen
through recognizing and reflecting Indigenous science, knowledge, thought, and wisdom. The Hé Sapa
Declaration, upon which this resolution is based, provides more context, and asks no tribe, nation, or
person to replace their word for free nature. It asks that the evolved concept of wilderness called for in
this resolution—one that acknowledges the sovereignty of all life forms and is inclusive of Indigenous
perspectives—be accepted and used by Western conservation to assist with keeping nature whole,
and in our collective action to safeguard the sacred, biodiverse, and sovereign nature of life on Earth.

Whereas

Acknowledging that many protected wilderness and other natural areas were established on lands
that were and/or remain sovereign territories of Indigenous Nations; that some protected and wilder-
ness areas were achieved in ways problematic and harmful to Indigenous peoples; and that genuine
healing and reconciliation is required.
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Understanding the need to adhere to Indigenous rights as enunciated in the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP), as a baseline, and the Convention
on Biological Diversity (especially Article 8[j]), and also to the universal need for humans to respect
and act responsibly to each other and all life on Earth.

Acknowledging that many Indigenous Peoples have kept and keep wild places healthy and intact
while also acknowledging Western conservation has done the same in many instances.

Accepting fully that Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom Systems (IK\WS) contain specific,
place-based information, management wisdom, law, policy, and guidance.

Acknowledging that both traditional Indigenous and Western sciences are both critical informants
of a more holistic philosophy and practice of wilderness conservation.

Recognizing that the current ("western”) wilderness concept and related policy (the international
standard of which is called Category 1B and is the responsibility of the Wilderness Specialist Group
of the International Union for Conservation of Nature [IUCN] World Commission on Protected Areas)
requires more depth and strengthening through close collaboration with, understanding of, and
integration (in word and thought) of Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom Systems (IK\X/S).

Knowing that this resolution will help transform and strengthen the broader meaning of wilderness,
and in turn also increases the likelihood that Indigenous Peoples and other ‘non-western” cultures can
more effectively communicate with each other and build collaborative management approaches.

Therefore

The delegates to the 12th World Wilderness Congress (WILD12), convening in Hé Sapa, the Black
Hills of the Oceti Sakowin Oyate are hereby

Resolved

That all relevant institutions, governments and civil society in all sectors at all levels:

1. Include language and protocols for the recognition and implementation of and responsibilities
to all life, and the recognition where relevant and possible of the decision-making governance
systems of regional Indigenous communities, and do so before initiating any protection concept
following at a minimum Free Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC); and throughout the process of
designating wilderness or other protected areas on land, water and sea.
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2. Actively promote wilderness policy that acknowledges that nature is multi-dimensional, tran-
scending the material and physical realms; and use language that honors the rights and roles of
Indigenous Peoples, Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom Systems, natural and customary law.

3. Elevate awareness of IUCN Wilderness Category 1B and associated guidelines within institu-
tions, organizations, governments, nations, and the public at all levels as an opportunity for
protected area designation and management in the future, and urge more comprehensive and
far-reaching actions to initiate, integrate, and support Indigenous management or co-manage-
ment and stewardship of these Category 1B Wilderness Protected Areas.

4. Adhere to the inherent sovereignty and leadership of Indigenous Peoples' stewardship of nature
necessary in order to achieve the international call for protecting 30% of Earth by 2030 as speci-
fied by the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework and “at least half or more* recog-
nized by IUCN Resolutions 125 and 129. Implement means for adhering to Indigenous science,
knowledge, and wisdom and the best of contemporary science within a framework of legal
pluralism.

5. Ensure that networks of sacred natural sites and territories sustained by Indigenous Peoples
and others for ceremonial purposes, and for their intrinsic value, are a recognized part of wilder-
ness and/or in another relevant, distinct category of protected areas.

6. Actively and publicly support and collaborate with Indigenous Peoples so that they can stay on
their lands, should they wish, and prioritize the defense of their sovereignty, traditional lifeways,
and the land, waters, and seas upon which they depend.

Proposers

Gwen Bridge, Gwen Bridge Consulting, Canada

Vance G. Martin, Wilderness Foundation Global (President Emeritus), USA/South Africa
Meda DeWitt and Starlyn Miller, The Wilderness Society, USA

llarion Merculieff, founder, Global Center for Indigenous Leadership & Lifeways, USA

Shay Sloan Clarke, executive director, Global Center for Indigenous Leadership & Lifeways, USA

Seconders

Amy Lewis, CEO, WILD.org, USA

Philimon Two Eagle, executive director, Sicangu Lakota Treaty Council, He Sapa
Tarun Chabra, EDHKWEHLYNAWD Botanical Refuge, India

Andrew Muir, CEO, Wilderness Foundation Global, South Africa

Jo Roberts, CEO, Wilderness Foundation UK, United Kingdom

Cherryl Curry, CEO, Wilderness Leadership School, South Africa

Vance G. Martin, Wilderness Specialist Group (IUCN, WCPA)

Adam Hanson, Sr. Conservation Network Manager, USA
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tInternational Union for Conservation of Nature. (2020). WCC-2020-Res-125-EN: Setting area-based
conservation targets based on evidence of what nature and people need to thrive. IUCN.
https.//portals.iucn.org/library/node/49288.

THE HE SAPA
DECLARATION 1

On Sovereignty and Wilderness:
Deepening the Wilderness Concept Through
Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom

Preamble

The intent of this Declaration is to expand the respect, common ground, equality, and trust amongst
people who help steward wild places. Accomplishing this will create a stronger, more effective cross-
cultural alliance for the protection of Mother Earth in a time of great peril for our common home. We
believe that all people need a word and concept for a relationship with nature that is respectful and
holistic, and that is neither subjective nor exploitative. We worked as a group of many core members
and reviewers spanning many cultures. We reached out globally to diverse cultures, receiving valuable
feedback from many areas (though more from the North [we refer to as "western’] than the South, thus
far...and note that this Declaration is an ongoing process). We as a working group of 15 members plus
many reviewers spanning many cultures, engaged in a deep examination of the word "wilderness” to
understand its history and the underlying meanings for many Indigenous and non-Indigenous Peoples
in order to better understand and learn from the intense and, sometimes, negative sentiments that
surface regarding this concept.

In our ongoing exploration of wilderness and Indigenous perspectives of the natural environment,
we endeavored to acknowledge the complexities inherent in the relationship between Indigenous
People and the Western concept of wilderness. Relationality, as a central tenet of many Indigenous
worldviews, underscores the interconnectedness of all beings and the environments they inhabit.

This understanding exemplifies how Indigenous communities perceive their existence as being in a
continuous relationship with the land rather than viewing it as a mere resource for recreation, food, or
even spiritual experiences. Some Western interpretations of wilderness that have had the largest influ-
ence on its implementation disregard these profound connections, leading to a clash that perpetuates
misunderstanding and dispossession. To move forward, it is vital to engage with both worldviews criti-
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cally, seeking to reconcile and bridge the gaps that exist, and expand and strengthen the wilderness
concept (and its implementation) through the perspectives of Indigenous Peoples. Doing so can foster
a deeper appreciation of Indigenous relationships with the earth and create pathways towards a more
respectful coexistence that honors both perspectives.

This Declaration is an attempt to balance multiple perspectives and worldviews. Doing so in English
has inherent challenges as oral history carries so much information and subtle meanings, and is
expressed in many and diverse Indigenous, non-English languages. We are at the beginning of a jour-
ney, and we recognize that every journey requires a first step. This Declaration reflects a commitment
to taking the first necessary steps, and those that will follow.

We believe in respecting and protecting the set of relations (ecological web of life) and responsi-
bilities that sustain all Earth's sovereign life forms. These relations, of which we are a part, both bind
and are bound by us: humanity. Our collective task is learning to live within ecological directives and
reduce and mitigate colonial impositions on ecology. The ways and means for doing this are known by
Indigenous Peoples, embodied in Indigenous knowledge and wisdom systems (IKWS), and practiced
by Indigenous nations and communities that retain their traditional lifeways.

Since time immemorial, Indigenous Peoples have and continue to record knowledge and wisdom
in story, directives, and laws that recognize the inherent inclusion of people in healthy and functional
ecology. Indigenous Peoples excel at transforming knowledge into wise practices that establish natural
law and authority over human-centered decision-making. For this reason, Indigenous societies are
adept at acknowledging—in word, action, and law—that humans are beholden to the authority that
decrees from our relationship with the natural world.

There are many names for this authority. Wilderness is one of them; a word endorsed by the
delegates who convene at the 12th World Wilderness Congress (WILD12) in Hé Sapa, the sacred
homelands and unceded territory of the Lakota Nation.

This Declaration primarily discusses the concept of wilderness. We recognize that wilderness in all
its conceptualizations has many implementation pathways, such as formally designated Wilderness
areas, Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas, and others. The global outcome of this Declaration
is to expand the meaning of “wilderness” in the English language for use within the Global Biodiversity
Framework and other international protocols to include Indigenous knowledge and wisdom. We also
recognize there are additional opportunities at this Congress for distinct declarations and resolutions to
address broader issues concerning land, water, and seas, including “land back!

This Congress convenes at a time when the precipitous destruction of wild places compels us to
swift action and bold objectives for the protection of the lands, waters, and seas that are essential to
all life, have inherent sovereignty, and are sacred in their own being. In many Indigenous societies, we
understand that Earth was brought to life by a Creator. The Creator created all the things of the Earth, all
the rocks, trees, water, plants, and animals; the ones in the air, the ones in the water, the ones who walk
on land, and the ones in the soil. These things that came before humans established their relationships
and acted in reciprocity. When humans emerged, they entered a set of social and ecological obliga-
tions into which they had to fit. To continue to fit in over time, they had to abide by the directives of
those already here. As part of the original system, humans were pitiful. Over time as they responded to
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the system, in accordance to the obligations and existence of mutual laws, humans thrived.

Many of these obligations are centered around reciprocity. In return for being allowed to exist as
part of these relationships, humans must integrate into and connect with all their relations. This belief
held by many Indigenous lifeways (but not all) underscores the role of humans as subordinate to
non-human rules and laws. IK\WS informs us that as people we must behave with respect, reciprocity,
relationality, and responsibility. It is those sets of relationships and directives that may also shape the
Indigenous approach to wilderness, because wilderness was originally a concept to recognize the
inherent sovereignty of those that were here before humans. The concept of wilderness is as much
about the acknowledgment of this sovereignty as it is about a specific place.

Many Names for Whole and Healthy Places

In our view, Earth is a network of physical life processes and also a sacred set of relationships. Dif-
ferent human lifeways have different manners of appreciating and naming this universally recognized
principle. Indigenous thoughts, concepts, knowledge, and perspectives are not homogeneous but
share similarities, and need to be understood in order to advance a truly accurate and contemporary
concept of wilderness. The perspectives of these lifeways include, but are not limited to:

Maka Sitomniya (Lakota Oyate)

The English word biodiversity refers only to physical ecology. Maka Sitomniya, on the other
hand, encompasses the interconnectedness of the cosmos ecologically, physically, and
spiritually. Another Lakota word closely connected to wilderness is manita, which has different
meanings in different contexts and can simultaneously refer to spirit in addition to a location that
has no borders, no ending, and no limits.

Indalo (Zulu/Xhosa)

In South Africa, this means Nature in its purest form, the highest expression of life and
connection. It also refers to creation, where everything comes from. In a similar but more
human-centric manner, Ubuntu encapsulates the interconnectedness of life especially among
people, and the ideal state of respect and reciprocity therein, including the past, present, and
future. Ubuntu is often translated to mean, ‘I am what | am because we are'

Whanaungatanga (Te Taiao)
The Maori use Whanaungatanga, a word which signifies the interconnectedness of all life,
a web of relationships linking us to ancestors, future generations, and the natural world.

tmix (Okanagan)

Is translated from Nsyilxcen into English most often as"all of creation” and also “world, nature,
Earth." tmix is actually a system of relationships being reconstructed limitlessly and is the life-
force of a place. It is understood that tmix is the cyclic spiral of regeneration experienced as
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tmxulax or the tmix-place. tmxulax is usually translated into English as country, land, or world.
However, the important difference is that Syilx view of land is as an ecological, dynamic system
rather than a mental picture of the geography with its plants and animals.

Wilderness (European/North American Settler)

Wilderness (for those born into or influenced by European-settler culture) is difficult to define
because, like Indigenous concepts of the systems of relationships that make up our world,

it does not merely name a physical characteristic but also expresses spiritual and relational
ideals. This expansive definition, and experience of wilderness is not often endorsed in a
materialistic, individualistic, dominant culture. The dominant "“Western" culture has mostly
limited its understanding of wilderness to a set of physical characteristics and locations.
Western culture and perspectives used colonialism to forcibly displace Indigenous concepts
of understanding the Earth, thereby entrenching the belief of Western superiority. These
colonial directives also assisted in the institutional erasure of a more expansive understanding
of wilderness.

At the root of wilderness is "wild," a word with many possible origins. The Oxford English Dictionary
refers back to the place-based, cultural roots of the word and concludes that it “is most probable that
the Old Germanic wilpijaz represents a pre-Germanic ghweltijos, the root of which is found in \Welsh
gwyllt, Irish geilt,” Gaelic words that mean "willed and untamed.” At the level of the community or the
collective expressing its will and agency, this is also synonymous with sovereign.

Indigenous scholars have recognized this concept, including Jay Hansford Vest, who engaged in a
deep exploration of the roots of the word “wilderness." He concludes that the root of wilderness means
‘self-willed-land" or "self-willed-place” with an emphasis upon its own intrinsic volition. Vest writes:

‘In wil-der-ness there is a ‘'will-of-the-land" and in wild there is ‘will of the animal’ A wild animalis a
‘self-willed animal—an undomesticated animal—similarly, wildland is ‘'self-willed land .. This ‘willed'
conception is itself in opposition with the controlled and ordered environment characteristic of the
notion of ‘civilization. While control, order, domination and management are true of ‘western’ civilization
and domestication, they are not essentials of primal culture. The primal peoples of northern Europe
were not bent upon dominating and controlling all environments. Thus, their ‘will-of-the-land’ concep-
tion—wilderness—demonstrates a recognition of land in and for itself'[2]

Here we see differentiations between two worldviews, one that believed that the Earth or people
could be "tamed” or "untamed” as juxtaposed to that of many Indigenous cultures that regard such a
view as akin to heresy. In a generalized Indigenous view, humans are in an inextricable relationship with
the Earth and are obligated to conform to Earth's natural law. Nevertheless, common ground exists in
the belief that the Earth and its many places have inherent sovereignty.
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Colonization and Wilderness

As Indigenous cultures and nations were decimated by colonialism, so too was the wild. Colonial
culture carried out a protracted project of domination that continues to this day in many places and
asserts human (Western-development) authority over the many nations of the Earth—human, animal,
plant, and those more subtle energies that manifest through the mind and spirit.

The imperialistic agenda of Western colonization served economic aspirations, and often inappro-
priately used wilderness to advance Western well-being through exploitative, capitalistic activities and
wealth accumulation that was promoted as critical for human (individual or collective) well-being. In the
face of a contemporary ecological catastrophe, the accumulation of wilderness wealth (i.e., through
protected area designation) is viewed as important for civilization. Care and watchfulness is required
because economic purposes and mechanisms may also drive these assumptions that could create
a kind-of ecological capitalism that produces many of the uneven outcomes of economic capitalism.
This occurs now because wilderness as a concept was co-opted by colonial perspectives to exploit
people and resources. This is in contrast to the Indigenous Peoples’ perspective that wilderness is
the realization of the collective well-being of all things. There cannot be well-being without being “in
relationship” and we are aware of no Indigenous concepts that endorse nature in unilateral service to
human-derived objectives.

Indigenous Peoples inherently work in concert with the will of the land, recognizing the autonomy,
free will, and self-governance of all beings. This relationship is foundational for understanding Natural
Law. As Athabascan Elder Wilson Justin articulates, the principles of permission and consent from
nature are essential to this bond, underscoring the necessity of engaging with the environment in a
respectful and reciprocal manner.

However, there are many Indigenous Peoples and beliefs that prescribe reciprocity of service to the
rest of life as a necessary step for the achievement of collective well-being. Indigenous knowledge and
wisdom systems describe mutualistic actions that benefit the web of life. We call upon conservation to
anchor these principles into their worldview and place them at the center of the wilderness concept.
The advent of the US Wilderness Act (1964) partially reinforced this process by recognizing special
places where significant human impacts were not allowed so that the free-willed processes of nature
could prevail and evolve. This is surely commendable, yet it should be noted (as was consistent with
that era of policy and legislation) that the formulation of this pioneering Act had no consultation from
Indigenous Peoples.

Wilderness may be the only word/concept within European languages that comes close to approxi-
mating the more encompassing terminologies originating from Indigenous worldviews. As such, many
people are reluctant to abolish the term entirely as, without it, European and North American settler
culture is bereft of any English language concept that acknowledges the natural world as sovereign
and therefore worthy of respect. Without the wilderness concept, what remains in English are sterile,
inanimate terms—environment, ecosystem, biodiversity—or worse, a vocabulary based purely on the
assumptions of exploitation (e.g., natural resources, commons).
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The dearth of European words for the sophisticated concepts found in the languages of Indigenous
Peoples is all the more reason that the understanding and practice of wilderness needs to evolve. As
a starting place for this evolution, we must recognize that it is difficult, if not impossible, to untangle
various aspects of a colonial culture that is overshadowed by land theft, racism, and genocide. That is
not to say that wilderness and conservation cannot produce much needed and valuable outcomes.
However, it is important to recognize that many protected areas (and in the case of North and South
America, all protected areas) are situated on lands and territories originally occupied and stewarded
by Indigenous Peoples. While there are increasing examples of successful and respectful conservation
initiatives in many countries, far more are needed. Some of these initiatives are led or co-led by Indig-
enous Peoples and are oftentimes interim measures towards more fulsome sovereignty for Indigenous
Nations and communities.

Most protected areas, including national parks and game reserves, are not wilderness, even if they
are frequently and casually referred to as such. The casual/generic use of the term wilderness has
often led to confusion, especially when we are considering formally designated Wilderness areas.
Thus, those areas in which “recreation” takes precedence over the traditional practices of Indigenous
Peoples as well as the needs of other life forms, is a form of discrimination. While most of these areas
are not actually wilderness, the casual use of the word contributes to its poor reputation in some
quarters. In wilderness, much as in the worldview of Indigenous Peoples, the will of ecology is given
primacy. The difference is that wilderness, in practice, remains a place apart from people, whereas in
contrast Indigenous lifeways synthesize respectful human activity and the needs of the community
with a harmonious and integrated co-existence with nature. Such synthesis, however, does not hap-
pen in absence of the sovereign constraints adopted by Indigenous Nations. One example of such
constraints comes to us from the Toda People.

“Our landscape looks like a modern-day wilderness—it is, in fact, the core area of The Nilgiris
Biosphere Reserve proclaimed in 1986, the first such in India—with occasional small groups of huts
that signify habitation of Toda families and their temples. Although we are free to roam across this
wilderness within our homeland and its immediate vicinity, our movements are restricted by constraints
imposed by our Sacred Geography. Therefore, we know which hilltops are the abodes of deities and
thus should not be defiled but used to purify us and all constituents; indeed, traditionally, even point-
ing out their direction was taboo. Similarly, as we traverse this harmonious wilderness we are aware
which rocks are sacred, with prayer names, and thus not to be trod upon; which waterbodies are only
to be used for the dairy-temples, and thus never to be touched by laypeople. We know the sanctified
plant species that may only be used for priestly ordination and other aspects of sacred life, and not
be handled for mundane purposes. Yes, there are specific Sacred Areas, and they exist within a Sacred
Geography.” (Chhabra 2015)

Many Indigenous Peoples, including the Toda People, interact with the lands, waters, and seas in dif-

ferent and familiar ways that are often unfamiliar to Western society and are actually indistinguishable
from wilderness. This is due entirely to the symbiotic relationship Indigenous Peoples who practice
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traditional lifeways have with their environment. People in colonial European culture were unable to
comprehend that such relationships were possible, a failure of imagination that contributes to the term
wilderness referring to lands bereft (or seemingly so) of humans.

