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ABSTRACT 
 

An unsettling trend is gaining momentum – many Americans may be losing their 

interest in the ‘natural world’.  According to research undertaken by Patricia Zaradic, an 

Environmental Leadership Program fellow in Bryn Mawr, and Oliver Pergams of the 

University of Illinois at Chicago, “nature just isn't as entertaining as it used to be.” 

Studies of Americans' recreational habits show a nearly 25 percent per capita decline in 

camping, fishing, hunting and visits to state and national parks since the mid-1980s 

(Gambino 2008).         

 Like “climate change,” some suggest that the downward trend in outdoor 

recreation by Americans is a manifestation of fiction rather than fact. But the trend is 

unmistakable: A smaller percentage of people in the United States and elsewhere are 

participating in outdoor recreation (Smith 2008).   Pergams and Zaradic show a trend in 

human behavior that ultimately may be far more foreboding for the environment than 

declining tropical forest cover or increasing greenhouse gas emissions - widespread 

declines in nature-based recreation (Kareiva 2008).  The question that has yet to be 

answered is to what degree this trend will have in influencing our society’s future and in 

how we will value – or devalue - our natural environment.  Will future generations that 

grow up and live in a world estranged from the natural environment want to protect it?  

America’s 200-year conservation tradition may be at risk.       

 Two dominant factors influenced the environmental philosophies of notable 

historic American conservationists.  One was their direct and repeated interaction with 

the natural world beginning at a very early age; the other was an environment-focused 
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family tradition.  These same factors influenced the environmental ethos of today’s 

conservationists, land managers and environmental educators.  It is impossible to 

determine if these factors will be of equal significance one hundred years from now. 

However, we can predict with reasonable certainty based on the recent historic record, 

motivators identified by current environmentalists, and the results of independent surveys 

of adolescent subjects reported in this study that, at least for now and for the foreseeable 

future, if implemented in combination with others variables, these will favorably 

influence the conservation ethic of our youngest citizens.   
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CHAPTER I                                                                                     

INTRODUCTION 

 

“I would feel more optimistic about a bright 
future for man if he spent less time proving he 
can outwit nature and more time tasting her 
sweetness and respecting her seniority.” 
         

-  E.B. White 
 

Problem Statement 
 
 For most of human history, when children were free to play, their first choice was 

usually the nearest outdoor place (Pyle 2002).  Two centuries ago, most children spent 

their days surrounded by fields, farms or in the natural environment at the village’s edge.  

By the late twentieth century, children’s environments had increasingly become 

urbanized (White 2004) and their participation in outdoor activities continues to steadily 

decline (Gambino 2008).  A pervasive and fundamental shift away from nature-based 

participation is apparent (Lougheed 2008).  If these trends continue, the United States’ 

current youngest generation and the subsequent generations behind them may find 

themselves living in a less biologically diverse, resource depleted world.  

At risk is the United States’ centuries old conservation tradition - a tradition that 

gave birth to the world’s first national parks, forest preserves and wildlife refuges.  Here, 

awe inspiring and productive lands were not owned by wealthy aristocrats, political 

figureheads and land barons, but by the nation’s citizens – whether they are rich or poor, 

powerful or humble.  So great was the desire to protect America’s natural landscape that 
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numerous conservation laws developed, many the first of their kind ever.  

There are no guarantees that any of this will exist in perpetuity. Landscapes, 

species and laws can be modified, lost or tossed if our successors so choose.  No other 

organism has ever had our capacity to so easily destroy, restore or preserve the earth. 

Environmental researcher and author Rachel Carson poignantly stated,  

 

We stand now where two roads diverge. But unlike the roads in 

Robert Frost's familiar poem, they are not equally fair. The road we have 

long been traveling is deceptively easy, a smooth superhighway on which 

we progress with great speed, but at its end ‘lies’ disaster. The other fork 

of the road - the one less traveled by - offers our last, our only chance to 

reach a destination that assures the preservation of the earth (Carson 

1962). 

      

Some alarmed environmentalists and scientists fear that we may have little no 

more than a few decades or so of grace.  Still, others believe there will not be a sudden 

collapse of our habitat but a long, slow descent, into biological twilight over the next 

century or two (Habecoff 2003).  But where do we begin if we are to change this 

trajectory?  How do we favorably re-engage ourselves with the natural environment so 

that future generations do not see the early 21st century as that pivotal time when 

humanity knowingly and foolishly decided to continue down the path of an unsustainable 

future rather than choosing to take corrective action when we knew we could and should?   
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Hypotheses          

 This study explores two premises.  The first hypothesis contends that the United 

States’ future environmental conservation ethic will be determined, for the most part, by 

our ability to engage young children and their respective families with the natural 

environment.  Parents typically are a child’s first teachers.  If parents fail to teach their 

offspring how to live with nature those children will likely grow up to be adults who do 

not have an understanding of or positive relationship with the natural world.  

Subsequently, they may not recognize a need to protect it.  Multiplying this possibility by 

millions of families and billions of children brings into focus the seriousness of this issue 

and its catastrophic global implications. 

The second hypothesis contends that for our nation and her people to develop a 

positive environmental ethos, we must also implement socially relevant processes that 

integrate digital technology, child-directed outdoor play, programming, and other 

methodologies with nature. Although digital technology and other indirect means may 

not be equal substitutes for actual contact and interaction with nature, they may still have 

value in facilitating the introduction of a wider audience to nature for a populace that may 

otherwise not have access to the natural environment.   

                                                                                                                                                            
Methods 
 

This dissertation is composed of six chapters and other support documentation 

including appendices.  Chapter II is a literature review focusing on the history of 

American conservation.  This chapter draws attention to two important points.  One is the 
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immense effort this nation has invested in the preservation and conservation of its scenic 

wild lands, wildlife and natural resources over the last two and a half centuries.  The 

second draws attention to what we stand to loose if our people and elected officials 

choose to turn away from this conservation tradition.  Key historic American 

conservationists are discussed showing that early childhood, family-based experiences 

shaped their environmental philosophies, ultimately influencing the United States’ 

unprecedented conservation movement.      

Chapter III discusses the changing relationship between children and nature.  

Chapter IV provides results for a total of thirty-three natural resource advocates, 

environmental educators, land managers, and outdoor recreation professionals from 

across the nation, interviewed or surveyed in 2011 by Pima County Arizona’s Natural 

Resources Parks & Recreation Department (NRPR).  A total of sixty candidate subjects 

were initially contacted.  Each of the responding subjects gave consent for the use of data 

for this and other projects.  Research relied heavily on oral history and electronic surveys, 

both of which were deemed appropriate because it was impossible to perform a 

longitudinal study that analyzed young children and tracked their life histories through 

adulthood.   

Of the thirty-three subjects, thirteen agreed to face-to-face interviews conducted 

by NRPR personnel.  The interviews revealed, among other findings, that the subjects 

were motivated primarily by the same factors that influenced historic conservationists 

cited in Chapter II.  Those are: direct contact with nature during childhood; and a family 

culture that included participation with nature.  NRPR also received twenty responses to 
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an emailed questionnaire.  These twenty subjects responded to questions asking what 

factors were critical in the development of their environmental philosophies, whether 

they actively engaged their own children with the natural environment, what concerns 

they had about the future of conservation in the United States, and other queries.  The 

interview and survey results identified a correlation between early childhood experiences 

with nature and a favorable response towards it as adults, among other findings.    

Chapter V identifies the consequences of a nature deprived life and alternative 

actions that may help re-engage children, their respective families, and our collective 

society in an attempt to develop a positive relationship with nature.  Time and further 

analysis will help determine each recommendation’s efficacy.  Chapter VI provides 

conclusions and presents detailed suggestions for additional research.   

 The appendices provide support documentation for this study.  Specifically, 

Appendix A lists the eighteen questions asked in the outdoor participation questionnaire, 

Appendix B includes coded responses for said questionnaire, Appendix C provides 

demographic information for the twenty emailed survey respondents, and Appendix D 

includes responses provided by the thirteen orally interviewed subjects. 
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CHAPTER II 

AMERICAN CONSERVATION MOVEMENT’S HISTORY 
 

“The real wealth of the nation lies in the 
resources of the Earth – soil, water, forests, 
minerals, wildlife…”     
           

-  Rachel Carson 
          
 

Part I:  America’s Attitude towards Nature Changes     

 In its infancy, one of the ways that the United States defined its identity in 

opposition to Europe was through its encounter with the North American frontier and 

wilderness.  Professor Thomas E. Sheridan reminds us that “Europe might have its 

soaring cathedrals, but the United States had Yosemite and Yellowstone” (Sheridan 

2007).  The abundance of natural resources and scenic beauty set this nation apart from 

all others, adding to the strength and stature of the federal government, serving as 

attractions, offering opportunity for settlement and economic development, providing a 

source of revenue for schools, transportation, defense, and other national, state and local 

needs (Congressional Research Service 2004).  

But the bounty that the nation’s lands, shores, and forests offered was not without 

limit. It was only a matter of time before the nascent nation began to realize that its 

demand for resources overwhelmed supply.  Consumption patterns, rather than the 

simplistic equation of over-population, were causing resource degradation.  Even so, 

many Americans were skeptical, questioning whether the seemingly endless stores of 
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fish, game, timber and productive land would or could ever run out.  Indeed these 

resources were finite, and in some cases, had already become exhausted.    

 The peril of consuming beyond sustainable limits is not a recent phenomenon.  

Prehistoric, historic and contemporary records repeatedly show that systems stress most 

commonly develops when population growth and its demand for resources exceeds the 

environmental threshold.  Humans have generally been unsuccessful in sidestepping this 

tendency, making adjustments to preserve the existing human population (Dean 1996) 

instead of modifying their behavior in a manner that is favorable to the environment and 

future human populations.  At the core of many Americans’ consumption patterns lies the 

disturbing observation that while they have gained a valuable appreciation of the natural 

world around us over the last two hundred and fifty years, they have simultaneously 

taken a narrowly materialistic attitude towards it (Worster 1993).  President Theodore 

Roosevelt’s words remind us, 

 

The conservation of our natural resources and their proper use 

constitute the fundamental problem which underlies almost every other 

problem of our National life.  Unless we maintain an adequate material 

base for our civilization, we cannot maintain the institutions in which we 

take so great and so just a pride; and to waste and destroy our natural 

resources means to undermine these material bases (Worster 2008:430). 

 

Many of us have an amazing ability to shove our environmental values into a 
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remote corner of our conscience when economic interests may be at stake (Thompson 

and Paradise 2000).  Scarcity, or the need to conserve as a means of potentially avoiding 

it, is often rationalized as being someone else’s problem.  People tend to minimize the 

risk of future losses, willingly gambling on the future where the risk is characterized by 

significant uncertainty and avoiding the risk that would require giving up something 

today (Keren and Roelofsma 1995; Thompson and Paradise 2000). A major explanation 

is that, when confronted by an uncertain future, most people assume they will be able to 

avoid, reduce, or ameliorate the risks. People tend to be optimistic about the future; at 

least when taking precautionary steps today is costly. Part of the optimism is an 

unrealistic belief that tragedy will befall others, not us.  A number of experiments have 

shown that people faced with various health risks, such as cancer from radon exposure in 

their homes, optimistically discount their personal risk (Thompson and Paradise 2000). 

Ironically, this tendency helped spawn the American conservation movement – a 

movement born from utilitarian roots and practices developed much earlier in the 

European hunting tradition.  This was the American model, an experimental response by 

a young nation encountering what it initially thought to be an enormous and endless 

amount of wilderness and natural resources, redefining itself as it went along.  Unlike 

conservation attempts before it, the United States’ national interests would be placed 

before those of the individual, and resources would be managed in a way that attempted 

to address the current and far distant future needs of its owners – the American people.  

Before social transformation could take place and the development of a 

conservation ethic could take hold, people had to accept responsibility for the world that 
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they were creating – a world that was vastly different than the one known by earlier 

generations.  This new anthropogenic world was often less pleasant, less productive and 

less healthful than the natural one.  Conservation was seen as a means to counteract 

humanity’s irresponsible resource consumption, apathy towards the fellow organisms that 

shared the same land, seas and skies with man, and disregard for the planet’s systems that 

had taken eons to evolve.  In reality, the pursuit of conservation measures was not 

altruistically motivated.  Conservation measures offered protection to the natural world, 

but being conservation-minded had more to do with preserving human interests.  In 1910, 

Gifford Pinchot wrote, “The first duty of the human race is to control the earth it lives 

upon” (Hirt 1994:34).  Human welfare was and continues to be the primary motive 

(Habecoff 2003). 

 

The Nation’s Political and Economic Transformation 

By the 19th century, many Americans realized the forces that had shaped their 

national character were disappearing.  Primary among these were “the frontier and the 

frontier way of life” (Nash 2001:145).  The United States’ transformation accelerated 

from a self-sustaining rural agriculture-based economy into what would become the 

world’s most productive industrial and commercial powerhouse.  Farming was quickly 

being replaced by manufacturing and the nation’s urban population swelled in response to 

employment opportunities.  In 1800, approximately 5% of the nation’s population lived 

in urban communities, but by 1920, almost half of the United States’ people lived in 

cities (Caswell 2001; Fairfield University 2012). 
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Although the industrialized cities became the vectors producing economic might, 

they also separated people from the natural world, a sharp contrast to the relationship that 

rural agrarian societies had enjoyed.  Many social, economic and political implications 

weighed heavily on the residents and community leaders of many industrialized 

American cities and abroad.  The larger cities of England had become run-down, dirty 

and crime ridden. England countered by creating its “Romantic Period,” enabling its 

citizens to escape the oppressive urban environment through poetry, song and paintings – 

but this was based in fantasy.  The great cities of the eastern United States had equally 

become polluted and over-populated.  Under these conditions, socio-economic divisions 

became magnified.  Wealthier families were able to escape the urban environment by 

fleeing to their country estates, but the majority of the urban population did not have the 

means to escape the inner city (Rutlege1971). The perpetual urban dwellers found 

themselves trapped in an artificial world, separated from the natural one they or their 

parents had known as children.  While some conservationists of that period, like George 

Perkins Marsh, were calling for the preservation of native forests and woodlands, others 

like landscape architect Frederick Law Olmstead were proposing the reintroduction of 

trees, pastoral settings and man-made bodies of water in the urban environment, yearning 

to reconnect humanity with the natural environment.   

Several decades later, others, including President Theodore Roosevelt, worried 

that the United States’ innate sense of opportunity had degenerated into exploitation 

(Brinkley 2009).  In response, Roosevelt would make it his mission to persuade people to 

not just cherish their natural heritage, but to understand that it was their right in a 



 
 
 
    23 

democracy to own it – every citizen holding a stake.  In an era of free-for-all capitalism, 

it was revolutionary to insist, as he did at that time, that the “rights of the public to the 

national resources outweigh private rights” (Egan 2009: 42).  By reorienting and 

redirecting Washington, D.C.’s bureaucracies towards conservation, Roosevelt’s crusade 

to save the United States became one of the greatest presidential initiatives to this day.  

His conservation policies, in general, became the template future presidents followed, 

some of them reluctantly (Brinkley 2009).  

 

Clear-Cutting and the Decline and Extinction of Game    

 During the 1800s, the expansive woodlands and forests that had covered the East 

and Mid-West less than a century earlier were greatly reduced or cleared away to make 

way for the needs of expanding urban centers.  An increase in lumber and firewood 

production and clearing forest and prairie to feed the growing hoards of people took their 

toll on the land.  The denuded landscapes suffered accelerated soil erosion and led to the 

loss of untold numbers of plant and animal species as their habitats were altered or 

destroyed.  Alexis de Tocqueville would later critique, “In Europe people talk a great deal 

of the wilds of America, but the Americans themselves never think about them; they are 

insensible to the wonders of inanimate nature and they may be said not to perceive the 

mighty forests that surround them till they fall beneath the hatchet.  Their eyes are fixed 

upon another sight. They…march across these wilds, draining swamps, turning the course 

of rivers, peopling solitudes, and subduing nature” (Nash 2001).   

But segments of the population took note, increasingly becoming concerned with 
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the changing landscape.  Long before he became the sixth President of the United States, 

John Quincy Adams identified the need for natural resource “reserves.”  His motion was 

utilitarian, well beyond the scope of fish, wildlife and their respective habitats protection.  

Adams, noted Richard Ballard, was the “first President to manifest any real interest in 

conservation and was ahead of his time in comprehension of the problem” (Habecoff 

2003:43). 

Being conservation-minded in the early 1800s was not necessarily considered a 

virtue by many Americans.  Adams recognized this and understood the risks that the 

proposed sanctuaries could pose on his political aspirations.  Nevertheless, in his mind, it 

was a fight worth fighting.  It was clear that for future generations to have access to 

natural resources the present generation had to have restrictions imposed on it (Reiger 

1986).            

 Upon becoming President, Adams initiated a mandate calling for the 

establishment of a 30,000 live-oak reservation on Santa Rosa Island in Pensacola Bay, 

Florida for the purpose of protecting those trees as a future source of masts and hulls for 

the United States Navy.   In 1817, President Adams formally authorized the Navy (Reiger 

1986) to establish the nation’s first government-controlled forest reserves.  Although 

Adam’s personal journals demonstrated an abiding interest in birds, his motivation for 

saving Santa Rosa Island was primarily utilitarian (Reiger 1986; Brinkley 2009). 

This utilitarian-focused, low-grade conservation effort drew fierce backlash 

(Brinkley 2009).  Running for president in 1832, Andrew Jackson denounced Adam’s 

tree farm as an un-American federal land grab; an infringement on the “rights” of the 
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local people who, in Jackson’s opinion, should use the timber in any manner that they 

saw fit (Reiger 1986; Brinkley 2009).  Jackson publicly ridiculed “New England swells 

like Adams as effete, anachronistic elitist sportsmen overflowing with ridiculous notions 

of ‘fair chase’ rules and regulation for simply killing critters” (Reiger 1986, 2001; 

Brinkley 2009:3).  Jackson summarily rescinded Adam’s forest reserve initiative 

(Brinkley 2009). 

Thirty-three years later, Thomas Eubanks, then-U.S. Commissioner of Patents, 

echoed Adam’s earlier concern that, “The waste of valuable timber in the United States 

will hardly begin to be appreciated until our population reaches fifty million. Then, the 

folly and shortsightedness of this age will meet with a degree of censure and reproach not 

pleasant to contemplate” (Van Hise 2008).   

By the beginning of the 20th century, the United States had been profoundly 

changed by the extensive removal of trees.  Sportsmen, as a group, had become the de 

facto pioneers, champions and practitioners of American forestry (Habecoff 2003) and 

wild conservation. “Giants of forest conservation like Gifford Pinchot, Bernard E. 

Fernow and Joseph T. Rothrock,” Reiger writes,  “were sportsmen long before they 

began their efforts to have the United States adopt a program of scientific forest 

management” (Reiger 2001:4).  Much of the wildlife that exists today is greatly a result 

of their efforts; in some cases, bringing some species back from near extinction, and in 

general, increasing the overall quantity of game well beyond the number that remained by 

the late 19th century (Reiger 2001).  Along with the protection of wildlife, they would 

also protect America’s wild lands – critical habitat that game and non-game species relied 
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upon for their continued existence.  Many of these lands later became the nation’s 

treasured national parks, wilderness areas, waterways and sea shores, grasslands and 

forests, and wildlife preserves. 

The Role of Hunters and Fishermen in Conservation  

It is worth repeating some American citizens and scholars fail to acknowledge the 

North American model of environmental conservation was not the result of 

environmental activism in the late 19th century (Reiger 1994, 2001).  Nor was it 

conceived in the United States (Habecoff 2003) a half century earlier, the product of the 

Romantic Transcendentalist tradition.  Rather, the American conservation movement was 

initiated much earlier, across the Atlantic Ocean, by the very people many present-day 

conservation-minded but misinformed advocates vilify as the perpetrators of 

environmental decline.  It was sportsmen who hunted and fished for pleasure rather than 

commerce or necessity that were the true vanguards of conservation (Reiger 2001).  The 

United States’ conservation philosophy had European utilitarian roots where the idea of 

hunting preserves for aristocrats was an accepted part of society (Brinkely 2009). 

William Elliot and Henry William Herbert pointed out that early conservation efforts 

emphasized an “Old World” sportsman code of conduct. This code required self-imposed 

limits when taking game thereby ensuring that enough game remained so that future 

generations could also hunt (Reiger 1986).  These practices would later be applied to 

other natural resources.   
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As early as 1731, colonists in Philadelphia established the Schuykill Fishing 

Company, in response to concerns of over-fishing (Goodspeed 1939).  Other clubs, 

publications and local laws soon followed.  One of the earliest American colonial game-

protection statutes was a 1734 New York City ordinance that limited fishing in “Fresh 

Water Pond” to “angling with angle-rod, hook, and line” (Goodspeed 1939).  By in 1783, 

there were dozens of “sportsmen” companion books, promoting strict guidelines for 

upper-class gentlemen hunters in places like New York, Boston and Philadelphia 

(Brinkely 2009).  Approximately 60 years later, as a result of persistent concerns about 

the degradation of fresh water fishing opportunities, angler John J. Brown, a prominent 

New York City fishing tackle dealer, published The American Angler’s Guide (circa 

1849).  This publication was deemed “the first useful American fishing manual” 

(Goodspeed 1939 cited by Reiger 2001). Brown wrote: 

 

In regard…to the protection of game, we have the same interest 

with the fowler…as there are many who pursue fish and fowl, 

and…concert of action among them could not fail to be effectual.  [The 

two groups should unite to pass] strong laws against taking or vending 

game out of season, strictly enforced by the rigorous prosecution of all 

offenders… [and] sporting clubs should be formed in the different cities, 

towns and districts of [the] country, which might be benefited by such 

laws; and vigilance committees formed to correspond with and visit the 

sporting grounds, and see that every violation of the statutes is thoroughly 
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dealt with.  [Thus,] our game grounds could be preserved, our pleasures 

greatly increased, and a stock of nature’s best gift, our ever new delight, 

preserved to future generations (Brown 1849: 233-34; Goodspeed 1939; 

Reiger 2001). 

 

As the 19th century neared an end, once seemingly overabundant game was 

quickly disappearing or had already disappeared (Reiger 1986). Its loss was attributed to 

unregulated hunting, fishing and habitat loss. Bison herds, once estimated at thirty to 

forty million, were nearly exterminated from the Great Plains, jaguars that had inhabited 

the banks along the Rio Grande simply disappeared into Mexico’s Sierra Madre, and 

pronghorn antelope could no longer outrun the market hunters and ranchers. In Saving 

America’s Birds, Orr wrote that, the colorful Carolina parakeet, the ivory-billed 

woodpecker and the ubiquitous passenger pigeon were about to vanish forever.  It was 

already too late for the great auk and Labrador duck – both species had permanently been 

removed from the planet (Brinkley 2009). 

Unlike the aristocratic European model, if American sportsmen were going to 

successfully stem the nation’s continued deterioration of game and habitat, the well 

heeled sportsmen-conservationists who differentiated themselves from their working 

class counterparts by their class conscientiousness and world view, would have to unite 

their effort with their less-affluent counterparts in implementing the American version of 

Europe’s code of the sportsman.  All sportsmen, irrespective of socio-economic standing, 

would need to self-regulate with respect to the season, number, and gender of their take, 
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as the only proper way to take game (Reiger 1986).  This would prove challenging.  

Game laws were practically nonexistent in much of the interior west and south of the 

Mason-Dixon Line until the 1890s.  The dimension and reach of the conservation effort 

had to be national in scope and scale.  What good would it do to protect birds in New 

York, only to have them slaughtered when they migrated to Florida?  They would need to 

lobby Florida too (Brinkley 2009).  

Although instilling the sportsman’s ethic among the nation’s hunters and anglers 

was the most fundamental measure that could be taken to protect resources, a code of 

conduct by itself could not accomplish the lofty and expensive conservation goals that 

were needed. Funding was necessary if conservation was to be meaningful and 

successful.  Thus, user-based taxation as a means to achieve conservation objectives was 

implemented.  Tax revenues were used for the breeding and reintroduction of native 

game and non-game species, and the protection and restoration of critical habitat.  Some 

of these lands and waters would later become national wildlife refuges, forest and 

rangeland preserves, and parks. Taxation proved to be an effective tool that continues to 

be used today.  A substantial amount of funding for conservation measures in the United 

States comes from license fees, sales tax on certain sporting goods including ammunition, 

and user and recreation boating fuel taxes.  

Many sportsmen understood the benefit of actively educating the general public, 

developing and nurturing a strong constituency, and lobbying elected officials.  One of 

the most effective means of dispersing information and soliciting new recruits was 

through the written word.  In the late 1700s, publications proved successful as a means of 
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disseminating information (Goodspeed 1939).  One hundred years later, sportsmen across 

the United States continued to publish and distribute newsletters.  Journals like Forest 

and Stream (which later became Field and Stream), founded in 1873, provided a vehicle 

for sportsmen to communicate with each other and helped increase the public’s insight 

and direction on the stewardship of game and non-game native species (Reiger 1986, 

2001).  The “power of the pen” was not lost on periodicals nor was the unified voice of 

the masses underestimated by sportsmen’s organizations.  Outdoor journalists, 

particularly those associated with Forest and Stream, exposed the federal government’s 

shameful neglect of Yellowstone National Park (Reiger 2001).  As a result, hundreds of 

organizations surfaced calling for the legislation of game and fish regulations and setting 

aside lands suitable for wildlife habitat protection.  Sportsmen’s clubs lobbied state 

legislatures and Congress, forcing one government body after another to pass laws 

limiting and regulating the take of wildlife by market men and sportsmen alike (Reiger 

1986).   

One of those organizations, the Boone and Crockett Club, was co-founded in 

1887 by future president Theodore Roosevelt and George Bird Grinnell.  Like Roosevelt, 

Grinnell was a native of Brooklyn, New York, whose broad interests also included being 

an explorer, rancher, hunter, bird watcher, ethnologist, and published author (Brinkley 

2009).  This elite organization, the hunting club had as its goal the ending of the 

relentless wasteful slaughter of big game animals including elk, antelope and the then 

nearly exterminated bison by establishing preserves for future generations of Americans 

to enjoy (Habecoff 2003; Brinkley 2009).  To Roosevelt, gentlemen hunters were the true 
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frontline in the nature preservation movement (Brinkley 2009). 

Described as the “first-ever organization to be formed with the explicit purpose of 

affecting national generation on the environment” (Morris 1979:23; Brinkley 2009:205), 

the Boone and Crockett Club would later play an important role in the creation and 

administration of the first national parks, forest preserves, and wildlife refuges (Reiger 

2001). Contrary to many American’s beliefs, the second organization to pursue this 

course of political influence was the Sierra Club which was founded in 1892 by 

preservationist John Muir.  

 

The North American Model of Game Management 
 

Environmentalists who mistakenly believe that hunters’ interests are limited to the 

kill are often surprised to learn that it was the forward-thinking sportsmen of the mid to 

late 19th century who developed and nurtured the modern North American Wildlife 

Conservation Model, considered to be the world’s most successful to date. Increasingly, 

sportsmen looked upon themselves as members of a fraternity with a well-defined code 

of conduct and thinking.  To obtain membership in this order of “true sportsmen,” one 

had to practice proper etiquette in the field, give game a sporting chance, and possess an 

aesthetic appreciation for the whole environmental context of sport that included a 

commitment to its perpetuation (Reiger 2001:3). 

The North American Wildlife Conservation Model’s two basic principles stipulate 

that our nation’s fish and wildlife belong to all North American citizens (Rocky 

Mountain Elk Foundation 2011), and that these wildlife species and their respective 
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habitats are to be sustained using sound science and active management (Arizona Game 

& Fish Department 2011).  These two principles are further explained through a set of 

seven guidelines, including: 

 

(1)  Wildlife is held in the public trust; 

(2)  Wildlife-based commerce is to be regulated; 

(3)  Hunting and angling laws are created through the public process; 

(4)  Hunting and angling opportunities are available to all;  

(5)  Hunters and anglers fund conservation;  

(6)  Wildlife is an international resource; and 

(7)  Science is the basis for wildlife policy (Arizona Game & Fish 

Department 2011).   

 

Because of hunters’ and anglers’ efforts to manage fish, wildlife and habitat, 

Americans now enjoy a great abundance and diversity of native species while other 

countries struggle to conserve the limited wildlife that they have left (Arizona Game & 

Fish Department 2011).   

 

The Concept of Wilderness and the Conservation Movement  
 
  There is no single definition that captures what “wilderness” truly is.  The authors 

of the Wilderness Act of September 3, 1964 attempted, as Professor Roderick Nash said, 

to define it as: 
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A wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own 

works dominate the landscape, is hereby recognized as an area where earth 

and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where man himself is 

a visitor who does not remain (Nash 2001:5). 

   

Wilderness for preservationist John Muir and many of his contemporaries was the 

name given to the part of the world that humans did not create, that we did not manage, 

and that will survive humanity’s extinction.  He saw wilderness as a tonic for a frenzied 

era, a place to escape the “stupefying effects of the vice of over-industry and the deadly 

apathy of luxury.  Thousands of tired, nerve-shaken, over-civilized people are beginning 

to find out that going to the mountains is going home; that wilderness is a necessity and 

that mountain parks and reservations are useful not only as fountains of timber and 

irrigating rivers, but as fountains of life” (Egan 2009:43).   

But whose definition is correct and what makes it so?  Nash adds, “One man’s 

wilderness may be another man’s roadside picnic ground…” The idea of wilderness may 

be more complex than simply attaching a definition to it.  Go back 250 years in history, 

and you will not find nearly so many people wandering around remote corners of the 

planet looking for what today we would call “the wilderness experience” (Cronon 1995). 

