
Conservation 

 

Alienated from nature we flock to it in such numbers that it is trampled in the process. Then 
again if we define nature as everything alien to us, how can we feel anything but alienated? (Out 
of Eden: An Odyssey of Ecological invasion by Alan Burdick.)    

In many cases we literally do not know how good a performance to expect of healthy land unless 
we have a wild area for comparison with sick ones.  
(Aldo Leopold: Sand County Almanac.) 

John Muir and Gifford Pinchot are well known names in the history of American forests and 
public lands. Each stands as an icon for a particular frame of thought about landscapes and the 
environment, their management and use. Looking through their eyes we gain insight into 
conservation and environmental protection as it stands today. 

John Muir was a naturalist/writer who became known as a preservationist during the American 
Conservation Period (1850-1920). He and others helped establish not only Yellowstone National 
Park in 1872 and Yosemite National Park in 1890, but also the concept that one could and should 
afford a public natural area, the highest level of protection.  

Having made a fortune through lumber and land speculation (parcels were purchased, the trees 
cut down and sold, and the land turned to agriculture), Gifford Pinchot’s parents both witnessed 
and later mourned the awful destruction of forests in the East. In a sense they then dedicated their 
son to restoration of these landscapes, also endowing the Yale School of Forestry in 1900.  

Gifford Pinchot 

Pinchot, just graduated from Yale, devoted himself to developing a national forest policy. The 
term ‘conservation’ later came to the fore on his watch as first Chief of the United States Forest 
Service. Producing significant life achievements in terms of landscape protection, Muir and 
Pinchot however had what many believe to be very different values. Author Brian Norton 
suggests that it was simply their approach to science that was different. 

Pinchot thought science should be value-free; a utilitarian process aimed at production, while 
Muir saw science as a grand enterprise–the understanding of Man, Nature, and God. Muir 
resented the commercialization of nature while Pinchot put all his effort into forest management 
for profit. Pinchot professionalized the forestry industry, sought to conserve the core forests, 
selling off marginal stands to small companies for timber production while resisting the efforts of 
large powerful companies to gain control of the forests. In this sense he stood somewhere 
between private enterprise and preservationists in a philosophical sense.  

John Muir 

Muir was a scientist not as Pinchot was, but rather in the older tradition of naturalists, writers and 
painters. These were a less specialized tradition; one traced back to the relationships between 
field naturalists and nature artists in the nineteenth century. 



They did however combine to create an ethic based upon scientific and aesthetic attitudes. 
Muir’s science therefore valued species and landscapes as links in a great chain, while Pinchot’s 
science valued individual specimens for production.  

Muir’s outlook rested in a rich unsystematic worldview, one that embraced all of human-
utilitarian, spiritual and human-independent moral values in nature (Norton, 35). Pinchot thought 
science should be without values. This is not to say that he did not enjoy a strong sense of natural 
aesthetics and outdoor values. He loved hunting, fishing and camping and deeply resented the 
destruction of Giant Sequoias for little more than vine stake production. He was not opposed to 
the moral concerns of Muir, but it seems these were his personal values, not to be applied in the 
broader ethic of a professional science. On this point he was at great odds with Muir. 

Muir by his willingness to mix religion, aesthetics, and science, represented a dying tradition, 
one that was swept away by a reductionist, value-free approach. Pinchot embraced the latter 
more fully. Production goals were important to Pinchot and he saw his role as one of developing 
both resources and a market for people.  

These two worldviews remain at the heart of much of today’s environmental conflict. 

Although Pinchot was opposed to preservationists, later developments revealed where his heart 
lay. When his Region 1 Forester (in charge of 41 million acres across four western states) began 
clear-cut removal of large swathes of forest in the name of fire suppression, selling the timber off 
to powerful corporations, Pinchot wrote that it “Tore his heart out,” entering in his diary, “So this 
is what saving the trees is all about.”  

As Norton says, Pinchot could have been Minister of Wise Use while Muir could have been 
Minister of Aesthetic Appreciation.  

Conservation to this day requires a balance of these two approaches. One man working in the 
Forest Service was destined to travel a path from Pinchot’s line of thought to Muir’s, in the 
process perhaps exemplifying union of the two. His name was Aldo Leopold.  