Human-centered models of decision-making over the land, water, and seas present specific chal-
lenges. However, in recent years, wilderness discourse has increasingly included Indigenous Peoples
working in collaboration with conservation to protect their homelands and the biosphere. These col-
laborations result in growing recognition of the holistic models present in Indigenous knowledge and
wisdom systems. From these discussions a new category of wilderness emerged which recognizes
that sometimes Wilderness will be occupied by Indigenous Peoples practicing traditional lifeways. The
International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) refers to this as a “Category 1B; Wilderness
Protected Area’

The IUCN World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA), Wilderness Specialist Group (WSQ),
continues to shepherd this work and recognizes that the protection of Wilderness includes the pres-
ence and contribution of the nations, cultures, and communities who inhabit and care for these places.
Rather than the mere presence of humans, the WSG emphasizes the degree and type of impact
caused by human presence, and the application of Indigenous knowledge and wisdom within the
networks of wildlife and natural processes.

We commend this effort conducted by the WSG within the IUCN WCPA and recognize it as an
important step in a long process of building trust between the knowledge and wisdom. They gain a
more concrete understanding of the consequences that result from not adopting it more closely. IKWS
apply within places, spaces, and time, and to all who reside and pass through these areas. Indigenous
science is inextricable from Indigenous law and therefore has much more authority to influence the
way the societal participants behave than does Western science, a fundamental and important differ-
ence (and even point of conflict) that is essential to understand in any work of cultural reconciliation. In
general, the colonial mindset does not easily and often grasp the ecological and social consequences
of its strictly anthropocentric policies. Collectively (on the Western side), this is still not well-understood.
Not understanding this illustrates one's bias and indicates we are not yet in an equitable dialogue.

Indigenous Nations call “protected areas” by their various languages and through the lens of the
relationships that characterize these places. Rob Edward, Smelgmix elder, has described a process of
traversing and awareness of the land by “marking your place on the journey by describing the relation-
ships you have in that place.” Indigenous Peoples mark where they are through understanding the
relationships of the place. Teaching this to “little brother," "settlers,” “colonialists,” etc. is the responsibility
of the local nations who know the relationships of the place. Local nations may call areas designed to
preserve these relationships Indigenous Protected and Conserved Areas, Sacred Places, Food Sov-
ereignty Areas, and other terms relevant within their Traditional Territories. Drawing in and deepening
non-Indigenous understanding of these concepts through the concept of wilderness creates a space
of dialogue and understanding. Reg Crowshoe and Willy Ermine call this space an “Ethical Space,”
where two cultures are poised to engage with each other and deepen the collective understanding of
the other, so we can create something new. We hope to create a new understanding of the word and
concept of wilderness through this dialogue.
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As we transition from a singular cultural reference point for wilderness, we deepen our capacity to
work together, restore sovereignty to Indigenous Nations, and protect Earth's many life forms. Let us
prioritize the development of ‘two-eyed seeing” (understanding through both traditional and contem-
porary lenses) to integrate Indigenous knowledge and wisdom at the center of wilderness so that we
may better respect and defend the sovereign Nations who practice and apply this knowledge and live
on a healthier planet upon which life thrives.

Our Call

For these reasons, we agree to undertake the following actions to help, expand, and indigenize the wil-
derness concept, so that all nations may benefit from a way to speak, in their own words, of a healthy
relationship with the Earth. Most importantly, this Declaration recognizes both traditional Indigenous
and WWestern sciences as critical informants of a more holistic philosophy and practice of wilderness
conservation.

1. Acknowledge that the United Nations Declaration for the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UND-
RIP) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (especially Article 8[j]) is a necessary baseline
and starting point for cross-cultural dialogue and for any actions that impact the sovereign
territories of Indigenous Peoples. We commit to becoming consistent with existing international
instruments recognizing the rights of Indigenous Peoples.

2. Include language and protocols for the implementation of responsibilities of and to all life,
before establishing any development/protection plan or initiative, and throughout the process
of developing a concept and/or designation for Wilderness or other formally protected area on
land, water, and sea.

3. Practice Ethical Space/Two Eyed Seeing to create an expanded concept of wilderness, openly
acknowledging that early applications of the wilderness concept reflected a worldview that is
inconsistent with Indigenous Peoples.

4. Prioritize assistance in advocacy, financial, and technical support to Indigenous Nations and
communities who are struggling to defend their territories, food security, and/or biodiversity
because of threats to their sovereignty.

5. Actively promote a wilderness policy that acknowledges the multi-dimensional nature of
the concept that transcends the material and physical realms. This action will both restore/
strengthen the broader meaning of “wilderness,” and improve the likelihood that Indigenous
Peoples can more effectively speak to and influence institutional land management strategies.

6. Adopt language throughout Wilderness law and policy that honors the rights and roles of Indig-
enous Peoples and Local Communities in perpetuity.
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Hold accountable all international bodies, including the International Union for the Conserva-
tion of Nature (IUCN) and the Wilderness Specialist Group (WCPA/IUCN), to accelerate efforts
to expand and strengthen wilderness by acknowledging the necessity and value of applying
Indigenous knowledge and wisdom.

Elevate awareness of Wilderness Category 1B within institutions, organizations, governments,
nations, and the public at all levels as an opportunity for protected area designation and man-
agement in the future and urge more comprehensive and far-reaching actions to initiate, in-
tegrate, and support Indigenous management or co-management of designated Wilderness
areas.

Freely and openly acknowledge wilderness' problematic history and frequent mal-appropri-
ation, including genocide and land theft, and the opportunity and the need for it to evolve
through the implementation of Indigenous knowledge and wisdom.

Actively and publicly support and collaborate with Indigenous Peoples so that they can stay on
their lands if they so wish, and empower them to defend their sovereignty, traditional lifeways,
and the land, waters, and seas upon which they depend.

Actively and publicly recognize that the science-based, international call for protecting 30%

of land by 2030 (and 50x50) is necessary for the protection of biodiversity and can only be
achieved by strengthening the sovereignty of and collaboration with Indigenous Peoples prac-
ticing wise stewardship of nature.

Implement the best protocol for integrating Indigenous knowledge and wisdom as an equal
partner with contemporary science (this would mean legal pluralism) to determine the best
possible conservation management, goals, and methods; noting that Indigenous knowledge
and wisdom always contains specific, place-based information, management wisdom, policy,
and guidance.

Ensure that networks of sacred natural sites and territories which have been sustained by Indig-
enous Peoples and others for ceremonial and pilgrimage purposes, and for the intrinsic value of
the area(s), are recognized as an essential part of wilderness and/or as another relevant, distinct
category of protected area. Ensure that the customary governance systems of the custodial
communities are recognized and protected within these designations.

Actively support, whenever possible, Indigenous knowledge-based definitions, policies, practic-
es, and solutions that prioritize the importance of “relationship,” interdependence, and harmony
between humankind and nature.

Elevate awareness of Wilderness Category 1B within institutions (national governments, inter-

national governmental organizations, and NGOs) and within the public as a baseline for formal
Wilderness definitions and management, while urging more comprehensive and far-reaching
actions to facilitate stewardship of the land by Indigenous Peoples.

December 2025 | Volume 31, Number 2 | International Journal of Wilderness 23



Figure 1 -During WILD12, Indigenous-led tours were held to the sacred sites of Wind Cave National Park and Bear Butte State Park
in the Black Hills. Photo by Aiita Joshua Apamaku.

Our Accord

We believe it is important that the concept of wilderness persists, and to do so, it needs to be
expanded, deepened, and strengthened by Indigenous perspectives. Accomplishing this endeavor
will take an active effort on the part of the conservation community because it bears the responsibility
for promulgating an enhanced and improved understanding of what the wilderness concept can and
should be.

e believe that wilderness is a place where all nations—people, animal, plant, and spirit—have the
ability to experience freedom and exercise their agency and obligations within their relationships to all
other life. We believe that wilderness is a place where all nations are interwoven into the ancient and
sacred processes of life. We believe that wilderness is our true home, the place from whence we come
and from which we draw sustenance. It is also the place to which we return so that we may live with,
feel, and better understand our relationship with the world.

We believe, in the words of the Athabaskan-speaking Gwich'in People in the territories commonly

known as Canada and Alaska, that wilderness is "the way the Creator intended it to be’ @

24 |nternational Journal of Wilderness | December 2025 | Volume 31, Number 2



References

Bartlett, C., M. Marshall, and A. Marshall. 2012, “Two-eyed seeing and ofher lessons learned within a
co-learning journey of bringing fogether Indigenous and mainstream knowledges and ways of knowing
Journal of Environmental Studies and Sciences 2(4): 331-340.

Casson, S. A, V.G. Martin, A. Watson, A. Stringer, C. F. Kormos, eds. H. Locke, S. Ghosh, S. Carver,
T.McDonald, S. S. Sloan, I. Merculieff, J. Hendee, C. Dawson, S. Moore, D. Newsome, S. McCool, R. Semler, S.
Martin, R. Dvorak, C. Armatas, R. Swain, B. Barr, D. Krause, N. Whittingfon-Evans, T. Gilbert, L. Hamilton, J. Holtrop,
J. Tricker, P. Landres, Mejicano, T. Gilbert, B. Mackey, T. Aykroyd, B. Zimmerman, and J. Thomas. 2016. Wilderness
Protected Areas: Management guidelines for JUCN Category 1b protected areas. Gland, Switzerland: [UCN.

Chhabra, T.2015. The Toda landscape: Explorations in cultural ecology. Harvard Oriental Series,
79. HUP.

Crowshoe, R. Voices of understanding: Looking through the window. 2017. Alberta Energy Regulator.
Oxford English Dictionary, sv. "wild (adj. & n.), Efymology,” February 2024,
https.//doi.org/10.1093/0ED/9108687348.

Vest, J. H. 1984. "Wilderness solitude: The sacred will-of-the-land." Graduate Student Theses, Dissertations,
And Professional Papers. 5013.

December 2025 | Volume 31, Number 2 | International Journal of Wilderness 28






ok Ve

Photo credit: The Mazatzal site located along the Fossil Creek Wild and Scenic
River offers room for sunbathing and relaxing. Photo by Deborah Soltesz.
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STEWARDSHIP

Bridging the Waters:

Comparative Insights on Federal-Tribal
Shared Stewardship of Wild and
Scenic Rivers

BY LAUREN REDMORE, KELLIE J. CARIM,
and JACLYN FOX RUSHING

Over the past three decades, joint land and water manage-
ment approaches involving two or more parties have been
increasingly applied across the US federal government,
including through shared stewardship arrangements with
American Indian Tribes (Washburn 2022). Shared stewardship
refers to voluntary partnerships to align goals, share data,

and coordinate action around decisions regarding land and
water, with or without the transfer of legal decision-making Lauren Redmore
authority (US Department of Agriculture [USDA] 2018). Many
scholars recognize that shared stewardship approaches
can strengthen Tribal treaty rights, maintain or restore Tribal
dignity and land relationships, and incorporate Indigenous
Knowledge and values to benefit land stewardship (Steen-

Adams et al. 2023; King 2007). Many Tribes have a strong

interest in ensuring holistic environmental management of
resources held in trust by the federal government. However, Kellie J. Carim
shared stewardship may involve difficult trade-offs for Tribes,
including a lack of enforcement power or capacity to engage
in management beyond Tribal jurisdiction (Stokes 2002).
As federal public land agencies seek to develop shared

stewardship of land and water, research is increasingly
advancing fundamental questions about such arrangements,

such as what motivates governments to engage in this work
(e.g., Stumpf 2001), what the outcomes of these partner-

Jaclyn Fox Rushing
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ships are (e.g., Steen-Adams et al. 2023), and
how engagement can be carried out more
effectively (e.g., Kalen 2022; Dockry et al.
2018). Although some studies have examined
federal-Tribal shared stewardship in forestry
and wildlife and fisheries management (e.g.,
Erickson et al. 2024; Steen-Adams et al. 2023;
Goschke 2016; Diver 2009), a gap remains
regarding shared stewardship of free-flowing
rivers in the United States—in particular those
designated under the 1968 Wild and Scenic
Rivers (WSR) Act (P.L. 90-542).

At present, there are 228 river corridors des-
ignated as WSRs, totaling more than 13,000
miles (20,921 km) of river managed across the
four federal administering agencies (Bureau of
Land Management, US Forest Service [USFS],
National Park Service INPS], and US Fish
and Wildlife Service). WSRs are managed to
protect their free-flowing, undammed quality
and are designated for their outstandingly
remarkable values (ORVs), including scenic,
recreational, geologic, fish and wildlife,
historic, cultural, or other similar values
(Table 1). These values are identified in the
enabling legislation at the time of designation
or through development of the Comprehen-
sive River Management Plan (CRMP), which
outlines management of the river designation.
Outstandingly remarkable values are identi-
fled because they are features that are rare,
unique, or exemplary at a regional or national
scale, therefore making the river segment
unparalleled and particularly worthy of protec-
tion (NPS 2011).

Wild and Scenic River managers gener-
ally lack guidance on how to meaningfully
engage Tribes in shared stewardship that

reflects treaty rights, worldviews, culture,

and Indigenous Knowledge. Given the role

of rivers as life-sustaining water sources that
connect Tribal communities to each other, the
ecosystem, and to important subsistence and
cultural resources since time immemorial (e.g.,
Bland 2017; Ellis and Perry 2020; Sowerwine
et al. 2019), understanding successes and
challenges of federal-Tribal WSR shared stew-
ardship is especially important. The research
described in this article seeks to advance this
understanding.

Methods
Research Approach

We used a comparative case study
approach to address our research objec-
tives. Case studies offer an in-depth look
at a particular “case,” or a unit in a specific
moment in space and time (Yin 1994). Through
this approach, a case is examined in-depth
to understand how social actors operating
within the unit respond to and create different
sociocultural worlds and meanings within the
unit (Yin 1994). Findings from case studies are
limiting because they are nongeneralizable,
although they are often highly trustworthy
and useful for understanding the particulars
of an area of interest around a case (Suresh
2015). Comparative case studies—studies that
examine two or more cases in concert—are
useful for identifying, exploring, and under-
standing how different dynamics may lead to
divergent or similar outcomes and can offer
more explanatory power than a singular case
(Bartlett and Vavrus 2017).
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ORV Resource specific ORYV criteria

Scenery Elements of landform, vegetation, water, color, and related factors resulting in an exem-
plary visual feature and/or attraction.

Recreational | Recreational opportunities such as boating, fishing, hiking, and wildlife photography
are, or have the potential to be, popular enough to attract visitors from throughout the
region of comparison or the United States.

Geology The river or the area within the river corridor contains one or more examples of a
geologic process such as channel braiding, a geothermal spring, or phenomenon that is
unique or rare within the region.

Fish Fisheries may be judged unique by evaluating aquatic habitat and/or population pa-
rameters such as natural reproduction, species diversity, and the presence of species of
special concern.

Wildlife Rare or unique terrestrial or aquatic species that are river-related including bald eagles,
whooping cranes, river otters, or mussels.

Prehistory The river or area within the river corridor contains a site(s) where there is evidence of
occupation or use by Native Americans.

History The river or area within the river corridor contains a site(s) or feature(s) associated with
a significant event, an important person, or a cultural activity of the past that was rare or
one-of-a-kind in the region.

Other values | River-related values including hydrology, paleontology, ecology, or botanical resources.

Table 1 -Outstandingly remarkable values (ORV) of designated Wild and Scenic Rivers (NPS 2011)

We worked with the Interagency Wild
and Scenic River Interagency Coordinating
Council's Tribal Engagement Subcommittee
(hereafter, 'the Subcommittee”) to identify rel-
evant cases. Specifically, we focused on WSRs
with recent updates to CRMPs that included
explicit efforts to engage in federal-Tribal
shared stewardship. Through discussion and
initial interviews, we identified two rivers for
comparison: the Eleven Point WSR in Missouri
and Fossil Creek WSR in Arizona, both man-
aged by the USFS (Figures 1 and 2).

Data Collection

We worked with the Subcommittee to
identify initial key informants and relied on
purposive sampling to identify other key

informants, asking each contact to recom-

mend other contacts. Interviews were
open-ended and sought to understand more
about historical relationships, processes
involved in developing CRMPs, current
operations, and future planning. This approach
enabled us to obtain information specific to
each key informant's experience and know!-
edge base within the scope of each case.
We stopped interviewing when we reached
saturation, meaning no new key informants
were recommended and no new ideas or
themes emerged from the interviews. In total,
we interviewed five federal managers on the
Eleven Point River and nine on Fossil Creek.
In addition, we conducted one interview with
a representative of the Osage Nation Historic
Preservation Office (ONHPO) about shared
stewardship of the Eleven Point River,
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Figure 1 - Map showing the location of the Osage Nation
Reservation in Oklahoma, relative to the Eleven Point Wild and
Scenic River in Missouri's Mark Twain National Forest.
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Figure 2 - Map showing the location of the Yavapai-Apache
Nation Reservation lands relative to the Fossil Creek Wild and
Scenic River between the Coconino and Tonto National Forests
in Arizona.

and one group interview with three represen-
tatives from the Yavapai-Apache Nation (YAN)
about shared stewardship of Fossil Creek.

Data Analysis

Data from interviews were synthesized and
compiled to develop an understanding of the
historical evolution of the federal-Tribal WSR
shared stewardship efforts for each case,

shared below as stand-alone histories (Yin
1994). These individual histories allowed us
to identify categories of importance shared
across cases, ranging from key actors, issues,
opportunities, and outcomes involved with
strengthening shared stewardship. Through
these categories, the research team identified
commonalities and differences across cases,
including several emergent key themes of
federal-Tribal shared stewardship of WSRs.
Combined, the results enabled the team to
identify potential opportunities to strengthen
federal capacity to engage in WSR shared
stewardship with Tribes (Yin 1994). We shared
results with study participants, members

of the Subcommittee, and the USFS Office

of Tribal Relations, requesting feedback to
ensure accuracy of key findings and
interpretation.

Findings

In this section, we first describe each case
with an overview of why and how shared
stewardship of the corresponding WSR was
established. We then present a side-by-side
examination of the cases to show similarities
and differences between the shared steward-
ship examples and highlight three themes that
link both cases and offer insights into federal-
Tribal WSR shared stewardship.

Eleven Point WSR

The Osage Peoples have a long history
across the US Midwest, but have settled
and occupied lands in present-day Missouri,
Arkansas, and Oklahoma for more than 1,000
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years. The name Osage is an English render-
ing of a French translation of the name of an
Osage subgroup, Wazhazhe. The tribe's origi-
nal name, Niukonska, translates to "Children of
the Middle Waters," indicating the importance
of rivers for utilitarian, cultural, and spiritual
reasons. Osage sacred sites are associated
with caves, rock shelters, cairns, and mounds
found along the Eleven Point River and across
the wider landscape. Starting in 1808, the
Osage Nation signed a series of treaties with
the westward expanding US government and
were ultimately forced to cede the vast major-
ity of their homelands. As a result, the Osage
are considered a removed Tribe. In 1872, they
purchased reservation land in northeast Okla-
homa that comprised a small portion of their
original homelands.

The Eleven Point River is one of the original
eight rivers designated with the passage of
the WSR Act in 1968. It is located on Osage
homelands in the Ozark Mountains on what is
now the Mark Twain National Forest (MTNF),
an important timber-producing forest in Mis-
souri, and forms the western border of the
Irish Wilderness. Although many other rivers
across the region have been heavily modified,
this section of river had been kept wild and
captured the attention of the ONHPO as a
priority location for cultural resource preserva-
tion.

Regional efforts to build relationships
between Tribal and non-Tribal governments
had been ongoing through initiatives such
as the annual Bridging the Gap meeting and
the USFS Region g Tribal homelands working
group. However, the Osage Nation historically
had a tumultuous relationship with managers

32 international Journal of Wilder

of the MTNF. Starting in 2016 with the hiring of
a new forest supervisor and an archaeolo-
gist experienced in working with Tribes, the
MTNF began to prioritize relationships with
Tribes, especially the Osage. The forest
supervisor recognized past injustices and
promised to start their relationship on a new
path, beginning with a USFS visit to the Osage
Nation. In preparation for that meeting, the
MTNF archaeologist requested that ONHPO
representatives come prepared to share three
things the MTNF did well and three things
they could improve on. The ONHPO repre-
sentative shared that "the idea we responded
to was transparency, sincerity, and what

does due diligence look like for us” This was
especially the case for projects that required
review under Section 106 of the 1966 National
Historic Preservation Act. Section 106 requires
federal agencies—and by extension any state,
local, or private projects needing federal fund-
ing or permits—to consider how projects using
federal funding, land, or permitting processes
may affect historic and cultural resources. For
projects that may impact Tribal resources,

the law requires agencies to identify potential
impacts, consult with state and Tribal preser-
vation offices, and seek ways to reduce harm.
Accordingly, Osage representatives requested
that the MTNF prioritize Section 106 compli-
ance, which was seen as foundational for
getting to shared stewardship. As one Eleven
Point manager emphasized, ‘It's important

to have good [Section] 106 and other good
resource conservation practice in place to
begin with, before you start launching into
post-106, post-compliance, stuff like shared
stewardship.’
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Amending their process for compliance with
Section 106, the MTNF signed a program-
matic agreement with the Osage and nine
other Tribes, the Federal Advisory Council on
Historic Preservation, and the Missouri State
Historic Preservation Office. This also elevated
the Osage Nation's legal status to Invited
Signatories of USFS Section 106 agreements,
meaning they were invited along with the
nine other Tribes to review and comment on
the scope of work for all MTNF's outgoing
contracts. As the ONHPO representative
stressed, "We did the hard work to create
the environment for good communication”
The relationship established through this
agreement became especially valuable when
environmental impacts from wildlife were
discovered at important Osage burial sites and
after a historic 1,000-year flood in 2017 that
required the USFS to take emergency actions
to protect life and property.