Nash succinctly points out that, “Wilderness has a deceptive concreteness at first glance. 

The difficulty is that while the word is a noun, it acts like an adjective. There is no 

specific object that is wilderness. The term designates a quality that produces a certain 
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mood or feeling in a given individual, and as a consequence, may be assigned by that 

person to a specific place.  Because of this subjectivity a universally acceptable definition 

of wilderness is elusive.  The root of the story lies in the fact that civilization created 

wilderness. For nomadic hunters and gatherers, who represented our specie for most of its 

existence, “wilderness” had no meaning.  Everything natural was habitat, and people 

understood themselves to be part of a seamless living community” (Nash 2001). 

Lines began to be drawn with the advent of herding, agriculture and settlement 

(Nash 2001).  Humanity began to see itself apart rather than a part of the natural realm. In 

The Sinking Ark (1979), Norman Myers described the many benefits medicine and 

agriculture received from allegedly “useless” species that had persisted without man’s 

care, and often, without his prior knowledge, in wilderness (Myers 1979; Nash 2001).  

Myers believed that there was more at stake in the preservation of biotic diversity than 

mankind’s present material interests.  The whole evolutionary process seemed to be 

involved.  The argument began with the self-evident proposition that the origin and 

shaping of life on earth had infinitely much more to do with wilderness than the 

controlled order man began imposing on nature with the beginnings of herding and 

agriculture.  “Remember,” said David Bower, “that all the essential creative capability of 

DNA was shaped in the wilderness, not civilization.”  Wilderness was the crucible of 

evolution.  Only in the last tiny fraction of a geologic tick of time has man sailed out on 

the uncertain seas controlling what once controlled him.  End wilderness, Brower 

explained, and you end a condition responsible for all life, including human life.  When 

you save wilderness, he added, we save “the life force, the unbroken living chain that 
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extends back to the beginning of life on earth…a force that made us possible and is 

essential, in its wonderful complexity, to our staying aboard this planet” (Bower 1976; 

Nash 2001). 

A person’s perspective of what wilderness “is” reflects their sentiments towards 

it.  This tendency pits the anthropogenic and ‘natural’ realms against each other, creating 

an either or scenario (Hanson 2007). But a society’s deep rooted sentiments are not static, 

changing over time.  For instance, wilderness not only frustrated the pioneers physically 

but it also acquired significance as a dark and sinister symbol.  For the first Americans, as 

for medieval Europeans, the forest’s darkness hid savage men, wild beasts, and still 

stranger creatures of one’s imagination (Nash 2001).  By the end of the 18th century, 

however, wilderness became associated with the beauty and Godliness.  Men found it 

increasingly possible to praise, even to worship, what they had formerly detested (Nash 

2001).  Americans had developed yet another skewed perspective, now viewing the 

natural world through a romanticized lens - a place where human intervention would 

disrupt nature’s equilibrium; a sublime, virginal wilderness untainted by man. As an 

aesthetic category the sublime dispelled the notion that beauty in nature was only in the 

comfortable, fruitful, and well-ordered.  “Vast, chaotic scenery could also please” (Nash 

2001:45).             

 This idealized sentiment persists in the American mind, lexicon and cultural 

tradition.  William Denevan aptly described this culturally biased perspective as the 

“pristine myth” (Denevan 1992; Alvard and Kuznar 2001; Balée and Erikson 2005).  

Humans have in fact directly and indirectly engaged in the development of the Earth’s 
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natural landscapes - landscapes that are often misperceived as entirely “natural,” devoid 

of human influence.  Historical geographer Carl O. Sauer wrote that landscapes and their 

determinate histories were actually the result of human impact in some manner and in 

varying degrees (Olwig 2003; Rival 2006; Sauer 1957; Balée 2006).  Archaeological and 

anthropological evidence indicates that intermediate anthropogenic disturbances on the 

landscape have had lasting legacies spanning hundreds of years (Turner 2005, Balée 

2006), sometimes becoming so “naturalized” in our minds that we become blind to the 

effect that human agency had on those lands.       

 What is important to remember is that human activity has not always resulted in 

environmental degradation.  Herein lay the fact that humanity has and can develop a 

mutually beneficial relationship with the natural environment.  Understanding the human 

role in the creation and maintenance of the environment must be a central goal in the 

formulation and development of conservation and restoration policy because restored 

ecosystems are not static, nor should restoration efforts necessarily aim to recover a 

“pristine” environment (Winterhalder et al 2004; Hayashida 2005).  Scientific evidence 

demonstrates that sustainable practices have created, enhanced, and maintained biological 

diversity in some cases, shaping many highly valued contemporary landscapes 

(Hayashida 2005).  

The opposite is also all too true. Evidence abounds providing examples of what 

could have been managed differently. “Nostalgia runs all through this society - 

fortunately, for it may be our only hope of salvation,” Worster wrote, adding: 
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How much has been lost in our short years as a nation, how much 

do we have to be nostalgic about.  In the beginning of white discovery of 

[the “New World,”] North America must have been a glorious place, 

brimming with exquisite wild beauty, offering agriculturalists some of 

Earth’s richest soils, incredible stands of trees, booty on booty of mineral 

wealth.  Think for a moment of the infinitude of animals that once teemed 

but are now diminished or gone (Worster 1993).   

 

This nostalgic sentiment caused many people to call for intervention, harkening 

back to what they knew or wish they had known; seeking the protection of what remains 

and attempting to restore what might have once been common. A.J. Rush wrote:  “When 

man obliterates wilderness, he repudiates the evolutionary force that put him on this 

planet.  In a deeply terrifying sense, man is on his own” (Rush 1999; Nash 2001).   

 

Part II:  Changes in Federal Land Policy 
 

Federal land policy mirrored these changes in philosophical attitudes towards 

nature (Sheridan 2007).  Glicksman and Coggins categorize the history of the United 

States’ federal public lands policy into four distinct but over-lapping periods including 

the eras of acquisition, disposition, reservation and environmentalism (Glicksman and 

Coggins 2006).  The designations do not suggest that activities such as the distribution of 

land at the federal level solely took place during the Era of Disposition.  Rather, each era 
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describes the most prevalent federal land policy being implemented during that respective 

time frame. 

The first is the Era of Acquisition, coinciding with the nation's birth in 1776 and 

extending through 1867 (Glicksman and Coggins 2006).  This period was punctuated 

with the deliberate intent on transforming a collection of thirteen European-dependent 

colonies into an imposing political, capital producing, continent straddling, and bicoastal 

nation.  The United States' formation was greatly influenced by its early desire to exert 

control over lands located between the Appalachian Mountains and Mississippi River - 

lands that had previously been claimed extensions of the original colonies (Figure 2.1). 

 

Figure 2.1  Territorial Growth of the United States 

 
         

(Judson 1897) 
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Westward expansion would not end there. Beginning in the early 1800s, the United States 

would acquire much of what would later become the Western territories and states.  

Acquisition included the Louisiana Purchase in 1803 (Wilson 2003), the Oregon 

Compromise with England in 1846, and the cession of Mexican lands under the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 (Congressional Research Service 2004).  

 The second was the Era of Disposition, generally spanning a 113-year period 

from 1812 to 1925 (Glicksman and Coggins 2006).  A few decades before Adams and 

Jackson took office the Continental Congress established the Land Ordinance of 1785, 

the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, and other legislative measures that would become the 

federal system of rectangular land surveying used in the disposal of lands, establishing 

the system for developing territorial governments leading to statehood (Congressional 

Research Service 2004).          

 The transfer of lands faced challenges. Prior to this, the British and Americans 

had no tradition of communities holding land or other resources in common (Cronon 

1995).  During operation of the Articles of Confederation, the states then owning the 

"Western" lands reluctantly ceded them to form new states, seeing this as both a loss of 

land and political control. However, this transfer of lands and their authority from 

colonial control was a crucial factor in transforming a weak government under the 

Articles of Confederation into a stronger, centralized federal government under the 

Constitution (Congressional Research Service 2004).  The federal land ordinances 

reflected two visions: (1) disposing of some lands to promote westward expansion and 

the settlement of lands as a means of compensation for soldiers, to reduce the national 
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debt, and to strengthen the nation through the development of infrastructure; and (2) 

reserving some federal lands that would later become national forests, national parks 

(Congressional Research Service 2004), wildlife refuges and rangelands. 

Although many Americans agreed with these measures, strong differences of 

opinion existed between some easterners and westerners - with easterners more likely to 

view the lands as national public property, and westerners more likely to view the lands 

as necessary for local use and development (Congressional Research Service 2004).  In 

1812, Congress established the General Land Office in the Department of the Treasury to 

encourage the settlement of the West by enacting a wide variety of laws, including the 

much later enacted Homestead Act of 1862 and the General Mining Law of 1872 (Bureau 

of Land Management 2009).   

The push to settle the West was on.  In the 1840s, Manifest Destiny, a phrase used 

by leaders and politicians of that era to explain continental expansion by the United 

States, revitalized a sense of "mission" for many Americans (KERA 2006). The people of 

the United States felt it was their divinely inspired charge to extend the "boundaries of 

freedom" to others by imparting their idealism and belief in democratic institutions. In 

actuality, these premises intentionally excluded those people who were perceived as 

being incapable of self-government, such as Native Americans, people of mixed-blood, 

and those of non-European origin (KERA 2006).  Thus, “those peoples” lands became 

the subject of re-appropriation to European-Americans. 

The Congressional Research Service reports that between 1781 and 2002, 

approximately 815.9 million acres of public domain lands were transferred to private 
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ownership and another 328.5 million acres were granted to the states, with an additional 

127.5 million acres granted in Alaska under state and Native selection laws. 

Approximately 97% of federal land transfers to private ownership occurred prior to 1940, 

with homestead entries peaking in 1910, totaling 18.3 million acres, but dropping to 

fewer than 2,000 acres annually after 1935. Although some disposal still takes place, the 

era of disposition actually came to an end in 1986 with the termination the homesteading 

allowances on federal property (Congressional Research Service 2004). 

Approximately one hundred years earlier, a variety of advocates, including 

scientists, intellectuals, politicians, navigation interests, big game hunters, garden clubs, 

and chambers of commerce created an critical mass of public support that in 1891 led to 

an Act of Congress authorizing the president to set aside portions of the federal 

government’s vast western land holdings as “forest reservations” (Hirt 1994). This 

momentum led to the Era of Reservation, a period beginning in 1891 and running through 

1934 (Glicksman and Coggins 2006).  During this period, the United States government 

identified the need to set aside lands that had scenic or scientific value, held the promise 

of economic yield, or provided habitat for wildlife.  Instead of using these lands to 

promote settlement by transferring them to private citizens, they were to be placed in 

public ownership (Bureau of Land Management 2009).  Several federal bureaucracies 

initially developed, later morphing into today’s four principle federal land management 

agencies: the USDA Forest Service, the National Wildlife Refuge System, the National 

Park Service, and the Bureau of Land Management.  
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Like most conservation efforts of that era, the American conservation model 

focused on Western scientific and social practices: it did what Westerners either knew or 

believed.  Aligned with the sentiment of the time, native people were considered an 

obstacle (National Park Service 2007).  Exclusionary policies, described by Brockington 

as “fortress conservation,” resulted in the removal of the indigenous populations that 

resided within the newly formed parks and reserves under the misguided premise that any 

continued human use of the land was incompatible with the reserve’s prescribed 

conservation efforts (Brockington 2002). This policy persists.   

Looking backwards in time, it was in the second half of the 19th century that 

Americans began to awaken to what this nation was losing and to the significance of that 

loss.  But awakening was painful and slow.  Systematic efforts to preserve the air, land, 

water, flora, fauna, and other natural resources did not get underway until the end of that 

century.  Even though some progress had been made in preserving public lands prior to 

this time frame, early conservation and preservation efforts had not been greatly 

successful.  It would not be until the last third of the 20th century that in 1962 

environmentalism would explode into a mass movement (Habecoff 2003).  The Era of 

Environmentalism was launched; fortified by an array of seminal federal conservation 

policies that would include the National Environmental Policy Act of 1970, the 

Endangered Species Act of 1973, and others.  These would become the framework for 

contemporary conservation policy within the United States and the world. 
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Part III:  The Development of Federal Conservation Institutions 

Changes in federal land policy were accompanied by the creation of federal 

institutions designed to manage the public lands that were not turned over to private 

hands.  Westward expansion and the promise of settlement brought the nation in contact 

with new landscapes, new people and new challenges.  By the later part of the early 

1800s, many Americans began calling for conservation measures - some requests 

branching out beyond the confines of the natural environment’s stewardship.  A 

burgeoning constituency audaciously attempted to bring attention to the plight of the 

Native American, seeking to preserve the same indigenous cultures that the military, 

church and school were trying to extinguish.       

 George Catlin (1796-1872), an early student and painter of the American Indian, 

was one of the first notable Americans to publicly argue the importance of cultural 

preservation.  In 1829, he began a series of summer excursion to the West; during the 

winters he’d complete sketches and paintings in his eastern studio.  The spring of 1832 

found Catlin impatient to leave once more for the frontier where his brush and pen could 

capture “the grace and beauty of Nature” before the advance of civilization obliterated it 

(Nash 2001:100).  It was apparent to him that the West was rapidly, detrimentally and 

irreversibly changing (US History 2001; National Park Service 2004).  

 Upon returning from his trip in the Dakotas later that year, Catlin lobbied the 

United States government to preserve the country’s cultural and natural heritage through 

the development of a “nation’s park” in that region.  Ideally, it would be populated by 

buffalo, elk and Indians and marketed as a world-class tourist attraction (Brinkely 2009).  
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Catlin wrote that there should be “…by some great protecting policy of the government 

preserved…a magnificent park…a nation’s park, containing man and beast, in all 

wilderness and freshness of their nature’s beauty!” (National Park Service 2004). 

 In Catlin’s conceptualization of a nation’s park, the American Indian was a 

“naturalized” extension of the landscape and both were to be protected.  But only half of 

his dream would be realized. With the creation of the United States National Park Service 

decades later, millions of acres would be preserved but in doing so, thousands of native 

people would be permanently removed from their traditional lands, perhaps creating the 

modern world’s first conservation refugees.      

 Like Catlin, Henry David Thoreau desired to prevent the extinction of Native 

Americans and native fauna, but Thoreau went beyond this to the position that that 

protecting wilderness was ultimately important for the preservation of civilization (Nash 

2001).  The complex of attitudes toward man, nature and God known as 

Transcendentalism was one of the major factors conditioning Thoreau’s ideas regarding 

the natural landscape.  In the tradition of philosophical idealists such as Plato and Kant, 

the American Transcendentalists postulated the existence of a higher than physical realm 

(Nash 2001).  Nash wrote, “Transcendentalists had a definite conception of man’s place 

in a universe divided between object and essence.  His physical existence rooted him to 

the material portions, like all natural objects, but his soul gave him the potential to 

transcend this condition” (Nash 2001:85).       

 Catlin and Thoreau agreed that preservation and conservation need not be limited 

to those people, places and things that offered utilitarian value.  Intrinsic and cultural 
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qualities also merited consideration.  In his 1858 article in the Atlantic Monthly, Thoreau 

passionately articulated the need to save wilderness for wilderness’s sake.  “Why should 

not we have our national preserves…in which the bear and panther, and some even of the 

hunter race (Indians), may still exist, and not be ‘civilized’ off the face of the earth, [and] 

our forests [saved]…not for idle sport or food, but for inspiration and our own true 

creation?” (Thoreau 1858; Brinkley 2009:4).       

 In response to this, during the late 19th century, the Federal government 

implemented a shift in Federal land management priorities, clearing the way for the 

creation of the world’s first national parks, forests, and wildlife refuges. By withdrawing 

these lands from settlement, Congress signaled a change in land management objectives. 

Instead of using federal lands to promote settlement by transferring them to private 

citizens, Congress recognized that they should be held in public ownership because of 

their utilitarian and intrinsic resource values (Bureau of Land Management 2009). 

 One key component of the federal conservation land systems equation was setting 

aside of large tracts of land under federal ownership; another was managing those 

properties. The federal government quickly discovered that while the prohibition of 

unauthorized use was easy to legislate, it was not easy to enforce (Hardin 1968). The 

large tracts of land would not manage themselves.  Without a corps of rangers, the land 

went unprotected and the decrees that set it aside were largely meaningless.  Outside the 

reserves, the bulk of the public domain remained open for the taking by the copper kings, 

timber barons, and railroad magnates who dominated the economy and controlled much 

of Congress ” (Egan 2009).  The temptation was simply too great, and the opportunity to 
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act upon it, even greater.  The response to this was the creation of federal land 

management bureaucracies and the policies that would govern them. 

 Decades earlier, George Perkins Marsh (1801 – 1882), an American diplomat, 

author, lawyer, scholar, and congressman delivered a speech to the Rutland County 

Agricultural Society (1847), calling farmers' attention to the effect of human activity on 

the land. In his speech, Marsh warned that climactic changes could be induced through 

the devastation of the forests, stressing to farmers that it was incumbent upon them that 

they preserve their woodlands.  Marsh stated, “But though man cannot at his pleasure 

command the rain and the sunshine, the wind and frost and snow...it is certain that 

climate itself has in many instances been gradually changed and ameliorated or 

deteriorated by human action” (Marsh 1847 cited by Lucido 2009).   

 To Marsh, human beings were "disturbing agents" – that is, agents of change. 

This was in stark contrast with the conventional idea held by the geographers of the day 

who generally believed that all physical aspect of the earth were the result of natural non-

human phenomena. Prior to Marsh, no one had suggested anthropogenic influence as a 

key factor in the shaping of the earth and its systems.  It was Marsh who first described 

the interdependence of the natural world and social relationships (Clark University 2011).

 When it came to human impacts on natural systems, it was incumbent that 

humanity used its intellectual, physical and technical capabilities to not only meet 

people’s needs, but to also ensure the well-being of the natural environment.  It is wise to 

err on the side of caution when altering natural systems because no matter how much we 

know, we can always know more.  Marsh wrote, “We are never justified in assuming a 
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force to be insignificant because its measure is unknown, or even because no physical 

effect can now be traced to it as its origin” (Marsh 1864 cited by Reiger 1986).

 Marsh’s assaults on the beliefs of that era had a strong impact on future American 

governmental proceedings.  In 1891, forty-four years after his Rutland County speech, 

the United States Congress would establish the nation’s system of forest reserves, 

convinced that forest stocks needed to be protected.  But his influence on this nation’s 

conservation effort was not limited to the halls of Congress.  His pleas for land 

preservation influenced subsequent environmentalists including John Muir and captains 

of industry like Frederick Billings who believed in making the future national parks of 

the West accessible through rail service (National Park Service 2007).  Many of the ideas 

expressed in his 1847 speech to the Rutland County Agricultural Society would later 

become the philosophical foundation of the American conservation movement, possibly 

making him the United State's first environmentalist (Van Hise 2008).  

 During the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the United States government 

identified the need to set aside lands that had national significance.  Instead of placing 

these lands in private ownership, they were to be placed in the public’s trust (Bureau of 

Land Management 2009).  Various federal land management bureaus surfaced, morphing 

into the agency’s we know today.  Two of these, the USDA Forest Service and the 

National Park Service, would become the United States federal government’s most 

recognizable bureaucracies.          

 More than a half century before the establishment of the United State’s first 

national park in 1872, a push to conserve the nation’s forests had already begun to gain 
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attention.  At various times during the 19th century, President John Quincy Adams, 

George Perkins Marsh, Gifford Pinchot and others sought the protection of woodlands 

and forests by calling for the establishment of reserves.  Their conservation motives were 

primarily utilitarian.  Finally, in 1891, Congress granted the President of the United 

States the authority to establish forest reserves from the public domain to reduce 

destructive logging practices and preserve watersheds (Congressional Research Service 

2004). This presidential authority was soon repealed and placed back under Congress.  

Even so, the federal government had finally institutionalized forest reserves under the 

authority of federal mandate.  The initial management model called for the nation’s forest 

lands to be concurrently managed by two federal bureaus; serving two masters that were 

not of the same mind.  One was the Department of the Interior's General Land Office; the 

other was the Department of Agriculture's Division of Forestry (USDA Forest Service 

2009b).              

 Six years later, on June 4, 1897, Congress passed the Forest Management Act, 

which left no doubt that the reserves would not be wilderness.  The Act made it clear that 

one of the primary purposes of the reserves was to “furnish a continuous supply of timber 

for the use and necessity of citizens of the United States” (Nash 2001:137; Congressional 

Research Service 2004).  Gifford Pinchot successfully fought to move the forest 

preserves from the minimally consumptive and “preservation-minded” Department of 

Interior to the utilitarian, “conservation-minded” Department of Agriculture.  During 

President Theodore Roosevelt's administration, a singular forest management authority 

would be established within the Department of Agriculture, but it was not until 1907 that 
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the agency was officially renamed the Forest Service (USDA Forest Service 2009b, 

Congressional Research Service 2004).       

 While John Muir did not discourage the creation of forest reserves and their 

utilitarian practices, he realized that under the forester’s control they had little promise 

for the preservation of wilderness.  Consequently, he took every opportunity to promote 

and defend the establishment of a preservation-focused national parks system (Nash 

2001) that would primarily limit its consumption to the industry of tourism.  Muir 

embodied the ranks of earlier preservationists like George Catlin and Henry David 

Thoreau in pursuing the protection of lands and cultures not for their economic potential, 

but for their aesthetic, intrinsic and educational values.       

 It was this land management philosophy that had earlier, in 1864, drawn attention 

to the Yosemite Valley, planting the seeds that eventually led to the advancement of 

"national park idea." That year, legislation passed transferring the federally-owned valley, 

as well as the nearby Mariposa Big Tree Grove, to the state of California so that they 

might "be used and preserved for the benefit of mankind." This act of Congress was 

signed by President Abraham Lincoln on June 30, on condition that these lands would 

"be held for public use, resort, and recreation... inalienable for all time" (National Park 

Service 2004).  These sites would eventually be transferred back to the federal 

government to be managed under the National Park Service.   

 Muir later reflected that the protection of this magnificent landscape from further 

degradation at the hands of man was nothing less than creating a sacred place.  By the 

end of the 19th century, he could still see the past effects of sheep and cattle grazing in 
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the Yosemite Valley, but nature was quickly recovering from those profane traces – 

“rewilding,” as later preservationists would say – and restoring itself to an Eden-like state 

as holy as any Bible ever described.  Throughout the coming ages, the public would 

cherish it as a place to “play,” to camp or hike in pursuit of physical or mental health, but 

also to “pray,” for this would be more than a mere sporting field.  Its highest and best use 

would be religious (Worster 2008:425).        

 But it would be Yellowstone, not Yosemite that in March 1872 would become the 

first national park in the world.  President Ulysses S. Grant’s signing of the act 

designating over two-million acres of northwestern Wyoming as Yellowstone National 

Park marked the first instance of large-scale wilderness preservation in the public interest 

(Nash 2001).  Yellowstone’s initial advocates however, were not so much concerned with 

the preservation of a scenic wild land for the wild land’s sake; they acted to prevent 

private acquisitions and exploitation of geysers, hot springs, waterfalls, and similar 

curiosities (Nash 2001).  Brief debate followed, questioning the need for protecting 

“remarkable curiosities” and “rare wonders.”  Supporters of the bill assured their 

colleagues that the Yellowstone country was too high and too cold to be cultivated; 

consequently its reservation would do “no harm to the material interests of people.” 

(Nash 2001:108).  The strategy demonstrated its uselessness to humanity.   

 Yellowstone was in actuality replete with marketable, consumable natural 

resources and protecting them initially proved to be a challenge.  When Congress 

established America’s first national park in 1872, it neglected to enact regulations 

punishing poachers, sawyers, vandals, or miners.  As a result, many westerners treated 
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the park as though it was ripe for plucking.  If the park police happened upon someone 

poaching or trying to haul out minerals, all they could do was escort the offenders to the 

boundary and expel them (Walsh 1909; Brinkley 2009).      

 The problem was not limited to Yellowstone National Park.  In California, similar 

problems persisted until President Theodore Roosevelt came upon a solution.  He had 

long been an admirer of the buffalo soldiers, approximately 14,000 African-American 

soldiers who served in cavalry and infantry units during the Indian Wars.  Roosevelt 

assigned them to patrol the three national parks in California: General Grant, Yosemite 

and Sequoia.  Additional Buffalo Soldiers were put in charge of Monterey’s Presidio.  

Roosevelt had developed the idea that African-Americans made fine wilderness police.  

The Buffalo Soldiers became Roosevelt’s most beloved examples of American 

democracy at work (Brinkley 2009), representing one of the National Park Services 

earliest enforcement and resource management units.    

 On August 24, 1916, President Woodrow Wilson authorized the creation of the 

National Park Service (NPS) under the Department of the Interior to manage the growing 

number of parks established by Congress and monuments established by presidents 

(Congressional Research Service 2004). This model would later lead to the establishment 

of other national park systems throughout the world.  President Franklin D. Roosevelt 

stated, “There is nothing so American as our national parks... The fundamental idea 

behind the parks... is that the country belongs to the people that it is in process of making 

for the enrichment of the lives of all of us (US History 2001).  Writer and historian 

Wallace Stegner wrote that our national parks system is "the best idea America ever had. 
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Absolutely American, absolutely democratic, they reflect us at our best rather than our 

worst" (National Park Service 2009).       

 The preservation-minded National Park Service’s basic mission is two-fold: (1) 

conserve, preserve, protect, and interpret the natural, cultural and historic resources of the 

nation for the public; and (2) to provide for their enjoyment by the public.  Mineral 

extraction, timber harvests, grazing by livestock, and hunting are prohibited.  Today, the 

National Park Service manages 388 units, including 56 units formally classified as 

national parks, as well as national monuments, battlefields, military parks, historical 

parks, historic sites, lakeshores, seashores, recreation areas, reserves, preserves, scenic 

rivers and trails, and other designations. Acreage approximates 84.4 million acres; 79.0 

million acres which are federal land, 1.2 million acres of other public land, and 4.2 

million acres of private land in 49 states, the District of Columbia, and U.S. Territories 

(Congressional Research Service 2004).      

 The conservation-minded USDA’s Forest Service manages one-twelfth of the 

nation’s lands and waters (USDA Forest Service 2009a) under a system of 155 national 

forests, 20 national grasslands, and 222 research and experimental forests, as well as 

other special areas, covering more than 192 million acres of public land. Some of these 

lands were acquired from purchases or donations of private land and from federal land 

transfers, primarily from the Bureau of Land Management (Congressional Research 

Service 2004).  Its management responsibilities include recreation, timber production, 

fish, wildlife and wilderness protection, mineral extraction, water shed management, and 

grazing. The Forest Service has also initiated numerous, innovative products and 
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procedures, and has led the nation and the world in scientific forestry research (USDA 

Forest Service 2009b).                            

 The Organic Act of 1897 provided guidance for the nation’s forest reserves for 

decades.  Management priorities sought to protect forests, watersheds and waters; provide 

for the production of timber; and afford equal access to the American people (USDA 

Forest Service 2009a).  Initial regulations restricting timber cutting and wildlife hunting 

would result in making subsistence on federal lands impossible for many immigrants, 

Native Americans, itinerant laborers, and backwoods farmers (Rome 2003).  The 

outcome was not surprising.  Not only were these regulations not well received, they 

were ignored.          

 In response to this, upon becoming the first director of the Forest Service, Gifford 

Pinchot, formulated the doctrine of “wise-use” for the nation's forests (Reiger 1986).  The 

doctrine, a practice that Pinchot championed, however, did not help mitigate the 

problems that had challenged the management of forested federal lands prior to his 

appointment as the National Forest’s first chief.  Wise-use proved to be an ill-defined 

concept that had little scientific or economic foundation.  Its ambiguity lacked a clear 

definition of what it meant and who it would be that decided on its meaning.  Pinchot 

gave few answers.  His notion of wise use soon became identified as being more of a 

slogan than a well-grounded policy; one loose enough to allow ambitious politicians to 

gain control over natural resources while satisfying the business community that some 

elected federal officials and the agency were not anti-business.  The doctrine, it turned 

out, focused not on what “the people” wanted but on what “the most powerful people” 
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could get (Worster 2008:427).  This led to political conflict that has plagued the Forest 

Service since its inception (Reiger 1986).      

 By the mid-1950s and early 1960s, public and political criticism had intensified as 

the Forest Service honed its focus on advancing the scientific management of timber 

production while ignoring, for the most part, other uses including recreation. The political 

response was the drafting of The Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act (MUSY) by 

Congress.  The bill would require the Forest Service to broaden its approach to forest 

management beyond the scope of timber production timber; equally focusing on the 

administration of wildlife, range, water, and outdoor recreation on lands within its 

jurisdiction  (USDA Forest Service 2009a).  Upon the bill being signed into law on June 

12, 1960 many Forest Service personnel did what they could to implement the principles 

of multiple-use. For some, however, the act simply redefined what the Forest Service had 

been doing for decades - timber harvesting and road construction. Many people outside 

the agency saw that forests were not being managed any differently under MUSY; it was 

still just a road leading to an ugly clear-cut (USDA Forest Service 2009a).   