Aldo Leupold 

Born to a comfortable life, Leopold’s interests in hunting and ornithology led him toward an 
outdoor profession in the US Forest Service. He started out as a Forest Manager in 1908 in the 
utilitarianism of Pinchot and associated conservationism. But in time he began to connect with 
the emerging import of the ecological sciences. Leopold then writes about an incident in which 
he was impacted by the life fading from the eyes of a mother wolf he had shot. The realization 
that predators are not worthless, but of value, grew in him and he began to see them as an 
important and equal part of the whole. 

By 1933 Leopold was a Wildlife Management Professor, telling students that the idea of “good” 
or “bad” species was the product of a human-focused, utilitarian bias. He came to share a more 
organic concept, seeing species functioning like organs in a body. He realized that in his 
predator-extermination days he had not taken what he came to know as “the wider view.” A 
paper only published in 1979 but written in 1923 reveals that by then he was beginning to refer 
to conservation as a moral issue. 



When Leopold wrote again, it was mostly about the ethical dimension of conservation, now more 
as an ecologist than a philosopher and theologian. (Leopold briefly wrote in terms such as Muir 
used: “It is just barely possible that God himself likes to hear birds sing and see flowers grow.”) 
But he never strayed from the border between science and philosophy, using them to reinforce 
each other, the latter providing a touch of focus when the former lost sight of the broader picture.  

Leopold therefore became known for proposing an extension of ethics to that which did not yet 
benefit from them. Simply put, animals and birds had a right to life and protection. When he 
wrote the well-known Sand County Almanac, Leupold sought to develop a Land Ethic in which 
humans change from conqueror of the land-community to citizen of it.  

At its core, Leopold’s Land Ethic held that: 

1. While humans are part of the “biotic team”, they are also more technologically able to affect 
nature–thus also being set apart from nature.  

2. As it became more powerful, human civilization increasingly needed a land ethic.  

3. As concept of right and wrong exists between humans, so it should exist between mankind and 
the earth.  

4. The land needed a hand to survive the increasing impact of mechanized man. 

The conservation/preservation/utilitarian/science struggles described above were not unique to 
America. Twice the size of Yellowstone, when South Africa’s Kruger National Park was 
established early in the twentieth century, its Warden wrote to Yellowstone’s Superintendent, 
asking for brochures of the park. Tourism was an untested concept in South Africa and the 
Warden had heard about tourism development in Yellowstone. But when the brochures arrived 
and the Warden read, “Yellowstone – Playground for the People,” he wrote in his dairy that 
Kruger would not become that, but would rather be “A preserve for wildlife to which people 
would be admitted.”  

Forty years later, US National Parks were still struggling to introduce scientific research as a 
priority, but Kruger was leading the field. This it seems had its own downside, it was noted that 
the wonder experienced by early rangers was lost in a quest for information. No longer was the 
footprint of a rhino compared in awe to the size of a man’s boot—it had been reduced to just 
another check on a data sheet.  

Where does conservation stand today? The national parks still afford the highest protection to 
public lands and they provide an outstanding array of education, research and protection, but 
over the years the agency has come under criticism for its damaging development policies, much 
related to accommodation and tourism. They may be America’s best idea, but they haven’t 
always been managed in the best possible way. The Forest Service which is largely resource 
focused has in turn developed educational, scientific and conservation programs, yet accepts land 
degradation and abuse, or excessive and unprofitable resource extraction in many areas.  

This can be the result of budget challenges. Responsible for fire protection along hundreds of 
miles of borders with densely populated Southern California suburbs, Los Padres Forest 
managers are sometimes forced into a tight corner when balancing options.  



It’s easy to discuss what should be done, but an entirely different matter if you are the one who 
has to do it with limited finances.  

The solution is to focus on what can be done, and to be sure that the necessary outcomes are 
being achieved. Los Padres National Forest for example cannot patrol all areas in which OHV 
recreation is practiced, so it makes sense that they should not increase roads leading into the 
forests for OHV recreation. 

Answers to the challenge of competing worldviews and limited budget are developing. Through 
trial and error, growth of both technology and understanding, and through the use of adaptive 
management, a best-case scenario has begun to take shape in parts of the world. And it has had to 
combine the views of Muir, Pinchot and Leopold, applying each in the best way, as opportunity 
allows, while working toward a common good.  

