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Wilderness is an important resource for cultural and biophysical research

Oldest known human skeleton in the US, 
Channel Islands National Park, CA

Chert projectile points, 
Western Arctic National Parklands, AK

New dinosaur discovery, Ziapelta sanjuanensis, 
Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness, NM

Extinct grasshopper remains, Knife Point Glacier, 
Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, WY



PRESERVING WILDERNESS CHARACTER

AND
FACILITATING APPROPRIATE SCIENCE

• How much science is happening in your wilderness area?  Is it 
increasing?  

• Who conducts the science - agency staff, external 
researchers, or both?  

• How do you educate researchers on the relevant laws, 
policies, and permits?

• What is your process for evaluating proposals?  
• How to track cumulative effects – administrative, commercial, 

visitor, scientific?



SCIENTIFIC ACTIVITIES RANGE FROM 
HAVING LITTLE IMPACT…



…TO INTENSE SHORT 
TERM, AND SOMETIMES 
LONG TERM, IMPACT…



…AND TO CUMMULATIVE IMPACTS

How much is too much?



Lack of communication and a clear evaluation 
process causes misunderstanding and conflict

“Managerial...attitudes toward research in wilderness are also 
problems...which may include hostility and disinterest, [and] 
apparently reflect a lack of appreciation of the potential 
value of scientific study.”

“Scientists...are often uninformed about regulations and 
unwilling to make necessary compromises to conform with 
wilderness values.  Scientists can be arrogant and cryptic in 
their relations with managers...some may feel that research 
gives them a license to do whatever they please.”

Jerry Franklin:

IS THERE A PROBLEM?



• Developed by an 
interagency team

• Pilot tested > 100 
proposals

• NOT policy; is a 
decision support tool

How does your unit evaluate wilderness research proposals?



Wilderness.net

> Management Tools

>Research and Science

Activities Toolbox

Contents:

• Laws affecting science 

activities in wilderness

• Agency-specific policies and 

guidelines

• Framework publication

• Worksheets and instructions

• Proposal evaluation tools



Guidelines for scientists conducting 

research in wilderness

Proposal Evaluation Tools

1. Education:  assure that you understand the special 
requirements for working in wilderness and why 
these exist (5 issues to consider)

2. Communication: communicate as early as possible 
with the local managers about what you want to 
do (8 issues to consider)

3. In the field:  you’re working in a unique place that 
requires special skills, attitudes, and being 
considerate of other wilderness visitors (4 issues 
to consider)



Quickly identify if proposed science 

activities are a concern or not

Proposal Evaluation Tools


Typically OK, no or very minor concern with 4c or qualities 

of wilderness character; no further discussion needed

!
CAUTION, likely a concern with 4c or impacts to the qualities 

of wilderness character; more discussion needed

4c!

WC

STOP, definitely a concern with 4c or impacts to the qualities 

of wilderness character; serious discussion needed

59 science activities are rated



Proposal Evaluation Tools

Quickly identify if proposed science 

activities are a concern or not

Proposal Evaluation Tools



Proposal Evaluation ToolsProposal Evaluation Tools

• Some projects are “slam dunks”

• Some projects need discussion and minor to 

moderate modifications

• Some projects raise major concerns and require 

serious negotiating with the possibility of rejection



Important Considerations - Wilderness Science

• Wilderness dependence and surrounding 
landscape (Why here, why now?)

• Impacts to each quality of wilderness character

• Relevance to wilderness stewardship

• Contributions to science

• Use of Minimum Tool or Activity

• Cumulative effects



Important Considerations - Wilderness Science

• Law and policy – rationale and conflicts

• Scales of research and outcomes (time and space)

• Stakeholder views and conflicts

• Uncertainties – implementation, outcomes, 
funding, access to data

• Communications plan – scientists, managers, 
public

• Post-study responsibilities



MANAGER RESPONSIBILITY

1. Use standardized and comprehensive process for 
evaluating research proposals

2. Provide scientists access to information about the 
significance of wilderness character

3. Communicate to scientists about the evaluation process 
and expectations for responsible behavior

4. Be tough:  protect all wilderness values, including those 
of a “blank spot” and beware of “a death of a thousand 
cuts”



SCIENTIST RESPONSIBILITY

1. Learn about the unit process for evaluating research 
proposals

2. Understand that wilderness is not merely a place to 
conduct research

3. Talk with managers early and often about:

• the research

• its potential impacts to wilderness character

• how to reduce and mitigate these impacts



Need Wilderness Science?
We welcome collaborations with managers at all agency levels!
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