
Can wilderness be saved from Vibram soles?
_____ by R. Edward Grumbine

The Danaher Basin, deep in the Bob
Marshall Wilderneos, is in trouble, and its
story is not unique among wilderness areas.

Though 20 miles from the nearest road,
Danaher Basin is a popular destination .and
evidence of human impact is easy to find. In many
places trails are 10 feet wide, and following a rainy
spell they deserve the epithet morass. Even after
two weeks of dry weather, the worst sections still
have standing water between washboards of
exposed roots.

The flats bordering the creek have been grazed
to ground level by packhorses. Camp
"improvements," such as multiple fire rings,
scarred lodgepole pines and areas trampled bare
are all too common.-

How has wilderness management failed to'
control overuse? The answers are complex as well
as intertwined. Trends in visitor use, lackadaisical
management, shoestring funding levels and
political motivations have all played important
roles. Whatever the tangle of explanations, the
issues surrounding wilderness management need
ro be unravelled.

According to .the Wilderness Act of 1964,
wilderness is to be "managed so as to preserve its
natural conditions... with the imprint of man's
work substantially unnoticeable," and also
provide "outstanding opportunities for solitude."
The National Forest Management Act of 1976
, further refines these directives by asking Forest
Service managers to: "Provide for limiting and
distributing visitor use of specific areas in accord
wirh periodic estimates of rhe maximum levels of
use that allow natural processes to operate freely
and that do not impair the values for which
wildernesses were created." , .
- Forest Service critics say that neither law is
being carried our successfully. As the agency
responsible for the majoriry of classified
wilderness (outside of Alaska), the Forest Service
is finding itself at the brink of a volcano that is
about to erupt.

The eruption is fired by the rapid explosion in
- wilderness use. Visitation has increased 4

percent each year for the last two decades and
.shows little" sign of decreasing. The Bob Marshall
Wilderness recorded 178,000 visitor-days in 1982,
almost three times the number in 1966.

Lack of any successful approach to wilderness
management on the pan of the Forest Service has
contributed to the problem. In a 1980 survey of
wilderness managers the problem mentioned most
frequently was' "local resource degradation and
lack of solitude as a result of concentrated use." In
rhe same report, 46 percent of the managers
admitted to being unable to even estimate the
.-carrying capacities of any portion of the areas
under their jurisdiction. .

The only widespread 'inventory to establish
baseline data on campsite, conditions was 'not
implemented until 1976;" Unfortunately, that
original Code-A-Site system .was too subjective to
be useful. One ForestService researcher has even
called much,. or' ' ,the' irrl'ormation generated
"irrelevant in backcountry." For 'a number of
critical , years , in the late 1970s as impacts
accelerated.; wilderness managers used this
system to amass what proved to be a wealth of
useless data.

Forest Service research conducred by the
Wilderness Managel1il'llJlt, Research Unit of the
Intermountain Forest and. Range Experiment
Station in Missoula, Montana, fared better during
this l'eriod. MilCh of this work centered on using
the concept of carrying capaciry to answer the
question, "How much use is too much?"
Researchers found that degree of impact did not
directly depend on amount of use. Method of
travel,.camping location and rechnique and group
size all played significant rvles. But the resulting
'· 'i.t all depends" scenarios fe:ustrated managers
who were looking for a cookbook solution.
, Though many of the carrying capacity studies
"seemed repetitive, the work resulted in an

important shift in focus. Realizing that any level of
use caused some impact, the question became one
of defining the conditions desired .in a given
wilderness.

The idea is not new. It was first advanced in
1972 by Dr. Sidney Frissell, J r., of th; University
of Montana, and Dr. George Stankey, of the
.Missoula experiment station. But ideas travel
slowly in the ponderous Forest Service
~ureaucracy. Stankey, a respected wilderness
researcher, also attributes this inertia to visitor
and manager perceptions: "Impacts have to
become severe before people notice them."

Stankey has since refined the 1972 id~a into a'
framework called the Limits of Acceptable
Change. The LAC system depends on three
premises:' managers and citizens will work
together closely throughout. the process;
a systematized data base describing 'current
conditions will be constructed and monitored; and
managers and citizens will define acceptable
change. .