Restoration 

In many parts of the world scientists, conservation managers, ecologists, landscape coordinators 
and concerned landowners are working together with agencies and conservancies to develop 
ecoregion management plans. The process typically begins with a major assessment, later 
producing maps that tell: 

- How much of a landscape, province or bioregion is in dire need of protection  

- How much is needing restoration and can benefit from it  

- How much is beyond all feasible hope for restoration to a natural level  

To produce such a map the professionals study the history of an area, gleaning all the 
information they can about its past land use and species composition. This will include looking at 
old aerial photographs, and learning from longstanding locals before walking the land to produce 
an accurate outline of the different habitat types in the various zones.  

The results can be recorded as polygons on a map. Rare species can be collated as point data or 
defined zones, but the emphasis is on plant communities. These make up the terrestrial habitat 
required by any specie. Geology can also be recorded; this covers the soil types that in turn host 
certain plants. Climate and rainfall can be mapped, which together with soils produce particular 
biomes. Depending on the time and budget available for the project, additional field data 
collection and research may ensue, all of which begins to paint an informative picture. 

Since each biome has a range of creatures adapted to live in it, this kind of ecosystem-health 
assessment provides not only insight to managers, but also tells them the likelihood of success 
for creatures reintroduced to those areas. Most importantly it provides a benchmark to aim for 
as everyone works toward developing a healthy landscape.  

Conservation planning done this way aims to work across political and landowner boundaries, 
incorporating the needs of all participants who are committed to the understanding that 
biodiversity is a pillar of life.  

 



A rancher might be willing to cordon off a small section of rare habitat while working with 
conservationists to establish best-practice scenarios for the rest of his land. His land in turn might 
border a conservancy on one side and a national forest on the other, each managed according to 
primary mutual goals despite having different areas of focus.  

An important part of the process is the need to mainstream the conservation plan. This makes it 
readily available for public dissemination, and easily understood. The development of clear steps 
to achieve implementation of the overall plan is another important part of the process. (Ironically 
many plans are produced but not many describe just how they will be implemented.) This 
process engages people in the actual practice, while producing a best-case scenario for individual 
land use.   

There has been ongoing debate about the question and value of ‘wilderness.’ In the Journeys 
section of this site we have discussed the proven benefits of taking people out into wilderness 
and nature, and there are many ardent supporters of wilderness, but some writers have asked if 
this is not simply the construct of an urban western mindset? Did Native Americans consider 
themselves to be wilderness inhabitants?  

Primarily, some have suggested that the idea of wilderness is a bad one because it causes too 
many people to view local suburban or agricultural land as inherently of lesser value. This 
danger does exist, especially in a densely populated region like Southern California. Some might 
think, “We can trash our creeks because there are many out there in San Rafael Wilderness that 
are doing just fine.”  

We value wilderness as a special place, and we value the protection it enjoys, but this is where 
ecosystem conservation planning plays an important role. These questions don’t have to be 
answered before everyone can move forward with the important work to be done. Ecosystem 
conservation planning can transcend boundaries, looking to the needs of ecoregions and not just 
private interests alone.  

Reconciliation  

One such approach has been termed Reconciliation Ecology. Focusing especially on species 
concentration, Reconciliation Ecology says that the reduction of area available to wild species 
will impose a linear reduction of the earth’s species diversity. That seems logical–every one 
percent reduction of natural area would appear to cost us about one percent of steady-state 
diversity (Rosenzweig, 2003, 194).  

If so, reserving small tracts of wild habitat may inevitably serve as little more than a delaying 
tactic. The hope is to decrease and then halt species decline by redesigning manmade habitats so 
that their use is also compatible for use by a large array of other species.  

Okay, this is beginning to sound like Doomsday language, but what has been man’s impact on 
this earth in terms of species reduction? Sadly the loss is significant. Various scientific estimates 
have been made, Vitousek et al. (1997) showing that 40 to 50 percent of the ice-free terrestrial 
surface has been degraded for wild species by human use. Myers et al, (1999) estimate the 
degradation by specific habitat – forests at 75 percent with 88 percent of the world’s most 
diverse habitats (2000) degraded. The loss of temperate grasslands available to wildlife now 
stands at almost 100 percent.  



But what are some of the things we lose along with the grasslands? Besides the loss of great 
natural spectacles such as migrating bison or pronghorn, we lose birdlife, pollination, seeding 
and topsoil just to begin with. Marine environments reflect a similar loss to the above (Jackson, 
2001). 

