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American Wilderness





“Wilderness is an anchor to windward.  Knowing it is there, we can also know that we are still a rich nation, tending our resources as we should -- not a people in despair searching every last nook and cranny of our land for a board of lumber, a barrel of oil, a blade of grass, or a tank of water."-- Clinton P. Anderson 





America’s wilderness has shaped and molded our character and our culture. For some people, wilderness is an abstract concept. For The Wilderness Society, it is a place to save for future generations. 





When the first European settlers ventured into the great American frontier, the land and its bounty seemed limitless -- and were often used with careless abandon.  But by the mid-nineteenth century, voices began to be raised warning of irreplaceable loss.  Henry David Thoreau, John Muir, and Ralph Waldo Emerson noted the spiritual, philosophical and ecological virtues of wilderness and began to sound a warning about its loss. 





In 1935, a small group of men, many of them foresters, gathered to create a new conservation organization dedicated to saving the remaining American wildlands: "All we desire to save from invasion," they declared, "is that extremely minor fraction of outdoor America which yet remains free from mechanical sights and sounds and smell. The new organization was called The Wilderness Society. 





Nearly 30 years later, The Wilderness Act was finally signed into law by President Lyndon B. Johnson in the rose garden of the White House on September 3, 1964. 





It enabled Congress to set aside selected areas in the national forests, national parks, national wildlife refuges, and other federal lands as units of the National Wilderness Preservation System to be kept permanently unchanged by humans -- no roads, no structures, no vehicles, no significant impacts of any kind. 





Since 1964, some 104 million acres have been protected as wilderness, less than five percent of the total U.S. land base. 





The Importance of Wilderness 





"Something will have gone out of us as a people if we ever let the remaining wilderness be destroyed."


-	- Wallace Stegner, author, and former Wilderness Society Governing Council member 





Wilderness offers people solitude, inspiration, natural quiet, a place to get away. At the same time, designated wilderness protects biodiversity, the web of life. 





Of 261 basic ecosystem types in the U.S., 157 are represented in the wilderness system. Without these large, complex areas of preserved landscape, species protection would be virtually impossible and our understanding of how natural systems work would be reduced to childish speculation. 





Designated wilderness protects ecological values vital to all of us: 





wilderness areas protect watersheds that provide drinking water to many cities and rural communities 





wilderness serves as critical habitat for wildlife threatened by extinction 





wilderness helps filter and improve the quality of our air 





wilderness areas maintain gene pools that help to protect biodiversity -- the “web of life,” and provide natural laboratories for research 





wilderness helps meet the nation’s increasing demand for outdoor recreation: hiking, hunting, fishing, bird watching, canoeing,camping, and many other activities. 





wilderness is a haven from the pressures of our fast-paced, industrialized society, providing places where we can seek relief from the noise, haste, and crowds that too often confine us.





How Are Wilderness Areas Designated? 





The Wilderness Act of 1964 directed the Forest Service, National Park Service, and the Fish and Wildlife Service to survey their roadless lands for possible wilderness designation. The Act requires that wilderness areas be "administered for the use and enjoyment of the American people in such a manner as will leave them unimpaired for future use and enjoyment as wilderness." 





The Wilderness Act protects Congressionally-designated wilderness areas from roads, dams, or other permanent structures; from timber cutting and the operation of motorized vehicles and equipment; and, since 1984, from new mining claims and mineral leasing. 





Two other laws require wilderness reviews on national lands: the Federal Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA) directed the Bureau of Land Management to inventory its roadless lands for wilderness protection; and the Alaska Lands Act of 1980 also called for wilderness reviews. 





Each national lands agency is required to recommend to Congress, on a state-by-state basis, lands that qualify for wilderness designation.  Congress then decides which areas to designate. In many cases, Congress has designated more lands for wilderness than the federal land management agency recommended. 





Mining operations and livestock grazing are permitted to continue in wilderness areas where such operations existed prior to an area's designation. Hunting and fishing are also allowed in wilderness areas (except in national parks), as are a wide range of other non-mechanized recreation, scientific, and outdoor activities





Wilderness Management Principles 





Attain the highest level of purity in wilderness within legalconstraints 


The overall goal for managing wilderness is to keep it as wild and natural as possible, including restoring the wilderness character where it has been severely damaged by human use. 





Manage wilderness as a distinct resource with inseparableparts 


Wilderness areas are unique and vital resources. We must be careful that even well-intentioned management activities do not unravel the ecological processes that support the “web of life,” in wilderness. 





Allow natural processes to operate freely within wilderness 


In wilderness, nature is free to perform “management” and “manipulation” of vegetation and wildlife species. Wildfire, insects, disease and predator/prey relationships play important ecological roles, unfettered by human interference. In wilderness, these processes are not good or bad, but natural. 





Preserve air and water quality 


Air and water can carry pollutants into a wilderness and affect the health of its ecosystem. Pollution sources inside wildernesses, such as domestic animal and human waste, are also of concern. 





Provide for human use while preserving the wilderness character 


The Wilderness Act recognizes the benefits to humans of undisturbed wilderness. But it also emphasizes the importance of wildlands as a natural store of biological diversity and value to


 science. Preserving the character of wilderness allows its ecological functions to continue and provides a setting for scientific study. 





Preserve outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive and unconfined recreation experience in each wilderness 


One of the most important human benefits of wilderness is the opportunity to enjoy solitude in a natural outdoor setting.  While people should be allowed freedom from management regulations, it damage to the wilderness resource. Crowding and physical impacts from visitor use should not be allowed to reach the point where solitude is destroyed or evidence of humans dominates. 





Control and reduce the adverse impacts of human use through education or minimum regulation When human use must be controlled to prevent crowding or damage to the environment, actions should exert the least amount of control possible. Education is preferred over regulations, although some restrictions on use may be needed in most wilderness areas. 





Favor wilderness-dependent activities when managing wilderness use 


Wilderness is a scarce resource. Many recreational or other activities taking place in wilderness can be enjoyed elsewhere.  Pursuits that require a wilderness environment should receive priority where there are competing demands for human uses. 





Accomplish necessary wilderness management work with the “minimum tool” 


The “ minimum tool” has the least discernible impact on the land and is the least manipulative or restrictive means of achieving a management objective. For example, trailhead bulletin boards that explain camping regulations are less restrictive than posting warning signs or law enforcement staff in the wilderness. 





Establish specific management objectives, developed in concert with the public, in a management plan for each wilderness 


Together, citizens and managers should define standards of acceptable conditions and management practices in each wilderness. It is important for wilderness managers to develop public support for their decisions. 





Harmonize wilderness and adjacent land management activities 


Wilderness does not exist in a vacuum. Land management on both sides of wilderness boundaries should take into account differing goals.  Constructing a large parking lot at a wilderness trailhead, for example, may lead to crowding in campsites. Or severe insect outbreaks within a wilderness may cause unacceptable damage to timber resources located outside a wilderness. 





Manage wilderness with interdisciplinary scientific skills 


Because of the complex relationships involved in wilderness management, the skills of physical, biological and social scientists are needed to preserve wilderness. 





Manage special exceptions provided by wilderness legislation with minimum impact on the wilderness resource 


The Wilderness Act protects the interests of private landowners and establishes exceptions for activities that do not normally conform to the wilderness ideal, such as valid mining claims and livestock grazing that existed before the law. Some subsequent pieces of legislation designating particular wilderness areas also provide for special management exceptions. All exceptions should be handled in a manner that adheres to the Wilderness Act's basic management direction and creates the least impact on the wilderness resource. 