"The limits of acceptable change describe rhat
range of environmental conditions society decides
it will call 'Wilderness,' ". wrote Frissell and
Stankey in 1972. This is a prescriptive judgment
and subject to interpretation. One person's
wilderness is another's camped-out lakeshore.
. To insure a rational basis for defining levels of

acceptable change, citizens and manager~ follow a
nine step process. In brief, that process studies
wilderness areas in their present state, selects
indicators (e.g., amount' of bare .ground ar
campsites: number of hikers encountered per
day), and with the help of public input decides how,
much change would be acceptable.

The LAC system is not yet proven. It is being
rested now in the Bob Marshall Wilderness
,Complex in Montana. "It has been a long, arduous
process," says Gerry Stokes, the Recreation,'
Wilderness, and Land Staff Officer for the
Flathead National Forest, and a guiding force
.behind the trial tun. Much of the problem results
from the nature of the area, which is composed of
three distinct wilderness areas .- the Bob
Marshall, Scapegoat, and Great Bear total over
one million acres and are administered by four
separate national forests. Because of these
administrative complexities, Stokes believes that
"if it works in ,the Bob ir should work anywhere."

Although the LAC system looks to be a
workable solution to a difficult problem, there are,
some concerns that have yet to be addressed.

A basic tenet of rhe LAC framework is the
identification of opportunity classes. But do we" ,really want a zoning system in wilderness? In the
Bob Marshall, four such "opportunity classes"
have been defined on a scale from least to most
pristine. Managers argue that all zones must meet
"the minimum standards for wilderness. Yet, by
definition, limits of acceptable change will be quire
different for a popular campsite than a
seldom-visited one.

Existing impacts raise doubts about using 'any
zoning system. A Forest Service report. on
campsite conditions throughout the Bob' Marshall
Wilderness notes that "on ,most campsites all rhe
.overstory trees have been damaged" and that use
hasJcaused "e1iminarionof essentially all -rree
seedlings." The median campsite had only 30
percent C?f "its original vegetation compared JO
control sites nearby. And compared with two other
popular wilderness areas, the median 'disturbed
area surrounding a campsite was twice as Iarge. '
, As for trail conditions, one need only ~'!!k the

North Fork of the Blackfoot River trail' to realize
,.'. 'that it will take 'a major feat of engineering ro
.' rehabilitate what in many places is a lO-foot-wide
.'mudpit,The, current Forest Service Manual allows
, .24 inches as the maximum trail width.

.:The question becomes, "How will a zoning
system ~prove the management of these less
pristine areas? For sites that are already far below
minimum standards, defining limits of acceptable
change runs dangerously close to applying a
"least common denominator" concept. to

\

Bob Marshall Wilderness, Montana

wilderness. How are conditions to be improved by
the LAC system?
The answer lies within the larger budgetary

and political context, and the situation 'does not
look encouraging. Only 8.:5 percent of the national
forest system budget is direcred toward
recreation. Even, with a substantial increase for
1985, funds for wilderness management make up
only about 6 percent of this total. In the past
several years funding has been severely cut. An
increasing number of wilderness rangers now
work as volunteers. Yet the LAC framework
depends on the work of professionals In

. implementing management programs.
The Wilderness Management Research Unit's

operating budget (monies available afrer salaries
are paid) has beencut over 90 percent in the last
four years. To researchers such as George Stankey
this can only mean cortuption of the old New
England adage "do more with less" to "do
everything wirh nothing."
With the budget picture grim, a detailed and

time-consuming new management system seems
destined for failure. There is, however, some
hope. The LAC process could help to pinpoint , .•
problem areas, creating strong arguments for
corrective action. Citizen participation could also
strengthen economic arguments. "If the American
public values wilderness, then I think the political
process will respond," Stokes says,
The politics of wilderness, for the most part,

have been concerned with setting aside
wildernesses rather than managing' them. But
now I. wilderness management is at a crossroads.
Will environmental groups recognize the
importance of protecting the wilderness areas they
have labored so long to designate? For 20 years
they have thrown much of their limited resources
into the allocation process. As crowding spreads,
trails turn into creeks, and bare ground is exposed
by Vibram-shod feet, the spectre of "wilderness in
name only" hovers over the backcountry.
George Stankey believes the interaction