Is it possible to modify large urban areas like Los Angeles or the entire California Central Coast 
coastline? We need a bit more information before we can answer that. 

Urbanization directly impacts less than five percent of the California landscape today.  This 
includes all freeways, roads, subdivisions and cities. The effects of this development are 
concentrated and significant in proportion to the land they cover, but the most pervasive effect 
upon California’s biological integrity comes from logging and agricultural activities, including 
grazing (Wuerthner, 1997, 14).  

Farming or livestock grazing directly impacts one third or more of California’s private land, 
resulting in a host of environmental impacts from alien plant invasion to overuse of waterways 
(14).  

Farming that accommodates biological needs takes this into account, and has been termed 
Countryside Biogeography (Greenberg, et al., 1997). Cardamom (ginger) growers for example 
can choose to keep many other tree species in their plantations to provide shade for the herb but 
also a steady supply of nectar for pollinators, especially honey bees (Rosenzweig, 201). 
Kuruvilla et al. (1995) found that bees visit 37 tree species in the plantations.  

Pastureland is another example. Vital to world agriculture, in Chiapas, Mexico, pasture has been 
mingled with unmanaged patches of acacia woodland. The stems are too spiny for cattle to eat 
but they can be used for fence posts while the pods are high in protein – a valuable seasonal 
cattle food (Rosenzweig, 201). These woodlots have in turn become havens for songbirds.  

Reservation 

Traditional conservation has long focused on reservation as the answer: we fence certain areas 
off or demarcate them. The Channel Islands National Park and San Rafael Wilderness are good 
examples of the National Park Service Organic Act of 1916, and the Wilderness Act of 1964 
respectively. In terms of species preservation, it’s believed that this has helped a few generations 
of natural life but that it will begin to fail. One can’t hope that a biome functions, as it should 
when pristine, if it is just five to 10 percent of its original size.  

The loss of life from the whole does have so great an impact, that protecting a small 
representation is not enough to prevent extinction. Much of this work has relied on the ‘island’ 
approach–the notion that saving some species will protect all, but natural islands also enjoy 
immigration from a mainland that reserves cannot boast of. 

If you were the manager of a small reserve or protected area like Coal Oil Point or Sedgwick, 
reserves, you would be asking questions. Why are there no Snowy Plovers nesting here, what 
would happen if we restored the dune habitat to its original condition, what is an ‘original 
condition,’ where and how do we allow public access, what will be the impact of that access, 
what would the original water flow have looked like and so on?  



John Dewey proposed that exams should be turned on their head, with students being presented 
with the answers and then asked to write down the correct questions. We’re not proposing 
‘Dewey Education’ but the story makes a good point. It all begins with questions. 

Small reserve managers take care of restoration in a slightly different, and very local sense, but 
they also have to consider how national and state environmental legislation applies to their 
reserve (If an endangered species is present, it might get priority over other concerns), they need 
to perform biological studies (one way of revealing if there are any endangered species present), 
collating information on specific subjects, and taking care of budget and communication with the 
public. 

The best conservation plan is a simple one with clearly defined objectives and a means to 
measure where we are in relation to those objectives. The best conservation plan will not only 
delineate scientific targets and timelines in a simple way, but will also describe how the plan will 
be implemented, and will have a communications strategy to mainstream that plan for public use. 

To have a look at a complex management plan, you can access the Los Padres National Forest 
plans linked on the site. Such extensive plans can take years to produce and are therefore more 
difficult to implement. At this scale the Forest Service typically uses a software program into 
which they enter a host of data, much of it related to dollars and cents.  

http://www.lpfw.org/action/forestplan.htm 

A more simplified example of a conservation plan can be found on the Coal Point Reserve 
website. This one is for protection of the Western Snowy plover, and Endangered Species that 
nests there. 

http://coaloilpoint.ucnrs.org/Docs/ManagePlan.pdf   

Reservations also practice restoration because managers know that habitat restoration is the most 
important consideration when introducing wildlife to an area. Reconciliation Ecology in turn is 
part of the restoration approach to conservation. It seeks to find ways to modify manmade 
habitats so that they can harbor a wide variety of wild species in their original geographic ranges 
(2003, 201).  

Conservation is a complex topic but time seems to show that land and its inhabitants come back 
strongly if we balance with care the approaches of Muir, Pinchot and Leopold. 

References can be downloaded from the Reference page.  