 Like the doctrine of wise use, MUSY was subject to manipulation.  American 

scholar Paul Hirt points out that the Forest Service has increasingly deviated from its 

multiple-yield mandate, continuing to focus almost exclusively on timber production.  A 

shift in focus by top-level federal officials and administrators towards revenue production 

in lieu of conservation and actual multiple-use has been one of the causes for this 

deviation.  It is no surprise that the agency has also migrated towards a staff that is 

heavily biased towards timber production (Hirt 1994).   
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 Sustained-yield proved to be as slippery as multiple-yield and just as biased 

towards commercial resource development.  Instead of focusing on maintaining land 

productivity, it emphasized the perpetual yield of products.  Sustained-yield began as a 

practice of conservative resource husbandry reflecting an ethic of responsibility to future 

generations, but very quickly evolved into a philosophy of wealth maximization.  When 

that happened, failure to achieve the original social goals of sustainable communities and 

economies was inevitable (Hirt 1994). 

 

Federal Environmental Legislation       

 The period between 1962 and 1970 increasingly brought about environmental 

awareness.  Over population and industrialization had left humanity trapped in a 

deteriorated environment.   For years, raw sewage, industrial and feedlot wastes were 

discharged into rivers and lakes without for the cumulative effect that made the nation’s 

waters unfit for drinking, fishing and recreation.  Smokestack emissions and automobile 

exhausts made air pollution so bad that people were hospitalized or died from 

complications in some communities. Indiscriminate dumping of municipal and industrial 

wastes contaminated soil and ground water.  Toxic chemicals would become a critical 

concern as the fifty-five gallon metal drums that stored these toxins rusted and allowed 

their contents to spill (Wisman 1985). The damage was not just aesthetically displeasing - 

it threatened the very survival of mankind along with many other species. By the late 

1960s, American youth had rebelled against “the establishment,” desperately wanting to 
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create a counter culture, imagining a world of peace “between the brotherhood of man” 

that lived in harmony with nature.  Although young, naively idealistic, and for the most 

part politically disenfranchised, some of what they were rallying for, at least with respect 

for a healthier and more sustainable environment, would be realized in the early 1970s – 

at least to some degree.        

 Environmentalism quickly gained momentum as the movement became dedicated 

to ending, and if possible, reversing environmental decline (Lewis 1985).  Historians 

often identify Earth Day 1970 as a key turning point in the American public’s 

consciousness about environmental issues.  It was no coincidence that the juxtaposition 

of Earth Day and the 1970 amendments to antecedent environmental policy took place 

(Rogers 1990).  That year, several landmark pieces of legislation were signed into law. 

 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1970    

 On January 1, 1970, the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) was signed 

into law by President Richard M. Nixon.  Acknowledging the decades of environmental 

neglect that had significantly degraded the nation's landscape and damaged the 

environment, the law was established to foster and promote the general welfare, create 

and maintain conditions under which man and nature can exist in productive harmony, 

and fulfill the social, economic, and other needs of present and future generations of 

Americans (National Environmental Policy Act 2010). The process invited review and 
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comment by state and local governments, concerned organizations and private 

individuals, while encouraging Federal agencies to work in partnership.   

NEPA endeavored to reconcile the inherent tension between the rapidly changing 

world and its finite natural resources (National Environmental Policy Act 2010).  The Act 

advanced an interdisciplinary approach to Federal project planning and decision-making 

through an environmental impact statement (EIS).  This approach requires federal 

officials to consider environmental values alongside the technical and economic 

considerations that are inherent factors in federal decision-making.  The environmental 

assessment (EA) also calls for the evaluation of reasonable alternatives to a proposed 

federal action, solicitation of input from organizations and individuals that could 

potentially be affected, and provides the unbiased presentation of direct, indirect, and 

cumulative environmental impacts.  This information is used by federal officials prior to 

a decision being rendered (National Environmental Policy Act 2010).  The “high-

minded” idealism of this statute sought: 

 

• To declare a national policy which will encourage productive and 

enjoyable harmony between man and the environment; 

• To promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the 

environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and welfare of 

man; and 

• To enrich our understanding of the ecological systems and natural 

resources important to the nation. 
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To further these ends, NEPA called for the formation of the Council on Environmental 

Quality (CEQ) to give the President expert advice on environmental matters.  The CEQ 

would also be responsible for reviewing Environmental Impact Statements, which would 

now be required of all federal agencies planning projects with major environmental 

ramifications (Lewis 1985). 

 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)      

 No factor was more significant in the birth of the EPA than the preceding decades 

of rampant and highly visible pollution (Lewis 1985).  A product of Congressional 

action, the EPA soon became the most powerful and controversial institution in the 

federal government (Habecoff 2003). Established on December 2, 1970, the EPA would 

consolidate departments whose charges were to regulate air, solid waste, radiological 

health, water hygiene, and pesticides within one agency (Wisman 1985).  EPA’s role 

would also include conducting a variety of federal research, monitoring, standard-setting 

and enforcement activities to ensure the American people a cleaner and healthier 

environment (Environmental Protection Agency 2011a).  

 

Clean Air Act of 1970 (amended 1977 and 1990)     

 The Clean Air Act of 1977 is the comprehensive federal law that regulates air 

emissions from stationary and mobile sources, and also authorizes EPA to establish 
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National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect public health and welfare, 

and to regulate emissions of hazardous air pollutants.  The 1970 Clean Air Act 

amendments paved the way for widespread consensus in our country establishing that air 

quality and pollutant control must be a top priority for the federal government (Rogers 

1990).  The setting of those standards was coupled with directing states to develop state 

implementation plans, in order to achieve these standards.  The Act was amended in 1977 

and 1990 primarily to set new dates for achieving and attaining NAAQS because many 

areas could not meet the deadlines (Environmental Protection Agency 2012a).   

EPA projects that the Clean Air Act amendments will prevent over 230,000 early 

deaths in 2020 as compared to 160,000 prevented in 2010.  The nation’s loss in 

productivity due to air borne pollutant-caused illness will be reduced by and estimated 17 

million work days by 2020 versus 13 million today.  The costs for clean air programs are 

not cheap – but they are worth the investment. The net improvement in economic welfare 

is projected to occur because clean air leads to better health and productivity for 

American workers as well as a savings on medical expenses for air pollution-related 

health problems.  The beneficial economic effects of these two improvements alone are 

projected to more than offset the expenditures for pollution control (Environmental 

Protection Agency 2012a). 

 

Clean Water Act of 1972 (amended 1977 and 1981)    

 The Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1948 was the first major law in the 

United States to address water pollution. It was later amended in 1972, henceforth being 
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known as the Clean Water Act. It is the cornerstone of surface water quality protection in 

the United States. Per EPA, the Act was later amended in 1977 to: 

 
• Establish the basic structure for regulating pollutant discharges into the 

waters of the United States; 

• Gave EPA the authority to implement pollution control programs such 

as setting wastewater standards for industry; 

• Maintain existing requirements to set water quality standards for all 

contaminants in surface waters; 

•  Made it unlawful for any person to discharge any pollutant from a 

point source into navigable waters, unless a permit is obtained under 

its provisions; 

• Funds the construction of sewage treatment plants under the 

construction grants program. This program was further amended in 

1981 to streamline municipal grants processes, and revised yet again to 

replace it with the State Water Pollution Control Revolving Fund, 

more commonly known as the Clean Water State Revolving Fund; 

• Recognizes the need for planning and building on EPA-state 

partnerships. 

 

The Act does not deal directly with ground water or with water quantity issues.  

The statute employs a variety of regulatory and non-regulatory tools to sharply reduce 

direct pollutants discharge into waterways, finance municipal wastewater treatment 
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facilities, and manage pollutant runoff.  These tools are employed to achieve the broader 

goal of restoring and maintaining the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the 

United State’s water so that they can support “the protection and propagation of fish, 

shellfish, and wildlife and recreation in and on the water” (Environmental Protection 

Agency 2011b).  The Clean Water Act allows EPA to authorize the National Pollutant 

Discharge Elimination Pollutant (NPDES) permit program to state governments, enabling 

states to perform many of the permitting, administrative, and enforcement aspects of the 

NPDES provision.  In states that have been authorized to implement Clean Water Act 

programs, EPA retains oversight responsibilities (Environmental Protection Agency 

2011b). 

 

Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973     

 Through federal action and by encouraging the establishment of state programs, 

the 1973 Endangered Species Act (ESA) provided for the conservation of ecosystems 

upon which threatened and endangered species of fish, wildlife, and plants depend. The 

ESA: 

 

• Authorizes the determination and listing of species as endangered and 

threatened; 

• Prohibits unauthorized taking, possession, sale, and transport of 

endangered species;  
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• Provides authority to acquire land for the conservation of listed 

species, using Land and Water Conservation Funds;  

• Authorizes establishment of cooperative agreements and grants-in-aid 

to States that establish and maintain active and adequate programs for 

endangered and threatened wildlife and plants;  

• Authorizes the assessment of civil and criminal penalties for violating 

the Act or regulations; and 

• Authorizes the payment of rewards to anyone furnishing information 

leading to arrest and conviction for any violation of the Act or any 

regulation issued there under (US Fish & Wildlife Service 2011). 

 

The conservation movement has greatly benefited by having the ESA in its 

arsenal.  Some argue that fewer species have become further threatened, endangered or 

extinct since the Act's implementation (Van Dyke 2003).  Although the ESA was at the 

cutting edge of conservation science at its inception, it has ostensibly failed to adapt to 

new findings, challenges and the innovative applications proposed by other governments 

and independent researchers.  Other models, such as Australia's EPA may now be a good 

place to look for modifications. 
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CHAPTER III 

CHILDREN AND NATURE:  WHAT HAS CHANGED? 

 

“Nature just isn’t as entertaining as it used to be.” 

-  Oliver Pergams 

 

Part I:  The Changing Nature of Kids in Nature 

 For most of our 120,000 year history, humanity has lived in intimate contact with 

the natural environment (Pyle 2002).  Children had the freedom to play, explore and 

interact outdoors with little or no restriction or supervision.  Randy White (2004) and 

other researchers indicate the tradition of kids playing in the natural environment has 

changed over the course of the last ten thousand years.  The gradual decline in outdoor 

play coincides with man’s discovery of the cultivation of plants and the domestication of 

animals - factors that greatly influenced almost every aspect of human behavior (White 

2004).  

As recently as the 1970s, many urban children continued to spend the bulk of 

their recreation time outdoors, using the sidewalks, streets, playgrounds, parks, 

greenways, and vacant lots, while their suburban and rural counterparts often spent time 

in natural open space.  Between 1981 and 1997, the amount of time American children 

between the ages of six and eight played decreased 25%.  This equates to a reduction of 

almost four hours per week, from 15 hours a week to 11 hours and 10 minutes (White 

2004).  The Nature Conservancy’s survey (2011) reported that American youth simply 
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are not spending as much time in nature as they spend on indoor activities.  Currently, 

88% of American youth say they spend time on-line every day.  Of these children, 69% 

reported playing video games or watching television with that same level of frequency.  

Both represent far greater proportions than the 58% of kids who said they do homework 

or study for school on a daily basis (The Nature Conservancy 2011). 

This reduction in contact with the nature has far reaching implications, impacting 

more than just children.  Many societies have become so estranged from their natural 

origins that they dangerously fail to recognize our species’ basic dependence on nature as 

a condition of growth, development and survival (White 2004). These changes are 

prompting questions from researchers about what could be an equally profound change in 

how North American children perceive the natural world (Björklid and Nordstrom 2007).  

Richard Louv, Author of Last Child in the Woods wrote, “Today, kids are aware of the 

global threats to the environment – but their physical contact, their intimacy with nature, 

is fading” (Louv 2005).  The Nature Conservancy’s 2011 survey results show that: 

 

• American youth claim to be unhappy with the condition of the 

environment; 

• Fifty-one percent rate “the condition of the environment and nature” as 

an “extremely” or “very serious” problem; 

• Approximately 73% agreed that “previous generations damaged the 

environment, leaving it to their generation to “fix it;”   
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• The surveyed youth responded stating that they have a lack of faith in 

adults and government leaders to successfully address environmental 

problems; 

• Given the opportunity to have a meaningful experience outdoors, they 

will be more likely to value nature, engage with it, and feel 

empowered to do something about it (The Nature Conservancy 2011). 

 

While this last statement is promising, we must temper our optimism with the fact 

that fewer and fewer kids are engaging with nature.  If a child grows up without an 

interest or relationship with nature, she or he may not grow up to want to intimately 

understand or protect it. Nor may they necessarily be able to ignite a genuine interest 

about the wonders of the natural world in their children or their children’s children.

 Pediatricians recognize that today’s hurried lifestyle is a source of stress and 

anxiety for children and may actually contribute to their depression (Ginsburg 2007; 

Rosenfeld and Wise 2000; Elkind 2001).  John L. Sullivan, Pima County Natural 

Resources, Parks and Recreation’s Ranch Unit Manager and one of Arizona’s last true 

working cowboys agrees, cautioning us that: 

 

 The world is changing.  We don’t enjoy life anymore – we live too 

fast…  The problem is that if young people do not have genuine 

experiences, they lose their desire and love for the land.  Without real 

experiences…[they] will just be going through the motions. Anyone can 
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dress up like a baseball player, but that does not make them Roger Maris 

or Babe Ruth (Sullivan 2011). 

   

The Growing Impact on Outdoor Recreation      

 After 50 years of steady increase, per capita visits to the United States’ national 

and state parks, national forests, and range lands have steadily declined since the mid-

1980s, averaging a reduction in visitation of about 1.2 percent per year since (Pergams 

and Zaradic 2008).  In a study published in the February 19, 2008 issue of Proceedings of 

the National Academy of Sciences, Pergams and Zaradic reinforced earlier findings that 

even with an undiminished capacity of wild areas to handle more traffic, a smaller 

percentage of visitors are actually showing up. Their research tested for similar 

longitudinal declines in sixteen time series representing four classes of nature 

participation variables: (1) visitation to various types of public lands in the United States 

(U.S.) and national parks in Japan and Spain, (2) number of various types of U.S. game 

licenses issued, (3) indicators of time spent camping, and (4) indicators of time spent 

backpacking or hiking. The four variables with the greatest per capita participation were 

visits to Japanese national parks, U.S. state parks, U.S. national parks, and U.S. national 

forests, with an average individual participating 0.74–2.75 times per year (Pergams and 

Zaradic 2008).  

All four time series demonstrated downward trends, with linear regressions 

showing ongoing losses of –1.0% to –3.1% per year. The longest and most complete time 

series tested reinforced the findings of other studies indicating that typical declines in per 
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capita nature recreation began between 1981 and 1991, and is proceeding at a rate of –

1.0% to –1.3% per year, for a total drop ranging from 18% to 25% to date (Pergams and 

Zaradic 2008, Lougheed 2008).  Correlation analyses were then performed on 

untransformed time series and on transformed percentage year-to-year changes. Results 

showed significant correlations between many of the highest per capita participation 

variables in both untransformed models, further corroborating the general downward 

trend in outdoor recreation (Pergams and Zaradic 2008).          

 A study conducted by the United States National Park Service for national parks 

and monuments in the state of Arizona showed that from 1998 through 2009 there was a 

general decline in visitation, reinforcing the trends indicated by Pergams and Zaradic’s, 

and White’s independent research.  The peak year for visitation was recorded in 1999, 

with an estimated 13.3 million visitors; the lowest being in 2002, 2003, and 2004 each 

with an annual visitation of approximately 11.5 million.  National parks located within 

Arizona welcomed 11,785,000 visitors in 2009, an increase of 1.9 percent over 2008 

(Table 3.1).  The National Park Service reported that the most visited parks, listed in 

descending order, continued to be those with traditionally high visitation, including 

Grand Canyon National Park (NP), Glen Canyon National Recreation Area (NRA), Lake 

Mead NRA, Canyon de Chelly National Monument, and Saguaro NP (Arizona 

Department of Tourism 2010).   

Similar declines in visitation have been reported for state parks in Arizona.  The 

Arizona Department of Tourism reported that visitation to that state’s park system 
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generally held steady from 1998 through 2009, but a modest increase in the last four 

years of this study was evident.  The peak year for visitation was 2001 with an estimated 

 

Table 3.1 

  

MILLIONS 

YEAR 

     (National Park Service 2009) 

 

2.54 million visitors; the lowest being 2003 with annual visitation of approximately 2.19 

million, this downward trend mirrored the National Parks Service’s decline for that year.  

In 2009, Arizona’s State Parks recorded 2,348,958 visitors, an increase of 0.3 percent 

from 2008 (Arizona Department of Tourism 2010).   

Data collected by the Arizona Hospitality Research and Resource Center of 

Northern Arizona University (NAU) showed that between 2009 and 2010, visitation of 

Arizona’s State Parks may have trended downward in response to the global economic 
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recession.  According to NAU, visitation to state parks dropped 3.8% from 2,298,155 in 

Fiscal Year 2007 to 2,210,953 in Fiscal Year 2010.  Operational modifications that 

resulted in the agency reducing the number of hours that some parks were open 

negatively impacted the number of user hours recorded for those sites (Northern Arizona 

University 2009).  According to the Arizona State Parks department, the parks with the 

highest visitation during that period, listed in descending order, included Slide Rock, 

Lake Havasu, Patagonia Lake, Catalina, and Kartchner Caverns state parks (Arizona 

Department of Tourism 2010).  

                                       

Hostility and Ambivalence towards Hunting and Fishing 

A study funded by the Nature Conservancy investigated American’s participation 

in several outdoor sports including, hunting and fishing.  Visits to state and national parks 

and national forests were also analyzed.  This study expanded its analysis to included 

data from Japan and Spain.  The results showed that, again, beginning in the 1980s, there 

was a striking decline in per-capita outdoor recreation, with a total drop of 18 to 25 

percent from 1981 to 1991 (Smith 2008).        

 In 2006 the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) conducted a survey on 

hunting, fishing and wildlife-watching.  Of the three, only hunting showed any increase 

in use.  The survey showed that the only increases in the number of those who hunt are 

young people between the ages of 6 and 15.  Participation in hunting within this age 

group grew by 3.7 percent since 2001, but only time will tell if this user group will 

maintain its enthusiasm for sport-hunting.  The reason for concern is that the same survey 
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showed that hunters age 16 and over slipped more than 3 percent during that same time 

period.  The ratio of young anglers fell more than 5 percent while young wildlife-

watchers showed the largest decline at 10 percent (National Sports Shooting Foundation 

2007).           

 An independent study at the state level was conducted by Minnesota’s 

Department of Natural Resources (MDNR) focusing on user trends for that state’s natural 

areas and wildlife. Tim Kelly, research analyst for MDNR stated that his organization 

came to the same conclusion as the United States Fish and Wildlife Service’s 

independent study; that is, there has been quite a shift away from nature-based outdoor 

recreation, especially since the 1990s, and there is no evidence that it's turning around 

(Smith 2008).           

 The decline in outdoor recreation is compounded by the hostility and ambivalence 

exhibited by some conservationists towards hunting and fishing. What some natural 

resource managers are failing to convey is that consumption and conservation are not 

mutually exclusive.  Many well intended yet misinformed environmentalists falsely 

believe that hunting and fishing, both as an American outdoor tradition and sport, are the 

antipathy of conservation.  They fail to realize, or worse yet, to accept the fact that were it 

not for the actions of the visionary hunters and anglers of the mid to late 1800s who 

fostered the modern North American Wildlife Conservation Model, much of the game 

and habitat they now seek to preserve may have been lost decades ago.  Humans have so 

altered the “natural” hunter-prey relationship, that we, for better or worse, must expand 

our role of predator.  The lessons learned by Leopold and like-minded conservationists of 
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his era were too important to simply forget.  We need to educate the hunting and fishing 

sports’ antagonists that hunters and anglers continue to be the champions and financial 

underwriters of environmental conservation, perhaps more so than any other segment of 

the American population - past or present. 

 

Part II:  Why the Change? 

Today’s families may be raising a generation of children who will grow up into 

adults who do not understand nature or our role in the natural world.  Their loss of regular 

contact with the natural world may result in their spawning of future “biophobic” 

generations not interested in preserving nature and its diversity (Wilson 1993, 1997; 

Chawla 1994; Chipeniuk 1994; Sobel 1996a; Hart and Raver 1999; Moore & Cosco 

2000; Fishman 2001; Bixler et al 2002; Kellert 2002; Pyle 2002).  In the last thirty years, 

we have gone from a multi-generational national culture that participated in outdoor 

recreation to a time-constrained digital technologically engulfed society that has little 

time or desire to be outside.  Families electively do not or cannot invest large amounts of 

time being outdoors.  When they do venture outside, they often seek activities that take a 

few hours instead of an entire weekend or longer.  It has become near impossible to meet 

everyone’s schedule.  Research conducted by The Outdoor Foundation in 2008 reflected 

this trend, concluding that when asked, children list a lack of time as the greatest 

limitation to their participation in outdoor activities (Table 3.2).   

 



 
 
 
    72 

Table 3.2 

(The Outdoor Foundation 2010a) 

 

Other factors that may be the cause or the result of a decline in outdoor nature-

based participation patterns include: 

 

Age 

Age-related issues are significant factors in explaining a reduction in visitation to 

national and state parks.  The aging visitor population that has traditionally exhibited a 
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strong interest in national and state parks is becoming less mobile and declining 

numerically.  This is a matter of concern for many land management organizations 

because it does not appear that younger generations are poised and ready to pick up 

where older generations are leaving off.  The Minnesota Department of Natural 

Resources reports that the age-related decline in participation by adults is attributed to: 

  

• Park users including hunters, anglers and wildlife watchers are aging 

faster than the general population; 

• Between 2002 and 2008, the median age increased four years, from 36 

to 40, while Minnesota’s overall population aged less than one year; 

• The number of park users dropped during the study period for adults 

between the ages of 19 to 44, and for children ages 13 and under; 

• Conservation group volunteers also showed an increase in the age, the 

average age of members rose from 40 in 1990 to almost 50 today 

(Smith 2008). 

 

Although is this study was limited to the state of Minnesota, its findings may reflect 

national trends.         

 Among American outdoor enthusiasts, the highest propensity for participation 

takes place during ages 6 to 12 and the lowest being for ages 45 years plus (The Outdoor 

Foundation 2010a).  Nearly 50% of Americans age six years and older, equating 137.8 

million people, participated in outdoor recreation in 2009, a slight increase above the 
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preceding year.  But for 6 to 12 year olds, the youngest age bracket studied by The 

Outdoor Foundations, outdoor participation tracked downward.   

Although this trend is not as pronounced as it had been in prior years, only 62% 

of that age group participated in outdoor recreation in 2009 as compared to 64% in 2008 

and 78% in 2006.  The decline among 6 to 12 year olds is attributed to a decrease in 

participation by boys, while girls’ participation rates generally held steady.  When the 

data set is expanded to include children age 6 to 17, statistics indicated that participation 

in outdoor recreation seems to be stabilizing, giving some hope that the downward trend 

may be slowing for that age bracket.  But it’s not just kids who are not going outside.  

Parents and grandparents also are not engaging with nature the way prior generations did; 

their attention and their pocketbooks directed elsewhere. 

   

 An Assault on Unstructured Play and Physical Education 
 

Play is so important to optimal child development that it was recognized by the 

United Nations High Commission for Human Rights during its Convention on the Rights 

of the Child on November 20, 1989 as the right of every child (Ginsburg 2007).  It is 

through play that children at a very early age engage and interact in the world around 

them.  Play allows kids to create and explore a world they can master, conquering fears 

while practicing adult roles, sometimes in conjunction with other children or adult 

caregivers (Hurwitz 2002; Tsao 2002; Ginsgurg 2007).      

 Many children are being raised in an increasingly hurried and pressured life style 

that may limit the benefits they would gain from child-directed play.  Today’s 
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distractions, many of which are generally positive in the proper setting, are sometimes 

carried to the extreme, crossing the line of competency into the realm of compulsion. 

Instead of helping a child develop productive social and problem-solving skills, the 

trappings of modern life become mind-numbing entertainment, removing the element of 

discovery, creativity and analytical thinking.       

 Another concern is that kid’s lives have become highly structured and scheduled 

by adults who hold the belief that a given sport or lesson will make their children more 

successful as adults (Moore & Wong 1997).   Not everyone sees organized sports or 

scheduled play-dates under the vigilance and guidance of a well-meaning parent or adult 

as a means for children to have meaningful play-time.  John Potts, Executive Director of 

the Champaign County, Illinois Forest Preserve District, said: 

  

I believe children are introduced to competitive sports way too 

young.  There is so little opportunity for ‘disorganized’ play today.  By 

this I mean that kids often only have a choice between joining a 

competitive league and not playing at all.  When I was a kid we played 

‘pickup’ baseball all summer – it was fun, but not competitive.  Too few 

kids make the team and are left out (Potts 2011). 

 

Some experts define play as a game or activity that is initiated and directed by 

children – not an adult.  When play is allowed to be child driven, children practice 
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decisions-making skills, move at their own pace, discover their own areas of interest, and 

ultimately engage fully in the passions they wish to pursue (Erikson 1985; Pellegrini and 

Smith 1998; Ginsburg 2007).  Educators, scientists, psychologists, physicians and others 

conclude that most of the social and intellectual skills one needs to succeed in life and 

work are in fact first developed through childhood play. It is through play that children 

learn to control their impulses, solve problems, negotiate, think creatively and work as a 

team (Scott 2011).          

 Kathy Hirsh-Pasek, a development psychologist at Temple University in 

Philadelphia points out that play is a natural thing that animals and humans do, but 

somehow we’ve driven it out of kids.  The culture of childhood that involved outdoor 

play is all but gone.  Children’s everyday life has increasingly shifted to the indoors (Hart 

and Ravert 1999). As a result, children’s opportunity for direct and spontaneous contact 

with nature is a vanishing experience of childhood (Rivkin 1990; Chawla 1994; Kellert 

2002; Pyle 2002; Malone and Tanter 2003). One researcher has gone so far as to refer to 

this sudden shift in children’s lives and their loss of free play in the outdoors as a 

“childhood of imprisonment” (Francis 1991).     

 The assault on play is institutionalized.  With the adoption of the federally 

mandated No Child Left Behind Act and increased high-stakes testing across the United 

States, school districts often opt to allocate more time to “core” subjects such as math and 

reading. As a result, time for students to engage in physical activity during structured 

physical education classes (PE) and recess has been threatened.  This is occurring in an 

unknown number of schools across the nation, even though some intervention studies 
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have shown that an increase in the time spent on structured PE during the school day did 

not reduce students’ academic achievement and may have actually contributed to it (Pate 

et al 2006).         

 Between 1981 and 1997, the time kids spent on school-based activities increased 

by almost 5 hours while in many cases, PE classes were substantially reduced or 

eliminated (White 2004). A 1989 survey taken by the National Association of Elementary 

School Principals found that 96% of surveyed school systems had at least one recess 

period.  Another survey conducted a decade later found that only 70% of even 

kindergarten classrooms had a recess period (Ginsburg 2007; Pellegrini 2005; Pellegrini 

and Bohn 2005).  The elimination of recess is contrary to what many experts recommend.  

The American Heart Association says that all children should have at least twenty 

minutes of recess each day in addition to a minimum of two-an-a-half hours of physical 

education each week (Norton 2011).        

                                         

Television and “Videophilia”       

 The greatest consumers of children’s time are not organized sports or the intense 

pursuit of academic achievement - it is technology. The digital divide between the virtual 

and real worlds continues to grow.  To many Americans, the great outdoors has become 

something to be watched on a screen rather than experiencing it in person.  More and 

more children are growing up indoors and their connection with the natural environment 

has diminished.  As a result, the health of our children and our planet is being 

compromised (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a).     
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 Nature-based documentaries, entire channels and environmental fundraising 

appeals are conditioning children to think that nature is exotic and awe-inspiring but in 

far, far away places they may never directly experience (Chipeniuk 1994). Children are 

losing the understanding that nature exists in their own backyards and neighborhoods, not 

just in the savannahs, forests and deserts hundreds or thousands of miles away from 

home. This further disconnects them from knowledge and appreciation of the natural 

world (White 2004).          

 For years, television was the major “user” of free-time; claiming about 30 percent. 

However in the late 1990s, Internet use increased substantially (Jensen and Guthrie 2006) 

as did use in personal electronic gaming devices. The virtual is replacing the real (Pyle 

2002). Kindergarten classrooms pre-dating the mid-1980s had a sandbox, blocks and 

toys; today’s classrooms often have a wall of computers and little desks instead (Scott 

2011).            

 In a study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 

researchers Pergams and Zaradic named the trend of young people choosing more 

sedentary activities involving electronic media, "videophilia.”  Instead of regularly 

venturing outdoors like many of us used to, recent studies show that Americans are 

increasingly shifting away from active outdoor recreation in favor of sedentary indoor 

electronic-media-dominated recreation (Smith 2008).  The Kaiser Family Foundation 

reported that in 2010, children were averaging 7 hours and 38 minutes behind a screen on 

a daily basis (Scott 2011).  This contrasts sharply with Pima County Natural Resources, 

Parks and Recreation’s award-winning environmental educator Wendy Burroughs’s 
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childhood memories.  “We weren’t allowed to watch television before 4 [P.M.].  I 

remember telling my mom, ‘We’re bored!’  She told us to ‘go outside and play – go ride 

your bikes!’” (Burroughs 2011).         

 The decline in outdoor recreation corresponds to the booming popularity of video 

games, personal computers, hand-held devices, the Internet, multi-channel television and 

home entertainment systems. These items directly compete with other leisure time 

activities, and they all started about the time the downward trends in outdoor recreation 

began.  Minnesota’s Department of Natural Resources’ Tim Kelly suggests that people, 

especially kids, may increasingly be spending more leisure time with computers, 

televisions and other electronics.  Tom Landwehr, Minnesota’s associate state director of 

conservation for the Nature Conservancy agrees (Smith 2008).  Some researchers indicate 

that excessive time spent with electronic media has detrimental health and sociological 

impacts, being implicated in negative psychological and physical effects, including 

obesity, loneliness, depression, and attention-related problems (Bailey 2008).   

