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B O O K R E V I E W
WILDLIFE POLICIES IN THE U.S. NATIONAL PARKS:
A KNEE-JERK RESPONSE

A Book Review by Dan Huff
IT’S BEEN JUST ABOUT 10
years since a disgruntled
Yellowstone volunteer accused the
National Park Service of Playing
God in Yellowstone. Now, an argu-

ably more credible group of self-ap-
pointed NPS critics is using Alston
Chase’s style to indict the NPS for too
much watching God in Yellowstone!
Could it be that the quid pro quo for
“America’s favorite bureaucracy,” privi-
leged with managing “America’s best
idea,” is the infamous dual mission? This
apparent dichotomy, “conservation (of
park resources) unimpaired for the en-
joyment of future generations,” serves as
a touchstone for some critics of national
park policy. But both conservation and
visitor use are absolute requisites of the
national park idea. Constantly under the
loupe of the preservationists and the de-
terminists, we’re damned if we do, and
damned if we don’t. No one said it was
going to be easy and NPS Alaska Area
Field Director Bob Barbee has, more than
once, admonished us to apply for the U.S.
Postal Service if we can’t handle an hon-
est ration of institutional ambiguity. In
fact, one of his very best quotes is “the
road to hell is paved with unrocked
boats.” In that sense, I guess
we owe these boatrockers
some appropriate gratuity
for this contribution to our
salvation.

In Wildlife Policies in the
U.S. National Parks,  Utah
State University’s Fred
Wagner, along with Ron Foresta, Bruce
Gill, Dale McCullough, Michael Pelton,
William Porter, and Hal Salwasser, at-
tempt to make mincemeat of practically
everything that is “holy” in NPS natural
resource policy. [Note: Salwasser is Re-
gional Forester for the U.S. Forest
Service’s Northern Region.] The writers

The d
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summarily discredit the historic and con-
temporary icons from Starker Leopold’s
“vignettes of primitive
America,” to the populist
concepts of biodiversity and
ecosystem integrity. In doing
so, Wagner et al. provide a
textbook vivisection of that
ambiguity Bob Barbee was
talking about a decade or so
back. But more than any-
thing else, the treatise implic-
itly confers why concise,
simplistic natural resource
management objectives do
not work for the National
Park Service.

Unfortunately left out is
the fact that no national park
system units have been es-
tablished solely for the rec-
reation of pre-Columbian
ecosystem conditions or for
the preservation of
biodiversity—much less the
utilitarian objectives of sus-
tainable resource yield. Un-
like the Bureau of Land Management and
the U.S. Forest Service, the National Park
Service has not been burdened by the
Congress with all-encompassing, legis-

lated, deterministic natural resource pre-
scriptions. In fact, it has established units
with a broad array of both ecumenical
and unique “purposes,” thereby clearly
obviating the utility of a detailed, prescrip-
tive NPS-wide natural resource liturgy.
This fact is, obviously, not well under-
stood by the authors.
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In Policies, the authors muddle around,
sometimes rather aimlessly, in numerous

conceptual dis-
cussions, citing all
the appropriate
scientific authori-
ties that support
their murky con-
t e n t i o n s — a n d
most often posing
little resolution. [I
must admit, I read
on with enthusi-
asm until hand
cramps damp-
ened my mar-
g i n a l
note-making.] A
KEY POI NT:
Though other
parks are men-
tioned, the obvi-
ous focus of the
authors’ philo-
sophical discord

is Yellowstone. If only
they understood that Yellowstone, not
unlike other national parks, is managed
for the suite of purposes explicitly deter-

mined by Congress, with NPS-wide
policy guidance adopted as appropriate.
National Park Service policies reflect park-
specific policies; they do not proscribe
them.
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Book review continued from page 5

Research for the book was begun as a
potential project for The Wildlife Soci-
ety. But, in the end, The Wildlife Society
refused to publish it and the authors
sought out Island Press and several non-
profit foundations for publication support.
One of the greatest values of the book is
that it provides us a glimpse into the
thought processes of some very accom-
plished people, some of whom have long
histories of research in, and for, national
parks, but all of whom seem to have prob-
lems with managing for “naturally evolv-
ing ecosystems.” Most of the discussions
are interesting, if dated, but do a better
job of documenting the limitations and
ambiguities of contemporary wildlife sci-
ence than inculpating NPS management
decisions. The reader will also find a sub-
stantial number of internal conflicts such
as the admonition for developing more
“park-specific, ecologically defined poli-
cies” and yet calling, also, for the mini-
mum level of human interventions.