The Eleven Point River CRMP was originally
written in 1975, and by 2021 was well overdue
for an update to better serve modern needs
and uses of the river. The MTNF assembled
an interdisciplinary team, led by a USFS
Enterprise team member, who leveraged the
improved relationship between the MTNF
and the Osage Nation to collaborate with
the director of the ONHPO in filling a gap in
knowledge about cultural resources in the
area. Together, this team outlined updates
to the CRMP that better reflected the Osage
Nation's values, priorities, and culture. Osage
perspectives were incorporated in the CRMP
revisions in two ways. First, language around
‘prehistory” as an ORV in the CRMP was
changed to “pre-European contact.” Second,

the federal government and the ONHPO
agreed that including the Osage perspective
as an appendix—rather than integrating Tribal
perspectives into the main text of the CRMP—
would most effectively codify their values

and culture as management directives while
preserving the Tribe's voice. This required
more flexibility on the timeline for delivering
CRMP drafts but was key to the success of
this shared stewardship arrangement. The
director of the ONHPO was recognized for

her contributions with an Outstanding Wild
and Scenic River Stewardship award from

the USFS in December 2022, and the CRMP
was signed by the MTNF forest supervisor in
2024. Additional co-stewardship efforts have
continued since the signing of the 2024 CRMP,
including exploring options to further protect
Osage sacred sites from recreational develop-
ment within the WSR corridor.

Fossil Creek WSR

Fossil Creek flows through the Tonto and
Coconino National Forests (TNF and CNF)
in Arizona and is managed by the Red Rock
Ranger District on the CNF through a formal
delegation of authority. This area includes the
original homelands of the Western Apache
Tribes (a broad term used to refer to several
bands of Apache Tribes throughout Apache
homelands) as well as the Northeast Yavapai
people. These two people represent distinct
cultures that have become blended through
a shared history of relocation and assimilation.
Fossil Creek is considered the birthplace of all
WWestern Apache peoples and continues to be
significant to their mythology, culture, and his-
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tory. From the 19th century to about 1950, the
area that is now the WSR corridor was home to
several Western Apache families who avoided
the forced relocations and assimilation expe-
rienced by many Yavapai and Apache people
during that period. When Western Apache and
Yavapai people were released from the San
Carlos Reservation in 1900, many returned to
traditional homelands and reconnected with
those who had been hiding in the Fossil Creek
area and preserving their cultural practices. In
1909, the US government reestablished the
Camp Verde Indian Reservation for the Yavapai
and Western Apache people in their traditional
homelands of the Verde Valley, about 25 miles
(42 km) from Fossil Creek. The proximity of this
reservation to Fossil Creek helped maintain
the close connection of Western Apache and
Yavapai people to this sacred area. In 1992, the
Yavapai and Western Apache Tribes renamed
themselves the Yavapai-Apache Nation to
highlight the distinct but blended nature of
their cultures. The YAN now represents five
tribal communities in central Arizona, including
Camp Verde,

Fossil Creek was not always free flowing. In
1908, Arizona Public Service began construc-
tion of the Childs-Irving Hydroelectric Facilities
(dam and flume system) on Fossil Creek,
which remained in place for a century. Many
\Western Apache and Yavapai people contrib-
uted their labor to the dam's construction and
continued to help maintain the hydroelectric
facilities for decades, until their traditional
homes and small schoolhouse along Fossil
Creek were bulldozed and removed by Ari-
zona Public Service in the 1950s.
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In 2005, Arizona Public Service decided to
decommission the hydroelectric facilities.

At this time, the YAN advocated for the USFS
to keep a road that provided important access
to Fossil Springs for YAN Tribal elders and
for emergency response crews in situations
where cultural resources and/or personal
safety might be at risk. Although regional
USFS representatives verbally agreed, they
ultimately chose instead to remove all infra-
structure to mitigate potential liability.

This decision created tension in the relation-
ship between the YAN and USFS, and the
YAN maintains that this decision was an act
of mismanagement.

Upon decommissioning in 2009, the river
was officially designated as a WSR, creating
new challenges in managing skyrocketing
visitor use and its associated impacts, includ-
ing litter, human waste, vehicle congestion,
and alcohol and illicit substance use by
visitors. This, in turn, created challenges for
the YAN to maintain access and connec-
tion to Fossil Creek. As a result, the YAN
requested that the USFS change management
approaches to reduce visitor impacts and
increase Tribal access. The USFS responded
by installing restrooms, instituting temporary
closures and implementing a visitor permitting
system over the following decade. To ensure
that these changes continued to respect and
accommodate YAN access to Fossil Creek,
Tribal representatives have worked iteratively
with the USFS since 2009 to update and
implement a permit system specifically for
Tribal members,
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In addition to working collaboratively to
maintain cultural access, the USFS sought
input from the YAN in drafting the CRMP
for the newly designated WSR, including
identification of ORVs and development of a
monitoring plan. To identify and prioritize pro-
tection of sacred sites and include Indigenous
Knowledge in the CRMP, CNF archaeologists
iteratively provided drafts of the heritage sec-
tion of the CRMP to YAN representatives for
review and comment. Together, USFS staff and
YAN representatives developed thresholds for
monitoring and managing the traditional and
contemporary cultural values associated with
the ORVs. This included language stating they
would be ‘degraded if traditional cultural prac-
titioners, principally Yavapai-Apache Nation,
determine that the accumulation of adverse
impacts impairs the Fossil Creek area’” In this
way, the CRMP codified shared stewardship
with the YAN, ensuring that continued access
and use of Fossil Creek by YAN Tribal mem-
bers is incorporated into the cultural ORV.

In addition to direct Tribal consultation,
shared stewardship of Fossil Creek has con-
tinued in several capacities. For example, to
offset the financial costs of YAN involvement
in CRMP development and implementation,
the CNF funded a forest-wide Challenge Cost
Share agreement with the National Associa-
tion of Tribal Historic Preservation Officers, a
national nonprofit whose mission is to support
Tribal historic preservation programs. In
another example, the YAN, USFS, and Arizona
Fish and Game Department co-convened the
Fossil Creek Working Group from 2015 through

the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic to
involve a suite of stakeholders and rightshold-
ers. Additionally, the CNF secured Burned
Area Emergency Response funding following
the 2021 Backbone wildfire to support field
trips with YAN elders and high school youth
to monitor archaeological sites in Fossil Creek,
Additional funds were made available as part
of the CRMP six-year budget (2021-2026) for
the cultural monitoring program.

Alongside co-developing traditional and
contemporary cultural ORV, the YAN, together
with the Tonto Apache Tribe, decided to
pursue a nomination for a Traditional Cultural
Property within the Fossil Creek WSR cor-
ridor. This designation would both document
the Tribes’ history and culture for future
generations and ensure they have a say in
management through Section 106. Together,
the YAN and Tonto Apache Tribe worked
with the TNF to cooperatively initiate the
nomination process, providing necessary doc-
umentation and consultation with the Arizona
State Historic Preservation Office, the USFS
Regional Heritage Office, and other Tribes. The
nomination process was stalled due to the
need for more documentation and turnover of
USFS project staff. However, the USFS today
effectively manages the property as a formally
designated Traditional Cultural Property.
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Comparing Cases

We identified key aspects across cases that
influenced both the preconditions of and out-
comes from federal-Tribal shared stewardship.
These aspects included the representatives
and agencies involved, Tribal relationships
with each WSR, priority issues that neces-
sitated a shift in how representatives engaged
with the WSR, policy mechanisms leveraged
to enact shared stewardship and successful
outcomes of shared stewardship, and when
and how shared stewardship happened
(Table 2).

Although the specifics varied between
cases, we identified three main themes that
underpin federal-Tribal shared stewardship,
each discussed below. One is particular to
WSRs—specifically the idea that WSRs are his-
torically and culturally important sites where
federal-Tribal relationships are acted out and
enacted upon. The second two themes are not
specific to WSRs, but are general to federal-
Tribal relationships. They include the critical
roles that archaeologists play in enabling
shared stewardship opportunities, and the
idea that first steps toward shared stewardship
create opportunities for future collaboration.

Maintaining Tribal Connections to WSRs

Rivers were widely understood to be
historically and culturally important sites
both for Tribes and settler communities.
Archaeologists emphasized that Tribes widely
retain cultural and spiritual connections with
rivers, regardless of whether they had been
removed or relocated from the areas. In both
cases, protections provided to the segment

of river through the WSR Act allowed holistic
management approaches to encompass
diverse cultural and nonextractive values. Dif-
ferences between the cases also revealed that
protections associated with WSRs can be both
beneficial and detrimental to Tribes and their
connections to rivers.

For example, in the Eleven Point case, the
need to mitigate damage from a 1,000-year
flood in 2017, along with the unrelated faunal
disturbance of an Osage burial mound along
the WSR, prompted the MTNF to strengthen
their working relationship with the ONHPO.
Because Osage ancestral remains were
otherwise undisturbed, in part due to the
WSR protections, the WSR designation
encouraged USFS managers to show restraint
in management practices to protect natural
and cultural characteristics of rivers that were
present prior to European arrival. For example,
one manager explained that managing WSRs
is similar to the "hands-off" management
approach taken towards federally designated
wilderness in that ‘I never feel like we are
‘managing’ the wilderness. You know, we are,
we are stewards in that place to make sure
that wilderness characteristic is preserved. . ..
The more we manage, the more we muck." He
emphasized that the value of WSR protections
provided a sort of promise of management
restraint from USFS to Tribal partners who may
be interested in engaging in shared steward-
ship efforts, sharing that “I don't want to get
into the situation that our Tribal partners [whol
are really connected to this land help steward
something that we as an agency might muck
with in the future'
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Eleven Point WSR

Fossil Creek WSR

Involved forest(s)

Mark Twain National Forest (MTNF)

Coconino (CNF) and Tonto National
Forests (TNF)

Involved Tribe

Osage Nation

Yavapai-Apache Nation (YAN)

Involved Forest
Service represen-

Archaeologists; forest supervisor;
recreation planners

Archaeologists; district rangers; recreation
planner; Tribal liaisons; Wild and Scenic

in Oklahoma, but retain significant
cultural and spiritual sites along the
Eleven Point River, including the WSR
designation in Missouri.

tatives River manager

Involved Tribal Tribal Historic Preservation Office di- | Cultural Office archaeologists and other
representatives rector and archaeologists; Tribal elders | staff; Tribal Council; Tribal elders

Tribal relation- The Osage Nation were encroached Areas of the Fossil Creek corridor are
ship with WSR upon starting in the early 1800s before | “beyond sacred” to Western Apache

and surrounding | forced removal, beginning in 1871; Tribes, especially the Dilzhe’e Apache of
area they currently have a reservation the YAN—several of whom lived along

Fossil Creek, including the WSR desig-
nated portion, until the 1950s when their
homes were bulldozed by the Arizona
Public Service.

Priority issues
that necessitated
changing repre-
sentative/agency
relationships

The necessity to manage damage from
a 1,000-year flood and the unrelated
faunal disturbance of an Osage burial
mound along the WSR prompted the
USES to strengthen how they carry out
work with the Osage Nation Historic
Preservation Office.

Increases in visitor use following dam
removal and WSR designation threatened
existence of and Tribal access to cultural
sites. The USFS worked to reduce visi-
tor impacts, engaged the YAN in CRMP
development, and have worked with the
YAN iteratively to improve Tribal access
and protect cultural sites.

Policy mecha-
nisms leveraged
for shared stew-

Improving compliance with Section
106 strengthened relationships and
enabled the USFS to secure a pro-

Formal consultation enabled the YAN’s
contribution to the CRMP; Section 106
was leveraged to identify cultural ORVs

designation and
Tribal shared
stewardship

initial eight WSRs (1968); turnover
in MTNF leadership in 2016 initiated
efforts to build Tribal relationships;
updates on CRMP began in 2021 and
the final revised CRMP was signed in
2024.

ardship grammatic agreement with the Osage and to pursue designation of a Traditional
Nation, among other Tribes, for historic | Cultural Property within Fossil Creek; a
preservation work, especially related to | USFS Challenge Cost Share agreement
cultural funerial and spiritual sites. with the National Association of Tribal
Historic Preservation Officers enables
Tribal members to lead monitoring of
cultural ORVs.
Outcomes of WSR | Programmatic agreement consultations | The YAN were formally included in the
shared steward- | created trust to work through CRMP development and drafting of ORVs within
ship process and advocate up the chain- the CRMP; Tribal access to Fossil Creek
of-command for more meaningful was improved by forming and itera-
heritage-related ORVs and rewording | tively improving a Tribal permit system
of “Prehistory” and “History” ORVs for access; Yan and USFS nominated a
to “Pre-European contact” and “Euro- | Traditional Cultural Property along the
American history”; Osage Nation added | WSR corridor; Relationships strengthened
their perspective to the CRMP as an through WSR shared stewardship efforts
appendix to inform management of have supported other shared stewardship
pre-European contact historical ORVs; | efforts, including Emory oak restoration.
MTNF and the Osage are presently
pursuing other shared stewardship of
cultural resources beyond the WSR
designation.
Key dates in WSR | Eleven Point WSR was one of the A long-standing working relationship

between the YAN and CNF predated the
2009 Fossil Creek WSR designation; the
CNF and YAN worked together to develop
the CRMP and ORVs beginning with the
2009 designation through CRMP signature
in 2021; implementation of cultural values
ORV monitoring began in 2021; updates to
Tribal access permit system occur itera-
tively, most recently in 2023-2024.

Key actions
implemented for
shared steward-
ship

Agreeing to meet Tribe on their terms
(location, timing, with certain staff);
meaningful recognition that sacred sites
are a cultural resource; elevated Osage
Nation legal status to Invited Signato-
ries of USFS Section 106 programmatic
agreements.

Formation and regular meetings of the
Fossil Creek working group; staff-to-staff
consultation on the YAN reservation to
co-develop the CRMP, ORVs, and ORV
monitoring plan; development of Tribal
access permit system; monitoring of the
cultural ORV performed with high school
age Tribal youth and elders.

Table 2 - Summary findings from both cases comparing key actors, issues, opportunities, and outcomes involved with strengthening

shared stewardship
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“Findings from this study offer lessons to
managers seeking to build meaningful
relationships with Tribes around WSRs and
highlight the value of those relationships for
sustainable land management more widely.”

In contrast, the removal of the Childs-Irving
Hydroelectric Facilities on Fossil Creek and
the subsequent WSR designation had cascad-
ing impacts that impeded Tribal access to
sacred sites, as well as the preservation of
Tribal values and history. YAN representatives
described the removal of associated infra-
structure, in particular the connecting road,
from Fossil Creek as “Forest Service misman-
agement.” The decommissioning of the road
and other infrastructure that Tribal members
had built and maintained for decades was a
point of tension between YAN representatives,
county governments, and the USFS. According
to a YAN archaeologist, the dam was removed
all at once, which caused flooding and made
the associated infrastructure unsafe—justify-
ing its removal. He argued that if the dam
had been removed incrementally, the infra-
structure would not have become a liability.
YAN representatives shared that this was
especially problematic given the importance
of road access to emergency service vehicles
and river users, particularly Tribal elders.
Removal of the road exemplified tensions over
whose history and values are privileged in
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WSR management. For example, this raised
questions about whether management actions
appropriately prioritize the interests of rights-
holders over stakeholders and whether they
meaningfully incorporate the Tribes' continued
and evolving connections to their homelands.

In both cases, co-development of ORVs
proved to be a meaningful space to engage
a broader range of histories and values,
particularly in terminology surrounding the
‘prehistory” ORV described in Table 1. As
discussions on the Eleven Point CRMP revi-
sions progressed, the use of “prehistory” was
understood to erase the forced removal of
the Osage people by a westward-expanding
US government. A USFS representative who
worked on the Eleven Point CRMP shared:

A lot of CRMPs, if there's some kind of
cultural resource, they use “prehistory.” And
that was offensive to the Tribe. And they came
up with wording . .. "pre-European contact
history.. .. So that to me was very interesting.
... When you think about it, "prehistory” prob-
ably is pretty offensive, because we're saying
history started with European contact, which is
not true.
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In the Fossil Creek CRMP, the CNF decided
not to include "prehistory” as an ORV, given
that important archaeological and cultural
sites were widespread across the region and
that Fossil Creek represents recent and ongo-
ing elements of cultural connection related to
resisting forced relocation. Instead, collabora-
tion between the CNF and the YAN resulted
in the creation of a new cultural ORV called
"“Western Apache and Yavapai Traditional and
Contemporary Cultural Values ORV" to better
reflect the YAN's continued cultural connec-
tions to the river. A former CNF archaeologist
explained:

The historic [i.e., the Childs Irving Power
system] was an ORV. As was . . . the Tribal
cultural ORV—that captured the archaeology.
It captured the traditional cultural value of the
place and that hiding out and rejoining of the
families basically up until the 1930s. ... There
was a lot of discussion around it and that's
where we landed.

Although the development and maintenance
of relationships with Tribal partners required
greater effort and flexibility, managers found
the outcomes of these relationships beneficial
to WSR management. In the Eleven Point
case, the appendix written by the Osage
Nation offered MTNF managers a culturally
informed list of riparian plants to inform future
consultation with Tribes and subsequent
restoration efforts. In the Fossil Creek case,
YAN feedback and co-development of the
cultural ORV and monitoring plan ensured
prioritization of Tribal cultural values in river

management.

Participants widely expressed excitement
about the new challenge of co-developing
CRMPs—not only to better reflect emerging
western scientific knowledge of rivers, but
also to meaningfully integrate Indigenous
Knowledge and culture throughout manage-
ment of the WSR. Through the development
and maintenance of their strong relationships,
USFS and Tribal representatives were able to
not only shift language around ORVs to better
represent deeply complex and important
Tribal connections to the WSRs but also to
inform future management actions to preserve

those connections.

Archaeologists as Bridge-Builders

Within the USFS, various representatives
hold positions with responsibilities specifically
related to Tribal engagement. Tribal liaisons
are primarily responsible for managing and
building relationships with Tribes across
a range of topics and policies. In contrast,
archaeologists (sometimes working as
‘heritage program managers’) engage with
Tribes and various stakeholders on cultural
resource-related issues and facilitate required
consultation with Tribes, although their work
spans a wider range of responsibilities. In both
cases, archaeologists played a foundational
role in establishing and maintaining good
relationships with Tribal counterparts based
on their knowledge of Tribal law, history, and
culture; experience working with Tribes; and
legal mandate to protect certain cultural
resources. Access to and treatment of cultur-
ally important sites was central in both cases,
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and relationships could either be strength-
ened or diminished as USFS and Tribal teams
navigated the management of these sites
(particularly through the National Historic
Preservation Act of 1966). These efforts set
the tone for federal-Tribal relationships and
influenced other interactions and opportuni-
ties. For example, in the case of Fossil Creek,
the strong, long-established relationship
between YAN and CNF archaeologists was
characterized by casual drop-ins or phone
calls and informal meetings. This relationship
enabled easier inroads into shared steward-
ship, as described by a former Tribal liaison for
the CNF:

Part of the reason why | didn't have a huge
role down there is they didn't really need me.
... The District Ranger at the time was an
archaeologist. And, you know, she would go
and pick up lunch and she and [the district
archaeologist] would go over and meet with
the Nation and sit down and consult and talk
about projects as frequently as needed. It was
not very formal . . . they would just meet all the
time, and that's actually the way it should be.