 Not all children spend all their time indoors today, nor is technology inherently 

bad. However, the fact remains that today, many children’s lives are disconnected from 

the natural world; their experiences predominately mediated in media, the written word 

and digital visual images (Chawla 1994). Richard Louv, author of The Last Child in the 

Woods (2005) stresses that the process of reconnecting children with nature should not 

attempt to distance children from technology. Instead, we need to find ways to use digital 

technology to reengage kids with nature.  Electronics may be a factor in the decline in 

outdoor play, but Louv also regards the other real sources of youth’s alienation towards 
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the natural environment as the disappearance of natural play, societal fear of strangers, 

legal liability associated with injury, and the excessive structure imposed on children’s 

development (Louv 2005; Lougheed 2008). 

 

Stranger Danger         

 The number one reason most cited by parents for their reluctance to allow their 

children to freely play outdoors is the threat of danger.  Because of stranger danger, many 

children are no longer free to roam their neighborhoods or even their own yards unless 

accompanied by adults (Moore & Wong 1997; Pyle 2002).  A ‘culture of fear’ has 

parents afraid for their children’s safety.  In a country with some 59 million children, 

abduction by a stranger is perhaps the most terrifying of crimes - but they are also the 

rarest.  There are about 114,600 stranger abductions attempted each year, and about 3,200 

to 4,600 or around 4 percent, are successful, according to the study (Irsay 2002).  Of 

those, an even smaller fraction, about 200 to 300, are what the FBI calls "stereotypical" 

kidnappings, where a child is gone overnight, transported over some distance, intended to 

be kept by the perpetrator or even killed. The FBI reports that these incidents make up far 

less than one percent of the total stranger abductions (Irsay 2002).  The fact remains that 

even one child being abducted is one child too many.    

 The fear of stranger danger is so rampant in our society that it has spilled over and 

impacted the provision of some worthwhile government-sponsored programs.  A few 

years ago, the Arizona Game and Fish Department partnered with the late Bob Hirsch, a 

renowned Phoenix area freelance outdoors journalist and Popular Outfitters sporting 
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goods stores to develop a program that offered hunting clinics to youth in an attempt to 

stem the decline in hunting.  The program was to offer classroom-based hunter safety 

training, followed by an overnight hunting trip.  The program quickly failed.  As one 

parent stated, “I won’t let my kid go hunting with their uncle.  I sure as hell won’t let my 

kid go hunting overnight with someone I don’t know” (Baldwin 2011). 

 

A Longer Work Week         

 Children are not the only ones being deprived of the outdoors.  In the mid-1850s, 

the American work week averaged seventy hours. One hundred years later, the work 

week had dropped to forty hours (Jensen and Guthrie 2006). This was mostly due to 

technology creating many labor and time saving devices and changes in production 

methodologies. But beginning in 1990, many Americans were increasingly finding 

themselves with less leisure time in spite of the increased amount of “free time” that had 

been gained (Jensen and Guthrie 2006).  This trend continues.  According to recreation 

researcher Clayne R. Jensen, the decline in American leisure time is attributed to: 

 

• The forty-hour work week actually increasing slightly to forty-one 

hours since the early 1990s; 

•  Few urban Americans live near their place of work, thus, investing 

time in the commute; 
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• Economic globalization is keeping wages down while the costs for 

goods and services continue to increase, resulting in less expendable 

discretionary income 

• Both parents needing to work due to increased cost of living; 

• The advent of organized youth sports or the desire to keep children 

involved in other activities that spill over into the weekend. 

 

One of the impacts of a longer work week is that less time is then available for parents to 

spend with children, reducing the potential for kids and families to play outdoors. 

 

Fast Food and Indoor Picnics       

 Hurried parent-lives have an impact on their children.  The “convenience-factor” 

in contemporary child-rearing abounds, and many opportunistic commercial enterprises 

capitalize on this.  Although “picnicking” indoors at fast-food restaurants is an efficient 

way to conveniently feed children and have them play in a safe, “watchable,” enclosed 

playground with colorful tunnels, slides and pits full of plastic balls, this practice, in 

reality, robs family’s of meaningful outdoor time.  “These restaurants’ indoor gyms have 

replaced the outdoor picnic, taking away the opportunity for the child and parent to 

interact with nature, to feel the sun and the wind, to smell the grass and hear the birds,” 
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explained Alexandra Payan as she recounted her childhood experiences at a fast-food 

restaurants to her sister Anna (Payan 2010). 

 

A Majority-Minority Population and its Implications    

 The United States is quickly becoming a majority-minority population (The 

Outdoor Foundation 2010a). A majority-minority population is defined as more than half 

the population being of a group other than single-race (US Census Bureau 2009).  It is 

critical that we understand how diverse groups view and interact with the natural world.  

We must not assume programs attracting the current white majority will similarly attract 

minority groups.  To do so will result in the continued under-representation of minorities 

in all facets of American conservation, including employment within the nation’s land 

management agencies.          

 In 2009, participation in outdoor activities was significantly higher among 

Caucasians than all other racial and ethnic group.  Participation was lowest among 

African Americans in almost every age group. While 67 percent of Caucasian youth ages 

6 to 12 participated in some form of outdoor recreation in 2009, only 50 percent of 

Hispanic children and 39 percent of African American children in that same age group 

participated in outdoor activities (Table 3.3). These trends mirrored participation level for 

older age groups. 
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      Table 3.3 

                                                  (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a) 

 

The issue of ethnic and racial diversity is critical to the continued existence of 

agencies like the National Park Service and the nation’s ability to advance its 

preservation tradition. Jonathan B. Jarvis, director of the National Park Service has 

articulated that if the American public does not know that the agency exists, or if the 

public just doesn’t care, that agency’s mission is potentially in jeopardy (Navarro 2010). 

Since the 1960s, blacks have tended to be the least likely Americans to visit our 

national parks.  In a 2000 survey commissioned by the National Park Service to analyze  

1999’s visitation trends, only 13% of African-Americans respondents reported visiting a 

national park during that year. That compared with 27% for Latinos, 29% for Asians, and 

36% for whites. The 2000 survey found that blacks were three times as likely to believe 
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that park employees gave them poor service and that parks were seen as “uncomfortable 

places.” Some officials recognize that current park regulations may not be welcoming to 

some ethnic groups.  Large extended Latino families may not visit because of limitations 

on the size of a group at a campsite - but no one continues to avoid our national parks as 

much as African-Americans.  Cultural biases exhibited by minority groups persist.  Nina  

Roberts, an Associate Professor of Recreation, Parks and Tourism at San Francisco State 

University said her research shows that many blacks were anxious about the people that 

they might encounter in a national park setting, a wariness that gets passed on from 

generation to generation (Navarro 2010).  

Results for a survey conducted in 2009, showed that little progress had been made 

since 1999 in diversifying visitation to National Parks.  The 2009 survey showed that of 

the 285.5 million visitors who visited the nations 393 national parks, monuments and 

recreation areas, the vast majority of visitors were not African-Americans or Hispanics 

(Navarro 2010).  Research conducted by Jim Gramann, a social scientist with the 

National Park Service reported that in the largest Western national parks, visitors tend to 

overwhelmingly be non-Hispanic white, highly educated and affluent (Navarro 2010).  

 The racial and ethnic diversity found in the United States is not reflected in the 

composition of our national parks’ visitors or that agency’s employees, even though 

African-Americans and other minority groups played a vital role in the founding of our 

national parks system.  Today, the National Park Service employs approximately 25,000 

83% of whom are white (Navarro 2010).  Shelton Johnson, an African-American who 

works as a ranger at Yosemite National Park questions why minorities are not playing in 
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the most beautiful places in America if our national parks are America’s playground 

(Navarro 2010).  Minority populations need to share in the nation’s conservation legacy.  

They must become environmental stewards and in doing so, serve as role models for 

children whom may otherwise not have a connection with the natural world, understand 

that they have a stake in its protection, or develop a desire to work as adults in its 

management. 

 

Social Justice: the Equitable Provision of Open Space and Parks  

 Just as had been the case during Fredrick Law Olmsted’s pursuit of suitable green 

space in a highly urbanized 19th century New York City, so too is today’s need to 

provide suitable and accessible open space and park land in many of our less affluent 

urban and economically depressed rural communities.  The availability, quality and 

access to urban green space are often indicators of the socio-economic well being of a 

neighborhood and community.        

 In many parts of the United States, in large cities and small, the level of human 

physical activity is directly related to affluence and the quality of green space.  Often, the 

higher the quality of green space, the more likely it will be used. In many American 

cities, if you live in an affluent neighborhood, you are more likely to have an above 

average quantity of good parks near you.  Neighborhoods surrounding New York’s 

Central Park and San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park reflect this tendency.  Here, some of 

the United States’ most affluent neighborhoods in some of the most congested urban 
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population centers in the United States abut the largest, best appointed, well maintained 

open spaces available in those communities.   

In contrast, if you live in an economically challenged inner city, ghetto or barrio 

with high density housing you sometimes have small, poor quality green spaces but you 

are unlikely to have access to quality green space (Vidal 2010).  Generally, kids in poorer 

areas of town either have less green space, poor quality green space, or no green space at 

all.  Physical barriers such as busy roads and social barriers such as gangs limit or 

preclude accessibility to the few facilities that may exist.  

A study by the federal Centers for Disease Control shows that there is much room 

for improvement in the planning and redevelopment of our cities.  Currently, only one in 

five American children live within a one-half mile walking distance of a park or 

playground, further decreasing the option of outdoor play and the development of a 

meaningful relationship with the outdoors (Scott 2011). 

 

The Effects of Household Income and Family Status    

 The influence of household income on youth participation in outdoor recreation 

shows that children living in poverty are generally less likely to participate in outdoor 

recreation as compared to their counterparts who are raised in moderate to affluent 

households (Table 3.4).         

 Reuters Health reports that research conducted by the American Academy of 

Pediatrics found that children in poor urban neighborhoods need more opportunities for 

“old-fashioned” playtime in their daily lives.  For poor children, in the urban inner-city in 
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particular, the problems are a lack of safe places to play, parents who are busy trying to 

pay for housing and other basics, and schools that have cut recess and physical education 

to make more time for academics.  Schools nationwide have reduced or eliminated 

recess, but in poor neighborhoods and school districts there is additional pressure to 

narrow the disparities in students’ academic performance.  Dr. Regina M. Milteer said 

that “In close to one-third of schools with the highest poverty rates, recess has been 

completely eliminated” (Norton 2011). 

 

Table 3.4 Effects of household income on youth participation                                
in outdoor recreation 

 

Household Income   American Youths’ Participation 

$100,000 +      29% 

$75,000 to $99,999     13% 

$50,000 to $74,999     21% 

$25,000 to $49,999     23% 

Less than $25,000     15%    
                                   

                        (The Outdoor Foundation 2010b) 

 
NOTE:  Poverty thresholds are the standard for the federal poverty 

measure. They are updated each year by the Census Bureau.  Thresholds 

are used mainly for statistical purposes such as preparing estimates of the 
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number of Americans in poverty each year. The poverty threshold for 

2011 was defined as a household income of $22,314 for a family four 

(Department of Human and Health Services 2011). 

 

A closely related factor that greatly influences household income is family status.  

There are more families with a single head of household and fewer multigenerational 

households in which grandparents can watch the children (Ginsburg 2007).  Beyond the 

obvious impacts of a reduced household income, non-scholastic activities and enrichment 

opportunities such as family activities in the outdoors are minimal if at all present in 

some children’s lives. As has been shown, the family unit had great influence on historic 

conservationists’ environmental awareness.  Thus, a decline in family income coupled 

with a single parent household’s financial and leisure time constraints in many cases 

results in less opportunity for children to directly, substantively and repeatedly have 

positive interaction with the natural environment.     

 With the advent of agriculture, humanity began to drift away from understanding 

the world that our predecessors knew, worshipped, feared and relied upon.  What modern 

man seemingly forgets is that no matter how far we believe we can distance ourselves 

from nature, we shall always be reliant upon it.  Simply stated, we are foolishly killing 

the natural systems that keep us alive.  We must awaken from the illusion that humanity 

is safely in control, and, instead fear our ever-increasing ignorance, disassociation and 

disregard towards nature.  If we are to change the course we have taken, we must 

reengage ourselves with the natural world, and we must ensure that future generations 
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follow suit.  Clearly, technological and cultural changes will continue to modify our 

behavior.  In consort with these changes, we must begin to make and set the stage for 

better choices.  It is imperative that we develop and implement the relevant means by 

which we can take corrective action.  It is up to us as to how well or how poorly our 

specie will be integrated with nature, and whether we will make it a priority to protect it 

or continue down the path of environmental degradation that we are on. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES AND A CONSERVATION ETHIC 

 

“For better or worse, the child lives on in the adult." 
 

- Gaynor Yancey 
 

Prominent Conservationists and Early Encounters with Nature  

 Biographical and autobiographical literature demonstrates the presence of two 

common and constant factors influencing the lifelong environmental ethic and career 

choices of prominent historic conservation figures.  One is direct personal experience 

with nature beginning in early childhood.  The other is the child being introduced to the 

natural world by an adult during early childhood, often as an expression of a family’s 

culture intentionally seeking and providing repeated and substantive exposure to the 

outdoors.  These two factors were the foundation upon which a positive environment-

focused relationship was constructed in the subjects’ lives.  That is not to say that other 

variables were not present or significant in the development of the subjects’ 

environmental attitudes and responses; they were, but none preceded or superseded these 

two.  

It is easy to assign credit for the inception of visionary conservation initiatives, 

policies and practices to legislative or administrative decree.  What is forgotten is that 

such actions are not spontaneously generated in the office, behind the dais or at the ballot 

box.  More often than not, the biases that guide the elected official, the electorate and the 
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practitioner in their decision making processes were born and fostered decades earlier, 

subsequently culminating in the formulation, development and implementation of policy.   

This was just as true for John Muir, Gifford Pinchot and Theodore Roosevelt – three of 

the most recognized environmental conservationists of the late 19th and early 20th 

centuries, as for Aldo Leopold, Bob Marshal and Rachel Carson a generation later.  

Simply stated, the political sword they would wield in their attempt to save the nation 

from environmental collapse did not begin with the presentation of eloquent oration or 

persuasive narrative.  Rather, the power of their words and actions was rooted in the 

personal conviction each developed as a young child playing in and exploring nature.  

What they learned to love as children, they would defend as adults.     

  

John Muir, Gifford Pinchot and Theodore Roosevelt 

Born in Scotland and immigrating to the United States in his youth, John Muir 

(1838-1914) would become the embodiment of America’s environmental movement 

(Worster 2008).  “When I was a boy in Scotland,” he’d recall, “I was fond of everything 

that was wild, and all my life I’ve been growing fonder and fonder of wild places and 

wild creatures” (Muir 1913:1; Nash 2001).  Early childhood experiences with the 

outdoors facilitated by his family’s rural lifestyle shaped Muir’s life-long appreciation of 

and conviction to protect the natural environment.  But his observations of the natural 

world and humanity’s interaction with it were not always positive, and the happiness that 

the wild natural landscape provided would also bring about a woeful sense of loss.  

Everywhere he looked on the frontier, the plow and ax were destroying nature with a 



 
 
 
    93 

ruthlessness that left Muir and many of his contemporaries with emotional scars that 

would last a lifetime (Worster 2008).   

The underlying cause of environmental destruction, Muir suggested, was 

humanity’s disregard for nature and its processes.  It was evident that if corrective 

measures were to succeed, man along with the natural environment needed to be healed.  

Nature, for better or worse, also included humans just as any community includes all of 

its inhabitants (Worster 2008).  “We all travel the Milky Way together, trees and men,” 

Muir professed (Egan 2009:33).   

The best remedy for the ills of an increasingly industrialized, class-divided society 

was access to nature and a shared vision of nature’s divine harmony (Worster 2008).  His 

were variations on the Transcendentalists’ theme where natural objects were terrestrial 

manifestations of God.  The logic was that if nature embodies moral law and spiritual 

truth, then wild nature provides the most direct link to the deity.  Accordingly, Muir’s 

trips into the Sierra Nevada became acts of worship (Nash 2001).  At one point he 

described nature as a “window opening into heaven, a mirror reflecting the Creator.”  The 

concept of wilderness as church, that is, as a place to find and worship God, served as a 

catalyst to the intellectual revolution that led to wilderness appreciation and ultimately, 

the pursuit of its conservation (Nash 2001).   

To protect the natural landscapes he loved, Muir incorporated the rich and 

powerful into his strategy.  He pleaded they live for more than money, encouraging them 

to heed their favorable inner-most feelings for nature.  It was within their ability - and 

their responsibility, Muir argued, to help set aside areas of great natural beauty, places 
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that could liberate their better selves, places that would reintegrate them with nature 

(Worster 2008).  He would go on to influence the development of Yosemite National 

Park (Nash 2001) and the establishment of the nation’s Wilderness System in 1964, fifty 

years after his death,  preserving more than one hundred million acres of land in 

“pristine” condition.  Inspired by Muir, the National Park system was expanded, 

simultaneously providing the model for the creation of numerous state, county, and city 

parks, open spaces, river walks, and wildlife refuges.  His sphere of influence reached 

beyond government.  Private organizations including The Sierra Club (1892) and The 

Nature Conservancy (1951) would advance Muir’s vision and cause (Worster 2008).   

Like Muir, Gifford Pinchot’s (1865-1946) environmental awareness began early.  

Whether wading along tidal rock formations on the coast of Normandy or writing 

thoughts about the lifecycle of honeybees, he was drawn to nature.  He would later recall 

that under the tutelage of his father, James Pinchot, he “became a lover of the Sawkill 

[River]…” (Miller 2001; Reiger 1994).  In 1880, during a visit to England, fifteen-year-

old Gifford articulated his passion for roaming the English countryside and fishing its 

quiet ponds.  He concurrently voiced his disdain for London’s chaos and filth, echoing 

his parent’s words and sentiments about the deteriorating environment (Miller 2001).  

The natural world was a consistent frame of reference in family discussions and the place 

they paradoxically sought refuge as their lucrative timber and land speculation enterprises 

denuded the wooded and verdant landscapes of Pennsylvania.  Attempting to minimize 

the impact his family had deforesting large tracts of land, Pinchot would later seek to 

repair the land that his grandfather had destroyed (Egan 2009).   
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Upon returning home from postgraduate studies at the French National Forestry 

School in 1890, he increasingly became dismayed at Americans’ disregard towards their 

public domain.   In Europe, glorious remnants of “unspoiled creation” were deemed 

worthy of protection.  In the United States, counterpart landscapes were viewed by her 

citizens as a plunderer’s buffet (Egan 2009).   Pinchot believed that the European forestry 

tradition of sustainable consumption could be applied in the United States, asserting that 

America's renewable resources could be made to last indefinitely so long as a certain 

amount of natural capital was protected.  This philosophy became the foundation of the 

conservation tradition, opposed to preservation’s non-consumptive ‘theology’ – the 

approach favored by Muir.   

Capitalizing on his family status, post graduate studies in forestry, and strong 

political ties, Pinchot secured an appointment as the first director of the United States 

Forest Service under President Theodore Roosevelt's administration (Reiger 1986).  His 

personal, professional and economic concerns transcended forest husbandry, however.  It 

was his responsibility, he felt, to oppose social discrimination and economic inequality.  

This personal sense of obligation was a recurring theme during his two terms as governor 

of the state of Pennsylvania.  He not only sought to restore deforested lands, but also 

helped to define and defend the rights of workers, women, and children.  Concluding 

people must be treated equitably Pinchot came to believe that poverty was a form of 

pollution (cited in Miller and Rothman, eds. Out of the Woods, pages 144-60, Miller 

2001).  
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As had been the case with his contemporaries John Muir and Gifford Pinchot, 

Theodore Roosevelt’s (1858- 1919) environmental psychology was formulated during 

early childhood.  As a young boy, Roosevelt began studying the anatomy of more than 

600 species of North American birds.  His mother greatly encouraged her son’s avian 

fascination, and according to family diaries, his father encouraged Roosevelt’s love of 

nature (Brinkley 2009).   

As an adult, Roosevelt came to understand the correlation between the quality and 

quantity of a child’s exposure to nature and their propensity towards environmental 

conservation as adults.  It was clear that if future generations were to enjoy the 

magnificent landscapes available to the people of that and previous eras, conservation 

measures had to be implemented and perpetuated.  In his 1905 book entitled Outdoor 

Pastimes of an American Hunter, Roosevelt wrote: 

 

Surely our people do not understand even yet the rich heritage that 

is theirs.  There can be nothing in the world more beautiful than the 

Yosemite, the groves of giant Sequoias and redwoods, the Canyon of the 

Colorado, and Canyon in the Yellowstone, the Three Tetons; and our 

people should see to it that they are preserved for their children and their 

children’s children forever with their majestic beauty unmarred  

(Roosevelt 1905:317; Brinkley 2009:21). 
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 “The ascendancy of Theodore Roosevelt to the Presidency [of the United 

States],” John F. Reiger, professor of history at Ohio University-Chillicothe and former 

Executive Director of the Connecticut Audubon Society wrote, “fortified a movement 

that began a generation earlier, subsequently flowering into a developed federal program 

of resource management” (Reiger 2001).  No other president before Roosevelt or since 

protected as many national scenic landscapes, cultural treasures and natural resources.  

Roosevelt’s conservation initiatives continue to be emulated by presidents, elected 

officials and resource management professionals (Brinkley 2009). 

 

Aldo Leopold, Bob Marshall and Rachel Carson 

The momentum created by John Muir, Gifford Pinchot, and Theodore Roosevelt 

would inspire future environmental activists including Aldo Leopold, Bob Marshall, and 

Rachel Carson.  In turn, their research, literary genius and public advocacy would in part 

influence establishment of seminal conservation laws and practices that became the 

framework of modern natural resource management in the United States.  Like their 

predecessors, the key factors influencing their respective environmental conscience were 

rooted in early childhood experiences.   

Aldo Rand Leopold (1887–1948) began his acquaintance with the outdoors 

among the bluffs and bottomlands of Burlington, Iowa’s Mississippi River Valley.  His 

parents, both enthusiastic sportsmen, encouraged his early interest in the identification of 

the birds around his childhood home (Nash 2001).  As he matured, he took notice of 

increased environmental degradation taking place.  Commenting in the 1920s on the 
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tendency of Americans to take wilderness for granted, Leopold pointed out that only 

“when the end supply is in sight [do] we ‘discover’ that the thing is valuable” (Nash 

2001).  Many would later call him “the father of wildlife management,” but before he 

earned that title, he and the nation would learn a valuable lesson.  What became clear was 

that not every policy proves successful or every political decision sound.  Corrective 

measures required the conservation of natural landscapes and resources.  They also 

required the assessment of policies’ efficacy, reversing course when human imposed 

systems and practices were wrong. 

In the colonial era, theologian Cotton Mather demonstrated a disdain for New 

England's dark, wolf-filled forests as a demon-ridden "howling wilderness" that should be 

cleared into a "fruitful field" (Gibson 2009).  Two centuries later, this sentiment 

continued.  Like many conservationists of his day, Leopold believed the extermination of 

wolves and other predators would result in more deer and other valued game.  What was 

not understood at that time was the need for both game and predator.  Wolves, mountain 

lions and other predators were killed by the thousands under federal, state and local 

government sponsored extermination programs.  The results were disastrous, counter-

intuitively resulting in fewer deer.  Without predators to control their numbers, deer soon 

denuded their habitat, resulting in their mass die-off, brought about by starvation and 

disease (Gibson 2009).   

At the 1920 American Game Conference, Leopold had urged the eradication of all 

wolves and mountain lions.  He later stated: 
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 The last word in ignorance is the man who says of an animal or 

plant:  'What good is it?'  If the land mechanism as a whole is good, then 

every part is good, whether we understand it or not. …You cannot love 

game and hate predators. . .  The land is one organism (Nash 2001).   

 

In his 1944 essay Thinking Like a Mountain, Leopold added: 

 

In those days we had never heard of passing up a chance to kill a 

wolf.  I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no more 

wolves would mean a hunters' paradise.  But after seeing the fierce green 

fire in the wolf's eyes die out, I sensed that neither the wolf nor the 

mountain agreed with such a view (Gibson 2009). 

 

In 1924, the federal government formally adopted Leopold’s proposal to manage 

New Mexico’s Gila National Forest as a wilderness area - the first such designation of its 

kind in the world.  In 1933, he published the first textbook in the field of wildlife 

management.  Later that year, he accepted a new chair in game management – a first for 

the University of Wisconsin and the nation (Aldo Leopold Foundation 2010).  A little 

more than a year after his death, Leopold’s collection of essays A Sand County Almanac 

was published.  With over two million copies sold, it is one of the most respected books 

about the environment ever published (Aldo Leopold Foundation 2010).  A true ethic, 

http://www.aldoleopold.org/AldoLeopold/almanac.shtml
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Leopold concluded, “Changes the role of Homo sapiens from conqueror of the land-

community to plain member and citizen of it” (Habecoff 2003:84). 

Like many conservationists of his time, Robert “Bob” Marshall’s (1901 – 1939) 

love and advocacy for nature began early in life.  In his youth and throughout his brief 

adult life, Marshall could frequently be found hiking the wild lands of New York, his 

favorite being the Adirondack Mountains of that state.  Family influence not only charted 

the course for Bob Marshall’s conviction towards environmental conservation but also 

greatly inspired him to pursue the cause of social justice.  Louis Marshall, a lover of 

nature and constitutional lawyer who championed social equality at a time when 

American society turned a blind eye to minority issues, clearly imprinted his beliefs on 

his son (Forest Service History Society 2008).    

Aligned with the sentiments espoused by many of his predecessors and 

contemporary fellow conservationists, including Aldo Leopold, Marshall called for the 

protection of the western United States’ remaining natural landscapes.  For Marshall, the 

protection of the environment however, was but a part of conservation’s equation.  

Indigenous people and their cultural traditions, like majestic mountains and canyons, 

wildlife and prairies needed to be protected, as did their rights to access and use 

traditional lands.  Reflecting concerns voiced by artist George Catlin a century earlier, 

Marshall sought social justice for Native Americans, extending this sense of 

responsibility to all minority groups as well.   
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In 1930, Bob Marshall published his essay The Wilderness as a Minority Right, 

expounding on the need to protect the natural environment and extending access to the 

nation’s wild landscapes to America’s minorities.  This proved to be highly controversial, 

but it did not deter him from his mission to enlighten American society.  He soon sought 

to publish a companion essay, but by now, the public sentiment against his earlier appeal 

was so strong that Marshall was summarily rejected by several periodicals (Forest 

Service History Society 2008).  He nevertheless pressed on.   

In February 1930, The Scientific Monthly agreed to publish The Problem of the 

Wilderness.  This essay continues to be considered seminal by many wilderness 

historians and conservation activists.  The article strongly advocated for the conservation 

of wilderness not for its economic potential, but for its intrinsic beauty and the 

opportunity to provide a respite for visitors – in short, nature for nature’s sake and for the 

benefit of humanity’s mental wellbeing (Forest Service History Society 2008).  For 

Marshall, the natural realm’s greatest values were not physical - they were psychological 

(Nash 2001).  Accordingly, he invoked the then new science of psychology, citing the 

work of Sigmund Freud, William James, and their colleagues who lent substance to the 

idea that a repressive civilization was responsible for much of modern man’s tension and 

unhappiness.  Marshall believed that “one of the most profound discoveries of 

psychology has been demonstration of the terrific harm caused by suppressed desires.”  

Since civilized society was the primary suppressing force, the importance off wilderness 

followed.  Marshall added, "There is just one hope of repulsing the tyrannical ambition of 



 
 
 
    102 

civilization to conquer every niche on the whole earth. That hope is the organization of 

spirited people who will fight for the freedom of the wilderness" (Nash 2001:202).   

Although he suffered an untimely death in 1939, his dream of a legislative 

designation and permanent protection for wilderness persisted.  Twenty five years later, 

President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Wilderness Act of 1964 into law.  The Act 

authorized Congress to set aside specific areas in national forests, national parks, national 

wildlife refuges and other federal lands as units to be kept permanently unchanged by 

humans (USDA Forest Service 2011a).  Legislative parameters mandated: 

 

 …In contrast with those areas where man and his own works 

dominate the landscape, [wilderness] is hereby recognized as an area 

where the earth and its community of life are untrammeled by man, where 

man himself is a visitor who does not remain (USDA Forest Service 

2011a).   

 

That same year, Congress established the 1,009,352 acre Bob Marshall Wilderness Area 

in northwest Montana; one of the most “pristine” ecosystems in the world (USDA Forest 

Service 2011a).   

Rachel Louise Carson (1907 – 1964), acclaimed marine biologist and ecologist, 

and perhaps the most renowned environmental writer of the 20th century, conveyed that 

her love for nature was inspired very early in life by her mother.  She would go on to 

write several articles designed to teach people about the wonder and beauty of the living 
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world, including Help Your Child to Wonder (1956) and Our Ever-Changing Shore 

(1957).  Embedded within all of Carson's writing was the view that human beings were 

part of nature, distinguished from all other living organisms by their power to alter it 

(Lear 1998). 