between managers and citizens is critical. But he
notes a: conspicuous, lack of involvement in
wildemess-managemenr at the national level by all
major interest" g~oups. In fact, many of the
high-profile, 'environmental groups have become
increasingly "professionalized" and focused on
the bright lights of big. time lobbying]' much to the
detriment of.~ rtteii grassroots constituencies,
Management is "not as exciting" and "a more
subtle matter," Stankey says.'
In forestry schools across the country it is

business as usual, with curricula reflecting the
historic bias against wilderness. There is no school
anywhere thar places wildlands recreation' on an
equal footing wirh silviculture, Yet the widespread
implementation of the LAC system depends on a
growing cadre of managers devoted to wilderness.
"Wilderness has not been grasped' as a major
professional opportunity," Stankey charges.
Wilderness management requires' involve-

ment. How successfully does the LAC system
address the paradox of "managing" . a human
experience marked hy freedom, sponraneity and
solitude? Is solitude sufficiently defined by
measuring "number of other pa.t:ties encounter-
ed?" And deeper: What are the "limits of
acceptable change" for grizzly bear, peregrine

(Continued on page 15)



May 27, 1985 .. High Country News-D'

wilderness ... asked who shall "speak for the green of the leaf?
Speak for the soil?"

Such questions have yet to be raised with any
frequency in our culture. The LAC process, with
its emphasis' on prescriptive clarity and democratic
decision-making, is one step in the right direction.
It will take many coordinated actions if wild
ecosystems are to remain healthy and whole. Until

these issues are engaged at me deepest personal,
professional. and cultural levels, we will not really
be practicing sound wilderness management.

(Continued from page 14)

falcon, elk? The LAC framework operates within
the narrow confines of a value system centered
exclusively on the recreational desires of Homo
sapiens. Poet ,Gary Snyder said it best when he

o
Ed Grumbine directs the Sierra Institute of

Wilderness Studies program at the University of
California Extension, Santa Cruz.

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR position avail-
able. American Rivers Conservation
Council. ARCC is the only national group
working exclusively to protect America's
rivers. Its. board has committed to a
period of major organizational growth.
This job is a unique oppottuniry for an
experienced and innovative individual to
lead a national conservation group during
that period.' To apply, contact The
American Rivers. Conservation "Council,
322 4th Street NE, Washington, DC
20002 (2021)47 -6900).

WILDERNESS TRAILCREW volunteers
needed. Boulder Ranger District of the
Arapaho and Roosevelt national Forests is
seeking volunteers to work on both
district and wilderness project crews
constructing and maintaining trails and
performing other wilderness and district
recreation work. Training, uniforms,
subsistence, and housing are provided.
Volunteers will be required to camp out
up to three nights per week.' Please
contact Robert Allison, Jr., at 303/444.
6001 for further information.

---------------
Write to us for a free brochure.

NAME

ADDRESS

ZIP

1045 Sansome Street
San Francisco, CA 94111

FRIENDS OF THE EARTH

PERSONALS
PROGRAMASSISTANT, Greater Yellow-
stone Coalition, Bozeman, Montana.
Private, non-profit conservation coalition
seeks person to assist the Executive
Director in designing and implementing
its program plan. Salary, $20,000. For job
announcement write to Bob Anderson,
Executive Director, Greater Yellowstone
Coalition, Box 1874, Boaeman-M'I' 597J5.
Deadline for applications: July 1, 1985.

SUMMER COOK needed for T Cross
Ranch near Dubois, Wyoming. Salary
'depends on experience. Call 307/733-
3937 or write Box 638, Dubois, WY 82513.

WORK WANTED: Writer and student of
agricultural history needs hands-on
experience on family sheep or cattle ranch
for one or two weeks this summer. Win
pay room and board. Please write to
Susan Osheroff, 3401 Bryant Ave. So.,
Minneapolis, MN 55408 (612/825·6069).
Beware rempermental answering mach-
ine.