The good relationship maintained between
USFS and YAN archaeologists enabled collab-
orative management in response to increases
in visitor use in Fossil Creek—an issue that
required the involvement of recreation staff.
Specifically, both parties wanted to manage
visitor use while ensuring Tribal access, a chal-
lenge that eventually led to the establishment
and adaptive management of permitted Tribal
parking passes. As visitor use management
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systems are trialed and evaluated for main-
taining visitor access, safety, and protection
of ORVs, recreation staff on the CNF continue
to innovate and monitor alongside their YAN
counterparts.

In contrast, strengthening the relationship
between the Osage Nation and the MTNF
required facilitation through more formal con-
sultation channels. As conversations between
the MTNF and the Osage Nation deepened,
ONHPO archaeologists demanded improved
Section 106 compliance, as described by an
MTNF archaeologist:

The Tribe was very, very dissatisfied with the
[Section] 106. So the regional Tribal liaison who
is at the meeting, he tries to, "Okay, let's whip
out a bunch of funding that | can bring down
to this and talk about what kind of collabora-
tive things could we do? Why don't we forget
the 106. What can we do collaboratively?
Collaborative, shared stewardship, right? Stuff
with Tribal youth, or engaging this, engaging
that. | can get funding for it!" . . [The Tribel,
they're just like, "Forget it, we're not going to
do a damn thing with you. Forget collaboration
... we're not doing anything with the Mark
Twain until they get their 106 straightened out”

Osage Nation representatives saw that the
more casual shared stewardship approach
suggested by the Tribal liaison would not be
productive until the USFS could demonstrate
adherence to legal mandates, as emphasized
by the ONHPO representative who asked,
"‘How are we expected to trust the Forest Ser-
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vice with important harvesting areas if they still
have yet to repatriate the ancestors?” Osage
Nation archaeologists gradually developed
fruitful relationships with MNTF archaeolo-
gists, as the USFS worked to comply with the
National Historic Preservation Act across a
range of activities, especially timber harvest.
Over time, this trust was extended to work
involving other staff and programs, including
recreation, and resulted in commitment from
the Osage Nation, led by a respected elder,
to contribute an appendix to the CRMP. The
appendix provided the Osage an opportunity
to preserve their voice, knowledge, and per-
spective while ensuring these were codified

into management planning and action.

Shared Stewardship as a Virtuous Cycle

In both cases, the establishment of one
shared stewardship effort created a virtuous
cycle of shared stewardship for and beyond
WSR management. In the case of the Eleven
Point, Osage archaeologists expressed
concern about the disturbance of rock cairns
and other Osage artifacts across the MTNF,
including by some contract foresters conduct-
ing surveys and harvests, particularly as more
archaeological survey work is contracted out.
MTNF staff worked with ONHPO represen-
tatives to change wording in contracts to
improve compliance with the Native American
Graves Protection Act, and through discus-
sions, they made other general improvements
to contracting standards—what one USFS
archaeologist referred to as "beyond 106"

You still got [Section] 106, we've got to. But
what's beyond 1067 Part of getting there was
looking at our 106, bringing them into the
process, like our survey standards. | looked at
[our survey standards] when | got here. And |
thought, these can be improved. But I've been
a contractor so | rewrote them. | sent them to
the Tribe. | said, "Hey, what [do] you guys think
of this? You know, give me some input” [They
said,] “No one ever asked us to do that before’
| said, "Well, I'm not gonna ask you to rewrite
it. I'm asking for your input, we can talk about
it" And we incorporated a lot of it.

These efforts regarding 106 enabled "beyond
106" efforts between MTNF and ONHPO
around CRMP revisions and facilitated addi-
tional collaborations to identify, protect, and
restore other Tribally relevant sites within the
WSR corridor. For example, MTNF staff worked
with the Osage Nation to identify a sacred site
within the Eleven Point WSR with the goal of
reducing recreation-related impacts in the
area. Tribal members have also been involved
in providing trainings at key recreation sites to
educate partners on the cultural values and
history of those sites from an Osage perspec-
tive. The ONHPO representative expressed a
desire to facilitate more Osage programs with
MTNF staff, particularly in the WSR corridor,
but shared that time constraints limit their
focus primarily to ensuring Tribal sovereignty
and protecting sites.

In the case of Fossil Creek, working together
on the Western Apache and Yavapai Tradi-
tional and Contemporary Cultural Tribal Values
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ORV led both the YAN and the Tonto Apache
Tribe to identify and nominate priority sacred
areas worthy of designation as Traditional
Cultural Property on the TNF. One Tribal liaison
shared that this designation would grant the
Tribes more power in decision-making on the
property, allowing them to say, “Oh, you want
this activity to happen here? ... These are our
[culturall resources. This is how we want you
to protect them.” Participation of the YAN in
monitoring cultural sites created opportunities
for shared stewardship beyond what was out-
lined in the CRMP. The CRMP details that Tribal
traditional cultural practitioners hold authority
to determine if cultural values are degraded.
Grants supported workforce development
opportunities, allowing YAN youth to partici-
pate in monitoring cultural and archaeological
sites alongside YAN elders and professional
archaeologists. This not only provided profes-
sional development opportunities but also
facilitated a cultural connection among youth,
elders, and their homelands.

Successful shared stewardship efforts
within the WSR corridor also had benefits that
expanded beyond the WSR corridor. In the
case of the Eleven Point, MTNF and Osage
archaeologists, along with other Tribes, began
working toward a management plan for caves
in the MTNF. This management plan would
not only account for physical artifacts left by
Tribes around the numerous caves on the
MTNF but would also work to protect the
nonmaterial cultural heritage associated with
spiritual and religious connections to caves.
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Similarly, in Fossil Creek, a 2018 consultation
for large-scale restoration to inform the Tonto
National Forest Management Plan provided
an opportunity for Tribes to express their
concern about Emory oak groves. A TNF Tribal
liaison recalled, "All Western Apache Tribes
were like, "You guys are not doing a good job
managing the Emory oak groves that you are
currently responsible for. They're overgrown.
You're preventing fire from getting into them.
Our accessibility is decreasing.” After receiving
similar comments for several years, USFS
representatives initiated a multiparty shared
stewardship effort with representatives from
the YAN, Tonto Apache Tribe, White Mountain
Apache Tribe, San Carlos Apache Tribe,
Resolution Copper, and Northern Arizona
University. The effort focused on restoring
and studying 18 Emory oak groves on the
CNF, TNF, White Mountain Apache Tribe
reservation, and privately held land owned
by Resolution Copper. The restoration and
research associated with the Emory Oak Col-
laborative Tribal Restoration Initiative (EOCTRI)
are informed by Indigenous Knowledge,
and all project decisions are brought to the
project’s Tribal advisory board for insight and
approval. This co-management approach
was recognized by the USDA when ECOTRI,
the Kaibab, Coconino, and Tonto National
Forests were awarded the USDA Office of the
Secretary Nation to Nation Tribal Innovation
Award in 2023 for incorporating Tribal values
and priorities. This award is meant to incentiv-
ize and celebrate efforts to build meaningful
relationships with American Indian Tribes
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Discussion

WSRs have been and will continue to be
important sites for human history and culture,
representing areas where present-day and
historical use overlap in ways that can either
conflict or be compatible with Tribal values,
worldviews, and culture. Furthermore, Tribal
history is expansive and multilayered, reaching
different resources and interests across Tribal
lands stewarded by federal agencies today.
Participants widely shared that federal agen-
cies have not always valued relationships with
Tribes or respected Tribal treaty rights, but
commitments to shared stewardship within
the context of WSRs offer opportunities to
transform federal-Tribal relationships for the
better. As both cases revealed, dedication is
required to develop meaningful relationships
grounded in effective communication and
mutual respect, and these relationships can
proactively mitigate undesirable impacts on
sacred sites now protected through WSR
designation. Formalizing relationships through
signed agreements, formal contributions to
planning processes, or working groups that
meet regularly may require more flexible
deadlines and creative approaches to authen-
tically incorporate Tribal values, perspectives,
and management priorities.

Like other studies, this one revealed that
historical context remains foundational to fed-
eral-Tribal relationships, especially regarding
the continued impacts of forced removal and
relocation of Tribes (e.g., Lefthand-Begay et
al. 2025). However, Tribes retained strong con-
nections to their homelands, and the cases
revealed how federal government representa-
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tives can leverage the WSR designation to
develop innovative approaches to protect
those connections. Preconditions for success-
ful federal-Tribal WSR shared stewardship
included flexible expectations, proactive man-
agement, and supportive leadership (Figure
3). Mutual respect and common ground were
essential to implementing shared stewardship,
and were fostered through early, frequent, and
clear communication and a sustained com-
mitment to relationship building. Both cases
emphasized that efforts by USFS representa-
tives to meet Tribal representatives at their
desired times and locations were critical for
relationship building. In both cases, a conflu-
ence of natural resource-related issues on
federal lands, including those impacting WSR
ORVs, led federal and Tribal leaders to col-
laboratively initiate shared stewardship efforts
for the WSR. Flexible deadlines, coupled with
proactive management of WSRs, also enabled
Tribal representatives to respond to requests
for comment and to develop a shared vision
alongside USFS representatives.

In both cases, increased federal-Tribal trust
and capacity to steward WSRs were enabled
through the formalization of work agreements
and management plans, greater Tribal access
to customary lands, shared resource monitor-
ing, and strengthened lines of communication
between governments. Furthermore, federal-
Tribal shared stewardship may enhance WSR
management, as Tribal perspectives on WSRs,
desired conditions, and preferred ORVs may
offer a more holistic approach to river man-

agement.
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Figure 3 - Preconditions for successful shared stewardship, labeled in the mountainous headwaters, flow into a variety of outcomes,

including those shared as blue drops in the river.

Relationships were central to the ability of
federal and Tribal representatives to pursue
effective shared stewardship of the WSRs and
to extend collaboration beyond WSR corridors
and associated formal agreements. Time
spent together—both informally, such as over
casual drop-ins or over lunch, and formally,
such as at CRMP workshops or in consultation
processes—was a key indicator of the pos-
sibility of shared stewardship both within and
beyond the WSR corridor. Relationships built
on trust and mutual respect are therefore the
primary means of enabling the virtuous cycle
of shared stewardship. Where staff capacity

among either federal or Tribal representatives
is limited, challenges might arise in advancing
shared stewardship (see Redmore et al. 2025,
for related opportunities to build capacity).
Such limitations may have repercussions not
only for ensuring lawful Tribal consultation
regarding protected resources but also for
using the best available tools and know!l-
edge—including Indigenous Knowledge—to
inform land and water management.

Findings from this study offer lessons
to managers seeking to build meaningful
relationships with Tribes around WSRs and
highlight the value of those relationships for
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sustainable land management more widely.
This work emphasized the centrality of
archaeologists as bridge builders, but these
findings may extend to other natural resource
managers within different work contexts,
including fisheries and wildlife biologists,
foresters, and even engineers updating or
removing infrastructure. As federal and Tribal
representatives work on discipline-specific
efforts, there are many opportunities to sup-
port two-eyed seeing and integration across
knowledge systems in ways that can benefit
federal-Tribal working relationships and Trib-
ally important landscapes (e.g., Almack et al.
2023).

Future Research

This study represented a first step in
examining efforts to build federal-Tribal
shared stewardship of WSRs, and there remain
many opportunities for additional research to
further our understanding. Tribal governments,
representatives, and members are deeply
connected to WSRs, and future research
could seek to broaden Tribal perspectives
of WSRs and shared stewardship efforts. For
example, there are many research opportuni-
ties to better understand the value and impact
of Tribal youth partnership programs or other
efforts to bring Tribal members into steward-
ship efforts.

Additional research could seek to further
develop cases of federal-Tribal shared
stewardship across different federal land
management agencies. Such research could

also advance understanding of how enabling
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legislation and agency mission, policies, and
practices may influence shared stewardship
engagement. For example, the National Forest
Management Act of 1976 (P.L. 94-588) man-
dates that USFS manage national forests for
multiple uses, including resource extraction,
which may be at odds with preservation of
cultural resources. In contrast, the Organic Act
of 1916 (39 Stat. 535, 16 U.S.C. § 1) established
the National Park Service, whose mission
focuses more on preservation of natural and
cultural resources.

Furthermore, federal land management
agencies offer different WSR governance
systems that can influence the outcomes
of federal-Tribal shared stewardship. For
example, the Wood-Pawcatuck WSR designa-
tion in Connecticut runs entirely through lands
that are either privately owned or managed by
local governments. As a result, it is managed
as a "partnership river" by a variety of constitu-
ents and rightsholders, including the National
Park Service. The Wolf River WSR is the only
WSR designation to flow through an Indian
reservation and is jointly managed by the
Menominee Indian Tribe and the National Park
Service. These diverse governance systems
may hold many lessons for strengthening fed-
eral-Tribal shared stewardship opportunities
for WSRs as well as for the broader manage-
ment and conservation of land and natural

resources.
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Photo credit: Fany Kuiru Castro, COICA, speaking during the WILD12 panel,
‘Relationship Between Achieving Global Biodiversity Framework Spatial
Targets and Expanding Indigenous Land Tenure." Photo by Jayme Dittmar.




STEWARDSHIP

Informing a Global

Environmental Agenda:

The Resolutions of the 12th World
Wilderness Congress

BY DR. CHAD DAWSON

World Wilderness Congresses feature presentations, delegate
discussions, and intense exchanges of various viewpoints,
culminating in shared and agreed-upon resolutions to advance a
global environmental agenda. A resolution is an instrument that
expresses a coalition's policy recommendations by identifying
and defining a challenge and proposing actions and possible

solutions. Resolutions often guide actions, influence policy, and

Chad Dawson

can establish common goals among people, organizations,
governments, and stakeholders.

WILD12 was hosted by Indigenous Peoples, and Indigenous
perspectives on wilderness played a central role in many ses-
sions, producing 12 resolutions. These resolutions were presented
by delegates and groups of delegates and opened to comments
and discussion before a vote to move them forward as a part of
this World Wilderness Congress. By engaging with other del-
egates in polite and purposeful conversation, delegates sought
to find common ground and create a unity of purpose within this
coalition.

Excerpts from the resolution documents are organized herein
around three themes and are intended to characterize the resolu-
tion without restating it. Full documents are available on the
WILD Foundation website (https://wild.org/wild12/resolutions/)
with supporting background and contextual information, greater
detail, and the full resolution statement.
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Theme 1: Calling for Transformative Change

The natural world is experiencing extensive changes in its conditions and, to some extent, in
its natural processes as a result of climate change and human activities. Our relationship with
nature can benefit from a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness and coexistence that
Indigenous Peoples have long maintained with nature.

Resolution 1: Hé Sapa Resolution on Sovereignty and Wilderness: Deepening
the Wilderness Concept Through Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom

The Preamble to the Hé Sapa declaration that supports this resolution summarizes the need
to acknowledge the complexities inherent in the relationship between Indigenous People
and the Western concept of wilderness. Relationality, as a central tenet of many Indigenous
worldviews, underscores the interconnectedness of all beings and the environments they
inhabit. This understanding exemplifies how Indigenous communities perceive their existence
as being in a continuous relationship with the land rather than viewing it as a mere resource for
recreation, food, or even spiritual experiences. Some Western interpretations of wilderness that
have had the largest influence on its implementation disregard these profound connections,
leading to a clash that perpetuates misunderstanding and dispossession. To move forward, it
is vital to engage with both worldviews critically, seeking to reconcile and bridge the gaps that
exist, and expand and strengthen the wilderness concept (and its implementation) through the
perspectives of Indigenous Peoples. Doing so can foster a deeper appreciation of Indigenous
relationships with the earth and create pathways towards a more respectful coexistence that
honors both perspectives.

That Preamble further supports the intent for this resolution “to expand the respect, common
ground, equality, and trust amongst people who help steward wild places. Accomplishing this
will create a stronger, more effective cross-cultural alliance for the protection of Mother Earth in
a time of great peril for our common home. e believe that all people need a word and concept
for a relationship with nature that is respectful and holistic, and that is neither subjective nor
exploitative'
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Resolution 2: Through the Eyes of Buffalo: A Strategic Platform
to Restore All Natural World Relationships

The context for this resolution is stated as follows: "Humanity finds itself at the center of inter-
connected crises—biodiversity, climate, and justice—which root in a crisis of relationship with
ourselves, each other, and the planet. The extraordinary juncture we collectively find ourselves
at offers significant opportunities for transformational change to revitalize our relationship with
nature and dissolve barriers dividing us from the natural world and each other” The strategy
presented is for a continental model to restore bison and grassland ecosystems for ecological
and cultural benefits:

‘Buffalo can help us define and elevate an entirely new, Indigenous-led model to guide
the next era of North American conservation. By framing conservation through a biocultural
lens, we can co-create a paradigm suited to the complex, systemic challenges of the 21st
century. A model that embodies concepts like relationship and reciprocity, respect and
reconciliation, equity and justice. There is no better frame for this critical work than the
biocultural restoration of bison, which lays the foundation for a durable conservation approach
able to work effectively across the complex matrix of land ownership and rights that fragment
the continent—private, public, Tribal/Nation, communal—and deliver large-scale, resilient
outcomes that address the crises of our times, while healing and renewing the fractured
relationship at the heart of these crises".

Resolution 11: Metaphysical Activism

This resolution posits that conventional activism may be insufficient to address environmental
crises that are intensifying. Thus, there exists an urgent need for a radically different approach.
This resolution urges the development of a conceptual approach or mechanism “grounded in a
collaborative, cross-knowledge system approach comprising a triangulation of (a) [Indigenousl|
ancestral technical knowledge, (b) Western science, (c) spiritual wisdom and (d) faith-based
wisdom” to address the real and existential crises facing humanity and the biosphere. This new
kind of metaphysical activism mechanism would explore transformative practices to co-create a
more harmonious world.
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Resolution 7: Making Space to Protect White Animals, Messengers of Peace

Transformative change can come through cultural ways of seeing the world. White animals
play an irreplaceable role in the cultural practices of traditional peoples. This resolution calls
upon organizations, management agencies, and Indigenous leaders to publicly recognize the
sacredness of all the Earth, including and especially white animals.

‘These animals, which are often viewed as "messengers of peace” help to restore pride and
relevancy in ancient lifeways while simultaneously heightening interest in traditional ways of
knowing. In many cultures, when people learn of the birth or appearance of a white animal,
such as the recent birth of the exceedingly rare white buffalo in Yellowstone National Park,
they are reminded of the prophecies of their ancestors and are often inspired to come closer
to the practices through which such prophecies were derived. . . . The sudden, unexpected
appearance of a white animal—within a community's awareness or an individual's line of sight—
fills many with a sense of hope and a connection to a purer, more expansive, and more subtle
reality, be that the intangible principles of goodness and peace or a stronger recognition of the
collective unconscious and the Otherworld. They guide the attention of native and non-native
peoples alike toward the sacred and a recognition that existence is more than just physical
bodies moving through physical space. They remind us of the omnipresence of spirit.

They remind us that Earth is sacred”.

Theme 2: Acknowledging Indigenous Guardians of Nature

The representation of nature in legal guardianship may be best informed and practiced by
Indigenous Peoples, who have long integrated traditional knowledge and practices for sustain-
able living in natural environments. Treating the environment only as a source for resource

exploitation misses the need to honor the interconnectedness of humans and their environment.

Resolution 5: Indigenous Law and Guardianship of Nature

The resolution begins by “affirming Indigenous Peoples' inherent relationships with and respon-
sibilities to sacred lands, waters, and sky, and their critical role in protecting and safeguarding
Mother Earth and all life within as Nature's traditional guardians since time immemorial; and
recognizing the shortcomings of anthropocentric legal frameworks, which largely treat Nature
or Mother Earth as a mere commodity or resource, and which fail to recognize the unique wants,
needs, and voices of life on Earth aside from its value to humans.” The resolution recognizes, in
part, “‘the importance of Indigenous and other guardianship models to provide formal represen-

tation for Nature within the legal system’
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Resolution 8: Empowering Ecological Outcomes by Honoring Treaties

This resolution states that Indigenous Peoples possess inherent sovereignty and, as such, may
enter into treaty agreements with national governments in good faith. In the case of the Oceti
Sakowin Oyate, the treaties signed in 1851 and 1868 recognized “a combined territory of approxi-
mately 60 million acres that include the better part of South Dakota, and parts of North Dakota,
Montana, Wyoming, and Nebraska for the ‘free and undisturbed use’ of the ‘Great Sioux Nation!
Few, if any of these treaties, have ever been fully implemented, despite recognition of their
legal standing by national courts, including the Supreme Court of the United States. National
governments continue to dishonor themselves and the treaties with devastating consequences
for both Indigenous Peoples and the environment.” The resolution points out that Oceti Sakowin
Oyate would not allow the extensive mining extraction and environmental problems imposed on
them through treaty violations since their culture contains “institutions and knowledge forgotten
by the dominant, colonial culture that makes Indigenous Peoples more effective stewards of the
environment when empowered to steward our treaty lands and practice our traditional practices’

Resolution 9: Urgent Mineral Withdrawal for All of the Black Hills

This resolution builds on Resolution 8 by specifically noting the need to stop the mineral
extraction in the Black Hills that violates treaties from 1851 and 1868. The Black Hills are unceded
Lakota territory, and “these lands, and the meanings attached to these lands by the Lakota, are
under threat from mining activities, which pose irreversible damage to the environment and
violate the treaties that protect these lands. The Lakota have called for an end to mining in the
Black Hills." Because 80% of the Black Hills are considered federal lands by the US Government
under US Forest Service management, the Lakota are requesting the administrative mechanism
called a Mineral Withdrawal be invoked as it ‘removes a specific area from mineral entry, mean-

iNng no new mining claims will be issued.’