In 1962, Carson released her famous book, Silent Spring, challenging the 

practices of the agricultural industry and the federal government, calling for a change in 

the way humankind viewed the natural world.  Disturbed by the profligate and at times 

irresponsible use of synthetic chemical pesticides for agriculture and other purposes, 

Carson wrote about the long term effects of misusing chemicals.  An inveterate bird 

watcher since early childhood, Carson feared that fewer species of birds would be singing 

each spring unless pesticides were curtailed (Lewis 1985).  To readers of her book, 

however, the value of her message was not to be lost on concerns about the preservation 

of the avian world rather, it pointed out that like birds humankind also was vulnerable. 

Fear surfaced that hidden poisons lurked in food and lingered in what had previously 

been considered a benign environment (Lewis 1985).  The chemical advances believed to 

increase agricultural production by killing humanity’s arthropod competitors could also 

kill man.  Carson wrote: 

 

 Through all these new, imaginative, and creative approaches to the 

problem of sharing our earth with other creatures there runs a constant 

theme, the awareness that we are dealing with life with living populations 

and all their pressures and counter pressures, their surges and recessions.  
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Only by taking account of such life forces and by cautiously seeking to 

guide them into channels favorable to ourselves can we hope to achieve a 

reasonable accommodation between the insect hordes and ourselves 

(Carson 1962).   

 

Silent Spring played in the history of environmentalism roughly the parallel roll that 

Mark Twain’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin played in the abolitionist movement (Lewis 1985). 

Approximately one year before she succumbed to a long battle with breast cancer, 

Carson testified before Congress calling for new federal policies to protect human health 

and the environment (Lear 1998).  Approximately a decade later, the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1970, the Clean Air Act of 1970 and the Endangered 

Species Act of 1973 would be enacted (National Environmental Policy Act 2010; 

Environmental Protection Agency 2011b; Environmental Protection Agency 2012b), 

attributed, in part, to Carson’s environmental advocacy (Lewis 1985). 

In summary, two factors were consistently present in the lives of the small sample 

of the prominent conservationists cited in this study.  The first was direct contact with the 

natural environment during childhood.  Within the context of the cited subjects, this 

factor served as a predictor, indicating that contact with nature during childhood resulted 

in the development of a positive child/nature relationship.  Once established, this 

relationship continued into adulthood, influencing the subjects’ lifelong environmental 

ethic and career choices.  The conclusion is that a child will likely develop a favorable 

and lifelong bond with nature if they directly experience it early in life.   
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The second factor was the significance of parental facilitation in the introduction 

of the cited subjects to the natural world early in their childhood.  In all cases, the adult or 

adults cited by the subjects were a parent or parents.  Within the context of this small 

sample, parental involvement served as a predictor as to who most likely would introduce 

a child to the natural environment, based on childhood memories and family diaries.  The 

conclusion is that a child’s environmental attitude is dependent on their ability to access 

and engage with the natural environment beginning at an early age, and that access and 

engagement with the outdoors and the natural realm are primarily dependent on a 

parent’s facilitation. 

 

Factors Influencing Today’s Conservationists     

 As the previous discussion reveals, the cited environmentalists typically began 

their love affair with the natural world in early childhood, facilitated in one manner or 

another by a parent or parents.  These two key and commonly shared factors, in 

combination with other less frequently cited variables, were significant in the 

development of a life-long environmental and conservation psychology that became 

etched in the minds of children who grew to become the world’s most influential 

environmentalists.  But do these key factors still apply, favorably influencing the 

environmental and conservation behavior of today’s environmental advocates, and will it 

apply to tomorrows?   

In response to these questions, this study utilized data collected by Pima County, 

Arizona’s Natural Resources, Parks & Recreation Department (NRPR) during the spring 
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and summer of 2011.  NRPR approached sixty potential subjects.  The pool of candidate 

subjects included environmentalists and professionals in the natural resource 

management, parks and recreation fields.  The pool included candidates from throughout 

the continental United States, representing political advocates, and federal, regional and 

local bureaucracies.  The sample was identified as a general cross-section of the nation’s 

environmental conservation and resource management community.   

Thirty-three subjects out of sixty agreed to participate in the study.  The subjects 

were asked to participate in either one of the study’s two methodologies: one focused on 

face-to-face oral interviews enabling the respondents to provide a broader degree of detail 

in their response; the other utilized an emailed survey.  Of the thirty-three subjects, 

thirteen agreed to face-to-face interviews, with twenty agreeing to respond to an emailed 

survey. 

The subjects were asked what factors were critical in the development of their 

environmental philosophies, whether they actively engaged their own children with the 

natural environment, what concerns they had about the future of conservation in the 

United States, and other questions.  The findings of the study sought to determine:  (1) 

what factors are in common, influencing the lives of today’s environmentalists, and; (2) if 

there is a correlation between direct contact with nature beginning at an early age, a 

family culture that intentionally seeks and provides a child’s direct involvement with 

nature, and other factors in influencing a child’s and, therefore, an adult’s subsequent 

behavior.  These findings may help predict environmental conservation trends, thus 

enabling individuals, families and societies to instill those philosophies and practices that 
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favorably integrate human behavior with nature.  Caution must also be taken because 

there are not any guarantees that the successful practices of yesteryear will be relevant or 

effective in the future.  But for now, what we know is that the influential premises that 

generally applied to John Muir also applied to Rachel Carson a century later – those 

premises may be the foundation upon which we successfully build our environmental 

future.      

Like John Muir, Gifford Pinchot, Theodore Roosevelt, Aldo Leopold, Bob 

Marshall and Rachel Carson, twelve out of thirteen interviewed subjects stated that their 

awareness of the natural environment began in early childhood.  Bob Edison, Director of 

Philanthropy, Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, Tucson, Arizona recalled how the natural 

environment positively influenced his life, stating, “We moved to [Oro Valley] Arizona 

when I was eight.  Our home was surrounded by nature and wildlife.  We also had dogs, 

horses and rabbits; orienting me towards a deep and lifelong affinity for wildlife and 

domestic animals” (Edison 2011).  Sara Hensley, Director, Austin Parks and Recreation 

Department added that her childhood experiences with nature also influenced her lifelong 

affinity for the outdoors.  “When I was a young child, I loved to be outdoors. I loved 

playing in the yard.  What I especially liked was when it rained.  I would spend hours 

romping in the ditches.  These childhood experiences influenced my life” (Hensley 

2011). 

Twenty subjects agreed to participate in this study’s emailed survey.  When asked 

how old they were when they first became aware of the outdoor environment the vast 
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majority responded that their awareness began at a very early age, typically before their 

first birthday and the age of five (Table 4.1). 

  

Table 4.1 How old were you when you first became aware of                                   
the outdoor environment? 

 
 

Age when aware of the outdoors
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       (Payan 2011)                                        

 

The implications of early childhood experiences are significant.  The National 

Scientific Council on the Developing Child (NSCDC) suggests that emotional 

development is actually built into the architecture of young children’s brains in response 

to their individual personal experiences and the influences of the environments in 

whichthey live.  Emotion is a biologically-based aspect of human functioning that is 

“wired” into multiple regions of the central nervous system that have a long history in the 

evolution of our species.  These growing interconnections among brain circuits support 
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the emergence of emotional behavior.  Simply stated, as young children develop, their 

early experiences literally become embedded in the architecture of their brains (National 

Scientific Council on the Developing Child 2004).  Newhouse (1990) points out that if 

this is indeed the case, most environmental attitudes may be formed as a result of early 

life experiences rather than any specific program that is designed to change attitudes” 

(Ewert et al 2005).   

Wendy Burroughs shared her early childhood memories: 

 

I was about five years old when my family moved from Lexington 

to Lincoln, Massachusetts, a rural community of about 5000 residents near 

Boston.  We’d skate on the pond in winter and catch frogs in the summer.   

We’d be outside playing kick-ball in the street.  Being outside created and 

awareness of the plants and animals and seasonal changes – especially in 

plants…  Our formative experiences influenced my childhood friends and 

me.  I think it is these childhood experiences that never leave you.  It is 

absolutely not a coincidence that I was influenced as a child by living in 

an environmentally progressive community that advanced the 

conservation of open space, and that people in that town cared about the 

environment (Burroughs 2011).   

 

These findings supported Tanner’s research (1980) examining the significance of 

early-life experiences among informed conservationists in the United States.  Tanner 
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concluded that youthful outdoor experiences, either alone or as an extension of a family-

rooted ethic, emerged as the dominant factor in the development of a person’s 

“conservationist” attitude. 

  

Parental Influence on the Development of a Conservation Ethic 
 

When the study’s subjects were asked to rank who the most influential figure was 

or were in introducing them to the outdoor environment, their responses mirrored those 

cited by historic conservationists dating back over a hundred years earlier - the answer 

typically being the parent(s) (Table 4.2). 

 

Table 4.2 Who introduced you to the outdoor environment? 
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0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

Par
en

ts

Sibl
ing

Othe
r r

ela
tiv

e

Frie
nd

Men
to

r

Sch
oo

l P
ro

g I
ns

t.

Soc
. P

ro
g. 

In
st.

Env
. E

d. In
st.

Othe
r  

(S
elf

)

Chu
rch

Bab
ys

itte
r

Neig
hb

or

Series1

 

        (Payan 2011)  

 

At 85%, parental influence proved to be the most cited factor, reflecting earlier 

independent studies conducted by Tanner (Ewert et al 2005) and the Outdoor Foundation 
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(2010).  In both of those studies, parents were shown as having the greatest influence. 

Again reflecting the Outdoor Foundation’s findings, the least influential factor in 

motivating a child’s environmental behavior was identified as environmental/outdoor 

education (Table 4.3). 

 

Table 4.3 

                              (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a) 

 

Peterson and Hungerford (1981) concluded that participation in early-life outdoor 

experiences involving the family in hunting and fishing, or other nature-based activities 

was important in developing environmental sensitivity (Ewert et al 2005). Like Rachel 



 
 
 
    112 

Carson and Gifford Pinchot, parental and family influence proved to be a factor for 

present-day environmentalists’ development of a positive and sustained relationship with 

nature.  William “Bill” Roe, J.D., nationally acclaimed environmental advocate shared:   

 

My first memory of nature takes me back to when I was three or 

maybe four years old.  I remember seeing an injured black snake in our 

backyard being mobbed by a swarm of birds.  My father put a bushel 

basket over the snake to protect it.  My father [later] put up a bird feeder in 

my window so that I could watch birds gather and feed…[and] gave me a 

copy of a poem by Robert Lewis Stevenson that I called ‘A Birdie with a 

Yellow Bill’ but is correctly named, Time to Rise.   

 

  A birdie with a yellow bill 

   Hopped upon my window sill, 

   Cocked his shining eye and said: 

   “Ain’t you ‘shamed, you sleepy-head!” 

 

I quickly developed a fascination for birds [that] stayed with me.  My father had a great 

influence on me (Roe 2011). 

Greg Mack, Director of Parks and Recreation for Ramsey County, Minnesota 

shared: 
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Our family life was very outdoor recreation oriented. My Dad 

grew up on a farm and shared his love and knowledge of the out of doors 

with the kids.  He was an avid hunter and fisherman.  When I was old 

enough to keep up with him in the field I joined him.  During these times 

he shared his knowledge and appreciation of flora and fauna.  My mother 

taught me to appreciate the micro-elements and the wonders of the natural 

world (Mack 2011). 

 

Kenneth (Ken) E. Travous, retired Executive Director of Arizona State Parks and 

environmental consultant, also recalled his family’s influence on his environmental 

psychology: 

 

I must have been about two years old when my father and 

grandfather began taking me out in to the woods of southwestern Illinois 

on a regular basis.  I remember that we’d swim in one of the local rivers, 

the sun hitting our naked bodies as we’d warm ourselves in the afternoon 

sun.  It seemed so natural - the sun on our skin, the sound of the water, the 

trees rustling in the wind, birds singing in the branches.  I did not question 

any of this, it was our lives and it was how we lived (Travous 2011). 
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Activities that Draw Children Outdoors 

The surveyed subjects were asked if they engaged in outdoor activities during 

their childhood and if so, to rank what activities they participated in.  Two sets of 

questions were asked.  The first focused on urban-based recreation; the second on 

participating in natural-resource open space activities.   

When asked what urban-based recreation activities they had participated in, 

eighteen out of twenty respondents claimed visiting urban parks and using urban 

playgrounds as the most common activities.  Seventeen responded that they had engaged 

in some type of sport including basketball, softball, football, track and field events, ice 

skating, swimming, skateboarding, or participated in unorganized activities with friends.

 Parents were listed nineteen out of twenty times as the person or persons who had 

taken the subjects to participate in urban-based recreation activities.  Twelve subjects 

identified a non-sibling “other relative” as being the second most reported person who 

took them to participate, followed by eleven out of twenty reporting that friends had 

influenced their engagement in outdoor urban-based recreation and play.  The least 

influential were school and social program instructors or mentors.  

When asked what activities they engaged in the natural environment, the subjects 

ranked “visiting natural areas” highest at 90%; hunting ranked lowest at 35% (Table 4.4). 

“I was born into a family that hunted, fished and camped,” recalled Kerry Baldwin, 

Natural Resources Division Manager for Pima County’s Natural Resources, Parks and 

Recreation Department, adding “The outdoors were important to us.”  Layne Young, 

Business Relationship Manager for Marion County, Illinois’ Information Services 
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Agency said, “I remember that my father took me fishing when I was five.  That is when 

I first became aware of the natural environment. 

 

 Table 4.4 During your childhood did you visit natural areas, 
   hunt, fish, camp, hike, or engage in other outdoor  
   activities and, if so, what were they? 
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Delving deeper into the question of influence, the survey asked subjects to rank 

who, specifically, took them to visit outdoor areas and participate in outdoor activities. At 

90%, parents once again, overwhelmingly proved to be the dominant factor in providing 

children access to the natural world (Table 4.5). 

Although non-parental contributors ranked lower, their significance cannot and 

must not be underestimated.  It is critical that all opportunities potentially contributing to 

a child’s positive engagement with the natural world be explored, enhanced and 

supported.  These may be the only opportunities that a child has to engage with the 
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environment.  That is not to say that the ideal scenario of parental influence should be 

down played either.  Rather, we must be cognizant of the fact that not every child will be 

raised in a household that can maximize their exposure to the natural realm. 

   

Table 4.5 Who took you to visit natural areas, hunting, fishing,                      
camping or hiking? 
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According to the United States Census Bureau, single-parent households 

composed 29.5% of all American families in 2008 (US Census Bureau 2011).  This 

statistic must be considered when trying to understand how to better reach present and 

future generations.  We must also be sensitive to other factors including limited access to 

the natural world.  Not every kid can jump in the family’s mini-can to vacation in 

Yellowstone.  A combination of factors combined may be required when trying to 

favorably influence or motivate a child’s outdoor participation.   
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This was the case during my childhood.  When I was a kid, growing up in the 

1960s and 70s, my family’s economic means were very limited.  My sister, Hilda and I 

were not able to attend expensive summer youth camps or visit amusement parks.  But as 

good fortune would have it, our parents knew to take us to the natural places they had 

grown to know and love or wanted to “discover.”  For the cost of a bus fare or a few 

gallons of gasoline when we had a car, we’d be on our way.   

My sister and I were raised to love the outdoor environment, spending weekends 

during the school year hiking the desert canyons, slopes and ridges of west Texas’ 

Franklin, Hueco (Hollow) Tanks and Guadalupe mountain ranges.  We also benefited 

from programs offered at El Paso, Texas’ main library that would provide story hour at 

10:00 A.M. on Saturday mornings to several dozen inner-city kids.  That is where I first 

heard of a “skinny,” old white man named John Muir who hiked through amazing stands 

of the world’s tallest trees and protected one of this planet’s most beautiful valleys – 

places I yearned to see and would later visit as an adult.  I wanted to be like him when I 

grew up.          

 The Salvation Army would also open the doors of our environmental curiosity by 

feeding our body sugar cookies while trying to feed our souls with the “Good Book.”  On 

Thursday evenings, my sister and I would join other neighborhood kids as instructors 

would first read to us about far away places – usually an island or fishing village, with a 

“wise lesson” about the benefit of “teaching a man to fish” interspersed somewhere 

during the story’s telling for good measure.  We were then encouraged to paint murals on 

butcher paper reflecting our imagination’s interpretation of mythical marine worlds and 
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magnificent sea creatures that were foreign to land-locked desert kids but interesting 

enough for us to want to someday see.  When I got a little older, I joined the Boy Scout 

Troop nearest our neighborhood.  It happened to be hosted by the Mormon Church.  Our 

Scout Master, “B.C.” (Brother Clifton) rounded-up the swarm of Mormon and non-

Mormon scouts and took us to rugged canyons, remote desert oasis, and other places that 

many of us had heard of but had not previously visited. 

When it came to summer, my parents relied on relatives living hundred of miles 

away to watch over my sister and me.  More often than not, we were shipped off to my 

mother’s family who lived in the beautiful upland Santa Clara valley of Chihuahua, 

Mexico’s Sierra Madre.  There, among Mexicans, Raramuris (Tarahumara Indians) and 

Mennonites I would learn about the cultural traditions of these disparate people that 

somehow, almost magically, coexisted and relied upon one another for commerce, 

medical advice, friendship and, although rarely, intermarriage.  The common bonds 

between these people were the land, the rivers and steams that coursed through the valley, 

the oak and piñon pine trees that provided pine nuts for snacks and acorns for soup, the 

rich soils that grew traditional and engineered strains of beans and corn along side 

imported crops like oats, wheat and apples, Spanish – everyone spoke it, and el Diá de 

San Juan (Saint John’s [the Baptist’s] Day) which was celebrated on June 24 each year.   

In this valley, all men and women, boys and girls, regardless of race and culture 

kept a close eye on the June sky, waiting for the summer rains to begin.  Irrespective of 

religious belief, the people of el Vallé de (the Valley of) Santa Clara celebrated el Diá de 

San Juan in hopes that the clouds would bring a good summer monsoon season that 
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would in turn bring a good harvest of crops and ample forage for the livestock that was 

husbanded and wildlife that would be hunted.  As was tradition, impromptu 

manifestations of the celebration would erupt throughout the day when the unsuspecting 

would be doused with cups, buckets or ollas (bowls) of water, or, in more gentile 

company, be politely sprinkled.  When the rains finally came, typically a few days or 

weeks after the crops had been sown, “la lluvia” (the rain) was greeted with parrandas 

(Mexican drinking parties), tesguinadas (Raramuri drinking parties), and an up-swing in 

the Mennonite’s cheese production.  Watching these people, my sister and I further 

expanded our understanding of the natural world and our place in it.    

 As we got older, trips to Mexico became infrequent and in their place we visited 

the Apache Highlands of New Mexico and Arizona - the land where my father had been 

born.  Although our parents did not always travel with us, we continued to be graced by 

other people – family, friends and acquaintances, who had an intimate knowledge of the 

earth that they shared with us.   

Looking back, it was our mother who first instilled in us a sense of responsibility in 

how we treated the land, its plants and animals; our father reminded us that if we 

“listened” carefully, the land would teach us how to “live correctly.”  It was also clear 

that the opportunity to learn was everywhere and that almost everyone could be a teacher.  

This combined effort and array of experiences resulted in my sister becoming an educator 

and child psychologist who has successfully advocated for and implemented the adaptive 

re-use of numerous elementary school grounds in the El Paso, Texas region as urban-

farms, wildlife habitat, and contemplation gardens.  I grew up to become a National Park 
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Service Ranger, an award-wining park designer and developer, and, as director of the 

Pima County’s Natural Resources, Parks and Recreation Department, a team member 

responsible for implementing one of the most ambitious environmental conservation 

plans on this planet. 

  

Implications of Childhood Experiences on Professional Behavior 

It is imperative that adults share their environmental knowledge with succeeding 

generations, but this may not be taking place as often as it should.  During my career, I 

have observed a slow yet steady decline in adult outdoor participation.  If fewer parents 

and grandparents are venturing outdoors, we should not be surprised when their children 

and grandchildren follow suit.  For some adults and their families, however, outdoor 

activities continue to be a priority.  When survey subjects were asked to rank where 

they’d typically take their child or children to be engaged with the outdoors, the most 

common activity was to visit a “natural area.”  The term, natural area was broadly and 

subjectively interpreted, ranging from a vacant lot within the neighborhood, or an 

“undeveloped” corner in an urban park, to a national park or forest.  At 80%, visiting 

natural areas exceeded the next two highest ranked places, visiting urban parks and urban 

playgrounds which ranked at 70% each (Table 4.6).        

Research conducted by Alan Ewert, Greg Place and James Sibthorp (2005) reminds 

us that how an individual perceives the world is multi-dimensional, involving a variety of 

emotional behaviors and individual perceptions that are based on personal experiences 

(Ewert et al 2005).  Evidence points out that the loss of children’s contact 
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Table 4.6 Do you or did you take your own children to urban                          

parks and playgrounds, natural areas, hunting,                                         
fishing, camping, hiking or other outdoor activities? 
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with the natural environment may negatively impact the growth and development of the 

whole child, their acquisition of knowledge, and possibly set the stage for the continued 

exploitation and destruction of nature (White 2004).  If a substantial proportion of future 

populations have little or no direct interaction with the natural environment in their youth, 

how will that affect their societies’ attitude toward such places?  How will they come to 

regard the value of environmental science or policy development, implementation and 

enforcement?  Above all, what kind of environmental scientists and policy managers will 

they become, if such careers even occur to them? (Lougheed 2008).  

A study conducted by Palmer (1993) examined the influential factors on the 

development of professional environmental educators’ knowledge and concerns.  He 



 
 
 
    122 

concluded that contact with the outdoors is the single most influential factor in 

developing concern for the environment among conservation professionals.  The findings 

supported Tanner’s previously cited study on the significance of direct outdoor 

participation and the development of a conservation ethic.  An independent study 

undertaken by Corcoran during the later part of the 1990s also examined the formative 

influences in the lives of American environmental educators.  Ewert et al reported that 

Corcoran’s findings were similar to Tanner’s and Palmer’s, once again suggesting that 

the single most important variable influencing environmental attitude was early 

childhood experience with the outdoors. Other independent studies conducted by Bixler, 

Floyd and Hammit (2002) and Ewert, Place and Sibthorp (2005) also determined that an 

association exists between childhood experiences with play in the natural environment 

and environmental preferences in later life (Ewert et al 2005).  This study similarly 

demonstrates that early childhood experiences have bearing on subsequent adult 

behavior.  “Our formative experiences influenced my childhood friends and me,” 

reported Wendy Burroughs.  “Many of us went on to work in environmental careers, or 

worked on political initiatives to set aside and protect open space (Burroughs 2011). 

Christine McVie, a retired registered nurse from Tortolita, Arizona discussed the 

significance of her childhood experiences and her role as a self-proclaimed “citizen 

activist.” 

I remember spending weekends with my grandparents even before 

I could walk.  They lived in a small stone home on Mission Road on the 

side of a hill [in Tucson, Arizona].  I would sometimes watch our cat hang 
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out in its pen killing scorpions.  When I got a little older, I’d go hiking 

with my grandfather.  Sometimes, he’d take twenty-five cent mineral and 

fossil specimens and ‘salt’ the trail so that I’d find the shiny, colorful 

rocks as we walked.  He’d also take me outside to get me out of people’s 

hair.  Sometimes I would play outside in my tree house or my desert fort 

for hours and hours.  Kids don’t seem to do that anymore.  As I look back 

at my childhood and whether it influenced who I became as an adult I 

have to say, ‘Absolutely, it did – yes!’  I never intended to become an 

environmentalist and don’t always agree with some of them and what they 

believe, but I do believe that we need to be responsible in how we use our 

environment.  I also believe in a community’s economic health and 

growth.  I don’t consider myself an environmentalist but I do consider 

myself is a ‘citizen activist!’ (McVie 2011). 

 

Bill Roe stated: 

 

I may not have realized it at the time, but the natural history choice 

for my life was a leap of faith – with no specificity of what would come 

out of it.  If there were clear choices they were in the back of my head.  

My experiences influenced what I do now - fund raising for environmental 
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conservation groups, policy, and advocacy.  My experiences certainly 

played a role in coming here to Tucson, and the positions I have been in.  

They certainly played a role in some of the political issues I got involved 

with. Exactly to what degree, I can’t clearly say; there is a whole 

continuum… [but] I know my childhood experiences had an impact (Roe 

2011). 

 

What is often forgotten, under-appreciated or omitted is that negative experiences 

can also have positive outcomes.  Tanner (1980) expanded his research to include the 

effects of negative experiences such as witnessing the effects of the loss of a significant 

place.  His results indicate that like positive events, negative ones are also significant in 

formulating a person’s environmental attitudes (Ewert et al 2005).  This was evident in 

Gifford Pinchot’s life story wherein he tried to repair the damaged land that his 

grandfather had caused clear-cutting eastern woodlands to support their lucrative lumber 

enterprise.           

 Ken Travous shared the moment in his life when he discovered that man was, as a 

George Perkins Marsh had suggested, a “disturbing agent.” 

 

 I remember the day that I began seeing the natural world and 

humanity in a different vane.  When I was a bit older, maybe twelve years 
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of age, I went hunting with my father and grandfather.  Every time I was 

in the woods, I’d again be awestruck by the magnificence and quiet beauty 

of the wilderness, the morning smell of leaves and damp earth, the tree-

filtered sunlight and how it played on the ground.     

 I had separated myself by some distance from my dad and 

grandfather as we hunted.  I remember walking up to a huge old tree and 

looking at its strong branches and massive trunk.  This seemed like the 

perfect place to sit and rest. I sat at the base of the ancient tree, my back 

against the truck, feeling the bark against my skin, and recall feeling a 

deep sense of peace.  I was content.  As I sat there, I thought to myself, 

‘could I be sitting in a place where no other human had ever sat or even 

been before?’  The place seemed so pristine.  Then, out of the corner of 

my eye, I saw an old, rusted metal can.  I was crest-fallen. I thought to 

myself, is there not a place that man has not ruined?  That can’s image has 

stayed with me.  I wanted to find a way to make this a better world, a 

place where some other kid would not have to have his or her hopes 

dashed because of some else’s carelessness.  That is one of the reasons 

that I became involved in the resource conservation and parks fields 

(Travous 2011). 
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Concerns about Environmental Conservation’s Future 

The study’s subjects were asked to describe their greatest concerns about the 

future of environmental conservation and outdoor recreation.  Several general themes 

were repeated, including: 

 

• Concern that most children do not have an opportunity to freely 

explore and discover in the outdoors because of the high stress/high 

demand schedules they all now live; 

• Lack of interest, participation and stewardship by youth and adults; 

• Ignorance and blatant disregard for the preservation and conservation 

of our natural resources; 

• Increase in the use of electronic devices rather than spending more 

time outdoors;  

• Lack of suitable and accessible outdoor and community spaces; 

• Seeing outdoor participation as a luxury; 

• Lack of jobs will keep students from entering these fields in the future; 

• Lack of political support, thereby a lack of funding to preserve or 

protect open space habitat and wildlife; 
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• Failure of community leaders to recognize the value that outdoor 

recreation brings to communities; 

• Failure to directly engage more people with the outdoors, to play 

outside or discover the world using their own eyes and imagination - 

starting at a young age. 

  

Greg Mack expounded: 

 

 The greatest threat to the future of environmental conservation is 

the lack of knowledge about the environment.  This leads to lack of 

appreciation.  With exposure and positive experiences, people will grow to 

love and protect our natural resources.  The same holds true for the future 

of recreational participation.  We need to engage children and families in 

positive outdoor experiences.  Opportunities need to be accessible, 

enjoyable and multi-dimensional.  People learn in different ways so we 

need different avenues to capture and retain their interest through art, play, 

education, exploration, etc.  We need to build a committed constituency of 

people who understand and embrace the natural world (Mack 2011).  

            

 A lack of practical experience and knowledge is not limited to couch-bound fat 
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kids playing digital games hour after hour.  Many American youth may already be so far 

removed from the natural world that even those who want to pursue careers in natural 

resource management may have had very limited contact with natural systems during 

their youth.  Kerry Baldwin reported: 

 

Even in the 1970s, professors were saying that there was 

something different about the students who were coming to the university 

to study natural resource management.  It appeared that many students did 

not have a background or relationship with the environment.  They had 

never hunted or fished. They were more focused on developing a technical 

or theoretical understanding about nature than wanting to understand its 

fundamentals – like wildlife is a product of habitat.  The journals that were 

coming out and the presentations that were being given by conservation 

professionals shared this weakness.  I remember going to the International 

Bear Conference in the early 1980s and listening to one of the speakers.  

He was a technocrat who used statistical data collected in the field by 

others.  When asked, it turned out that he had never been in the field [to 

gather data for that study].       

 I saw that trend continue and grow once I started working.  Land 

and wildlife managers did not get out of their offices; they did not try to 

maintain their contact with the resources that they were trying to manage.  

But some of us still got out.  Their commitment was to theoretical 
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“science” – we had a commitment to the land.  We need to get back to 

basics.  We are so insulated.  We have the best equipment and the highest 

technology.  We are encapsulated and this does not help us get back in 

touch with the land.  We have lost our grounding of conservation 

management because we are no longer seeing it or living it.  This causes 

us to make decisions that are based on the theoretical; driven by meetings 

instead of field work.  Yes, there is a relationship between what we 

learned as children and what we do as adults.  It goes back to being 

outdoors, the child’s parents and the lessons that they both taught us 

(Baldwin 2011). 

