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The problem has arisen because some “managers” and even Wilderness advocates desire, “to manage” 
because the conclusion is we must. Fundamentally and ironically, this is a lack of trust that Nature can perpet-
uate and preserve Wilderness. Some fear the outcomes of wildness. 

All of this makes the prospect of a wild Wilderness in the future very tenuous. Unless citizen conservation-
ists and the agencies recognize that wildness and naturalness are not in conflict, and then make the necessary 
policy changes, there will be very little wildness and not that much naturalness either in the National Wilder-
ness Preservation System in 2064. Wilderness should be an enduring idea and place, where Nature plays the 
cards she’s dealt. As Howard Zahniser, the Wilderness Act’s author, said, “We must remember always that the 
essential quality of the Wilderness is wildness.”

Wilderness Character Monitoring: Where are we Today and What can we Expect in the Future?
Peter Landres, Aldo Leopold Wilderness Research Institute

The single administrative mandate of the 1964 Wilderness Act to the four federal agencies that manage our 
nation’s Wildernesses is that they preserve the Wilderness character of all areas designated as Wilderness. This 
legislative mandate and pursuant agency policy mandates raise a simple question: How do the agencies know 
if they are preserving Wilderness character? The simple answer is that monitoring is the only way to know if 
agency Wilderness stewardship programs are preserving Wilderness character.

Beginning in 2001 with the Forest Service’s effort to develop a national Wilderness monitoring strategy, 
the four agencies have been working to establish a comprehensive and systematic strategy for monitoring 
Wilderness character that is both nationally consistent (so it applies to all agencies and all Wildernesses) while 
being locally flexible (so it is relevant to the individual Wilderness). This panel session presented a timeline 
and overview of how all four agencies worked together to create a national Wilderness monitoring strategy 
(presented by Peter Landres), followed by presentations on what the Bureau of Land Management (presented 
by Emily Simpson), US Fish and Wildlife Service (Nancy Roeper), National Park Service (Tim Devine), and 
US Forest Service (Steve Boutcher) have accomplished to date and their approach for Wilderness character 
monitoring in the future. 

The figure at right shows the timeline and 
major interactions among the teams that have been 
directly involved in developing Wilderness character 
monitoring. Once the initial conceptual framework 
and operational steps had been developed by the 
Forest Service from 2001 to 2005, and the interagen-
cy team published Keeping It Wild: An Interagency 
Strategy for Monitoring Wilderness Character across 
the National Wilderness Preservation in 2008, 
every subsequent effort built on the previous work, 
knowledge, and experience of earlier efforts. To date, 
100 agency staff have been directly involved building 
agency-specific Wilderness character monitoring 
approaches, 150 agency and external reviewers have 
provided over 1,000 review comments, and these monitoring approaches have been formally pilot tested in 
44 Wildernesses. In short, building a national and interagency Wilderness character monitoring program that 
has then been modified to fit the needs and circumstances of four different federal agencies has been highly 
interactive and iterative.
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The next (and newest) iteration is an interagency effort drawing on the accumulated experience of agency 
staff who have been conducting Wilderness character monitoring for the last five years to refine, revise, and 
publish Keeping It Wild 2: An Updated Interagency Strategy for Monitoring Wilderness Character across the 
National Wilderness Preservation System. This interagency team expects to publish this updated monitoring 
strategy in the spring of 2015.