Resolution 12: Protecting the Sami Forest: Safeguarding Biodiversity
and Indigenous Livelihoods

This resolution focuses on the Boreal Forest, the Sami people, and integrating traditional
knowledge and practices into forest protection. The Boreal Forest is a complex ecosystem that is
being impacted by deforestation and degradation, which, in turn, has consequences for climate

change and the sustainability of the forest and the Sami people's way of life.
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'Sapmi, the homeland of the Sami people, is a vast land mass where the Boreal Forest covers
62% of the land. The Sami culture is deeply intertwined with the survival and health of the rein-
deer, as Sami food, clothing, language, handicrafts, and tradition all depend on their existence.
The decline of the forest, and thus the reindeer population, poses a serious threat to the Sami
way of life. ... To ensure the long-term sustainability of the Boreal Forest, and to maintain the
ecological and cultural integrity of the forest in Sami lands, it is imperative to adopt practices and
conservation efforts that prioritize the protection of Sapmi and elevate Sami voices”

Theme 3: Identifying Global Environmental Concerns

Protecting and conserving large-scale ecological systems requires cooperation in regional
planning between national governments. The ecological services provided by these systems
benefit all people regardless of national jurisdictions.

Resolution 6: Ratify the High Seas Treaty

This resolution intends to urge governments to ratify the High Seas Treaty as a legal mecha-
nism to protect and conserve the large-scale ecological processes in marine environments
beyond national jurisdictions.

‘There is no question about the ecological importance that the ocean provides not only for
humankind, but for the entire Earth. Historically, the ocean has been falsely viewed as a vast and
inexhaustible resource. As with the tragedy of the commons, international waters have facilitated
widespread, unregulated ecological exploitation and habitat loss. Despite targets to preserve
the ocean, such as the UN's goal to protect 10% of the ocean by 2020, global governments
continue to fall short. Nearly halfway through the new decade, only around 8% of our oceans
are protected. Meanwhile, the ambitious target of protecting 30% of the ocean by 2030 (30x30)
looms just a few years away. Achieving this goal is a critical step toward the broader vision of
protecting 50% of the planet by 2030, under the "Nature Needs Half" initiative, which is vital for
addressing the dual biodiversity and climate crises as well as protecting the cultural integrity and
food sovereignty of Indigenous Peoples”.
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Figure 1 - Hinano Murphy, the Tetiaroa Society, signing the “Indigenous Peoples Open Treaty Honoring Grandmother Earth” at the 12th
World Wilderness Congress. Photo by Jayme Dittmar.

Resolution 3: Advancing the Rights of Antarctica

This resolution is calling for Antarctica to be an "autonomous, sovereign, self-regulating entity.
“The continent of Antarctica and the surrounding Southern Ocean covers ten percent of the sur-
face of Earth, and plays a vital role in maintaining the climate and other conditions which enable
life across the planet to flourish. This magnificent, vast wilderness now faces grave threats:
climate change is melting the ice and rapidly degrading Antarctic ecosystems on land and in
the sea, and increased fishing, tourism, and fossil fuel exploration pose significant and growing
risks. Scientists report that Antarctic glaciers are rapidly melting, sea ice is at record lows, ocean
currents are weakening, and temperatures of 40°C above average have been recorded’

"Antarctica is unique in geopolitical terms: it is not within, or subject to, the sovereignty of, any
State. Since 1959, the Antarctic Treaty System (ATS) has reserved Antarctica for peaceful pur-
poses, particularly scientific collaboration, and has prohibited mining and militarization. However
the ATS alone cannot meet the intensifying threats to Antarctica, nor enable Antarctica to be
represented in decision-making processes that affect it
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Resolution 10: Recognition of Central Mexico’s Forest of Water as a
Strategic Region for the Viability of Central Mexico’s Megalopolis

This resolution calls for regional planning, involving all levels of government, based on
biodiversity conservation, landscape connectivity, sustainable hydrological systems, and public
participatory programs that include Indigenous and agrarian communities and identify needed
conservation and restoration programs.

"The highly biodiverse and rapidly degrading Forest of Water of Central Mexico is the largest
benefactor of the country's most densely populated region, providing water and vital ecological
services to a growing number of over 25 million people, today nearly a fifth of Mexico's total
human population, in the region where 30% of the gross domestic product is generated. We
further see that its loss would not only put at risk the social, political and economic viability of
Mexico as a country, but that its effects would also ripple across borders. The Forest of Water is a
world-wide example of how very large wild, natural areas are able to provide ecological services
to people, water being the most obvious of them all".

Resolution 4: Mainstreaming Mentorship of Young Ecological Stewards

This resolution emphasizes the need for intergenerational knowledge and resolves to include
mentorship of younger generations as part of the internal strategy of organizations, institutions,
groups, and companies dedicated to protecting, restoring, and conserving nature.

"To ensure the long-term sustainability of restoration, protection, and conservation of nature
efforts, we must invest in the younger generation of ecological stewards. These young ecological
stewards will soon enter the workforce, advocate for, and actively engage in movements and
policies focused on restoring, protecting, and conserving nature. We recognize that mentorship,
understood as: “a long-term, trust-based, horizontal relationship between two or more people
that provides a space for two-way knowledge, ideas, and experience exchange, and reciprocal
learning, empowering young people to exercise their agency, fostering their ability to lead and
innovate" is a critical strategy to enhance the effectiveness and maintain the legacy of conserva-
tion efforts in the long run’.
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The foregoing excerpts from the resolution documents are intended to characterize the resolu-
tion without restating it and to encourage interested readers to search out the full documents on
the WILD Foundation website (https:/wild.org/wildi2/resolutions/). Each resolution has its own
reason for being and represents the interests of the delegates attending WILD12 and has the
conceptual support of the other attendees through a participatory process during the WILD12
program.

The World Wilderness Congress is an instrument to help global civil society find unity on the
next steps we can and should take as an international wilderness movement. Although it is not a
governance body, the World Wilderness Congress encourages delegates to adopt resolutions
into their organizations' procedures and core policy objectives and commit to advancing them
in subsequent work. Adopting resolutions helps inform and advance global environmental
decision-making bodies or discussions in the years following the Congress. @

CHAD DAWSON is the editor-in-chief emeritus of the International Journal of Wilderness.
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Photo credit: Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument,
Utah, United States. Photo by John Fowler on Unsplash




SCIENCE + RESEARCH

Environmental Stewardship
Through Volunteer-Collected
Data

BY ALISON A. ORMSBY, ALISA FUTRITSKI,
and SAMANTHA SMITH

Federal public lands in the United States include national
parks, wildlife refuges, wilderness areas, national forests,
and the national system of public lands. Wilderness areas
are the most strictly regulated type of federal public lands
in the United States. Public lands provide opportunities for
people to witness unique, scenic, and wild landscapes.
These lands are valued for recreation, resource extraction,

fisheries and wildlife, and water resources. Public land
draws people to the United States, particularly the West,
where approximately half of the country's public lands are
located. However, some public lands are understaffed or
have research needs that land managers cannot address.
This is where trained public volunteers can help address
research questions and gather data to share with land

managers in support of conservation goals.
The vast size and ecological diversity of public lands are Alisa Futritski
vital resources for countering the effects of increasing pres-
sures on natural resources. Urban and suburban sprawl and
the effects of climate change have destroyed and degraded
habitats. Additional impacts include threats to native spe-
cies, compromised water sources, and increased risks of

wildfire on public and adjacent private lands. Other impacts

stem from growth in human population and consumption,

including higher rates of resource extraction and threats

Samantha Smith

62 |nternational Journal of Wilderness | December 2025 | Volume 31, Number 2



to public lands from mining, logging, and
ranching practices. Furthermore, the increasing
presence of various pollutants and invasive
species continues to encroach on public lands
(Wilson 2014).

This article presents the results of two citizen
science projects in wilderness areas that
were coordinated by Adventures Scientists.
Adventure Scientists is a nonprofit organization
with a mission to “ensure the availability of
critical field data that accelerates conservation
and climate solutions” (Adventure Scientists
2024). The organization mobilizes and trains
volunteers to collect high-quality scientific
data that are difficult to access, require too
large a scale, or are too costly to obtain with
traditional methods,

Citizen science is scientific research that is
conducted, in whole or in part, by volunteers
and nonprofessional scientists. It is also
referred to as crowd science, crowd-sourced
science, volunteer monitoring, community sci-
ence, and participatory monitoring or research.
The contribution of citizen science to research
is greater than perceived. With appropriate
training and oversight, volunteers can collect
data of quality that is equal to experts (Bonney
et al. 2014).

Citizen science can help improve conserva-
tion policies and outcomes by contributing to
scientific knowledge and getting the public
engaged in conservation and natural resource
management. Community involvement in data
collection also helps facilitate the inclusion of
diverse perspectives into management and to
foster environmental stewardship (McKinley et
al. 2017).

Project Results
Wild and Scenic Rivers Project

Established in 1968, the National Wild and
Scenic Rivers (WSR) System includes more
than 13,400 miles (21,565 km) of rivers (USDA
n.d.). These rivers are set aside based on
three main characteristics: their free-flowing
nature, pristine water quality status (or ability to
achieve this), and other outstandingly remark-
able values that are unique to each river,
Those qualities could be unusual or notable
geology, scenery, fishing, wildlife, or recreation
opportunities.

The scale of the national WSR system, com-
bined with access challenges and limitations in
state and federal agency capacity, contributes
to nationwide data gaps. These data gaps have
implications for both the agencies tasked with
protecting the rivers and for the rivers them-
selves. A report by the Interagency Wild and
Scenic Rivers Coordinating Council revealed
that “there has been no comprehensive effort
to assess the state of water quality within the
National WSR System” (Willi and Back 2018,

p. 4). In particular, about 38% of the national
system has unassessed or unknown water
quality, and an additional 44% has identified
impairments (Willi and Back 2018). Even on
accessible rivers, states often have gaps of
several years before returning to established
monitoring sites, which represent only a small
portion of their total surface waters. This
means that available information and reporting
regarding the water quality status of rivers

Is sparse. There is a need to address these
data gaps and conduct regular monitoring,

as the WSR system has proportionately more
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Impaired waters when compared to other
rivers across the United States (Willi and Back
2018).

To address this problem and enhance
decision-making capacity by federal and state
agencies, Adventure Scientists developed a
framework for collecting water quality data
throughout the WSR system. The goal of
Adventure Scientists’ Wild and Scenic Rivers
project was to have volunteers collect water
quality data twice during a four-year project
period on all of the federally recognized Wild
and Scenic River segments designated as
either unassessed or unknown. Data was also
to be collected on prioritized impaired status
segments.

The WSR project addressed data gaps to
update the water quality statuses of rivers
across the United States, improving the man-
agement and protection of Wild and Scenic
Rivers. Between June 2020 and February 2023,
Adventure Scientists managed the training
and data collection process of 479 volunteers.
Across 25 states, volunteers visited 197 Wild
and Scenic Rivers located on federal and
state land (Figure 1). Volunteers completed
1,381 surveys that included field measure-
ments of pH, total dissolved solids, salinity,
temperature, and dissolved oxygen. Adventure
Scientists partnered with the US Forest
Service, Bureau of Land Management (BLM),
National Park Service, and state water quality
agencies to identify project priorities, design
protocols and volunteer training materials, and
obtain permits. Data from this project supports
strong interagency collaboration, allows land
managers to determine any necessary status
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Figure 1 - Scope of Wild and Scenic Rivers Project. Photo by
Adventure Scientists.

changes to Wild and Scenic Rivers, engages
community members in the scientific process,
and informs decision-making.

Volunteers collected water quality data
using grab samples and probes. The grab
sample is a collection of open water at a spe-
cific time and in a specific location, which was
noted by each volunteer. Volunteers collected
217 grab samples in open water (Figure 2) for
lab analysis and conducted qualitative habitat
and invasive species surveys. Adventure Sci-
entists’ staff recruited, trained, and managed
volunteer teams, maintained and managed
equipment, coordinated with interagency and
state partners, and compiled and displayed
data in web portals accessible to volunteers,
project partners, and the general public.

Data collection occurred during two field
seasons throughout the year: April to August,
and October to February (Figure 3). Completed
samples and data were received by Adventure
Scientists throughout the field seasons. All
gear and equipment were returned to Adven-
ture Scientists and calibrated during March
and September.
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Figure 2 - Utah volunteer collecting grab samples for the Wild
and Scenic River project from the Green River along Swasey
Beach. Photo by L. Hunt.

Volunteers collected data approximately
every 13 miles (20.9 km) on unassessed and/
or unknown WSR segments (Figure 4). Once
the project was completed, volunteers were
surveyed for feedback on their experience. As
one volunteer in Oregon expressed, ‘I loved
the experience of adventuring up tributaries |
never would have explored if the goal to col-
lect water samples hadn't existed. We went to

such magical places just to take our samples!”

Of volunteers surveyed, 87% agreed or
strongly agreed they protected a place that
was important to them. As one volunteer from
ldaho shared:

"What stuck out to me was how being
obligated to take water quality readings at
regular intervals made me stop in places that
| otherwise would have just rolled by. It gave
me the opportunity to pause and take in the
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pleasure of being out on a river beyond the
ways and places | expect to do that. It helped
the good fortune of being on such a trip sink
in a little deeper. And taking a small action to
care for the river deepened my care for the
place. As is often the case, volunteering for
something you believe in makes you want to
give more to that thing or place”.

Wilderness Study Area Monitoring in
Grand Staircase-Escalante

Often cited as the most remote area in
the Lower 48, Grand Staircase-Escalante
National Monument is almost entirely made
up of wilderness study areas (WSA), which
are management zones that have been set
aside to one day be considered by Congress
for designation as wilderness areas. This
national monument celebrates the lands of
many Indigenous communities, including the
Hopi, Zuni, Dine/Navajo, San Juan Southern
Paiute, Kaibab Paiute, Ute, Ute Mountain Ute,

Jemez Pueblo, and Acoma Nations (Grand

Staircase Escalante Partners 2024). The land

B 2
Figure 3 - Two volunteers who hiked along the Noatak and
Alatna Rivers in Alaska in August 2021 to collect data for Wild and
Scenic Rivers. Photo by M. Herring.
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Figure 4 - Oregon volunteers gathered water quality data along
Wasson Creek using a probe and the Adventure Scientists'
detailed methods booklet. Photo by J. Daniels.

holds countless artifacts and artwork, as well
as historical and present-day connections to
these communities. On this project, Adventure
Scientists partnered with Grand Staircase
Escalante Partners (GSEP) and the BLM, to
monitor three wilderness study areas for
disturbances such as off-road vehicle use,
dispersed camp areas, trash, structures, and
graffiti (Figure 5).

In May 2024, volunteers joined staff from
Adventure Scientists and GSEP to monitor
and survey these WSAs. Sixteen volunteers
participated in extensive training and subse-
quent surveying and data collection (Figure 6).
During the first two days, volunteers learned
about the history and importance of the Grand
Staircase Monument, the data collection
methods, and the impact of their participation.
As one volunteer from Indiana shared, "While
I'm helping nonprofits in their missions to
conserve these areas, it's also very enriching
for myself to grow as a person. It goes hand in
hand— personal growth along with protecting
these places. It's a spiritual experience.”

Volunteers then separated into pairs and
embarked on multiday backpacking, hiking,
and overlanding surveying trips throughout
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Figure 5 - A sign marks the first steps into a wilderness study
area near the town of Escalante, Utah. Photo by D. Maclure.

the monument, using the Survey123 app
and detailed protocols to monitor human
disturbances within WSAs (Figure 7). Volun-
teers documented the following intrusions
and disturbances to the WSAs: off-highway
vehicle use/motorized recreation use/
vehicle trespassing; erected camp areas;
graffiti/vandalism; large modern trash; and
human-made structures. They also noted wil-
derness characteristics, including structures,
ecological impacts, solitude, and primitive and
unconfined recreation.

When asked about their motivations for
joining the project, volunteers from lowa com-

mented, "Protecting the places that we love or

Figure 6 - \olunteers learn to chart their course on backpacking
routes. Photo by D. Maclure.
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are experiencing for the first time means to . .

. make sure that other people 100 years from
Nnow can experience the same awe-inspiring
immersion in nature that we've found here. It
is because of people many years in the past
that ... we are able to enjoy them today. It is
our duty to do the same for generations in the
future.”

The successful data collection from this
project will be used to assist with manage-
ment and stewardship efforts to maintain
wilderness characteristics in these areas. By
monitoring these WSAs, GSEP and BLM can
support co-stewardship of this landscape with
respect and reciprocity for Tribal communities,
ensuring that their interests and priorities are
considered in management policies and deci-
sions (GSEP 2024). On the impact of this work,
one volunteer from Utah noted, “With the
pressures of population growth . .. these open
places are so special for people to be able
to get out and experience the natural world,
and [this helpsl preservation for native species
and the Native Americans who were here long

before us’

.........

B ST RN

Figure 7 - Volunteers participate in a trial survey on a hike
through a wilderness study area. Photo by D. Maclure.
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Discussion and Conclusion

In summary, for both projects, volunteers
felt that their efforts made an impact and
that they were making direct contributions to
science. Conservation action data from many
years of post-project Adventure Scientists vol-
unteer surveys reveal that after participating
in a citizen science project, 29% of volunteers
take greater conservation action in their own
lives.

Citizen science, fueled by community
volunteers, is a powerful tool to support
wilderness conservation.. The contribution of
volunteers collecting citizen science data in
parks to inform park management decisions
has been documented (Andow et al. 2016;
Ryan et al. 2001). As Lin and Ormsby (2021)
documented, with ongoing budget cuts for
parks and increased park acreage, volunteers
can fill roles that support the work of ranger
staff. For example, volunteers can help with
mapping invasive plants in parks (Jordan et
al. 2012). The type of training that volunteers
receive can impact the quality of data col-
lected (Dickinson et al. 2010). The volunteers
for Adventure Scientists projects first sign
up through the organization's community
science platform on its website. Then, they
typically participate in an asynchronous online
training course that takes 20 to 30 minutes to
complete. If gear is needed for the project,
it is mailed to volunteers at no cost to the
volunteer. Volunteers collect project data
using a specially tailored phone application
created by Adventure Scientists staff. Physical
data samples are shipped directly to research
partners and collaborating laboratories for
processing.
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“...volunteers felt that their efforts made an impact and that they were

making direct contributions to science. Conservation action data from

many years of post-project Adventure Scientists volunteer surveys

reveals that after participating in a citizen science project, 29% of

volunteers take greater conservation action in their own lives.”

Similar to the two projects led by Adventure
Scientists, McKinley and colleagues (2017)
documented that participation in a community
science project can lead people to make dif-
ferent personal choices and change their own
management practices, as well as share new
knowledge with their social circle and set an
example for for others to follow. Participation
in projects also improves personal science
literacy and builds expertise through the
training.

Nature access is important—it benefits
individuals physically, mentally, and emotion-
ally. One way to increase access to nature is
through volunteer involvement in citizen sci-
ence opportunities. Studies show that human
involvement with nature creates an increased
awareness of the natural world (Frantz et
al. 2005 Kals et al. 1999). Public lands allow
access to nature and can influence an indi-
vidual's view of the natural world. For society
as a whole, spending time outdoors has both
positive environmental and social effects..
Better concentration (Taylor et al. 2002; Wells
2000) and coping with upsetting events (Wells
and Evans 2003) are benefits of nature access,
along with more cooperative and creative

social interactions (Herrington and Studtmann

68 nternational Journal ¢

1998; Kirkby 1989; Taylor et al. 1998).