 

Evidence of our separation from nature is everywhere.  Even the seemingly most 

routine levels of contact and exposure to the non-human world are absent in many of 

today’s children and young adults.   Bob Edison recounted: 

 

One day, I met [world renowned British ethologist, primatologist 

and anthropologist] Jane Goodall. I later became director of the Jane 

Goodall Institute and worked with her all over the globe.  I remember that 

there was a bright young woman at our office who had all the qualities that 

would make her perfect for a front-desk position that we had.  During a 

conversation, the young woman mentioned to me that she had never seen a 

chicken.  She had seen frozen chickens at the grocery store, but had never 
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seen a live chicken.  I thought to myself, ‘How is this possible?’  This 

young woman had not grown up in some highly urbanized city on the east 

coast; she had grown up in the western United States.  I told myself, ‘How 

quickly we can move in a direction, any direction!’  If she had never seen 

a live chicken, what else had she not seen?  What kind of understanding 

and appreciation for the natural environment could anyone have when they 

did not even understand the domestic one?     

 The lessons that I learned from Jane Goodall confirmed what I had 

learned years before – there is a connection between species and habitat. I 

became an advocate for both.  During my work around the globe, I saw 

beautiful places and beautiful things - but I also saw the worst of the 

worst; humanities total disregard for nature.  This impacted me.  Now, I 

raise funds for conservation.  Jane Goodall inspired me and helped shape 

my conservation values.  She taught me that individuals really do matter – 

every person, every chimpanzee, every chicken.  When we lose that ethos, 

we stray (Edison 2011).  
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CHAPTER V 

CONSEQUENCES AND POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS 

 

"Man, who even now finds scarce breathing 
room on this vast globe, cannot retire from the    
Old World to some yet undiscovered continent,  
and wait for the slow action of such causes to 
replace, by a new creation, the Eden he has 
wasted.”                    
                                                            

      -  George Perkins Marsh 
 

Part I:  Threats 
 

Who Will Carry the Conservation Torch?      

 The trend in human behavior showing a widespread decline in nature-based 

recreation and participation in general may ultimately prove to be far more foreboding for 

the environment than declining tropical forest cover or increasing greenhouse gas 

emissions (Pergams and Zaradic 2008; Kareiva 2008; Lougheed 2008).  Nature 

Conservancy chief scientist Peter Kareiva suggests this shift may be the most serious 

environmental threat facing us today. The environmental choices we make depend on the 

connection between ourselves and nature, and on our knowledge and appreciation of 

nature's constraints and workings (Kareiva 2008). “In the end, the fate of biodiversity and 

ecosystems depends on political choices and individual choices,” he wrote, referring to a 

grasp of the vital role of natural systems in our own welfare, both physical and 



 
 
 
    132 

psychological. Kareiva’s concerns echoed George Perkins Marsh’s question posed in 

Man and Nature a century and a half earlier: 

 

 Could this old world, which man has overthrown, be rebuilded, 

could human cunning rescue its wasted hillsides and its deserted plains 

from solitude or mere nomad occupation, from bareness, from nakedness, 

and from insalubrity, and restore the ancient fertility and 

healthfulness…?”  His answer was that such rebuilding “must await great 

political and moral revolutions in the government and peoples…” 

(Habecoff 2003:308). 

 

Enthusiasm for the outdoors still exists, but it is not evenly distributed among 

Americans. Demographic shifts show that we are a vastly different nation than we were 

just fifty years ago.  How we recreated then is different than how we recreate in the 

outdoors now and how we will recreate in the future.  Most of the current interest for 

environmental conservation and outdoor recreation in the United States is attributed to 

the aging and the numerically diminishing Caucasian segment of the nation’s population; 

more often than not, drawn from the middle and upper-economic strata of our society 

(Taylor et al 2002). 

A study conducted by The Outdoor Foundation showed that between 2006 and 

2009, the number of American youth participating in outdoor recreation declined 

precipitously.  A factor that magnifies the critical nature of this statistic is that most 
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outdoor participants are introduced to nature between the ages of 5 and 18. Thus, a 

decrease in the number of youth who show a propensity towards participation in outdoor 

activities may correlate with a future reduction in the number of adults who will advocate 

for the natural world and its conservation (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a).  If there are 

fewer advocates, the widening gap between the “human-nature relationship” could result 

in the stagnation or erosion of public and political support for government directed 

conservation policies and programs, and the appropriation of funding that goes with 

them. 

 The negative consequence of heavily relying on an aging population to serve as 

the nation’s environmental conscience will ultimately result in the accelerated 

degradation of threatened lands, waters, native flora and fauna once these people are gone 

unless trends are reversed. There is no indication that any single segment of our nation’s 

population is poised and ready to fill the void that will be left behind.  In fact, the 

opposite is true. The response to senescence is to establish advocacy among the nation’s 

youth, but as research shows, there is no reason for optimism – at least not yet. 

 

Implications on Health        

 We know that fewer American kids are getting out and directly experiencing the 

natural world.  We also recognize that our nation’s human population is generally less 

healthy today than it was two decades ago.  Evidence shows that experiences in early 

childhood affect the development of children’s brains, and their cognitive and behavioral 

development.  Social experiences in the first few years of life create the foundation of 
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lifelong psychological and physiological behavior (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

2008).   

An interest in our natural world can also spur an interest in ourselves and how we 

see ourselves as part of that natural world.  If the opposite is also true, then it is easy to 

see why we face a future of unhealthy people living in an unhealthy world.  Simply 

stated, we are a nation of fat people - and we are getting fatter.  Americans are suffering 

health-related problems caused by increased sedentary time spent indoors and less active 

time outdoors (Bailey 2008).  

A growing body of literature shows that the natural environment has profound 

effects on the well-being of adults, including better psychological well-being, superior 

cognitive functioning, fewer physical ailments and speedier recovery from illness (Wells 

and Evans 2003).  Bob Edison, Director of Philanthropy for the Arizona-Sonora Desert 

Museum in Tucson, Arizona began his professional career in behavioral health in the 

1970s.  “I soon realized that people with emotional problems – like all of us - needed to 

understand their place in the natural environment.  There was a lot of research going on at 

that time about the benefits of having people with emotional problems being around 

nature and animals.  I began to bring animals into the clinic – in essence, I brought the 

natural environment to the patients.  I noticed that this consistently caused a positive 

change in the patients’ behavior” (Edison 2011).   

The benefits to children’s health are in general similar.  This is not to say that kids 

who play outdoors more are free from being overweight or obese, but research and casual 

observation show that active children tend to be less predisposed towards these maladies.  
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Medical research shows that the obesity epidemic is a crisis that has required immediate 

action for some time.  If we don't take steps to reverse course, the children of each 

successive generation may be destined to be fatter and sicker than their parents (Ludwig 

2007).  The current youngest generation of Americans may be the first generation to have 

a shorter life-expectancy than their parents (Wells and Evans 2003).   

Professor Mary Rudolf, M.D. finds that childhood obesity is a growing problem 

both physically and culturally. Parents are often surprised and may even become angry 

when told their child is too heavy.  Unfortunately, many parents are unable to tell when 

their child is overweight. A national poll in England involving over 1,000 parents of 

children aged four to seven showed that only 14% of those with an obese child 

considered their child to be overweight.  This failure to identify an overweight child also 

spilled over into many healthcare professionals.  “In fact, health professionals do not 

even recognize when they themselves are overweight” (BBC News 2011).  The problem 

stems from societies’ increasing acceptance that being overweight or obese is an 

acceptable norm.  Parents often compare their children with those others around them. 

Thus, a child that is actually overweight may be considered slim if compared to a child 

who is morbidly obese (BBC News 2011).  Childhood-related negative health statistics 

include: 

 

• Since the early 1970s, the average weight of American children from 

all socioeconomic levels, racial and ethnic groups, and regions of the 

country is progressively increasing. 
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• Today, about one in three children and adolescents is overweight or 

obese, and the proportion approaches one in two in certain minority 

groups. 

• We are now witnessing the emergence of serious weight-related 

problems. The incidence of Type-2 diabetes among adolescents, 

though still not high, has increased by a factor of more than 10 in the 

past two decades and may now exceed that of Type-1 Diabetes among 

black and Hispanic adolescents. 

• Fatty liver associated with excessive weight, unrecognized in pediatric 

literature before 1980, currently occurs in about one in three obese 

children.  

• Other obesity-related complications affecting virtually every organ — 

ranging from crippling orthopedic problems to sleep apnea — are 

being diagnosed with increasing frequency in children. 

• There is a heavy psycho-social toll: obese children tend to be socially 

isolated and have high rates of disordered eating, anxiety, and 

depression. 

• When obese children reach adulthood, they are less likely than their 

thinner counterparts to complete college and are more likely to live in 

poverty. 
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• It is predicted that pediatric obesity may shorten life expectancy in the 

United States by 2 to 5 years by mid-century — an effect equal to that 

of all cancers combined (Ludwig 2007). 

 

The Surgeon General recommends that children engage in at least 60 minutes of 

moderate physical activity per day for the majority of days each week.  But not all 

children do.  In 2005, only two-thirds of adolescents reported meeting this 

recommendation.  Disparities between the sexes and races were noted (Tables 5.1 and 

5.2).  At 47%, white adolescent males were the most active, while the least active of 

children were black females at 21% (Eaton et al 2005). 

 
Table 5.1 Percentage of American youth (boys)                                           

physically active on a regular basis 
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Table 5.2  Percentage of American youth (girls)    
   physically active on a regular basis 
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   (Tables 5.1 and 5.2 by Eaton et al 2005) 

 

Negative Economic Impacts of Obesity      

 The economic costs of pediatric obesity in the United States are currently 

relatively small but without effective intervention, the costs of obesity could become 

catastrophic, resulting in escalating medical expenses and diminished worker 

productivity, caused by physical and psychological disabilities. Future economic losses 

could mean the difference between solvency and bankruptcy for Medicare, between 

expanding and shrinking health care coverage, and between investment in and neglect of 

our social infrastructure, with profound implications for our international 

competitiveness. The human costs may be incalculable (Ludwig 2007). The increasing 

cost of healthcare premiums may be having a chilling effect on the ability for companies 

that would otherwise be investing money to stimulate jobs and economic growth (Witters 
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et al 2011).           

 Obesity rates vary across the United States.  Some communities have a higher 

incidence of their residents being overweight or obese.  In their 2009 study of 187 

metropolitan areas within the United States, Gallup-Healthways estimated direct costs 

associated with obesity and chronic illness averaged fifty-million dollars per one hundred 

thousand residents annually (Witters et al 2011).  It is estimated that if the 187 

metropolitan areas reduced their residents’ obesity rate by 15%, an annual savings of 

$32.6 billion (using 2011 dollars) in healthcare expenditures could be realized.  An 

annual savings of $500 billion would result if just the ten most obese cities in the United 

States would reduce their average of obese residents to meet the 2009 national average of 

26.5%.  Among the cities with the lowest obesity rate, costs are still substantial indicating 

that even in the United States’ leanest communities there is great room for improvement.   

For example, Denver, Colorado, listed as one of the “leaner” communities in the United 

States with an obesity rate of 19.3%, still spent an estimated $704 million in preventable 

healthcare costs in 2009.  Denver’s healthcare costs would have been $262 million higher 

if that city’s obesity rate matched the national average (Witters et al 2011). 

Gallup goes on to report that in the ten most obese cities in the United States, the 

incidence of diabetes is 72.5% more prevalent than in the 11 least obese metropolitan 

areas.  The higher rate of heart attacks, estimated at 64.5%, indicates a similar trend.  

Residents from the most obese communities also reported having 4.2% less energy than 

residents from leaner communities.  This reduction in energy may be translated in a 

reduction of productivity – one of the hidden costs of obesity (Witters et al 2011). 



 
 
 
    140 

In December 2010, President Obama signed the Healthy, Hunger-Free Act in an 

attempt to take positive measures against this country’s alarming childhood obesity rates.  

The bill provides $4.5 billion to subsidize free meals for low-income areas by using 

Medicaid data to certify eligible children. The nation’s First Lady, Mrs. Michelle Obama 

has stated that this step is critical. Military leaders have told us that when more than one 

in four young people are unqualified for military service due to their weight, it’s not just 

a public health threat, it’s not just an economic threat, it’s a national security threat as 

well (Garcia 2010). 

  

A Loss in Revenue

 It may be too early to determine to what degree a reduction in outdoor recreation 

participation will have on revenue generation.  Intuitively, one can deduct that if our 

nation continues to steadily become less active, local economies that are reliant on 

tourism, sports equipment manufacturers, outfitters and related support industries that 

cater to outdoor enthusiasts will likely suffer correspondingly decreasing revenues.  The 

effects of fewer tourists may be most felt by small, rural communities who are sensitive 

to such shifts.            

 The current economic downturn ravaging Arizona illustrates the effect that a 

declining tourism-base has on a rural community.  As fewer people travel, local 

establishments suffer.  As is the case throughout the nation, a declining visitor base 

unfortunately leads many elected officials to argue strongly against financially strapped 

state governments keeping their respective state parks open.  The resulting loss in 
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revenue translates as a loss in taxes.  Revenues derived from the purchase and taxation of 

hunting and fishing licenses, user fees, fuel and equipment decline as the number of 

hunters, anglers and boaters diminish. Tax-generated revenues pay for many of our 

conservation initiatives and partially underwrite the cost for the operation of many 

agencies and programs on public lands ranging from camping and hiking to habitat 

restoration and environmental education.  Without money, land management agencies 

and many of their programs are compromised and even terminated (Smith 2008). 

 

The Cycle of a Nature-Deprived Life      

 Like the cycle of poverty, the cycle of a nature-deprived life has the potential of 

repeating itself generation after generation unless interrupted.  Similar to a world of 

economic hardship, a nature-deprived life has the potential to negatively affect an entire 

society in one manner or another.  Conversely, environmentalism provides a way of 

behaving (Habecoff 2003), thereby creating advocacy, visibility and momentum within a 

society.  However, if a significant segment of a population has limited access to the 

natural environment, their successors will likely perpetuate their antecedent’s lot.  Thus, 

less contact with nature results in less interest in the natural world, less advocacy results 

in less political support which translates into less funding for environment-based 

programs, this results in less opportunities and options which results in less contact, and 

so on (Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1 The cycle of a nature-deprived life 

 

       (Payan 2011) 

 

Part II:  Potential Solutions 

Determine What Motivates Youth       

 More children go to the hospital having fallen out of bed than having fallen out of 

a tree, said Fiona Reynolds, director-general for the United Kingdom’s The National 

Trust showing that the need to engage children with the natural world is not limited to the 

United States alone.  She adds, “It’s about wanting to give children a sense of freedom to 

discover” – they need the freedom to discover nature for themselves (Black 2012).  To 

reverse negative trends, we must better understand the motivators that instill and sustain 

today’s youth’s interests in outdoor activities.  Research conducted by the Outdoor 
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Foundation (2010) identified the following as key in inducing children’s outdoor 

participation (Table 5.3): 

 
Table 5.3 

 

     (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a) 

 

The Use of Digital Technology 

To effectively reach our youngest generations, we must use a broad and multi-

faceted approach.  The virtual world of the digital era has become as much a real 

influence in today’s kids’ lives as the real world was to children growing up before the 

1980s.  As Louv points out, we cannot entirely blame our nation’s environmental cultural 
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shift on how we participate in the outdoors on technology alone (Louv 2005).  Nor should 

we turn our back on the digital world because it may provide a way to re-engage our 

youth.  Keeping in mind that relevance is the key to reaching a person’s interest, we must 

be mindful that technologically-savvy youth have a preponderance to become engaged in 

just about any subject through the use of electronic media.  Adults too must be very 

careful in how they use digital technology.  Taking a child to the park and letting him or 

her play while the parent is electronically “hammering and yammering” away on a 

keyboard does not constitute an outdoor family experience.  Outdoor participants do not 

have to stop using digital entertainment, nor should we attempt to distance children from 

technology.  Kids, their parents and caregivers just need to make better balanced choices 

(Louv 2005; The Outdoor Foundation 2010a).     

 The use of digital applications (APPS) is currently being explored by Pima 

County, Arizona’s Natural Resources Parks & Recreation Department to provide 

information on recreation and environment-based activities. The agency is also in the 

process of advancing the provision of virtual tours of Pima County’s extensive urban, 

rural and natural areas trail system so that the viewer can experience the beauty of the 

Sonoran Desert even if he or she does not venture into it.  Although this media does not 

afford the same experience as direct contact with the natural environment, NRPR is 

hopeful that it serves as spring board towards it. 

 

Change Environmental Education - Change Consumption Habits  

 Long before the use of digital technology, traditional environmental education 
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programs provided a vicarious experience.  Although this type of programming has been 

used extensively for many decades, its methodologies and efficacy are being questioned.  

While this type of programming attempts to stimulate individual action or increase public 

awareness it fails to secure or provide the essential support, economic pressure, or 

legislative change necessary to create significant, measurable changes on specific issues.  

Therefore, the environmental education community may have actually failed to reach its 

underlying objective and may have lost sight of its original purpose (Blumstein and 

Saylan 2007).          

 This stems from environmental education’s historical focus on teaching respect 

towards the natural environment.  Environmental education initiatives exclusively 

focused on building awareness may fail to stimulate interest in nature, which is a more 

direct measure of a child’s ability to nurture a continued connection with the natural 

environment (Larson 2009).  According to Blumstein, although respecting nature is an 

essential objective of environmental education, respect alone has clearly not changed 

humanity’s tendency towards destructive behavior.  Respect and appreciation may be the 

first steps toward developing environmentally aware citizens, but environmental 

education must go beyond teaching respect and awareness and focus more on changing 

consumption patterns.  It is through changing our consumption patterns that we will have 

the largest impact on our environment (Blumstein and Saylan 2007).   

 Although not all environmental educators may be in agreement with Blumstein, 

his model provides what he calls a “more holistic environmental education program.”  A 

scientific approach allows the development of environmental education programs that can 
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be properly evaluated, for example, with before-after, treatment-control designs. This 

approach represents a departure from many of today’s programs.  There may be 

considerable resistance from environmental educators who do not want to abandon 

traditional practices. But the environmental community at large must stop rejecting 

criticism as negative and must instill a culture of continuing self-evaluation and 

assessment.          

 To be effective, environmental education must work backwards from specific 

environmental problems by evaluating the degree of actual impact on a specific issue 

versus the amount of money and energy spent on public education.  We may find that a 

portion of the money and effort now directed toward education would be better spent on 

legislation and lobbying.  Blumstein’s process incorporates the following premises and 

practices: 

 

1. Many environmental issues facing us today are caused by over-

consumption, primarily by developed countries, with the United 

States, China, and soon India, as being ranked the greatest consumer of 

resources.  Changing consumption patterns is not generally a targeted 

outcome of environmental education, but it must become one of the 

most important lessons that are taught.  The magnitude of human 

impact on the planet can be viewed as (a) dependent upon population 

size, (b) affluence (specifically, per capita economic output), and (c) 
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technology - specifically, the environmental output per unit of 

economic impacts.  

 

As countries develop, their environmental footprint may expand, and 

consumption control may become more important.  For instance, the 

recent rapid growth in China has increased its demand for lumber, 

steel, and fossil fuels throughout the world. Unchecked, such growth is 

simply unsustainable and will have a profound negative effect on the 

global environment.  We need to radically overhaul curricula to teach 

the conservation of consumable products.  Teaching where and how 

resources come from may be an important first step.  Children need to 

understand that food, clean water, and energy do not originate from 

supermarkets, taps, and power plants. 

 

2. We need to teach that nature is filled with nonlinear relationships, 

which are characterized by “tipping points.”  There may be little 

change in something of interest across a range of values, but above a 

particular threshold in a causal factor, change is rapid.  For instance, 

ecology, which focuses on understanding the distribution and 

abundance of life on Earth, is a complex, nonlinear science.  The 

scientific concept of “stationarity” points out that if environmental 

education is limited to linear thought processes it will be unresponsive 
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to change.  In other words, if you only teach that recycling one beer 

bottle will save “x” gallons of water, people may not develop the 

ability to think about linkages in a broader, non-linear manner. 

 

An example is the return of wolves to the Yellowstone Valley 

ecosystem, which has had a number of unanticipated effects.  Wolves 

create a landscape of fear, changing the habitat-selection behavior of 

their prey. Rather than spending time in dense patches of willows by 

streams, deer, elk, and moose now spend more time in the open, where 

they can detect predatory wolves at a greater distance. This shift has 

led to a reduction in grazing pressure on the willows, which have 

literally exploded and now provide more habitat for songbirds. The 

introduction of wolves has had the unintended consequence of 

increasing songbird diversity in the willows of Yellowstone National 

Park.  

 

Reconstructing past ecosystems can provide a thoroughly different 

view than the baseline data that each generation adopts as a basis for 

environmental policy and legislation. For instance, when European 

sailors first came to the Caribbean, sea turtles were extremely 

common. After intensive exploitation, turtle populations and the vital 



 
 
 
    149 

ecological roles they play have never fully recovered and may not be 

able to fully recover.   

 

3. We need to teach a world view. Americans know little of world history 

and are geographically illiterate. A 2002 poll of 18 to 24 year olds in 

nine western countries, ranked the United States next to last in 

geographic literacy. A greater appreciation of the diversity of cultures 

and peoples in the world should help us realize the selfish 

consequences of our consumption. “Not in my backyard” is not a 

sustainable rallying cry in an interconnected and increasingly crowded 

world when we are faced with global climate change.  

 

Simply stated, we are too late for “think globally and act locally” to 

work. We have little trouble suffering security-related inconveniences 

but we may need to be willing to accept the inconveniences required of 

us if we are to live in a sustainable world. 

 

4. We must teach how governments work and how to effect change 

within a given socio-political and economic structure. We suspect that 

many individuals may be naïve, not realizing or wanting to 

acknowledge the fact that large industries have so much sway on the 

wording of state and federal legislation.  We all suffer from polluted 
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water and greenhouse gasses, but lobbyists are very effective in 

diluting potentially costly legislation meant to safeguard our water 

supplies or prevent rampant climate change. Understanding how the 

system works will empower subsequent generations to change it.  

 

5. We must teach that conservation-minded legislation may deprive us of 

some of the goods and services that we presently enjoy. Inexpensive 

airline flights make flying routine, but today’s planes create more 

greenhouse gases than trains or buses. Self-sacrifice will be necessary 

if we are to avoid or minimize the imminent environmental threats that 

are having and will continue to have adverse effects on this planet and 

its inhabitants.  

 

6. We must teach critical thinking. Environmentally aware citizens must 

be able to evaluate complex information and make decisions about 

things that we can’t currently envision. True scientific literacy means 

that people have a conceptual tool kit that can be applied to a variety 

of questions. Unfortunately, much science education is not inspired, 

and students are required to memorize facts without being given the 

ability to manipulate and analyze data. Without the ability to ask 

questions, identify assumptions, and make well-reasoned decisions, 
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we’re left with a population ripe for exploitation by less-than-honest 

industries and politicians (Blumstein and Saylan 2007). 

 

That environmental education’s efficacy is being questioned may offend some 

people, but if the intent is to develop and foster a conservation ethic, the lesson that must 

be taught and learned is that of a change in consumption patterns – not just a respect for 

nature.  Environmental education in the rigid confines of the classroom has limited 

application and benefit – but it can be argued that some contact with the environment, 

even vicariously, is still much better than none.  Although there are no absolute 

guarantees that any of these techniques will prove successful or will be sustainable, one 

thing is certain, if we do not attempt to do something, we will knowingly be forfeiting our 

nation’s conservation tradition as we know it.  Most importantly, we must be reminded 

that without direct contact and interaction with nature, people will not develop a binding 

relationship with the natural world no matter how good programming may be. 

 

America’s Great Outdoor Initiative      

 A strong connection between a nation’s environmental, social, economic and 

political health exists. A failure to address deficiencies in any one of these components 

may compromise all components.  The implications are great.  If our children grow up to 

be adults that exhibit a reluctance to care for their own health by modifying their 

consumption habits, how then can we expect them to protect the planet and the respective 

natural systems that sustain them?  Today’s estrangement of America’s youth from the 
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natural world would have been difficult to imagine prior to the mid-1980s.  The concern 

that the United States may be in peril of drifting away from its centuries-old conservation 

tradition is increasingly being recognized by citizens, elected officials, and land 

managers.  Although initiatives are increasingly surfacing at the federal, state and local 

levels, we are still a long way from reversing the downward trend and moving more 

Americans, especially youth, towards their positive engagement with nature.  

On February 16, 2011, President Obama announced the Plan for Community-

Based Conservation through the America’s Great Outdoor Initiative.  The establishment 

of this initiative is a concerted effort that will be led by the Secretaries of the Interior and 

Agriculture, the Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency, and the Chair of 

the Council on Environmental Quality and implemented in coordination with several 

other federal agencies.  The three goals of the initiative shall be: 

 

(1)  To reconnect Americans, especially children, to America's rivers 

and waterways, landscapes of national significance, ranches, farms 

and forests, great parks, and coasts and beaches by exploring a 

variety of efforts, including: 

                                     

(a)  Promoting community-based recreation and conservation, 

including local parks, greenways, beaches, and waterways; 
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(b)  Advancing job and volunteer opportunities related to 

conservation and outdoor recreation; and 

 

(c)  Supporting existing programs and projects that educate and 

engage Americans in our history, culture, and natural 

bounty. 

(2)  Build upon State, local, private, and tribal priorities for the 

conservation of land, water, wildlife, historic, and cultural 

resources, creating corridors and connectivity across these outdoor 

spaces, and for enhancing neighborhood parks; and determine how 

the Federal Government can best advance those priorities through 

public private partnerships and locally supported conservation 

strategies. 

(3)  Use science-based management practices to restore and protect our 

lands and waters for future generations (Obama 2011). 

 To determine the program’s efficacy and identify necessary corrective measures, 

the process will include a review of successful and promising conservation approaches; 

an analysis of existing federal resources and programs that could be used to complement 

those approaches; proposed strategies and activities to achieve the goals of the initiative; 

and an action plan to meet the goals of the initiative. The components of this federal 

model are malleable and can be applied at the state and local level, serving as a template 
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in formulating other initiatives that attempt to reconnect citizens with the natural 

environment. 

 

Government and Non-Government Organization Initiatives    

 Land management agencies have been successful in encouraging child-focused 

programs that encourage family participation. Examples of successful campaigns include 

programs provided by the federal government such as the United States National Park 

Service’s Woodsy Owl, and the USDA Forest Service’s Discover the Forest program, by 

not-for-profit organizations like the Boy Scouts of America, the National Wildlife 

Foundation’s Ranger Rick program and The Nature Conservancy’s LEAF program, and 

at the local government level, in Pima County, Arizona’s Sonoran Desert Kids and 

Project W.O.W.! 

 

The Boy Scouts of America 

Civilization had largely subdued the continental United States by the late 1890s 

(Nash 2001).  The ending of the frontier prompted many Americans to seek ways of 

retaining the influence of wilderness in modern civilization.  The Boy Scouts movement 

was one answer.  In 1910, soon after the Boy Scout movement arrived in the United 

States from England, adaptations were made were made that revealed the new importance 

Americans were according to wilderness. The organization quickly became a striking 

success, creating the largest youth organization in the nation.  In thirty years, the 

handbook sold an alleged seven million copies in the United States, second only to the 



 
 
 
    155 

Bible (Fast 1938; Nash 2001).       

 “A century ago,” the Scouts’ Handbook begins, “every boy lived close to nature.”  

But since then the country had undergone an “unfortunate change” marked by 

industrialization and the “growth of immense cities.”  Ernest Thompson Seton, a popular 

19th century writer, authored a series of articles for the Ladies Home Journal, concluding 

that the result was “degeneracy,” adding that people were “strained and broken by the 

grind of the over-busy world.”  A remedy for this condition was to refocus the nation to 

an emphasis of “Outdoor Life.”  This would include the realization that long and happy 

lives were most common among “those…who loved nearest to the ground, that is, who 

live the simple life of primitive times” (Seton 1910; Nash 2001:148).  

 There is conflicting information on whether organizations like the Boy Scouts of 

America continue to be as relevant in today’s society as they had been in the past.  While 

some accounts suggest that interest and membership numbers are up, others show that 

they are down.  Irrespective of conflicting data, one thing is certain; these types of 

organizations have been successful engaging youth with nature in the past and continue 

to serve as a viable alternative. 

 

USDA Forest Service and Ad Council:  Discover the Forest    

 The USDA Forest Service and the Ad Council, a private, national non-profit 

organization that marshals talent from the advertising and communications industries, 

have partnered in the development a national public service campaign aimed to inspire 
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children between the ages of 8 and 12 and their parents to reconnect with nature by 

experiencing it first hand. The campaign brings to life the joy and excitement kids have 

when they discover the wonders of nature, helping create interest in the environment and 

a lifelong relationship with it (Ad Council 2010).  

The campaign points out that nature gives kids the ability to explore, use their 

imagination, discover new animals and plants, and engage in adventurous play.  Being in 

nature frees them from their hurried, scheduled days and offers the ability to get lost in 

something totally unmanaged, unexpected and utterly surprising.  The more kids discover 

the natural world around them, the more they will understand and feel connected to it (Ad 

Council 2010).  The broadcasts instruct children and parents to seek more information 

about the initiative by accessing Discover the Forest.com demonstrating a basic but 

positive use of digital technology to engage children with nature. 