WOLVES &HUMANS:
COEXISTENCE, COMPETITION

AND CONFLICT
An exhibit and opening programs about the
historic and contemporary relationship

between wolves and humans.

LEARN .SOLAR RETROFIT: Colorado
Mountain College's next "bands-on"
Solar Training Program begins late
August. Fully accredited. CMe Admis-
sion, Box 10001 SP, Glenwood Springs,
CO 81602. Call 1/800/621·8559, or in
Colorado, 1/800/621-6902.

SINGLE? ENVIRONMENTALIST,
PEACE-ORIENTED? Concerned Singles
Newsletter links unattached like-minded
persons, all ages, all areas of the U.S.
Free information: P.O. Box 7737B,
Berkeley, CA 94707.

CONSERVATION
r-ENVIRONMENTALLY CONCERNED?

Use recycled stationery, notecards, office
paper, and computer paper. Finest
quality. Free catalog. Earth Care Paper,
325·CB Beech Lane, Harbor Springs, MI
49740. (5x9)

I
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OPENING SYMPOSIA
MAY 31, 1985 I 7:00 PM
Buffalo Bill Historical Center

Cody, Wyoming
JUNE I, 1985 I 7:00 PM
High School Little Theater

Jackson, Wyoming
No admission will be charged.

Limited seating; first come, fint serve basis.

WYOMINGMOUNTAIN LANDadjoining
Medicine Bow National Forest on
. -Gunnysack Creek near Boxelder Creek
and Silver Spruce Ranch S. of Glenrock,
Wyo. 80 to 900 acres at $200 to $300 per
acre. 10 percent down. Phone Dave
Olson: 503/297·6071.

PIONEER TREitFA:RM: N~;ili';'~sr--
Montana, 20 acres, garden, orchard,
springs, creek, buildings, much more,
. $45,000·. Write: Robert Della-Russo,
Route 2, Box 16, Heron, MT 59844. (7x)

FEATURING
DR. L. DA VII) MECH,-;'uih~; of The Wolf
ELLEN J. STEKERT, former president of the

Amencm Folklore Society
MARGe-RET MURIE, moderator

EXHIBIT
June 15 to September 2, 1985, Grant Village
Visitor Center, Yellowstone National Park

NEATSTI;FF
FOR SALE .OR TRADE: Antique store,
5,000 sq.fr. building, $100,000. Huge
inventory, some cash, some land. Owner
wishes to retire. CaU 303/872-3633,
Horchkiss , Colorado.

GOLDSTANDARD REVIEW newsletter.
Free sample. Education info on gold, gold
legislation, politics. Send SASE. Box
251-HN, Golden Station, Germantown,
MD 20874.

FIND OUT how you can be an (unpaid)
.intern at High Country News this
summer. Participate in writing, produc- .-.'
tion and the inevitable sour-work. Write
HeN, Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428. (303)
527·4898.

Woltles & Humans was produced by The Science
Museum of Minnesota and is hosted by

Yellowstone National Park. The exhibit and
opening programs are sponsored by Defenders of
Wildlife with major support provided by The
National Endowment for the Humanities. The
Wyoming Council for the Humanities, Defenders
of Wildlife, and the u.s. Fish and Wildlife Service.

SAF85
Beautiful Colorado +
Family Vacation Fun +

Foresters from Across the U.S. - .,
THE 1985SAF

NATIONAL CONVENTION,
We invite you to join us this summer at the

annual convention of the Society of American
Foresters in Fort Collins, Colorado, July 28-31,
1985_The convention is open to both members
and nonmembers. If you are a forester or if you
haye an interest in forest rAlli'lagement, you
.should attend this meeting. .

.The SAl" convention is the ideal way to com-
bine business and pleasure. Not only will you be
able to exchange ideas and information at the
world's largest annual meeting of professional
foresters, but many leisure activities are also
planned to ensure that you and your family have
a great time.

·For more information write to Society of
American Foresters, 5400 Grosvenor Lime,
Bethesda, M0 20814,Attn: Box 85FC; or call
(301) 897-8720.

Fort Collins JUly 28-31
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