It is recommended that scientists and
organizations continue collaborating with
local communities and trained volunteers to
build support for conservation and inform
data-driven environmental management
decisions. By engaging volunteers in hands-on
scientific research, they not only contribute to
the understanding and management of public
lands, but also cultivate a personal commit-
ment to conservation. @
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COMMUNICATION + EDUCATION

How Wilderness Immersion
Paves the Inner Path to
Authentic Leadership

BY BOY VAN DROFFELAAR

Abstract

In an era marked by unprecedented complexity, rapid
transformation, profound uncertainty, and a pervasive erosion
of trust, the demand for "‘new leaders” has intensified. Address-
ing these contemporary challenges necessitates more than
enhanced leadership competencies. Instead, scholars and
practitioners emphasize the need for a deeper, more profound
shift in leaders’ mindsets. Shifting mindsets, however, is a
complex endeavor that demands approaches distinct from
traditional competency-focused training. Immersion in primi-
tive, unspoiled natural settings, such as those provided by the
Wilderness Leadership School together with the Foundation
for Natural Leadership, offers a powerful alternative.

The outcomes of three sequential empirical studies indicate
that immersive experiences in remote wilderness can sig-
nificantly influence individuals' mindsets, fostering personal
development toward a more authentic leadership style. This
transformation aligns with the framework of the Inner Develop-
ment Goals and supports the progress of various Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG). The author ultimately recom-
mends adopting wilderness-based leadership transformation
programs as a meaningful strategy for enhancing leadership
development in the broader context of achieving SDGCs.
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“..immersing individuals, especially leaders, in pristine

natural surroundings can profoundly influence their
mindset, fostering personal growth toward authentic
leadership. This practice aligns with the principles of the
IDGs and plays a pivotal role in advancing various SDGs.”

Immersion in pristine, natural environments
often inspires relaxation, introspection, and
even transformation. Such wilderness experi-
ences can cultivate purposeful, authentic
leadership. Despite efforts to rebuild trust after
corporate scandals and financial crises, public
skepticism toward leadership persists. Leaders
now operate in increasingly complex and vola-
tile contexts, where traditional organizational
priorities such as financial performance and
service quality have expanded to encompass
social responsibility and environmental stew-
ardship (Crooke, Csikszentmihalyi, and Bikel
2015; Van Wart 2013).

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
adopted by the United Nations in 2015, offer
a global blueprint for sustainable develop-
ment, aiming to achieve a just, inclusive, and
prosperous world by 2030. These 17 intercon-
nected goals address diverse human needs
and seek to ‘leave no one behind" Meeting
these objectives presents profound chal-
lenges for organizations and leaders alike. Yet,
forward-thinking companies increasingly view
purpose-driven action as key to long-term
success (Polman and Winston 2021).Projec-
tions indicate that achieving the SDGs could
unlock $12 trillion in economic value and 380

million jobs globally by 2030 (Report Gold
Standard and WWF Switzerland 2022). How-
ever, progress remains inadequate, as current
leadership practices often focus on improving
competencies rather than fostering the inner
capacities essential for navigating complexity.

To address this gap, scholars and practitio-
ners argue for a fundamental mindset shift—a
transformation from "ego-system awareness,’
which prioritizes personal well-being, to "eco-
system awareness,” which values collective
well-being. This shift requires more than
cognitive skill-building; it demands methods
that foster self-awareness, resilience, and
empathy.

Maturana and Varela's (1987) maxim that
‘you can never control a living system, only
disturb it" (Wheatly 2007, p. 17) underscores
that true transformation involves enabling
a system to perceive itself from a holistic
perspective. Scharmer and Kaufer (2013)
further elaborate that a living system can only
be influenced if its consciousness is shifted.
Such a shift in consciousness is only achiev-
able when the system is enabled to perceive
and reflect on itself. Thus, facilitating a shift in
mindset requires turning the focus of dialogue
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inward. Rather than merely observing others,
individuals must learn to view themselves
through the perspectives of others and the
collective whole (Scharmer and Kaufer 2013).
Consequently, it appears reasonable to sug-
gest that initiatives fostering awareness—such
as positioning oneself in environments condu-
cive to self-reflection—can catalyze mindset
shifts. In alignment with this, Woiwode et

al. (2021) emphasize that the most effective
way to influence a living system is through
internal transformations, which encompass
shifts in consciousness, patterns of thinking,
values, beliefs, worldviews, spirituality, and
the relationship between humans and nature.
Achieving such awareness necessitates
experiential learning approaches that prompt
individuals to reflect deeply on their values,
beliefs, and worldview.

The Inner Development Goals (IDG) (www.
innerdevelopmentgoals.org) initiative pro-
vides a framework that addresses the inner
capacities needed to tackle complex societal
challenges, including the SDGs. By focusing
on self-awareness, resilience, and empathy,
the IDG framework integrates psychologi-
cal, emotional, and spiritual growth into the
broader development agenda. This holistic
approach promotes inner transformation and
well-being, complementing traditional metrics
of success by emphasizing intrinsic values and
a balanced perspective on human progress.
The IDGs initiative, launched as a comple-
ment to the SDGs, supports this approach by
promoting psychological and spiritual growth
essential for addressing global challenges.
Experiential programs rooted in nature-based
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leadership development have emerged as
powerful tools for fostering this inner growth.
Unlike traditional, knowledge-based learning,
these programs emphasize emotional, social,
and reflective experiences.

However, shifting perspectives is challeng-
ing and necessitates training approaches
that differ from traditional competency-
based programs (Dweck 2017, Kramer 2016).
When aiming to influence attitudes, values,
and beliefs rather than simply imparting
knowledge, experiential, emotional, and
social learning have demonstrated greater
effectiveness than formal approaches (Avolio
and Gardner 2005;; DeRue and Wellman
2009; Illeris 2007; Nesbit 2012). In this context,
IDG emphasizes the value of nature-based
leadership development programs as a crucial
pathway for promoting inner transformation,
opening new possibilities for sustainable
change. Hence, the central research question
explored in the current article is: How do wil-
derness experiences impact the development
of authentic leadership?

Literature Review

Authentic Leadership

There has been an increasing focus on
leaders who demonstrate optimism, integrity,
authenticity, empathy, and self-reflection
(Avolio and Gardner 2005; Polman and
Winston 2021). The concept of Authentic
Leadership (AL) emerged to encapsulate
these qualities. Authentic leaders are guided
by moral convictions and remain aligned with
their core beliefs, even under pressure. They
possess a strong sense of self-awareness,
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understanding their strengths, weaknesses,
and the influence they have on others.
Walumbwa and others (2007) define authentic
leadership as a leadership approach that
promotes four key components:

+ Self-awareness: Recognizing personal
strengths, limitations, and their impact on
others, often deepened through meaningful
interactions

* Internalized moral perspective: Regulat-
ing behavior according to ethical principles,
resisting actions that violate core values

- Balanced processing of information:
Objectively evaluating diverse viewpoints
before making decisions, ensuring outcomes
that benefit the collective rather than personal
gain

+ Relational transparency: Demonstrating
honesty and openness in communication,
fostering trust by sharing the reasoning behind
decisions

Empirical research links authentic leadership
with positive outcomes at individual (e.g.,
increased job satisfaction and performance),
group (e.g., improved teamwork), organiza-
tional (e.g., greater citizenship behavior), and
societal (e.g., enhanced social responsibility)
levels (Avolio and Gardner 2005; Ilies et al.
2005). Studies also indicate that adopting an
authentic leadership style depends on self-
reflection, which enhances the effectiveness
of leadership competencies (Baron 2016;
Collins and Holton 2004; Kets de Vries and
Korotov 2007; Lacerenza et al. 2017).

Leadership Development

Scholars suggest that “critical life events'—
pivotal experiences that shape an individual's
life—are significant precursors to authentic
leadership development. These events can
induce both profound and subtle changes in
perspectives, fostering personal growth and
influencing mindsets. When trigger events
occur within leadership programs and are
coupled with guided reflection and coaching,
they can catalyze shifts in leadership styles.
Some studies (Lacerenza et al. 2017) have
highlighted the effectiveness of long-term
leadership programs that include planned
trigger events, seminars, and coaching. By
prompting leaders to reassess their self-con-
cept, values, emotions, and worldview, these
events often serve as anchor points for evolv-
ing leadership identities. Gardner and Carlson

(2015) argue that life narratives and significant

Figure 1 - On trail along Imfelozi River.
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events, such as childhood experiences, career
shifts, or personal adversities, are foundational
to authentic leadership development. How-
ever, these experiences are often incidental
rather than intentionally integrated into formal

training programs.

Nature as Trigger Event
Throughout history, influential igures—
including religious founders, mystics,
shamans, and philosophers—have sought
solitude in nature to undergo transformative
experiences. Indigenous cultures also associ-
ate rites of passage and initiation ceremonies
with extended wilderness stays. Maslow
(1964, 1968) posited that natural environments
can elicit "peak experiences,” moments of
profound unity, transcendence, and holistic
cognition accompanied by feelings of awe
and bliss. Similarly, Csikszentmihalyi's (1990)
concept of “flow" describes states of deep
immersion and focused engagement often
fostered by natural settings. Researchers
DeMares (2000) and Laski (1961) noted that
interactions with wildlife can specifically trig-
ger such peak experiences, a claim supported
by empirical studies (Ashley 2007; Boniface
2000;; McDonald, Wearing, and Ponting 2009).
Nature immersion has been shown to yield
significant psychological benefits, including
stress reduction and cognitive restora-
tion. Ulrich et al. (1991) found that exposure
to natural environments facilitated faster
recovery from stress compared to urban set-
tings. Kaplan and Kaplan emphasized nature's
role in restoring attention by promoting
‘fascination’—a form of involuntary focus on

intriguing stimuili.
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Moreover, nature experiences have been
linked to improved emotional well-being,
self-awareness, independence, and self-reg-
ulation. They can also inspire creativity, foster
a sense of authenticity, and promote spiritual
connectedness. Such experiences have been
associated with increased pro-social behaviors
and a heightened commitment to sustain-
ability.

Peak experiences in nature often function
as “transitional spaces’ that encourage self-
reflection, storytelling, and peer dialogue,
fostering personal transformation and authen-
tic leadership development. These insights
underscore the potential of nature-based
programs to serve as powerful catalysts for
mindset shifts.

The Wilderness Leadership
Transformation Program

Since its founding in 1957 by Dr. lan Player
and Magqubu Ntombela, the Wilderness
Leadership School (WLS) has guided more
than 70,000 individuals from diverse back-
grounds on transformative wilderness trails.
Well before “ecology” became a popular
term, the WLS recognized the critical need
for a substantial group of knowledgeable,
conservation-focused leaders committed to
safeguarding the planet's invaluable natural
resources. Despite the passage of time, the
fundamental principles, core experiences, and
overarching purpose of the wilderness trails
remain unchanged. These journeys extend
over three days, five days, or even longer
durations, offering participants the opportunity
to sleep beneath the stars while immersing

themselves in some of Africa's most remote
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and spiritually significant landscapes. How-
ever, the essence of the trail experience lies
in personal transformation—an introspective
journey into both the wilderness and the self.

Founded in 2002 in the Netherlands, The
Foundation for Natural Leadership (FNL) was
established by a group of top Dutch CEOs
who believed it was time for a new approach
to leadership: Natural Leadership. Natural
Leadership is leadership necessary to make
the world of today and tomorrow more
sustainable, both socially and environmentally.
Both organizations came together and in
close collaboration with the WLS, the FNL has
initiated the Wilderness Leadership Transfor-
mation Program (WLTP).

The program features a four- to six-day
expedition through remote wilderness areas,
accommodating groups of five to seven
participants. Each group is guided by one or
two WLS guides and a certified FNL facilitator.
The program'’s objective is to help participants
identify and develop their natural leadership
qualities, which align with the concept of

authentic leadership. To achieve this goal, the
trail experience is carefully designed to maxi-
mize participants’ immersion in nature under
optimal conditions.

The WLTP is structured around several key
principles, referred to as “trail-principles”
simplicity (disconnecting from the digital
world and urban settings), sensing (engaging
all senses), sharing (through dyads or council
circles using the "talking stick”), silence (during
hikes and night watches), sincerity (practicing
honesty with oneself and others), service
(caring for others and the environment), and
self-reflection (exploring personal identity and
purpose). Throughout the trial, the facilitator
ensures the implementation of and adherence
to these principles.

Each trail begins with preparatory activities,
including an intake conversation to explore
participants’ motivations and a group meeting
to foster familiarity and provide an overview
of the program. During the wilderness trek,
participants hike daily carrying only minimal
supplies—such as food, a sleeping bag, and
a few items of clothing—allowing them to
fully engage with the environment. Trails are
conducted in remote regions of South Africa,
Rwanda, and Botswana, and now also in Swit-
zerland, Germany, Italy, Spain, and Portugal.
The experience incorporates time for personal
reflection, storytelling, and one-on-one dis-
cussions. Group interactions often take place
in a circle using a "talking stick” to facilitate
open and meaningful exchanges.
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Intentions

Representative excerpts

AL
Components

Be more aware of self

“...the trail made me rediscover who I really am
which enables me to make unprejudiced choices...’

’

“...By the trail I got to see who I am. Thereby I will
make choices as to how I go live my life and work
over the next few years and how I will contribute to
the world around me...”

Self-awareness

(a process of reaching a
deeper understanding of
one’s strengths and weak-
nesses)

Live by inner compass

“...follow my core values and do the things which
give me energy; walk my own path, take the time to
reflect and to change...”

“...I want to be sincere and honest and how I practice
this in private and business...”

Internalized moral be-
havior

(a self-regularity process
whereby leaders use their
internal moral standards
and values to guide their
behavior rather than al-
low outside pressure to
control them)

Improve careful listening

“...increase and evoke stillness on a regular basis
creates overview and insight, radiating peace of
mind, peace of action...”

...Listen, listen, and listen again to what is going on
in people to be able to respond to this...

Balanced processing

(ability to analyze infor-
mation objectively and
explore other people’s
opinions before making a
decision)

Become more transparent

“...going to a deeper level with my team by sharing
more personal things...”

“...I will show more my emotions. Emotion gives
strength. I have found, although it makes me vulner-
able, but that vulnerability makes me what I am...”

Table 1 - Intentions and resonance with AL component
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Relational transparency

(openness and honesty in
presenting one’s true self
to others)




Post-trail activities include an individual
evaluation session, known as a ‘landing
conversation,” where participants reflect on
their experience, commitments, and insights
alongside the facilitator. This session may be
supplemented with follow-up coaching con-
versations. Approximately two months later,
participants reconvene to share progress on
their personal commitments and goals. Many
groups continue meeting for reunions and
peer consultations for years after the program
concludes.

Participants come from diverse professional
backgrounds, including IT, retail, industry,
consultancy, banking, law, and both govern-
mental and nongovernmental organizations.
They typically hold senior leadership roles
and range in age from 35 to 65. Since the
program'’s establishment in 2002, more than
2,500 leaders have completed the WLTP,
experiencing its transformative impact on their

leadership journey.

Empirical Research

Three empirical studies have been con-
ducted to (1) analyze leaders' experiences
and the resulting intentions for change, (2)
measure the actual impact of the training
program on authentic leadership, and (3)
explore the role of memories of these experi-
ences in shaping leadership style and related

transformations.

Study 1: The Role of Wilderness
Experiences in Leadership Development
Toward Authentic Leadership

(Van Droffelaar and Jacobs 2017)

The first study addressed two research
questions: \What do leaders experience during
a wilderness-based training program, and
what intentions do these experiences prompt?

The sample consisted of 97 senior leaders,
and content analysis was performed on trail
reports submitted by participants of the
wilderness leadership program. Leaders pro-
vided personal narratives of their wilderness
experiences and the behavioral intentions
these inspired. Many participants used terms
such as ‘intense," "sudden realization," "deeply
moving," “‘powerful,” and "being reborn” to
describe peak experiences. Four distinct types
of peak experiences were identified: height-
ened self-awareness, recognition of core
values, a sense of deep attentive connection,
and being in full presence. The analysis identi-
fied four corresponding intentions: increased
self-awareness, alignment with their inner
compass, improved attentive listening, and

enhanced transparency.

Self-awareness: Most participants
expressed a desire to deepen their
understanding of their true selves, remain
open-minded, and build reflection into their
daily routines. They aimed to live and work
from their inner core, understanding both
their strengths and weaknesses. This intention
aligns with the authentic leadership compo-
nent of self-awareness, which emphasizes
understanding one's strengths, limitations, and
influence on others.
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Living by the inner compass: Participants
sought to stay true to their vision and act with
honesty and sincerity in both professional and
personal contexts. They are committed to
following their core values and taking time to
reflect on these principles. This goal resonates
with the component of internalized moral
behavior, where leaders are guided by internal
moral standards and values.

Improved listening: Half of the participants
indicated an intention to give undivided
attention to colleagues, employees, and loved
ones, They aspired to practice nonjudgmental
listening and cultivate inner stillness to gain
clarity and perspective. Participants also
expressed a desire to become servant leaders
who empower their teams and exemplify
stewardship, humility, respect, and authen-
ticity. This goal corresponds to balanced
processing, where leaders objectively analyze
all relevant information and seek input that
challenges their assumptions.

Transparency: Approximately half of the
participants emphasized the importance
of making conscious decisions based on
intuition and clearly communicating these
choices. They expressed a willingness to share
personal aspects and show vulnerability within
their teams to foster openness and trust.

This aligns with the component of relational
transparency, characterized by honesty and

openness in interactions with others,

The study concluded that immersion in
nature could serve as a pivotal life event,
cultivating the development of authentic
leadership.
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Study 2: A Nature-Based Training
Program Enhances Authentic Leadership
(Van Droffelaar and Jacobs 2018)

The second study aimed to answer the
following question: To what extent does
authentic leadership improve after participa-
tion in a wilderness-based training program?

The experimental design (n = 66) examined
intrapersonal changes following a wilderness-
based leadership program conducted in
remote, undeveloped areas without modern
facilities. Surveys measured participants’
authentic leadership before, immediately after,
and one year after the program. \Whereas
literature suggests that authentic leadership
develops as a lifelong process, short-term
experiences may catalyze significant growth.
The hypothesis tested was: Participation in
a nature-based leadership transformation
program enhances authentic leadership.

Participants completed a pre-event survey
two weeks before their wilderness experience,
a post-event survey 10 weeks after the experi-
ence, and a delayed survey one year later to
assess the longevity of the changes.
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Authentic leader- Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Difference pre— t-value p-value Cohen’sd
ship component pre-training  post-training 1 year after post

training
Self-awareness 3.84 (0.56) 4.21(0.48) 4.25 (0.56) 0.37 5.23 <.001" 071
Internalized moral  4.26 (0.58) 4.63 (0.39) 4.58 (0.43) 0.37 4.83 <.001° 0.75
perspective
Balanced processing 3.92 (0.58) 4.27 (0.52) 4.58 (0.43) 0.35 5.81 <.001° 0.64
Relational 4.25 (0.52) 4.56 (0.50) 4.56 (0.39) 0.31 4.67 <.001" 0.61
transparency

Table 2- Differences in authentic leadership components before and after training program.

Of the participants, 89 (83%) completed the
pre-event survey, and 66 (62%) completed
both post-event surveys. The sample was 33%
female, with an average age of 45 years (SD
- 6.38). The same set of questions was used
in all three surveys, employing the 16-item
Authentic Leadership Inventory to assess
leadership orientation.

The initial survey revealed that participants
were already oriented toward authentic
leadership before the program. Nonetheless,
all components of authentic leadership signifi-
cantly increased after the program, with effect
sizes ranging from 0.61 to 0.75, indicating
medium to large effects. Balanced processing
showed an additional increase after one year
(0.31;t = 451, p <.001), while other components
remained stable. There were no significant
differences in outcomes based on gender or
program location.

Study 3: Episodic Memories of
Wilderness Experiences Foster
Sustainable Leadership Style
Transformation (Van Droffelaar 2021)

The third study explored two questions:
\Which memories of the wilderness training
program do leaders recall in work situations,
and how do these memories influence their
leadership style?

A qualitative analysis of interviews with 36
leaders who had participated in the wilderness
program an average of six years prior was
conducted. The study assessed the work situ-
ations that evoked memories of the program,
the nature of these memories, and their influ-
ence on leadership behavior.