But in the end, even the “Future Di-
rections” chapter disappoints. The au-
thors call for using public input to set
goals at the park level, integrate park and
national park system goals, employ the
least management possible, base manage-
ment on quality research, consider man-
agement experimental, and monitor,
monitor, monitor! If you’ve heard these
things before (like, for the last 30 years),
and don’t need another dose of the obvi-
ous, you might check out Sam
McNaughton’s review of the book in the
Journal of Wildlife Management
[60(3):1996; 685-687] or just wait for the
Cliff Notes version.
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Dan Huff is the Associate Field Director
for Natural Resource Stewardship and
Science, Intermountain Field Area. His
phone number is (303) 969-2651.

scribed fire. Individual presentations were
varied and meaningful. They described
the most current techniques and proce-
dures for wildland fire management, state-
of-knowledge summaries, and new
technologies including computer soft-
ware.

Of particular interest was the panel dis-
cussion on political and philosophical
limitations to prescribed fire. Panel mem-
bers presented a stimulating exchange
highlighted by Secretary of the Interior
Bruce Babbitt’s charge to reach a consen-
sus among land users and to strive to make
prescribed fire more effective and success-
ful. Another panel member, while describ-
ing limitations to prescribed fire in a
lighthearted fashion, may have actually
given the most succinct summation when
he stated that fear, greed, ignorance, and
apathy are the principal limitations to in-
creased prescribed fire application.

Several intriguing field trips augmented
the formal presentation portion of the
conference. These included tours of the
National Interagency Fire Center; the
Snake River Birds of Prey National Con-
servation Area; the World Center for Birds
of Prey; and past, present, and future fire
management considerations on the Boise
National Forest.

The 20th Tall Timbers Fire Ecology
Conference dealt with an important topic
for present and future wildland fire man-
agement. Information shared will be valu-
able now and for years to come in
enhancing understanding, learning, and
application of management actions. Con-
ference organizers should be proud as this
conference achieved the goal of creating
an environment where research and ex-
perience could be shared to further suc-
cess and productivity in wildland fire and
resource management. The sum and sub-
stance of the conference will be captured
through peer-reviewed papers that will be
published in a formal proceedings avail-
able during 1997.
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Tom Zimmerman is a Fire Management
Specialist with the Fire Management
Program Center unit of the NPS National
Interagency Fire Center. His phone number
is (208) 387-5215.

Fire conference continued from page 11 Evaluation process continued from page 21

in the line-item construction program
(and the continued decline in available
funding), large projects will become in-
creasingly difficult to justify. In the future,
extremely large projects such as that to
improve water delivery to the Everglades
(in Florida) and the Elwha Dam removal
in Washington (restoring a river drainage
for salmon and steelhead spawning) may
be better considered outside the line-item
construction program. It is difficult to
develop a meaningful scale to cover
projects where the magnitudes of costs
and benefits are so different.

IN SUMMARY

This was the first time we used the new
process and we learned a lot. We know
that good judgment about relative differ-
ences among projects can be exercised
only if the information about the projects
is good; this time, that was not always the
case. Many project writeups still “gilded
the lily,” but we learned what information
and in what form is needed to facilitate
objective judgments. Nevertheless, The
assessment team felt that the system was
fair. All participants worked hard and con-
scientiously, including trying to deal con-
sciously with their personal biases.

Park resource managers may learn
some lessons here. First, if construction
solutions can help deal with resource
problems, resource personnel should
work closely with their facility manager
as they design projects. Second, the defi-
nition of what constitutes a “construction”
project is broader than many believe. If a
project costs more than $500,000 and less
than $20 million, it may be eligible for
construction funding and it does not have
to be a building; it could be a rehabilita-
tion project. Third, projects that have re-
source benefits of any kind will receive
more credit for those advantages if good,
objective data are included in the pack-
age. Finally, the system is explicitly open
to resource protection projects—resource-
related projects will get a fair evalua-
tion.
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Abby Miller is the Deputy Associate
Director for Natural Resource Stewardship
and Science. Her phone number is (202)
208-4650.