     

The Nature Conservancy: L.E.A.F. Program 

The Nature Conservancy’s (TNC) internship program, also known as L.E.A.F.: 

Leaders in Environmental Action for the Future, provides American youth an opportunity 

to protect and restore wildlife habitat, while also learning valuable life skills.  L.E.A.F. 

has been in operation for almost twenty years.  Its mission is to help youth from 

underserved urban communities reconnect with nature, providing high school students an 

opportunity to leave the city to live, and work, and play in the natural world.  The 

students work for four-week periods protecting and restoring habitat, planting native trees 

and help save endangered species.  Students earn money while they learn about academic 
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opportunities and professional careers in conservation.  Students are also given the 

opportunity to participate in outdoor activities like camping, mountain biking and hiking 

(The Nature Conservancy 2010). 

  

Pima Co.:  Sonoran Desert Kids Club and Project W.O.W! 

Pima County’s award-winning Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan (SDCP) is a 

land management plan that goes beyond the confines of land-use patterns and regulations 

by also focusing on “land-use habits” (Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan 2009).  Unlike 

other conservation plans undertaken in the United States, the SDCP has incorporated a 

youth-based component into its development and implementation processes.  In this plan, 

the concerns and participation of children have been incorporated into short-term 

planning and long-term processes.         

 Since 2001, more than two hundred thousand kids have participated in its youth-

based initiative, specifically known as the Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan for Kids.  

This “kids’ plan” is the result of a broad cooperative effort on the part of parents, schools, 

volunteers, and, primarily, the children themselves and not-for-profit organizations 

(Behan 2005).  A not-for-profit organization, also often referred to as a “non-profit” 

organization or abbreviated “NPO”, is a legally constituted organization whose primary 

objective is to support or to actively engage in activities of public or private interest 

without commercial or monetary profit purposes. Youth have been in the lead as the 

organizers of The Kids Plan Annual Teen Summit, a student led fair involving area high 

http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Non-profit+organization
http://encyclopedia.thefreedictionary.com/Teen+Summit
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schools that encourages and facilitates community services, continuing education and 

career opportunities in natural resource conservation. There is also a Sonoran Desert Kids 

Club for the younger participants, who create art and work with coloring books, fact 

sheets, and games based on information from the SDCP (Behan 2005).  

 It is understood and accepted by the community that for the SDCP to survive its 

long multi-decadal implementation process, those Pima County residents who are 

presently minors need to be aware of the environmental, social, political and economic 

implications that the SDCP has on the region because they will be tomorrow’s electorate 

and policy-makers. If they do not care about or support the plan today, it is unlikely that 

they will care about it tomorrow.  The late Dr. Maeveen Behan, architect of the SDCP, 

recommended Pima County, and other conservation plans for that matter, invite children 

into the planning process as participants and advisors as early as possible (Behan 2005).  

The lack of financial commitment by local school districts for environmental education 

and outreach was effectively addressed at the SDCP’s inception when the Pima County 

Board of Supervisors voted to commit annualized funding.  These programs are 

administered through the Pima County Natural Resources, Parks and Recreation 

Department (NRPR).  As the agency’s director, I ensure that NRPR maintains its priority 

focus on child-engaged environmental conservation initiatives and programs. 

 NRPR accordingly developed programs that focus on the family unit, introducing 

them to birding, hiking and environmental studies, and the importance of modifying 

consumption habits through resource conservation and recycling.  Parents need to 

initially insert themselves, teaching children how to play – just as they did when those 

http://encyclopedia2.thefreedictionary.com/continuing+education
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parents were young (Scott 2011). As simplistic as it may seem, families that spend time 

together outdoors pass their values about nature to their children (Barab-Unland 2010). A 

family culture of connection with the natural environment may yield traditions that are 

carried forward for many generations. If this pattern of behavior is replicated across the 

social spectrum, our national behavior may be favorably influenced.  

 Pima County’s Project W.O.W. is an example of a family-based initiative that 

teaches parents, adult family friends, mentors and children how to camp, fish and recreate 

in the outdoors.  The program may eventually be customized to also offer single-parents 

and their children overnight camping, fishing and hiking expeditions, encouraging family 

participation and learning opportunities for those who have an interest in the outdoors but 

either do not yet have the necessary skills or are reluctant to participate for any number of 

reasons, including fear. 

 

Serving the Nation - An Alternative to the Military    

 Within one-hundred days of first taking office, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 

President Theodore Roosevelt’s nephew, launched the Civilian Conservation Corps 

(CCC), with a camp in the George Washington National Forest in Virginia.  Within four 

months, 250,000 men were put to work in the woods.  By 1935, the corps had grown to 

600,000 nationwide, with projects ranging from the construction of parks to the 

construction of flood and erosion control revetments, the reestablishment of forests, and 
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other public works-related endeavors.  Restoration was seen as one way out of the 

depression (Egan 2009).   

Since then, many facsimiles of the CCC have surfaced, sponsored by federal, state 

and local governments.  One of those was the JOB Corps.  This work program, designed 

for unemployed youth, began in 1964. The Job Corps was designed to give young men 

and women from deprived backgrounds basic schooling, training in skills and valuable 

job experience before they returned to their home communities. It resembled the CCC.  

Participants were involved in firefighting, community work, building construction, and 

forestry activities our national forests (USDA Forest Service 2009a). 

 University of Arizona Professor Thomas E. Sheridan has proposed an interesting 

employment concept, consisting of a mandatory, or perhaps a voluntary, Youth 

Conservation Service-type organization.  Such a program would offer an alternative to 

joining the military.  Young adults could serve the nation by undertaking cultural 

preservation, environmental conservation, and research assignments.  “There is great 

potential to mobilize American youth around issues related to the environment and 

nature,” The Nature Conservancy reports.       

 Roughly 76% of today’s youth, according to research conducted by that 

organization, believe issues like climate change can be solved if action is taken now.  

They also think safeguarding important lands and waters should be a priority regardless 

of any ancillary benefits or the current struggling global economy (The Nature 

Conservancy 2011).  Some of the projects would be reminiscent of those undertaken by 

the Civilian Conservation Corps or Work Projects Administration during the 1930s and 
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early 1940s.  Similar to the military model, the program would provide the development 

of marketable skills, compensation, benefits and the potential for career advancement 

while providing direct contact with the natural environment. 

 

Minority Participation in Conservation Professions  

A passion for nature can draw people together across differences of ethnicity 

(Worster 2008).  Even so, the environmental community continues to be predominantly 

composed of Americans of European descent.  Most environmental organizations have 

made some effort to change the “Whiteness of the green movement” by attempting to 

draw a more culturally and racially diverse following.  One senses that this may be more 

out of a sense of obligation or in response to criticism rather than actually seeking multi-

cultural membership and representation (Habecoff 2003).     

 Nevertheless, if we are to achieve a sustainable future we must incorporate youth 

into our national and local conservation efforts with a heightened effort in attracting 

minorities.  Research shows that minority participation in the natural environment is 

significantly lower that it is for whites. It is in our national best interest that minorities 

share in becoming the stewards of our natural and cultural treasures.  As has been 

repeatedly demonstrated, if a personal relationship is not developed with the natural 

world, it is less likely to be protected – a fact that transcends the variables of gender, 

culture, age, income and race.         

 Few minorities have traditionally sought employment with natural resource 

management agencies.  The active recruitment of minority youth to work in our parks, 
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forests and wildlife reserves is crucial because there may be a reluctance or fear to join 

such departments, or a lack of knowledge about the numerous career opportunities that 

these organizations offer.          

 Hiring employees with diverse ethnic and racial backgrounds may help instill a 

national conservation ethic among populations that may not otherwise have a desire to 

work in the natural environment, or developing, implementing or enforcing preservation 

and conservation policy (Navarro 2010).  Temple University has developed of a pilot 

program in partnership with the National Park Service to cultivate rangers who may want 

to work in urban National Parks (Von Bergen 2010). This and similar programs may 

provide an introduction and opportunity for urban students to ultimately become engaged 

in the broader environmental and cultural mission of that or similar resource management 

agencies. The critical nature of minority involvement cannot be overstated as the 

minority population continues to grow in number. 

 

Provision of Facilities, Access and Social Justice 

Americans, like other people, have followed Muir’s youthful trail of passion 

toward a more comprehensive egalitarianism in our relations with the earth (Worster 

2008), but in reality, we have fallen far short from achieving this.  We need to continue 

finding ways of providing services to every citizen (Habecoff 2003).  Issues of race and 

poverty, either individually or in combination, are factors that magnify the disparities 

between the haves and the have-nots. This disparity in provision is visible when we look 
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at the cross section of America’s neighborhoods and communities. Less affluent 

communities struggle to formulate and implement realistic and achievable plans and 

secure the necessary funding that makes it possible to provide and maintain quality 

facilities and positive opportunities for their residents.  Access to parks, open space and 

recreation facilities that could offer constructive experiences to less affluent residents, 

especially children, is limited or non-existent. A study conducted by Dr. Regina M. 

Milteer determined that kids who lack regular recess in school and safe places to play in 

their neighborhoods tend to be black, low-income, and live in large cities, versus kids 

who have access to regular recess, physical education and adequate recreation facilities 

(Norton 2011).         

 These are a matter of equity, pointing out that we have failed to take up the cause 

of social justice.  To succeed, the movement needs to seek and acquire the political, 

economic and moral strength necessary to conquer the seemingly overwhelming forces 

arrayed against it.  Little has changed since Pinchot commented a century ago that “there 

is no reason why the American people cannot take into their hands again the full political 

power which is theirs by right and which they exercised before the special interests began 

to nullify the will of the majority” (Habecoff 2003:292).     

 A little over a decade ago, the city of Portland, Oregon initiated its attempt to 

achieve, as best it can, social parity in the distribution and access to environmental, parks 

and recreation programming and facilities.  This goal was to be accomplished through the 

implementation of their Parks 2020 initiative.  In 1999, a team of city residents and 

Portland Parks & Recreation staff along with thousands of residents began to develop a 
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vision to provide, among other things, a wide variety of high quality park and recreation 

services and opportunities for all residents, and to bring the natural world into the city by 

restoring and incorporating the natural environment within the community’s urban fabric 

(Portland 1999).  The availability of suitable land, the global economic downturn and 

other political priorities have since created obstacles but the city continues to make this 

ambitious goal a priority.  This and similar initiatives may serve as models for other 

communities.          

 It has been acknowledged in Portland and other communities that barriers are not 

limited to physical access or the provision of resources.  Personal safety is also one of the 

primary reasons kids often choose to avoid the outdoors.  Concern about gangs and crime 

is far more acute for youth who live in large urban communities, youth of color, girls, and 

those who are less well-off.  Concern about not feeling welcome among other people in 

natural areas is also seen as an obstacle for many minority groups, by those from large 

cities and by those who come from less-affluent households (The Nature Conservancy 

2011).  These challenges have proven to be difficult to address because of persistent 

cultural biases towards “wilderness” by some segments of the population and limited 

funding to effectively engage law enforcement gang squads and public outreach (The 

Nature Conservancy 2011). An attainable and realistic solution for either has not yet been 

identified. 
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Surrogate Outdoor Experiences 

As noted, access to suitable open space for recreation and environmental 

education is one reason why some people do not participate in outdoor activities; another 

reason includes not knowing where to start, where to go, what to do, associated start-up 

costs to buy or rent equipment for something that may not be found to be enjoyable, or 

simply being afraid of trying something new.  Farmington Hills California Special 

Services Department’s Parks and Recreation Division addresses this by offering an 

alternative to site-based learning by providing “surrogate” outdoor activities learning in 

an indoor setting through its Inside Out program (Jenkins 2011).   

 The primary reasons for creating Inside Out were to give people the idea of what 

they can do outside all year round, while providing them the experience of paddling a 

canoe, casting a fishing pole, shooting a bow and arrow, and even seeing the stars indoors 

(Jenkins 2011).  Although some may find this type of programming objectionable, it may 

represent the only opportunity for some people to be introduced to outdoor activities. In 

reality, this program is in many ways similar to many environmental education programs 

that do not have the human participant directly engage with the natural environment.  As 

urban populations continue to grow, this may prove to be an effective alternative means 

of reaching kids who may otherwise not be introduced to these types of outdoor 

recreation experiences. 
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Part III:  Ensuring Kids’ Participation 

Funding Must be Secured 

The obvious constraint to any initiative, irrespective of whether it is advanced by 

a private party, a not-for-profit organization, or by tribal, federal, state, or local 

government, is funding.  Without the necessary capital appropriation, programs will not 

be provided and those that are initiated may not succeed.  As the governmental money 

food-chain goes, land management and parks and recreation agencies at the national, state 

or local level are almost always at the back of the line when it comes to receiving 

funding.  Competing social service and public safety interests including health care, law 

enforcement, courts, and prisons decisively out-compete these types of agencies for 

funds.  When it comes to capital improvement investment, roads, utilities, and again, 

courts, and corrections facilities typically out-compete the acquisition of open space and 

critical habitat, agricultural lands that may otherwise be sold and developed contributing 

to urban sprawl, or the construction and operation of parks and recreation facilities that 

can help keep kids healthy, out of trouble, and engaged with the natural environment. 

 In older segments of our urban communities and in rural settings that have limited 

economic and political clout, what open space and facilities exist, are often left in 

disrepair due to a lack of operating funds, compromising their safe, enjoyable and 

repeated use.  “Abandoned” parks and vacant lots that could be converted into productive 

recreation, community gardens or restored natural areas become undesirable and danger 

filled nuisances - places without advocates.     

 Keeping young minds and bodies engaged in productive passive and active 
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recreation reduces their propensity for criminal activity. But no matter how compelling 

the argument to fund parks, recreation, environmental education and resource 

conservation programs, the need to fund them is disregarded more often than not by 

elected officials.  The failure of many land management agencies to gain political clout 

can be attributed in part to not developing and sustaining a focused, visible and vocal 

advocacy.  Modern-day professionals in the parks, recreation and conservation industries 

have forgotten or are ignorant of the tremendous political influence wielded by the 

hunting and fishing organizations, publications, and political insiders of the late 19th 

century that continues today.  These organized groups were highly effective in launching 

the American environmental conservation movement.  John Potts aptly said, “We need 

the leadership and conservation ethics of President Teddy Roosevelt and Senator Stewart 

Udall” (Potts 2011).         

 We also need to find a means of getting ahead of the problem of childhood 

disengagement by instituting programs that support and introduce families in their 

outdoor recreational pursuits.  It is understood and accepted that our government must 

provide adequate funding for the needs of incarcerated delinquent youth, including their 

recreational needs.  But funding for the programs that can keep kids from getting into 

trouble in the first place is not always available and when it is, it is often in short supply.  

Simply stated, like our failing national infrastructure, we are failing to adequately provide 

the funding necessary to ensure positive experiences and opportunities for our youngest 

citizens.          

 Various government-sponsored programs have attempted to provide alternative 
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funding for youth-based recreation, natural and cultural resource conservation, land 

acquisition, research and operating funds by way of grants.  However, instead of relying 

on a regular funding stream, many communities have to rely on unpredictable “soft” 

funding, often by way of grants, to build facilities, provide programs and fund staff.  

Grants are typically awarded to communities on an as-needed basis, trying to reduce the 

disparity that exists between wealthy and less-affluent communities in the provision 

resources.  Other times they are awarded on a project-worthy basis.  In either case, it is a 

hit or miss approach to funding something as important as engaging kids in outdoor play 

so they grow up to be adults who have a positive and supportive relationship with the 

natural environment.         

 An inherent weakness is the fickleness of grants.  This type of funding stream is 

intermittent at best with no guarantees that moneys will be available form one year to the 

next.  In response to the current global economic downturn, many grant programs have 

been greatly reduced if not eliminated.  Programs like the federal government’s Land and 

Water Conservation Fund (LWCF), authorized under the Land and Water Conservation 

Fund Act of 1965, provide matching grants to states and local governments for the 

acquisition and development of public outdoor recreation areas and facilities. The 

program is intended to create and maintain a nationwide legacy of high quality recreation 

areas and facilities and to stimulate non-federal investments in the protection and 

maintenance of recreation resources across the United States (LWCF 2011).  Last year, 

only a few hundred LWCF-funded projects were undertaken as compared to the 

thousands that were completed each year just two decades ago.   
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 The State of Arizona established companion grant programs under the State Lake 

Improvement and the Heritage funds.  These funding initiatives however, no longer 

provide communities financial support for conservation and recreation programs due to 

the legislative re-appropriation of funds in an attempt to off-set deficits to the general 

fund.  This re-appropriation was touted as a temporary measure, but if Arizonans do not 

advocate for these funds, they may permanently disappear.     

 In contrast, stories generated by the written and televised press abound telling us 

that prisons are overcrowded and that additional detention space must be found. Elected 

officials’ hands are tied in that they are statutorily required to ensure that juvenile and 

adult inmates receive medical care, food and, ironically, recreation and socialization as a 

matter of priority.  It is understandable that elected officials want to eliminate the 

potential for prison riots or the payment of penalties for not providing these mandated 

services to our incarcerated population.  But what is often not considered is the cost of 

neglecting our youth during their formative years and the outcome of that neglect.  It is 

speculative, but perhaps some of those inmates would have pursued other ambitions had 

they had a more productive childhood – one that regularly, meaningfully and 

productively included their participation with the outdoors. 

 

Give Them what They Want and Need 

The good news is that there is still widespread support for the value of involving 

children and young people in making decisions that affect their lives.  Some projects have 
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involved children in designing programs, spaces and activities.  What is important is that 

we recognize that different children have different perspectives, life experiences, and 

capacity to share their views.  When poorly carried out, consultation can limit the scope 

of creative dialogue that brings out the best from both adults and children (Gill 2011). 

 Data compiled by The Nature Conservancy suggests that if American kids are 

given more opportunities to have a meaningful experience outdoors, they will be more 

likely to value nature, engage with it, and feel empowered to do something about it.  

Survey results show that 66% of youth reported having “had a personal experience in 

nature” resulting in their learning to appreciate it more.  The responses of this subset of 

children markedly varied form those of kids who had not had these types of experiences 

with nature. Results for the 66% indicated that they were: 

 

• Almost twice as likely to say they preferred spending time outdoors; 

• Significantly more likely to express concern about water  and air 

pollution, global warming, and the condition of the environment; 

• Ten points more likely to agree that we can solve climate change by 

acting now; 

• Thirteen more points likely to say environmental protection should be 

prioritized over economic growth; 

• More than twice as likely to “strongly agree” that protecting the 

environment is “cool;” 
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• More than twice as likely to consider themselves a “strong 

environmentalist;” and  

• Substantially more likely to express interest in studying the 

environment in college, working in a job related to nature, or joining 

an environmental club at their school (The Nature Conservancy 2011). 

 

Perhaps if we make a concerted effort to incorporate the suggestion that kids 

make, we may begin turning the aircraft carrier in the bathtub around.  The Nature 

Conservancy’ survey highlighted a variety of strategies identified by children to get them 

more involved with nature, including: 

 

• Give them a chance to have fun:  Among the outdoor activities in 

which youth express most interest in participating 78% reported 

“seeing something beautiful or amazing in nature;” 74% as “having 

free time in a natural area with your friends to make your own fun;” 

and 63% as “doing something outdoors in a natural area you have 

never done before, to challenge yourself;”  

 

• Turn their schools inside out:  Fewer than one-quarter of youth say 

they go on school field trips outdoors on even a monthly basis.  

However, the teens that were interviewed spoke fondly of school 

experiences that went beyond the classroom.  School activities 
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represent a great opportunity to engage kids with nature (Worth 2003).  

Other studies expand on The Nature Conservancy’s findings adding 

that in recent years, there has been a steady increase in interest in 

learning outside the classroom, and a parallel interest in the adaptively 

redesigning and developing school and pre-school grounds in a 

manner that allows kids to be outside in re-established natural 

landscapes, vegetable gardens, and traditional play grounds.   

 

This is encouraging but there needs to be an institutional approach to 

this to make it work (Worth 2003).  The challenge is that even when 

these types of improvements are initiated, they are often dependent on 

one individual – often a volunteer – hence making the entire process 

vulnerable to change.  Another challenge that must be overcome is that 

projects are typically modest in scope and size, focusing on the 

creation of small habitat areas or plots that are mainly or solely 

experienced as part of the classroom curriculum.  Thus, not everyone 

in that school may benefit.  Overall, school grounds continue to be 

undervalued and underutilized (Worth 2003; Gill 2011), and their 

adaptive re-use faces many obstacles including fear of liability and 

claims by school districts, lack of funding, parent and staff support, 

and a failure to know where to begin.  School districts need to pay as 
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much attention to the introduction and sustaining of these valuable 

alternatives as they do in the care of turf-covered sports fields. 

 

• Turn peer pressure into a positive:  Among youth who regularly 

spend time in nature, nearly four in five (79%) report having done so 

with friends.  In fact, young people typically communally decide with 

friends how to spend their free time.  Not surprisingly then, more than 

nine in ten would pay attention to a friend’s encouragement to spend 

more time in nature; 

 

• Give them a place to escape their stresses and fears: Youth have a 

lot on their minds, identifying bullying, crime and the quality of public 

education as “extremely” or “very serious” problems.  Youth are more 

likely to associate being in nature with being peaceful, free, calm, and 

happy than with any other characteristic (The Nature Conservancy 

2011).   

 

So why not given them what they want and need? 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

 “We stand now where two roads diverge. But 
unlike the roads in Robert Frost's familiar poem, 
they are not equally fair. The road we have long 
been traveling is deceptively easy, a smooth 
superhighway on which we progress with great 
speed, but at its end lies disaster. The other fork 
of the road - the one less traveled by - offers our 
last, our only chance to reach a destination that 
assures the preservation of the earth.”  
 

-  Rachel Carson 

  

As many as one-fifth of the approximate ten million species that we currently 

share the planet with could be extinct by the end of this century – an extinction rate, some 

scientist explain is thousands of times greater than before the rise of technological 

civilization.  Many conservation biologists call this the Sixth Extinction, contrasting it to 

the five earlier mass extinctions by pointing out that this one is human caused (Sheridan 

2007).  “For better or worse,” Nash adds, “the law of natural selection is no longer the 

driving force behind evolution – man is” (Nash 2001).  “In a sane world,” Habecoff 

cautions us, “the values of environmentalism should prevail.  The alternatives are clearly 

unacceptable to a rational and democratic society.  If we do not cleanse, replant and 

rebuild, we bequeath to our children bleak and dubious future on a crowded, hungry, 

poisoned and unlovely planet.  And that might not be the worst.”  As William 

Ruckelshaus and others have warned, “the exigencies of supporting humanity in an 
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increasingly degraded, unproductive, and threatening environment could impose 

pressures on many of our institutions heavy enough to break them” (Habecoff 2003:289). 

Will this be our fate?   

Looking back over the course of the last two hundred years, the United States has 

slowly changed its attitude towards nature.  During that period, the nation became 

environmentally enlightened, concurrently celebrating the nation’s landscapes in the 

romantic Transcendentalist tradition, spawning environmental sciences, and attempting 

sustainable resource management. Complex land use regulations and seminal 

environmental laws that protected more than Homo sapiens’ interests were enacted.  The 

federal government took bold steps to set aside the nation’s best lands for ownership not 

by the wealthiest or the politically powerful, but by all of the nation’s citizens, 

idealistically protecting natural and cultural heritage for the benefit of future generations.  

These traditions continue – but they are threatened. At risk is the loss of the United 

State’s centuries-old environmental tradition. 

Since the dawn of humanity, children’s lives were as integrated with the natural 

world they played in as they were with their own families.  Now, children are 

increasingly becoming estranged from nature.  What will happen when fewer and fewer 

children have less and less contact with the natural environment; what kind of world will 

their grandchildren live in?  If people never experience the natural environment or have a 

negligible understanding of the services that nature provides at best, it is unlikely that 

they will choose a sustainable future (Lougheed 2008). 
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When I was kid, school-sponsored field trips were not a luxury – they were 

expected and considered an effective and regularly scheduled aspect of the educational 

experience.  Outdoor play was something we did without much prompting by an adult 

other than a parent kicking us out of the house in an attempt to keep us busy.  Unless we 

were sick, doing home work, eating with family, or being grounded for doing something 

stupid, my friends and I were just as likely to be found outdoors hiking, catching lizards 

in vacant lots or hunting as we were playing ball in the park or hanging out on someone’s 

porch.  Play taught us how to socialize, negotiate, problem solve and be creative.  Nature 

was our escape from home life, school work, a limit of only three television channels, or 

simple boredom.   

As different as digital-era kids may seem from their parents or grandparents in 

what they want for their future, they really aren’t.  When asked what will get them 

outdoors, The Nature Conservancy found that today’s children cited many of the same 

factors that kids from prior generations sought.  Surveyed youth responded that, like their 

parents and grandparents, they would be more likely to participate in the outdoors if they 

were given these same opportunities.  If this is so - and it is - the fundamental problem is 

not caused by children – rather, their growing tendency towards less participation with 

the nature is the result of the world we have created for them.  As simplistic as it may 

seem, the problem is overwhelmingly rooted in adult behavior and how we have chosen 

to raise our children.  We have no one to blame but ourselves.  Thus, we can choose to 

continue down the path we have created, or we can try something else.   
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This study’s hypotheses, results and conclusions are supported by data obtained in 

this analysis; corroborated by earlier, independent studies and the historic record.  The 

first hypothesis contends that the United State’s future environmental conservation ethic 

may be determined, for the most part, by our ability to engage our young children with 

the natural environment.   

This study affirms that a relationship exists between early childhood 

experiences with nature and subsequent adult environmental behavior.  Lougheed 

(2008) reported that when a child becomes engaged with the natural world at a 

young age, the experience is likely to stay with them throughout their life, shaping 

their environmental psychology (Lougheed 2008).  Irrespective of the decade one 

was born in, the foremost common factor is direct, substantive and repeated 

contact with nature at an early age.  Like conservationists of the 19th and 20th 

centuries, present-day environmentalists analyzed in this study identified early 

childhood experiences with the natural environment as foundational in their 

development of an environmental awareness and influencing their subsequent 

adult views on the environment and its conservation.  This was just as significant 

in casting the environmental ethos of John Muir as it was for Rachel Carson and 

the subjects who participated in this study - a period covering almost two hundred 

years.   

 The implications of this relationship are far reaching.  It bears worth repeating 

that direct, regular and intense periods with nature during early childhood may help us 

achieve the most environmentally responsible behavior; resulting in the conservation of 
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biodiversity (Bailey 2008) and the planet in general.  There is the possibility that as 

societal preferences and demographic change occurs, other factors may surface, 

superseding the importance of early childhood experiences with nature as the most 

influential of all factors – but for now, it stands.  Future longitudinal studies will be 

useful in determining what factor or factors remain or become dominant in the 

development of future generation’s environmental attitudes.    

When asked who facilitated the subjects’ participation in the outdoor 

environment, the most reported answer was the “parent.”  This again mirrored responses 

provided by key historic conservationists who also identified their parents as being highly 

significant in their introduction to nature.  The parent, as the primary environmental 

facilitator, does not come as a surprise because they are typically a child’s first caretaker 

and teacher.  Even so, care must be taken in assuming this as the constant in the equation 

of helping children develop a positive environmental relationship across all segments of 

society.  There are other variables that must be considered, explored and integrated.   

One of those variables is the continued change in the composition of the 

American family.  In 2008, the United States Census Bureau reported the approximately 

29.5% of American families were single parent households.  Indicators show this trend 

slowly yet steadily increasing.  This may have several implications including the 

potential that single parents may not have the time, funding or experience necessary to 

take their children outdoors or teach them how to enjoy and interact with nature.  The 

effects a single-parent household have on a child’s ability to develop a positive 

relationship with the natural environments, needs to be studied further.  One must not 
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assume that the outcome will entirely be negative.  There are many single-parent families 

that are highly successful in engaging their children’s participation with the natural 

world.  These families are of great interest and must also be studied; using such examples 

as models to successfully integrate children with nature.  

Although reported less efficacious than mom, dad and the kids piling in the 

station wagon to go on a weeklong camping and fishing trip, alternatives to this 

traditional model may ultimately prove significant in many households, supplementing or 

replacing the role parents have played in teaching their offspring how to live, learn and 

recreate with and in the outdoors.  Non-parental alternatives, whose influence may have 

heretofore been statistically underrepresented, may become prevalent.  A person can just 

as well initially learn how to cast a fly fishing rod inside a gym as on the banks of a trout 

stream.  While the instructor may have been mom or dad in the past, it may become a 

paid instructor.  If the objective of obtaining a skill and becoming motivated to 

participate in outdoor activities is achieved, both approaches have proven successful – 

albeit each is vastly experientially different. 

Other changes, like the explosive growth in the use of technology for 

entertainment transcends all socio-economic barriers.  Of all the variables that have 

caused change in how much time a child spends outdoors, technological advancement is 

the most pervasive.  In the span of three decades, technology has taken the majority of 

kids from an outdoor, actual, sun-screened world and firmly deposited them in an indoor, 

virtual, digitally-screened universe.  As Richard Louv points out, our response to this 

must not be to distance the child from technology rather, we need to teach children - and 
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adults - how to make better choices.  Like it or not, this may be one of the most effective 

means by which current and future societies are introduced to the outdoor world and 

build environmental awareness.  We must study and devise enticing and effective means 

of integrating technology with nature.  

To simply rely on what has worked in the past is not advisable.  We must broaden 

our approach if we are going to successfully reach and teach current and future societies 

how to appreciate, participate in, and protect this planet.  In support of the second 

hypothesis, if our nation and her people are to develop a positive environmental 

foundation, we must implement a broad array of socially relevant processes that integrate 

an array of strategies, including digital technology, child-directed outdoor play, 

programming, and other methodologies with nature.   