Episodic memory involves recalling the
context of significant, often first-time experi-
ences that are characterized by emotional
intensity, vivid details, and personal meaning
(Tulving 2002; Ryan, Hoscheidt, and Nadel
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2008). Emotionally charged experiences, such
as wilderness immersion, often form episodic
memories that influence identity, purpose,
and decision-making. These memories can
be reinforced through frequent recollection,
enhancing their emotional and cognitive
significance.

The study indicated that episodic memories
of wilderness experiences positively influ-
enced leadership behavior, particularly in
stressful situations. Leaders recalled moments

of solitude, a profound connection with nature,

and peer discussions as sources of strength.
Common scenarios that triggered these
memories included high-pressure meetings,
presentations, and brainstorming sessions.
For example, one director described drawing
inspiration during a challenging meeting:
“When | have a difficult meeting where | must
persuade my team to accept new realities, |
recall those moments!

About 20% of participants reported that
memories were often evoked during key
events such as presentations, while 30% ref-
erenced their wilderness experiences during
creative brainstorming sessions. Approxi-

Figure 4 - Botswana Okavanga Delta.

mately 40% reflected on their experiences
daily, and the remainder weekly. Leaders
believed these memories had a lasting impact,
contributing to a calmer mindset, increased
confidence, and a sense of interconnected-
ness with their teams. The study concluded
that both direct experiences in nature and the
memories of those experiences play a mean-
ingful role in shaping leadership behavior and
fostering a more authentic leadership style.

Discussion

Contemporary leadership challenges—such
as distrust, rapid change, uncertainty, expand-
ing societal responsibilities, and sustainability
goals—require a transformation in leaders'
mindsets rather than a mere improvement in
skills and abilities. Understanding how this
mindshift and corresponding leadership trans-
formation can be achieved is a vital question
for both practitioners and researchers.

The findings from the three studies suggest
that nature-based leadership programs foster
the development of authentic, purpose-driven
leadership. Rather than focusing on specific
skills, this approach cultivates inner change,
reflected in traits such as a clear self-concept,
adherence to moral values, empathetic
listening, and transparent communication.
These traits align with the IDG framework,
suggesting that such programs can help lead-
ers address modern challenges with greater
ethical responsibility, transparency, and a
commitment to societal and environmental
stewardship—ultimately helping to rebuild
public trust.
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Peak Experiences

Mindshifts

Echoing IDGs

Fostering SDGs

Heightened Self

>

“I felt clean, strong, reborn...’

“...the rediscovering of my true
nature...”

“...This was one of the most
powerful experiences I ever had,
the rediscovering of my true
nature...”

Self-Awareness

“. I will make choices how I will
contribute to the world around

»

me...

Being:

Cultivating our inner life and
developing and deepening our
relationship to our thoughts,
feelings, and body help us be
present.

SDG 3: Good Health and
Well-Being: numerous health
benefits improving overall well-
being

SDG 15: Life on Land: pro-
moting efforts to conserve and
restore terrestrial ecosystems
and halt biodiversity loss

Core Values

“...feeling as compass...” .1
felt peaceful and balanced...”

Inner Compass

“...I want to be sincere and
honest and how [ practice this in
private and business...”

“...follow my core values and do
the things which give me energy,
take the time to reflect and to
change...”

Acting:

Qualities such as courage and
optimism help us acquire true
agency, break old patterns, gen-
erate original ideas, and act with
persistence in uncertain times.

SDG 4: Quality Education: en-
hance environmental education,
fostering a deeper understanding
of ecological systems

SDG 12: Responsible Con-
sumption and Production:
sustainable lifestyles, consump-
tion patterns, and the importance
of conserving resources

Connected Attention

“...I'was looking from within, I
was connected...”

“...really giving attention to
the person, the thought, what it
brings forward in all its senses,
like in nature...”

Deep Listening

“...increase and evoke still-
ness on a regular basis creates
overview and insight, radiating
peace of mind, ...”

“...Listen, listen, and listen
again to what is going on in
people to be able to respond to
this...”

Relating:

Appreciating, caring for, and
feeling connected to others,
helps us create more just and
sustainable systems and societ-
ies for everyone.

SDG 11: Sustainable Cities
and Communities: promoting
sustainable urban planning and
fostering a sense of community
well-being

SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and
Strong Institutions: contribut-
ing to better leadership, social
cohesion, and peaceful coexis-
tence

Full Presence

P

“...in_flow with the river...
trusting intuition...”

“...feeling the stillness inside,
feeling my energy, it makes my
intuition stronger...”

Relational Transparency

“I now have a much wider an-
tenna; I have a lot more eye for
a huge spectrum of signals.”

“...going to a deeper level with
my team by sharing more per-
sonal things...”

Collaborating:

To make progress on shared
concerns, we need to develop
our abilities to include, hold
space, and communicate with
stakeholders with different val-
ues, skills, and competencies.

SDG 13: Climate Action:
encouraging individuals and
communities to reduce their car-
bon footprint and protect natural
carbon sinks

Table 3 - Correlation between peak experiences, mindshifts, IDGs, and SDGs.
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A significant finding in studies 1 and 3 is the
emotional intensity of participants’ experi-
ences and memories. Descriptions of their
peak experiences during the wilderness
trail often conveyed profound emotional
undertones. Peak experiences, characterized
by positive emotional and cognitive intensity,
have the potential to inspire long-lasting
personal transformation. Many interviewees
recounted these moments with deep emotion,
sometimes tearfully. Emotional experiences
from the past, particularly those deemed
significant, can influence present thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors.

However, traditional leadership development
programs typically prioritize cognitive learning
in classroom or workplace settings. A meta-
analysis of 335 studies on leadership training
(spanning from 1951 to 2014) found that train-
ing programs effectively improve effective,
cognitive, and skills-based outcomes. The
analysis highlighted that the most effective
programs incorporated a blend of informa-
tional, demonstrative, and practice-based
methods, typically conducted on-site. Yet, the
report only briefly acknowledged the potential
of emotional content in enhancing affective
outcomes. This omission highlights a gap in
the literature regarding the role of emotions
in leadership development, raising questions
about how leaders’ capacities can be shaped
through emotional experiences. To innovate
leadership training, programs may need to
integrate emotional elements that address the
core drivers of learning and change in leaders.

Self-reported data must be interpreted care-
fully, as perceptions do not always align with
reality, and individuals may not consistently

84 ternational Journal of Wildernes:

report their experiences honestly. Neverthe-
less, some findings—such as leaders recalling
vivid episodic memories of wilderness experi-
ences during workplace challenges—are
difficult to dismiss as mere reporting bias.
Many participants described rediscovering
their “true nature” in moments of stillness and
noted how this inner calm persisted, providing
clarity and peace of mind. This transforma-
tion extends beyond personal well-being

and spiritual growth, encompassing relational
dynamics and professional resilience.

It is reasonable to propose that integrating a
leadership transformation program centered
on wilderness experiences, such as those
conducted by the Wilderness Leadership
School together with the Foundation for Natu-
ral Leadership, could be an effective approach
to achieving the IDGs while simultaneously
advancing multiple SDGs. Table 3 provides
a comprehensive overview of the rationale
underpinning this study, highlighting the con-
nections between peak experiences in natural
environments, shifts in participants' mindsets,
the alignment with IDGs, and the potential
contribution to various SDGs.

First, participants reported that time spent
in nature yielded numerous health benefits,
including stress reduction and enhanced
overall well-being, aligning with "SDG 3: Good
Health and Well-Being™.

Second, experiential learning in natural
settings facilitated environmental education,
fostering a profound understanding of eco-
logical systems, sustainability principles, and
the interdependence of human activities and
the environment, corresponding to ""'SDG 4
Quality Education™.
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Third, reconnecting individuals with
nature may inspire the integration of green
spaces into urban environments, advancing
sustainable urban planning while promoting
community well-being, which supports “"SDG
11: Sustainable Cities and Communities™.

Fourth, leaders’ exposure to unspoiled
nature encouraged reflections on sustainable
living, responsible consumption, and resource
conservation, which align with ""SDG 12:
Responsible Consumption and Production™.

Fifth, participants’ newfound appreciation of
nature's beauty and fragility heightened their
awareness of climate change mitigation and
adaptation strategies, addressing ""SDG 13:
Climate Action™.

Sixth, the experiences promoted a greater
understanding and appreciation of biodiversity
and ecosystems, contributing to ""'SDG 15: Life
on Land™.

Finally, the sense of interconnectedness
and empathy cultivated through these natural
encounters enhanced leadership qualities,
social cohesion, and peaceful coexistence,
aligning with ""SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and
Strong Institutions™,

Implications

Participants in the training program articu-
lated their reasons for attending before the
program began. Defining purpose is a crucial
step at the start of the program. Because
leadership transformation involves personal
growth, carefully formulating a personal
purpose is vital. Participants who clearly
define their purpose, often aided by coaching
conversations, make significant progress in

developing self-awareness—a core element of

December 2025

authentic leadership. Therefore, it is advisable
that leadership training programs consistently
include a purpose-mapping exercise at the
start. This exercise promotes engagement
and can shape the direction of the entire
training. Similarly, organizations may benefit
from encouraging managers to define their
personal purpose as a foundation for setting
strategic goals. This practice could enhance
the relevance of organizational goals and
strengthen personal commitment to achieving
them.

Extended periods of solitude in nature
evoke a profound sense of connection to the
natural world. The findings showed that the
challenge of spending time alone in remote
nature or standing solo for night watch posed
an unfamiliar yet impactful physical and
emotional experience. Leaders reflected that
these moments were deeply transformative.
The solitude helped them understand the
importance of taking time for self-reflection
to gain new perspectives (internalized moral
compass). Additionally, they reported feeling
more self-assured and experiencing greater
inner peace. Following this experience, they
felt better equipped to face challenges,
such as transforming their leadership style to
become more authentic. Hence, it is advisable
to include longer self-reflection periods in
leadership training programs and integrate
such practices into business school and MBA
leadership curricula. Organizations might also
consider cultivating a work environment that
allows for brief reflection breaks during meet-
ings, such as a short silent walk, to encourage
thoughtful insights.
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Participants are encouraged to reconnect
with nature deliberately. It does not necessar-
ily need to be wilderness—it could be a simple
garden, provided it is a place where one can
repeatedly connect with the natural environ-
ment. Revisiting the same place over different
seasons fosters familiarity and appreciation of
subtle changes. Spending a few hours there
each week—perhaps journaling or sketch-
ing—while focusing on building a relationship
with the place can make the experience
meaningful. Developing this connection can
help leaders recall their trail experiences and
reinforce the significance of attentively engag-
ing with others, nurturing their capacity for
authentic and purposeful leadership.

In conclusion, immersing individuals, espe-
cially leaders, in pristine natural surroundings
can profoundly influence their mindset,
fostering personal growth toward authentic
leadership. This practice aligns with the
principles of the IDGs and plays a pivotal role
in advancing various SDGs. @
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES
Wilderness Babel:

Duovdagat-Sami Ways of
Understanding Land

BY RAUNI AARELA-VIHRIALA, INKER-ANNI LINKOLA-AIKIO,
BERIT-ELLEN JUUSO, and PIGGA KESKITALO

Wilderness Babel is a project created by
Marcus Hall, Wilko Graf Von Hardenberg,
Tina Tin, and Robert Dvorak from the original
online exhibit at the Environment and Society
Portal of the Rachel Carson Center for Environ-
ment and Society. It has been developed

as an ongoing IJW series that discusses the Inker-Anni Linkola-Aikio
terminology chosen to express wilderness as
a concept in other languages or the nuances
of this word in different English-speaking
contexts. It discusses the adoption of the term

‘wilderness” in other cultural contexts, as well

as other wilderness terms, from “outback”

Berit-Ellen Juuso Pigga Keskitalo

to jungle,” and "bush’ to “country.” It also

explores how concepts of wilderness have
found expression in visual representation in
various media as well as in nonverbal com-

munication.
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“These terms reflect a worldview in which land and
language are inseparable, and where knowledge is passed

not only through words but through practices, places, and

relationships. The terminology used to describe the cultural

environment in Sami language is inherently flexibile, adapting

according to whether nature is approached as a source of
resources or as something valuable in its own right.”

The Sami people are the Indigenous people
of Sapmi, a vast region that spans the mid
and northern parts of Norway, Sweden,
northern Finland, and the Kola Peninsula in
Russia. For generations, Sami communities
have maintained deep relationships with their
environment, following seasonal cycles and
sustaining knowledge systems rooted in land,
language, and livelihood. Rather than viewing
nature as “wild" or “untouched,” Sami ways of
knowing regard the land as alive, storied, and
relational (Kuokkanen 2007).

Central to this worldview is the understand-
ing that human beings are part of a larger
network of beings—such as animals, rivers,
forests, and winds—with whom one must
live respectfully. Practices such as reindeer
herding, fishing, berry gathering, and duodiji
(Sami handicrafts) are not merely means of
subsistence but also expressions of cultural
and spiritual connection to place.

In Sami culture, land is not a passive back-
drop for human activity, nor is it a "wilderness”
to be conquered or preserved in isolation. It

is a living landscape—duovdagat—that holds
culturally embedded memory, sustains lan-
guage, and teaches reciprocity (Joks, @stmo,
and Law 2020). This understanding contrasts
with dominant Western notions of wilder-
ness as empty, remote, or devoid of people.
The Sami relationship to land prompts us to
reconsider what it means to protect, inhabit,
and speak about nature—especially in a time
of climate crisis and cultural erasure.

The Sami Conceptual World
and Wilderness

In the Sami worldview, there is no direct
equivalent to the Western concept of wilder-
ness. Land is not imagined as something
empty, untouched, or separate from humans.
Instead, it is experienced as an animate and
relational presence—a living system of con-
nection, memory, and responsibility. Sami
knowledge systems emphasize that the land
is part of everyday life, community, and lan-
guage, rather than a remote or pristine space
set apart from people. The landscape is not
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merely a backdrop but an active participant
(Helander-Renvall 2010).

The idea of meahcci is central to this
worldview. Often translated simply as “forest”
or "backcountry,” meahcci carries far deeper
meaning. It refers to a place beyond cultivated
land—a space of hunting, gathering, reindeer
herding, and spiritual reflection (Joks et al.
2020). Yet, meahcci is not wild in the sense
of being unknown or untouched; rather, it is
deeply known and shaped through genera-
tions of use and presence. It is inhabited by
animals, spirits, ancestors, and stories. It is
a place of belonging (Mazzullo and Ingold
2008).

Another key concept is luondu, which can
be translated as "nature” but also refers to a
being's true essence or a sacred natural order.
Luondu reminds us of the reciprocity embed-
ded in Sami understandings of life: Humans
must act with care and humility in relation
to the more-than-human world (Helander-
Renvall 2010).

These terms reflect a worldview in which
land and language are inseparable, and where

knowledge is passed not only through words

Figure 1 - Lapland, Finland. Photo by Al Leino from Pixabay.
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but through practices, places, and relation-
ships. The terminology used to describe the
cultural environment in Sami language is
inherently flexibile, adapting according to
whether nature is approached as a source of
resources or as something valuable in its own
right. The conceptual framing thus reflects
human relationships with nature (Magga 2007).

Sami Language, Land,
and Education

In Sami culture, language and land are
deeply intertwined. Sami is not merely a
means of communication but is also a ves-
sel for land-based knowledge—encoding
relationships to places, ecological systems,
reindeer migration paths, weather, and
lifeways. The loss of Sami language through
colonization and assimilation policies has
meant more than linguistic erosion; it has also
disrupted the transmission of cultural memory,
ecological insight, and belonging (Lehtola
2015).

Educational initiatives such as the REBOUND
project aim to reverse this trend by reconnect-
ing Sami education with language through
place-based practices. In research-led
workshops, children and youth reflect on land-
connected stories and document traditional
areas or interview elders about place-names,
reinforcing both linguistic and geographic
knowledge (Adrela-Vihriala et al. 2024).

Similarly, the LINCOSY project focuses on
Sami language teaching in primary schools
across Nordic countries. Teacher interviews
showcase the importance of strengthening
youth connections to language, culture, and
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land (cf. Linkola-Aikio, Adrela-Vihriala, and
Keskitalo 2025). Sami language teachers
experience ambivalence in navigating student
diversity, curriculum limitations, and tensions
between formal training and Indigenous
knowledge. These challenges are com-
pounded by limited resources and institutional
support. Teachers feel both responsible for
and challenged by revitalizing the language
and culture. They report that revitalizing the
Sami language is inseparable from revitalizing
the land—not only environmentally but also
culturally and spiritually. Language brings

the landscape into presence through names,
metaphors, and stories. It shapes ethical
stances of reciprocity and resists reductive
wilderness ideals.

Foregrounding Sami language in education
challenges colonial narratives that erase
Indigenous presence. The Sami language
carries ecological knowledge: place-names
and expressions encode weather, seasonal
change, animal behavior, and respectful land
use (Joks et al. 2020; Guttorm et al. 2022).
Learning in nature deepens vocabulary
acquisition and reinforces cultural meaning
(Balto 2008; Jannok Nutti et al. 2024). In the
Sami language, rare phonemes—such as ¢,
d n, s, and z—require repeated exposure and
use in context to support their acquisition, as
highlighted by Juuso (2024). Nature-based
learning supports phonological development
and connects students to both place and
language.

Reflections from the Field:
Teachers and Sustainability

In Sami communities, teachers are not only
educators—they are cultural stewards and
advocates for sustainability (Adreld 2016).

In workshops from the LINCOSY project,
teachers emphasized that sustainability in
language is tied to the sustainability of
Sami lifeways.

We describe Sami language education as
‘campfire for language and land— if one goes
out, the other dims." Education should not
merely transmit vocabulary but also reanimate
relationships to meahcci, ancestors, and
more-than-human responsibilities.

We encourage educators to co-create
thematic units on luondu that include inter-
views, storytelling, and field-based learning
grounded in Sami knowledge. This is not
folklore but culturally rooted sustainability.

Concerns persist about how environmen-
tal discourses depict the North as “wild" or
‘untouched,” erasing Indigenous stewardship.
Wilderness protection efforts can be per-
ceived as external interventions that impose
Western values on lands already inhabited
and cared for.

Rather than requiring new protection, Sami
lands should be recognized as already being
part of dynamic cultural-ecological systems.
Interventions that frame these landscapes as
empty risk displacing traditional knowledge

and lifeways.
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Figure 2 - Snowy Landscape in Lapland, Finland.
Photo by emmakara from Pixabay.

Sami pedagogy, rooted in language and
land, sustains ancestral responsibilities.

This approach reorients sustainability from
protection from people to stewardship with
people—those who have long coexisted with
the land (Guttorm et al. 2022).

Teachers emphasize outdoor learning and
the creation of “Sami landscapes” within
schools, especially through visible use of the
Sami language in classroom spaces. Teachers
report both pride and loneliness in their work.
Many lack Sami-speaking colleagues and feel
the weight of cultural responsibility. They often
request more resources, materials, and com-

munity support to sustain their teaching.

Rethinking Wilderness Through
Sami Knowledge

The colonial concept of wilderness as
untouched and uninhabited erases Indigenous
relationships to land. In Sami contexts, this
framing is not only inaccurate but harmful.

Concepts such as meahcci and luondu
challenge us to understand wilderness not as
emptiness but rather as relationship. These
landscapes are lived in, storied, and sustain-
ing. Education becomes a tool for resisting

erasure and reconnecting young people to
land and culture.

Listening to Sami voices broadens the global
wilderness conversation. It shifts focus from
abstract preservation to grounded, reciprocal
practices. In times of ecological crisis and
cultural loss, Sami knowledge offers not only
critiques but also pathways to renewal. @
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INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

World’s Rarest Bustard
Finds Safe Haven
in Northeast India

BY MOUSHUMI BASU

A species on the brink of extinction may be revived if the local
communities living around its habitat become active stakehold-
ers in its conservation process. Sustainable conservation is
achieved when guardianship and traditional knowledge are
combined with the scientific expertise and mentorship of con-
servation biologists, grounded in mutual trust. This story aims to
highlight this model of coexistence and recovery as an example

for other critically endangered species across the globe.

A Rare Rendezvous in the Wild

While exploring India’'s Manas National Park in the lingering
chill of spring mornings, you may chance upon the world's rarest
bustard, the Bengal florican (Houbaropsis bengalensis), striding
regally on its slender yellowish legs. The adult male is conspicu-
ous, with glistening black plumes covering his head, neck, and
lower belly set against stark white wings tucked neatly beneath
a mottled back. The cryptically colored females, on the other
hand, are harder to spot. Slightly larger than males, their buff
brown plumage etched with fine black markings allows her to do
the “vanishing trick” effortlessly amid the tall grasses.

Come the breeding season, the male sheds his usual reticence.

In a burst of romantic fervor, he performs flamboyant aerial leaps
in his grassland territory, simply vying for attention. His fluttering
displays of white wings, his puffed-up black breeding feathers
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hanging as a pendulous neck pouch, or the
occasional sound of his deep booming/hum-
ming make him much easier to spot. These
are signals to deter rival males and entice
females. Enamoured, she flits between ter-
ritories to choose her best mate.

Unwittingly, the male's spectacular court-
ship, celebrated as the legendary “dance of
the Florian," doesn't just enthralls his mate but
also captivates tourists and bird lovers from
around the world. Unfortunately, however,
such memorable glimpses are getting rare,
as the species continues to decline. Today,
northeast India remains its last major global
stronghold.

Figure 1a - One of the wor Ly
endangered Bengal florican, striding across its grassland habitat
in Northeast India. Photo Credit: Rustam Basumatary.

Figure 1b - Draped in earthy hues, the cryptically coloured
female Bengal florican is a rare sight in the grasslands.

From Global Decline to Local
Revival

Until the early 20th century, Bengal floricans
were widespread (Rahmani and Narayan 1989)
across the alluvial grasslands of the Ganges
and Brahmaputra Rivers in northern India,
Nepal, Bangladesh, as well as Cambodia and
Vietnam. But in recent decades, the species
has disappeared from nearly 80% of its historic
range (Birdlife Datazone n.d.), according to the
IUCN. Listed as critically endangered (BirdLife
International n.d.) in 2007 at about 1,000
individuals, fewer than 800 (IUCN 2022) are in
existence today. The decline is largely due to
hunting, egg poaching, and habitat loss.

India holds the largest count with an esti-
mated 350 to 400 birds (Thakur et al. 2024),
while Nepal has fewer than 100. Along the
India-Nepal border, Dudhwa and Pilibhit Tiger
Reserves in Uttar Pradesh—once important
habitats—last recorded 8 to 10 territorial males
(IUCN n.d), a steep decline from 24 in 2001. A
disjunct population of about 138 birds survives
in Cambodia, while the species has vanished
from Bangladesh, Vietnam, and even West
Bengal—the state after which it is named.

Yet despite its global decline, the world's
rarest bustard—standing about 2 feet tall and
weighing 3 to 4 pounds—is reviving in India's
northeastern states of Assam and Arunachal
Pradesh, now its global stronghold. In Assam,
their numbers stand at an estimated 150
to 160 individuals. Manas National Park, a
UNESCO World Heritage Site, recorded a
population increase to 74 individuals (as per
the last 2021-2022 survey), including 25 to
27 in Kokilabari—a nine-square kilometer
(3.47-sg.-mile) unprotected area adjacent to
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the park—up from about 50 individuals in
2009. The remaining of 75 to 80 are scattered
across the Kaziranga, Orang, Laokhowa,
Burhachapori, and riverine islands. In
Arunachal, a single sighting in 2011 (Pradhanet
al 2015) led to the discovery of 60 to 70
territorial males in D'Ering Memorial Wildlife
Sanctuary in 2016, along with 5 to 7 in Niza-
mghat (assuming a 1.1 sex ratio). Put together,
these population counts offer a rare glimmer
of hope for the survival of the Bengal florican.

MAP OF INDIA

Figure 2 - Map of Assam and Arunachal.

Surveying the Elusive Bird
Means Patience

“To sight the elusive bird, especially dur-
ing counts, is a true test of patience,” says
Karishma Sharma Chamlagain (personal
communication 2025), a wildlife biologist
working on the recovery of the Bengal florican
in Northeast India in conjunction with the con-
servation nonprofit Aaranyak (Aaranyak n.d.).
The breeding season offers the best opportu-
nity, as males are more visible while displaying
within their territories—making them easier to

count. She further explains the phenomenon
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Figure 3 - Global distribution range of the Bengal florican.

of site fidelity among males, who tend to
return to the same display territories as long
as the site remains undisturbed and suitable.
Remarkably, some territories have been used
repeatedly, with males returning to display at
the same sites year after year.

According to experts, surveying the Bengal
florican is both difficult and resource intensive.
The shy, elusive birds—especially males—are
mostly visible during the breeding season
(February to May) when they can be found
in the protected areas. The breeding season
coincides with the migration of larger species
such as elephants, rhinos, and tigers. This
makes it difficult for researchers to move
through the interiors of the forests on foot
to spot the floricans. In addition, some parts
of Assam and Arunachal's protected areas
include challenging landscapes such as
riverine islands, where these birds are also
found. Taken together, these factors limit the
frequency of landscape-level surveys.

However, researchers carry out periodic
monitoring of the species in their areas, work-
ing closely with local communities who live

around florican habitats. According to them,
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their traditional knowledge of the grasslands,
seasonal movements of the birds, and their
overall behavior provide valuable insights,
while their participation in surveys strengthens
protection on the ground.

Grassroots Guardians of the
Florican

“The sightings of the Bengal Floricans
are more frequent today,” says Rangjalu
Basumatary (personal communication, 2025)
a youth from the Bodo Tribe near Kokilabari in
Assam. According to him, one way to protect
the "trilling dao"—as it is locally known—is
to spread awareness about its conservation
among the villagers. Through his grassroots-
based program, Wings of the Florican,
Rangjalu and his team are often seen address-
ing groups of village youths, explaining the
importance of the bird and its ecological role.
He explains that by feeding on grasshoppers,
locusts, and other insects that damage crops,
the florican serves as a friend to local farmers.
Further, its diet of seeds and small shoots aids
seed dispersal, helping sustain diverse and
thriving grasslands.

“We are proud to enjoy the company of such
a rare bird that has chosen to dwell near our
villages," says Mahindra Basumatary (personal
communication 2025), president of the Manas
Maozigendri Ecotourism Society (MMES), a
community-based organization near Manas
National Park. He recalls how, in April 2005, a
cattle herder found a Bengal florican egg and
handed it to MMES members. It was incubated
under a local hen, hand reared, and named
MMES Khungri—meaning "MMES princess.’

She became a symbol of hope, inspiring locals
to protect florican habitats. However, she died
after a dog attack in August of that year, and
Mahindra recounts how the community held a
funeral and buried her back in the field where
her egg was found. ‘Bengal Florican holds a
special place in our hearts and symbolises our
culture,” says Mahindra Basumatary (personal
communication 2025).

In Arunachal Pradesh, tribes such as the
Idu Mishmi have come forward with a novel
initiative. In June 2022, they declared 7,600
hectares (18,780 acres) of their ancestral
customary land as a community-conserved
grassland—the first of its kind in India. Here,
the Indigenous communities retain legal
rights over the area while taking the lead in
protecting their land, wildlife, and cultural
traditions. For the local tribes, grasslands and
rivers are not just resources but part of their
spiritual world, where certain birds are seen
as guardians of fertility and balance. Spanning
Nizamghat in the Dibang Valley, this grass-
land now provides the Bengal florican with
undisturbed habitat for displaying, breeding,
nesting, and foraging—while also reinforcing
the community's bond with nature.

Further, across 16 to 20 fringe villages
of D'Ering Memorial Wildlife Sanctuary
in Arunachal, Tribal youth have formed
Community Surveillance Teams and Eco-
Development Committees to monitor wildlife
and biodiversity. ‘For many of us who were
once traditional hunters, the change is
remarkable,” says Maksam Tayeng (personal
communication 2025), a youth leader from the
Adi Tribe. "Now, instead of hunting floricans,
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villagers alert us when they spot nests in their
farmland and help us protect them,” says
Tayeng.

According to Bibhuti Lahkar (personal com-
munication 2025), grassland expert with the
conservation nonprofit Aaranyak, groups like
these act as bridges between scientists and
villagers. "They help us reach wider sections of
the community and highlight the importance
of protecting such species," he says. Meetings
and awareness drives often emphasize that
hunting or egg poaching could push the spe-
cies closer to extinction. In response, experts
such as Lahkar and his team mentor villagers
on how to apply their traditional knowledge
of the grasslands to conservation activities.
These efforts also support self-sustaining live-
lihoods through various ecotourism activities
directly linked to the survival of the species.

tourists through Kokilabari, on the edge of Manas National Park.
This is one of the sustainable ecotourism activities for local
communities living around the florican habitat. Photo Credit:
Rustam Basumatary.
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Ecotourism Flourishes with
Florican Insights

The result of these activities is a growing
influx of tourists. According to official figures
(Sentinel Digital Desk 2025) from the Manas
National Park authorities, a total of 64,347
tourists visited the park from 2024 to May
2025), comprising 60,921 Indian and 3,426
foreign tourists. This marks a rise from 50,515
Indian and 1,816 foreign tourists in 2023-2024,

and 55,257 Indian and 924 foreign visitors in
2022-2023.

Figure 5 - An Irish tourist with his local hosts near Kokilabari,

experiencing grassroots hospitality. Photo Credit: Rahul Das
Basumatary.

Per the MMES, more than 2,000 families
around Manas alone benefit from this influx of
tourism, earning US$400 to US$450 (rupees
35, 000-40,000) per month during the florican
season. Homestays have emerged, with
youths such as Rahul Das Basumatary near
Kokilabari hosting guests with ethnic cuisine,
music, and dance.

Tourists also purchase home-handcrafted
soft toys of the florican and other endangered
species—a unique initiative started by 33-year-

old Kirat Brahma (personal communication
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Figure 6 - A handcrafted Bengal florican soft toy, popular among
visiting tourists. Photo Credit: Zankla Studio.

2025). Made from bamboo frames stuffed

with cotton and stitched into locally woven
fabric (dokhona), these toys further amplify the
conservation efforts of such rare species.

In Arunachal Pradesh, grassroots conser-
vationists such as Okki Modi are training
village youth around D'Ering Memorial Wildlife
Sanctuary in ecotourism activities. These effort
include guiding florican-watching trails that
combine storytelling, folk songs, and cultural
traditions with birding experiences, transform-
ing conservation into both a livelihood and
expression of native culture.

‘For the sustainable conservation of the
species, it is important to understand the
perspective and interests of the local commu-

nities living around its habitat,” notes Karishma
Sharma Chamlagain (personal communication
2025). For her, conservation is an exchange—
sharing scientific insights on the florican’s
ecology and behavior, while learning from

the ethnic knowledge of village elders about
the species and the wider biodiversity. Local
youths join her in installing camera traps,
monitoring bird movements, and conducting
surveys. “Conservation becomes meaningful
only when strategies are woven into com-
munity life — building awareness that inspires
lasting change and nurtures coexistence with
the species,” adds Karishma Sharma Chaml-
again (personal communication 2025).

When the Rare Birds Slip
Out of Sight

Soon after the breeding season, the males
that were so easily spotted in their seasonally
flooded grasslands seem to vanish for the
rest of the year. To solve this mystery, India
and Nepal carried out a joint telemetry study
(Jha et al. 2018) between 2013 and 2016, tag-
ging 11 individuals. Combining field surveys,
satellite telemetry, and remote sensing, the
research revealed that the birds migrate 50 to
80 kilometers (31 to 50 miles) away from their
breeding grounds, spending nearly six months
in upland grasslands, uncultivated fields, and
riverine floodplains—landscapes with lower
human densities than the protected breeding
sites.

The study also explained the reason behind
the floricans' seasonal disappearance. Dur-
ing the monsoon, grasses in reserves such
as Manas and D'Ering grow tall and dense,
making foraging difficult. In contrast, the low-
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intensity agricultural lands and uncultivated
flelds outside the sanctuaries provide shorter,
patchy grasses rich in insects, seeds, and
shoots. These open habitats also make it
easier for the birds to spot predators, thus
explaining their seasonal shift outside pro-
tected grasslands.

"However, this is when they are most vulner-
able to poaching, high-tension wires, and
pesticides,” says noted ornithologist Dr. Asad
Rahmani (personal communication 2025),
principal investigator of the study and former
director of the Bombay Natural History Soci-
ety. He stresses that these threats need to be
addressed at the landscape level, rather than
focusing only on protected areas. According
to Dr. Rahmani, sensitizing local communities
and farmers remains the key to ensuring the
long-term survival of the florican, especially
when they move outside sanctuaries.

Figure 7 - An awareness meeting of the grassroots conservation
society, MMES, held before a local Bengal florican count. The
meeting also honored conservation biologist Karishma Sharma
Chamlagain (standing on the right, with a red scarf), with
members pledging their support during the count. Photo Credit:
Rahul Das Basumatary.
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Grasslands Thrive,
Species Revive

“The Bengal Floricans flourish in low-
intensity agricultural landscapes—particularly
in potential habitats as Kokilabari where there
must be absence or minimal practice of winter
cropping that coincides with its breeding
season,” explains Anukul Nath (personal com-
munication 2025) of the Wildlife Institute of
India, who has spent the past decade studying
the species and the Terai grasslands. They
are most often found in mixed-use mosaics,
where natural grasslands merge with post-
monsoon fallows or harvested crop fields. He
further recommends restricting anthropogenic
pressures, such as overgrazing by livestock
and unregulated collection of thatch-grass
and herbs—including Premna herbacea, used
by local communities as medicine or a leafy
vegetable—especially during the breeding
season, if the species is to recover.

“The species needs a mix of short and tall
grass with scattered bushes,” says Bibhuti
Lahkar (personal communication 2025);

Short grass (25 to 50 cm [9.8 to 19.7 inches])
helps floricans forage for their omnivorous
diet—seeds, berries, flowers, insects, frogs,
and reptiles—while giving males visibility

for displays. Tall grass (1 to 2 metres [3.3 to
6.6 feetl), on the other hand, shields them
from predators and heat, especially nesting
females. After mating, the female leaves her
male's territory to lay one or two eggs on the
ground amid thick grass and incubates them
for a month, remaining camouflaged in the

surrounding vegetation for days at a time.
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“The experience of Assam and Arunachal shows that
when local communities are entrusted as custodians
of the species and its habitat, conservation becomes a
sustainable and shared responsibility.”

To maintain healthy grasslands suitable
for Bengal floricans within protected areas,
controlled burns must be carried out at the
right time. Dr. Rahmani notes that ideally burns
should be completed by late February or early
March, just before the breeding season, as
delayed burning risks destroying nests. Each
year, the forest department and local com-
munities conduct these burns, which allow a
fresh flush of grasses to sprout within one to
two months, creating open habitats where the
males' courtship displays are easily visible to
females.

Further, a major threat to Florican habitat
is the spread of invasive species as Mikenia
scandens, Lea indica, Eupatorium odoratum,
Lantana camara, and others. "While some of
these shrubs may be native to the area and
also palatable to other animals, the fact that
they ‘overpower’ the grassy patches is a cause
of worry," says Anukul Nath (personal com-
munication 2025). He goes on to say that their
manual uprooting for three to five consecutive
years is an ecologically effective solution,
which also generates local employment.

Another challenge is the woody encroach-
ment of grasslands, or when shrubs and trees
slowly take over, shrinking the habitat for the
species. Red silk cotton trees (Bombax ceiba)
are particularly common to these areas. "Such
conversion of grasslands into woody areas
disrupts the delicate ecological balance of the
species with its grassland habitat, vital for their
feeding, breeding, and courtship displays,
gradually rendering them unusable for them,’
says Karishma Sharma Chamlagain (personal
communication 2025).

To tackle this challenge, conservation-
ists girdle trees, a scientific practice that
local communities are trained to implement.
Girdling involves removing a ring of bark or
peeling away several layers to expose the
inner trunk, usually during winter. This severs
the phloem tissues beneath the bark, prevent-
ing sugars from moving from leaves to roots.
Starved of nourishment, the roots die, the tree
eventually collapses, and space reopens for
grasslands to regenerate—helping restore the
Bengal florican's habitat.
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Setting a Global Example

The experience of Assam and Arunachal
shows that when local communities are
entrusted as custodians of the species and its
habitat, conservation becomes a sustain-
able and shared responsibility. Local farmers
safeguarding florican nests in their fields under
the watchful eyes of conservation biologists,
villagers reporting sightings to scientists, and
community youths guiding tourists in the
wild are all living examples of sustainable
collaboration between ethnic and scientific
knowledge that can be emulated worldwide.
In addition, when local communities them-
selves become a part of active awareness
programs, the message reaches out to much
wider sections of communities, securing the
survival of the species on a landscape level.

According to Sujit Narwade (personal
communication 2025), deputy director of the
Bombay Natural History Society and coor-
dinator of its bustard and florican program,
Assam'’s Manas (including Kokilabari) and
D'Ering in Arunachal Pradesh are now strong-
holds of the Bengal florican in India, with
populations showing signs of improvement.
He adds that the region'’s strategy of turning
local communities into active partners in con-
servation is exemplary and could be applied
to the protection of other critically endangered

species as well. @
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WILDERNESS DIGEST

Digital Reviews:

Wilderness Management: Stewardship and Protection of Resources and Values, 5th edition,
by Chad P. Dawson and John C. Hendee. 2025. Waveland Press.

Wilderness
Management

Fifth Edition

Stewardship and Protection
of Resources and Values

Chad P. Dawson
John C. Hendee
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“Wilderness Management' by Chad Dawson and John Hendee has long served as the definitive
text in wilderness stewardship, providing a comprehensive, meticulously researched resource for
managers, educators, students, advocates, and others. First published in 1978, this year marks
the release of the updated and revised fifth edition. Notably, this also marks the first edition
published since the passing of co-author John Hendee who, as readers may know, played a key
role in founding the IJW. With its successful integration of contemporary science and research,
this latest edition is a fitting tribute to Hendee, who placed a high priority on keeping pace with
new developments in both our scientific understanding of wilderness, and with the constantly
evolving set of issues faced by managers and advocates.

True to its reputation as the most comprehensive guide available on wilderness stewardship,
the fifth edition meticulously outlines throughout its seventeen chapters the history, legislation,
policies, and planning components of wilderness management, along with the stewardship
practices of the four primary agencies that oversee the wilderness preservation system. While
continuing to offer a solid foundation for understanding the values and practices that underpin
wilderness stewardship, a key strength of the revised edition lies in its extensive updates to
crucial chapters, reflecting contemporary challenges faced by managers. With the specter of cli-
mate change and increased recreation pressure bearing down on wilderness landscapes across
the country in 2025, the revised and updated chapters on fire in wilderness ecosystems and the
ecological impacts of recreation are both timely and offer much needed perspective on some of
the rapid changes we are witnessing in these places. Managers struggling to meet this challeng-
ing moment while also staying true to the values that ground wilderness will be well-served by
the up-to-date analysis offered in these revised chapters.

Turning to chapters carried over from the previous edition (circa 2008), the chapter on potential
threats to wilderness resources and values remained mostly unchanged. This chapter provides
a useful and wide-ranging discussion of the real threats facing wilderness, but there may be an
opportunity to update this list and capture some of the less conventional threats to wilderness.
Namely, the separate but related threats of conceptual undermining from some corners of
academia, along with a lack of understanding largely driven by misinformation and what appears
to be a general decline in awareness of what “capital W" wilderness is. To be fair, this is outside
the bounds of what has traditionally been a text focused on the physical impacts to wilderness
character. However, it may be necessary that managers and advocates be equipped with the
knowledge to respond to proliferating misinformation and misunderstanding with facts and
respectful corrections when needed. Even so, the fifth edition stands out as a timely and mean-
ingful update to a celebrated classic in wilderness management.

REVIEWED BY Patrick Kelly, [IJW media and book review editor; email: Patrick.ram.kelly@gmail.com.
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For 45 years, this classic
textbook on wilderness
management has served as
the most comprehensive
information available on the
stewardship and protection
of wilderness resources
and values. The seventeen
chapters outline the history,
legislation, policies,
planning, and stewardship
carried out by the four
federal land managing
agencies—Forest Service,
National Park Service,
Bureau of Land Manage-
ment, and Fish and Wildlife
Service—entrusted with
stewardship and protection
of the more than 110-mil-
lion-acre National Wilder-
ness Preservation System.
Written for wilderness and
wildlands planners,
managers, stewards,
advocates, and educators,
this revised fifth edition
builds on the material of the

first four editions and extensively updates chapters on: International wilderness; managing for appropri-
ate wilderness conditions; wilderness ecosystems; fire in wilderness ecosystems; ecological impacts
of wilderness recreation and their management; and wilderness visitor management. This textbook is
an invaluable guide for resource managers, students, scientists, policy makers, and for wilderness
advocates and visitors around the world.
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