Rachel Carson told us that there is another road that offers “our last, our only 

chance to reach a destination that assures the preservation of our earth.”  Habecoff 

pessimistically adds, “In recent years, we have taken the wrong fork.  We are careening 

blindly down the road toward an ecological dead end” (Habecoff 2003:309).   It may be 

too early to determine the full extent of how current trends will influence conservation’s 

future.  What we do know however, is that what a kid learns, he or she becomes; what 

humans venerate, they typically protect.  If we are going to successfully protect this 

planet, its resources and its inhabitants – including humanity, we must begin by taking 

our children outside and introducing them to nature.  As Hans Jonas wrote, “our 

fundamental ethical obligation is to the human and natural future” (Habecoff 2003:309).  

John L. Sullivan wisely summarized, “When you’re a kid, your formative years influence 
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what you like and dislike.  My experiences, when I was a kid with the land, ranching and 

hunting, and my dad, mother, sister, [and neighbors] Johnny Jones and his wife Inez 

influenced me more than anyone.  My dad’s love for animals and nature made me what I 

am today.  We are what we learn – this applies to humans just like it does to animals – 

especially horses (Sullivan 2011). 
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APPENDIX A:  SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 

OUTDOOR PARTICIPATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
 
(1)  What is your name? ____________________________________________________ 

(2)  What is your age? 21–25__;  26-30__;  31–35__;  36-40__;  41–45__;  46–50__;  
51–55__; 56–60__;  61-65__;  66-70__; 71+__           

(3)  What is your gender?     Female __;   Male__ 

(4)  What is your ethnicity? _________________________________________________ 

(5)  Where were you born (city, state and nation)? _______________________________ 

(6)  How old were you when you first became aware of the outdoor environment? ______ 

(7)  How were you first introduced to the outdoor environment (examples: visited urban 
park, visited natural area, gardened, farmed, ranched, camped, fished, captured insects, 
etc.)? ___________________________________________________________________  

(8)  Who introduced you to the outdoor environment (please rank your answers using 
numbers in descending order of influence, with the number 1 being the most influential, 
number 2 being the second most influential, and so on for those categories that apply)?   

Parent(s)__;  Sibling__;  Other Relative__;  Friend__;  Mentor__;  School Program 
Instructor__; Social Program Instructor  (ex: Boys’ and Girls’ Club staff, Scouting staff);  
Environmental Education Instructor__;  Other__ 
(describe)_______________________________________________________________ 
                                                                                
(9)  During your childhood, did you (check all that apply):  visit urban parks__; visit 
urban playgrounds__; engage in other urban-based outdoor recreation activities, and if so, 
what were those activities (describe)? _________________________________________ 

(10)  Who took you to urban-based parks, playgrounds and outdoor activities (check all 
that apply)? 

Parent(s)__;  Sibling__;  Other Relative_;  Friend _;  Mentor__;  School Program 
Instructor__; Social Program Instructor (ex: Boys’ and Girls’ Club staff);  Other 
(describe)_______________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY QUESTIONS 
 

OUTDOOR PARTICIPATION QUESTIONNAIRE – Continued 
 
(11)  During your childhood, did you (check all that apply):  visit natural areas__; 
hunt__; fish__; camp__; hike__; engage in other outdoor activities, and if so, what were 
those activities (describe)? __________________________________________________ 

 (12)  Who took you to visit natural areas, hunting, fishing, camping or hiking (check all 
that apply)?   

Parent__;  Sibling__;  Other Relative__;  Friend__;  Mentor__;  School Program 
Instructor__; Social Program Instructor (ex: Scouting staff);  Environmental Education 
Program Instructor__;  Other (describe) _______________________________________ 

(13)  Do  you or did you take your own children (check all that apply): to urban parks__;  
to urban playgrounds__;  to natural areas __;  hunting__; fishing__; camping__; 
hiking__; other outdoor activities 
(describe)_________________________________________________; not 
applicable__?   

(14)  What caused you to develop an interest in the environmental and/or outdoor 
recreation industry (ies) and issues (describe)? __________________________________ 

(15)  What positions have you held in environmental, park and recreation industries, and 
where? _________________________________________________________________ 

(16)  What changes have you seen in those industries during your career (describe)? 
________________________________________________________________________ 

(17)  What are your greatest concerns about the future of environmental conservation and 
outdoor recreation (describe)? _______________________________________________ 
                                                     
(18) What can be done to enhance children's engagement in environmental and outdoor 
recreation (describe)? ______________________________________________________ 

End of survey. 
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APPENDIX B:  SURVEY RESPONSES 
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APPENDIX B:  SURVEY RESPONSES - Continued 
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APPENDIX B:  SURVEY RESPONSES - Continued 
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APPENDIX B:  SURVEY RESPONSES - Continued 
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APPENDIX C:  RESPONDENTS’  
DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

 
Table C.1 

 
 
AGE  SUBJECTS PERCENTAGE   
 
26-30  1    5.00% 
31-35  2  10.00% 
36-40  2  10.00% 
41-45  7  35.00% 
46-50  1    5.00% 
51-55  2  10.00% 
56-60  4  20.00% 
61-65  1    5.00% 

           
20           100.00% 

 
 
 
 
 
SEX  SUBJECTS  PERCENTAGE     
 
Male  12  60.00% 
Female    8             40.00% 
 

20 100.00% 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
RACE             SUBJECTS   PERCENTAGE 
 
African-American   3  15.00% 
Caucasian  12  60.00% 
Hispanic      3  15.00% 
No response    2  10.00% 
 
   20          100.00% 
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APPENDIX D:  INTERVIEWED SUBJECTS’ RESPONSES 
 
 

To determine what variables influenced today’s environmentalists and 

conservationists, interviews were conducted on a limited sample of individuals who have 

managed public lands, are environmental education instructors, or have been recognized 

as influential in formulating contemporary conservation policy at the federal, state or 

local levels.  Pima County’s objective was to obtain information on the cause and effect 

of personal intimate experiences with the natural environment on each subject.  An 

informal interview format was used asking the following inter-related questions: 

 

(1)   Discuss when you first became aware of their natural environment, how 

you were introduced to it, and by whom. 

(2)   What caused you to develop an interest in environmental issues?   

(3)   How did the events that led to an interest in the environment influence 

your life, including your views and involvement in conservation-based 

policy? 

(4) What are your concerns about the future of conservation and outdoor 

recreation? 

(5) How do you suggest we engage kids with the natural environment? 

                                      

Subject A:  Kerry Baldwin – Natural Resources Manager, Pima Co., AZ  

I was born into a family that hunted, fished and camped.  The outdoors was 

important to us.  When I was very young, our parents decided to buy a property between 
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Flagstaff and Williams, Arizona.  It took a lot of weekends over eight years for us to 

build our cabin using leftover materials that my dad would get from his work’s 

construction sites.  I was too young to help so I’d be turned loose at daylight and told to 

be back by dark - usually in the company of a friend that I had been allowed to bring 

along.  Once in a while, we would tell my parents, ‘we’re bored and don’t have anything 

to do!’  I remember my father saying, “You have two square miles of forest and you’re 

bored?  Let me show you what we did to have fun.”  The cabin site was next to a historic 

wagon yard so my dad went over and picked up an iron wagon wheel rim and a piece of 

metal that was shaped like a T-square.  He taught us how to push the rim with the T-

square and keep it from falling over.  We spent the next five hours playing, pushing and 

chasing our rims through the forest.  The outdoors influenced me so much when I was a 

kid that I wrote a school paper in the fourth grade saying that ‘When I grow up, I am 

going to be a wildlife manager.’   

When I became a student at the U of A [University of Arizona], three professors 

became my mentors.  One of them, Dr. Roger Hungerford asked me one day, “What do 

you really want to do?”  That question helped me realize that what I wanted to do 

professionally was to teach people how to live with their environment instead of simply 

focusing on its protection through enforcement.  I saw this as an opportunity to expand 

my horizons and impact more people during the course of my life, so I studied to become 

a conservation educator.     

Even in the 1970s, my professors were saying that there was something different 

about the students who were coming to the university to study natural resource 
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management.  It appeared that many students did not have a background or relationship 

with the environment.  They had never hunted or fished. They were more focused on 

developing a technical or theoretical understanding about nature than wanting to 

understand its fundamentals – like wildlife is a product of habitat.  The journals that were 

coming out and the presentations that were being given by conservation professionals 

shared this weakness.  I remember going to the International Bear Conference in the early 

1980s and listening to one of the speakers.  He was a technocrat who used statistical data 

collected in the field buy others.  When asked, it turned out that he had never been in the 

field.   

I saw that trend continue and grow once I started working.  Land and wildlife 

managers did not get out of their offices; they did not try to maintain their contact with 

the resources that they were trying to manage.  But some of us still got out.  Their 

commitment was to theoretical “science” – we had a commitment to the land.   

We need to get back to basics.  We are so insulated.  We have the best equipment 

and the highest technology.  We are encapsulated and this does not help us get back in 

touch with the land.  We have lost our grounding of conservation management because 

we are no longer seeing it or living it.  This causes us to make decisions that are based on 

the theoretical; driven by meetings instead of field work. 

Yes, there is a relationship between what we learned as children and what we do 

as adults.  It goes back to being outdoors, the child’s parents and the lessons that they 

both taught us (Baldwin 2011). 
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Subject B:  Wendy Burroughs - Environmental Educator, Pima Co., Arizona 

I was about five years old when my family moved from Lexington to Lincoln, 

Massachusetts, a rural community of about 5000 residents near Boston. I remember that 

there was a big swamp right behind our house.  To get across it we’d have to leap from 

high spot to high spot and we had to do it in bare feet because the mud would pull your 

shoes right off.  I must have been seven years old when my sisters, my friends and I 

finally made it to the other side of the swamp. When we got there, we thought we were in 

another town. There were farm fields at the edge of the woods and the beautiful-stacked 

stone rock walls that you find in New England.  One day, we heard a snorting sound 

rushing towards us; we could not tell what it was and thought we were being chased by 

wild boars.  We ran back into the swamp and to our homes. We never went across the 

swamp again.  

We weren’t allowed to watch television before 4 [P.M.]. I remember telling my 

mom, “We’re bored!”  She told us to “go outside and play – go ride your bikes!”  

Looking back at my childhood, I loved it. We were outside exploring all of the time.  

We’d skate on the pond in winter and catch frogs in the summer.  We’d be outside 

playing kick-ball in the street.  Being outside created and awareness of the plants and 

animals and seasonal changes – especially in plants…  We would forage, eating 

everything that we could.  Someone, I can’t remember who it was – but someone told us 

what wild plants we could eat.  We’d eat the wild blueberries and concord grapes that 

grew along the railroad tracks.  One day, we came across someone’s vegetable garden 

and we ate raw potatoes – they were awful.  
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Family influences made a big difference in my life.  My paternal grandfather was 

not biologically related to us, but we were close.  He told us that he was Blackfoot Indian.  

He taught us how to make bows and arrows out of twigs and branches.  Looking back, 

this mythical Indian influenced me.  My maternal grandfather was a farmer. He instilled 

an ethic of care in us too. He taught us that we could not eat until we took care of the 

animals.  Animal’s needs came before our needs.  

When I was eight-years old, I found a baby bird and took it to the Audubon 

Society’s Drumlin Farm Wildlife Rehabilitation Center. A woman at the center came out 

and told me, “Oh, we can use help.” I started volunteering, feeding baby raccoons and 

other animals.  Even as a kid I thought to myself, “Wow, I can’t believe that people do 

this kind of work for a living!”  Watching the adults who worked there lit an interest in 

me.  

I was 13 or 14 years old when I became active in our town’s politics.  The town 

had owned a historic cabin that had been damaged by fire and the council had to vote on 

whether to rebuild it or not.  I was asked to speak to them at a meeting, but first the 

council had to vote on whether a minor could speak. “I never got a chance to go to the 

cabin but I want to go there,” I said. They voted “yes.”  It was then that I discovered the 

“power of one” and realized that what I did could make a difference – it changed me. 

When I was fifteen-years old, the patrolman who worked at the rehabilitation 

center retired.  Even though I was a kid, I was offered the job.  My mother demanded that 

I receive equal pay for equal work – it was a matter of social justice. I would ride my 

horse patrolling the grounds. My horse, dog and I would chase other dogs away from the 
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property.  I’d think to myself, “What, this is a job?  I can actually do what I love and get 

paid?” 

Our formative experiences influenced my childhood friends and me. Many of us 

went on to work in environmental careers, or worked on political initiatives to set aside 

and protect open space.  One of my childhood friends reinforces her experiences in her 

children by taking them to the swamp.   I think it is these childhood experiences that 

never leave you.  It is absolutely not a coincidence that I was influenced as a child by 

living in an environmentally progressive community that advanced the conservation of 

open space, and that people in that town cared about the environment. It is not a 

coincidence that when I grew up and was looking for a place to move I found Pima 

County and Tucson because it had a similar environmental mind-set as Lincoln, 

Massachusetts. 

These experiences influenced my career paths.  Years ago, I worked for the 

Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum.  At that time, some of the animal compounds were not 

as nice as they are today.  One of my jobs was to scrub the bird poop off the rocks in the 

bird cages.  Like the animals at the museum, I was on display and people would tease and 

speak with me as I went about my business.   

One day, I was reading an article written by columnist Andy Rooney – I think it 

was in the New York Times.  He wrote that he had visited and hated the Arizona-Sonora 

Desert Museum, especially the bear cage which at that time was just an austere concrete 

enclosure. But he wrote that he liked the way that I had been engaging with the people as 

I cleaned the bird enclosures.  Rooney wrote that he could tell that I cared about the 
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animals, what I was doing, and enjoyed speaking and educating the visitors as I cleaned 

the cages. The “power of one” came back to my mind as I read the article. 

Now that I am in charge of Pima County’s award-winning Environmental 

Education Unit I instruct staff that when kids come to our parks, we want to show them 

our passion for the environment – not our frustration because a kid or kids are acting up. 

Our attitude could be what changes that kid – and if you are grumpy, that is what the kid 

is going to remember.   

A while back, we had an awards ceremony for a children’s program where Pima 

County solicits works focused on environment-based art and poetry.   I saw some parents 

standing with their little boy. I walked up to the family and told them “Congratulations, 

The Pima County Natural Resources, Parks and Recreation Department has selected your 

son’s work as the grand-prize winner for his category. The mother tearfully told me, “I 

can’t believe this – he is autistic. He was not even writing before he wrote this poem.” I 

thought to myself, ‘you never know what kid is going to be sparked up.’ The power of 

one… (Burroughs 2011). 

 

Subject C: Bob Edison – Director of Philanthropy, Arizona-Sonora Desert Museum, 
Tucson, Arizona 
 
 We moved to Arizona when I was eight.  My family settled northwest of Tucson, 

before [the town of] Oro Valley was developed.  Our home was surrounded by nature and 

wildlife.  We also had dogs, horses and rabbits; orienting me towards a deep and lifelong 

affinity for wildlife and domestic animals.  Even as a kid, I thought about the ‘family 

dynamics’ of animals. Being surrounded by so much wildlife in its natural habitat and so 
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many domestic animals, a kid could do an ethological study on animal behavior.   I was 

always outside.  It seems that whenever my friends would come over to play, they’d 

always be waiting for me to finish doing something with my animals.  I think that my 

friends actually learned a lot about wildlife and domestic animals just by watching and 

waiting for me. 

 I remember looking forward to the “Desert Ark” paying us a visit.  The ark was a 

station wagon used in the early years of the [Arizona-Sonora] Desert Museum.  It 

provided environmental education opportunities for children.  Environmental educator 

Hal Gras imprinted upon me a deep respect for animals and their habitat.  The more I 

learned from Hal, the more that I wanted to learn about the natural environment.  

Although I was just a kid, if I saw someone hurting a plant I would tell them that they 

were also hurting the animals that depended on that plant. 

 I began a professional career in behavioral health in the [19]70s and 80s.  I 

realized that people with emotional problems – like all of us - needed to understand their 

place in the natural environment. There was a lot of research going on at that time about 

the benefits of having people with emotional problems being around nature and animals.  

I began to bring animals into the clinic – in essence, I brought the natural environment to 

the patients.  I noticed that this consistently caused a positive change in the patients’ 

behavior. 

 One day, I met [British ethologist, primatologist and anthropologist] Jane 

Goodall. I later became director of the Jane Goodall Institute and worked with her all 

over the globe.  I remember that there was a bright young woman at our office who had 
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all the qualities that would make her perfect for a front-desk position that we had.  During 

a conversation, the young woman mentioned to me that she had never seen a chicken.  

She had seen frozen chickens at the grocery store, but had never seen a live chicken.  I 

thought to myself, ‘How is this possible?’ This young woman had not grown up in some 

highly urbanized city on the east coast; she had grown up in the western United States.  I 

told myself, ‘How quickly we can move in a direction, any direction!’  If she had never 

seen a live chicken, what else had she not seen?  What kind of understanding and 

appreciation for the natural environment could anyone have when they did not even 

understand the domestic one? 

 The lessons that I learned from Jane Goodall confirmed what I had learned years 

before – there is a connection between species and habitat. I became an advocate for 

both.  During my work around the globe, I saw beautiful places and beautiful things - but 

I also saw the worst of the worst; humanities total disregard for nature.  This impacted 

me.  Now, I raise funds for conservation. Jane Goodall inspired me and helped shape my 

conservation values.  She taught me that individuals really do matter – every person, 

every chimpanzee, every chicken. When we lose that ethos, we stray.   

 

Subject D:  Sara Hensley – Director, Austin Parks and Recreation Department 

When I was a young child, I loved to be outdoors. I loved playing in the yard.  

What I especially liked was when it rained.  I would spend hours romping in the ditches. 

These childhood experiences influenced my life.       

 As I got older, I developed an interest in the parks and recreation fields because it 
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makes you focus on the “big picture,” understanding environmental and recreation trends.  

What became apparent to me is that if we don’t focus on trends and fail to look at the big 

picture, we get left behind.  The saying “leave it better than you found it,” resonates with 

me.  I believe that it is our responsibility to work towards preserving our land, green 

spaces, blue-ways and trails for the future.  If not, we will loose our future quality of life. 

 There are many threats to the future of environmental conservation and outdoor 

recreation.  Some of them include something as simple as smoking in our parks. There 

area also those things that we cannot control such as drought conditions, and those things 

that we can control such as the lack of vision regarding partnerships with the private 

sector and developers. Of these, perhaps the greatest threat to the future of conservation 

and outdoor recreation is the lack of vision regarding partnerships overall.    

 Due to limited resources and increasing demands, we cannot and will not be able 

to do everything.  We have to re-think what we are doing and how we do it.  Identifying 

our core services and then partnering with others to make the other important and valued 

services happen is our key to success – and it is our future. Cooperative efforts with 

public, private and charter schools focusing on the relationship between the outdoors and 

our health and wellness are measures we should be taking to enhance kid’s participation 

with the outdoors and to enhance their health.  The fact is that we need to take a holistic 

approach to educating the public about protecting the environment and particularly our 

young people – this is a huge issue. We must come up with an overall campaign and it 

must be clean, concise and clear. It must addresses these issues and demonstrate that our 

lives are better when we have a relationship with the outdoors, and that we have to 
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protect our abundant and wonderful natural resources.  Recreation plays a key role in this 

and we have to find our way to make this work. 

Subject E:  William Koegler - Director of the National Training Center at Oglebay, 
Vice President of the Wheeling Park Commission, Development Director of the 
Oglebay Foundation, Wheeling Park Commission, Wheeling, West Virginia  

  My early childhood thru age 13 was spent growing up on Wheeling Island, which 

at one time was one of the largest populated inland islands in the United States with over 

10,000 people.  Wheeling Island had an inner-city atmosphere, although it was in reality 

a middle class to lower middle class at the time, with no poverty. I was the son and 

grandson of steel workers and the first of four children. Neither parent had an education 

beyond high school. I became the first college graduate of the Koegler clan.   

 My first experiences with the natural environment were related to the mighty 

Ohio River. Our apartment complex “backyard” stretched to the riverbank and my father 

and grandfather (who lived nearby) had extensive “truck gardens” - which I was 

privileged to work in.  I loved seeing the plants grow from seed, and seeing the fruits of 

our labor in late summer with green beans, onions, tomatoes – although I did not really 

like the weeding - but who does.        

 A significant event in my childhood was the  summer program offered by Oglebay 

Park in conjunction with the City of Wheeling Parks and Recreation Department thru its 

playground program. The Oglebay Park Children’s Association, a 501 (c) (3), offered 

“buses” and counselors once a week to the first 40 youngsters at each local playground to 

visit the beautiful Oglebay Park. Each week was a different experience and was heavily 

influenced by nature education programs provided by the Oglebay Nature Center.  Each 
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afternoon included swimming at the pool. I loved the outdoor experience, the park, and 

the interaction with the kids. I eventually ended up directing these programs at this park 

shortly after graduating from the local state university.                                        

 My second life changing experience was when I was given the opportunity to 

attend the Oglebay Park Resident Caddy Camp during the summer of my 13th year. 

Student athletes from each local school were selected by invitation by coaches and 

academic counselors. This was actually the beginning of my Oglebay career.  I caddied 

on the “old” golf course for three summers, living in Civilian Conservation Corps- 

constructed cottages in the middle of the woods.  I loved it, still do.  Not only did we 

caddy, but to support our room and board we worked in various park facilities, including 

the golf course, outdoor amphitheater and nature trails.  I wanted to work and live in 

Oglebay forever, which I have been able to do.                                           

 My early experiences with the environment and recreation at Oglebay influenced 

my entire life. I became entwined with the beauty of nature and the delivery of 

recreational services to all people, in hopes that this that would enhance their lives, at 

little or no cost, with no one being omitted or forgotten.                                            

 I strongly believe in maintaining and supporting the green spaces and the vistas at 

Oglebay, along with the historical buildings and recreational programs - for everyone, 

forever! I have been able to do this thru my work with our support  foundation, The 

Oglebay Foundation, and thru influencing individuals who have had similar experiences 

with our park system to financially support those experiences for the next generation. I 

have been able to “spread” our mission and vision to park, recreation and conservation 
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professionals from around the country thru our relationship with the National Recreation 

and Parks Association’s Directors’ School, the development of the 15 National Training 

Schools, and our latest endeavor, the “Green School,” which has caused our agency to 

become environmentally “greener,” making us a national model.     

 The greatest threat to environmental conservation and environmental education, in 

my opinion, is the lack of funding and support that will permit all who wish to partake of 

the wonders of their natural surroundings. We need to find alternative funding for 

acquisition, maintenance, and education. Traditional public tax funding sources are 

limited or have become non-existent and I do not see them returning to former levels in 

the future.  The greatest threats to recreation participation are similar. We must provide 

clean, safe, inexpensive or free facilities and programs to the population and offer and 

provide instruction at the youngest ages possible through our public school systems. To 

do this, parks, recreation and conservation programs need to be prioritized by our society 

as important to the future growth of our citizens and our country. I do feel that it gets 

back to the private sector’s support and funding.        

 My greatest concerns for environmental and recreation programs is funding or 

actually, the lack of funding that is needed to support current programs and facilities and 

to develop new opportunities for the entire population.  Children can become engaged at 

a very young age with the conservation of our environment and in recreation.  My “grand 

boys,” 4 and 6, are already engaged in golf, soccer, swimming, skiing, as well as 

attending the local zoo’s environmental camps and nature camps.  The 6 year old is 

infatuated with the solar system and may know more about it than I do.  But he also 
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knows the difference between a par and a bogey, a goal and a touchdown, football and 

soccer - although they are the same in most of the world.       

 The most important point is that engagement starts with the parents, grandparents, 

relatives, and the school system.  It requires commitment and money.  I foresee senior 

citizens being engaged as volunteers and financial supporters of youth recreation, 

environmental education and conservation.  It is important that they have a commitment 

to both to their grandchildren, and, in many cases, to all children when they do not have 

grandchildren in their own backyard.  Seniors have the largest amount of expendable, 

non-dedicated income of any segment of our population, and they have the time!  Let’s 

engage our seniors so that they can engage and educate our youth.  Not a new or novel 

idea…but one that will work. 

Subject F:  Greg Mack - Director of Parks and Recreation - Ramsey County, 
Minnesota  

  Our family life was very outdoor recreation oriented. My Dad grew up on a farm 

and shared his love and knowledge of the out of doors with the kids. He was an avid 

hunter and fisherman. When I was old enough to keep up with him in the field I joined 

him. During these times he shared his knowledge and appreciation of flora and fauna. 

 The entire family camped together across much of the western United States and 

Canada. Regular picnics to undeveloped natural areas were part of what summers were 

all about - overlooks from river bluffs and quiet spots along a creek. My mother taught 

me to appreciate the micro-elements and the wonders of the natural world.            

 I grew up in an emerging suburb of Minneapolis. We had large tracts of vacant 
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land, large enough for a kid to get lost in. Daily forays into these areas reinforced my 

love of nature and the need to stay connected.  Camping and exposure to state and 

national parks exposed me to future career opportunities. I remember the park ranger 

talks!  After embarking on a very successful career path in business, I realized that I 

needed to shift my professional path to align my avocation in outdoor recreation with my 

profession. My policy perspectives have been shaped by my educational background. I 

sought and earned a Master of Science in Recreation when I decided to shift career paths.  

Mentors, a belief that outdoor recreation is vital for personal, physical and  spiritual 

growth, and the business acumen I had gathered also combined to greatly  influence me.  

 The greatest threat to the future of environmental conservation is the lack of 

knowledge about the environment. This leads to lack of appreciation. With exposure and 

positive experiences, people will grow to love and protect our natural resources.  The 

same holds true for the future of recreational participation.  We need to engage children 

and families in positive outdoor experiences. Opportunities need to be accessible, 

enjoyable and multi-dimensional. People learn in different ways, so we need different 

avenues to capture and retain their interest through art, play, education, exploration, etc.  

We need to build a committed constituency of people who understand and embrace the 

natural world. 

Subject G: Christine McVie, R,N. – Citizen Activist, Tortolita, AZ 
 

I remember spending weekends with my grandparents even before I could walk. 

They lived in a small stone home on Mission Road on the side of a hill. I would 

sometimes watch our cat hang out in its pen killing scorpions.  When I got a little older, 
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I’d go hiking with my grandfather.  Sometimes, he’d take twenty-five cent mineral and 

fossil specimens and “salt” the trail so that I’d find the shiny, colorful rocks as we 

walked. He’d also take me outside to get me out of people’s hair.  Sometimes I would 

play outside in my tree house or my desert fort for hours and hours.  Kids don’t seem to 

do that anymore. 

My father worked for the Civilian Conservation Corps in Yellowstone [National 

Park] during the depression.  He and my mom camped out for extended periods of time 

near Medicine Bow, Wyoming.  So, it was no surprise that when my younger sister and I 

came along our family spent a lot of time outdoors.  We’d be in [Arizona’s] White 

Mountains in the summer – and at Cholla Bay [in Sonora] in the winter.  When we went 

to the White Mountains, I’d catch water snakes at a stream near Greer.  I’d bring them to 

my mom to freak her out.  My parents had a small Airstream [travel trailer] that my mom 

and my sister would sleep in, but I’d sleep under the stars with my dad and grandfather.  

When we were at Cholla Bay, I would walk along the miles of mud flats and beaches that 

I had to myself.   

When I was in my early teens, I would take our family’s and friends’ younger 

kids out into the desert.  I would tell them that the saguaro cactus had sharp spines.  Then 

I’d tell them that it was OK for them to touch the saguaros.  When they got poked by the 

cactus’ spines I would use that as an opportunity to teach them.  I would tell them, ‘OK, 

from here on out you need to listen to me.  When I tell you it’s sharp, it’s sharp!’  I would 

also teach the younger kids the ‘buddy system’ so that they would know better than to 

hike alone. I would let them go ahead of me where I could still watch them and let them 
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pretend that they were alone.  Really, what I was trying to do was to ‘desert-proof’ them 

so that they would be competent when they were outdoors and away from their homes. 

Kids are way too protected today.  Clean kids are not healthy kids.   

When the summer monsoon rains came, my sister, dad and I would chase the 

storm clouds around town.  We loved to hear the violent clap of thunder and be in the 

heavy downpours.  My mother was scared of the lightening, so she would not go with us.  

Today, my little sister is a “weather nut.” 

I also remember that when I was a little girl, my grandfather sold baskets to 

tourists.  He’d get baskets from the “rez” (Indian reservation) from his Tohono O’odham 

friend named Manuelito. Manuelito would get them from a family of basket-makers who 

were sisters.  This man was a very dear and life-long friend to my grandfather.   

Fast forward: One day, when I’d grown-up, I was working with a [late] friend of 

mine named Daniel Preston on the establishment of the Ironwood National Monument in 

western Pima County.  [Daniel was also a Tohono O’odham.]  I said, ‘Danny, we are 

going to need to get the medicine woman out here for a Blessing.’  A few weeks later, the 

medicine woman came to the site.  She was very old but she looked familiar.  I suddenly 

realized that she was one of the sisters that had made the baskets that my grandfather had 

sold when I was a little girl.  And then I saw the medicine woman’s husband – it was 

Manuelito!  My life had come full circle.   

Our group prepared to visit a near-by mountain.  As I was ready to go with the 

group, the medicine woman told me, “We’ll stay here and let the men go without us.  

Devils come out of Ragged Top Mountain – this is not for us.”   
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As I look back at my childhood and whether it influenced who I became as an 

adult I have to say, ‘Absolutely, it did – yes!’  I never intended to become an 

environmentalist and don’t always agree with some of them and what they believe, but I 

do believe that we need to be responsible in how we use our environment.  I also believe 

in a community’s economic health and growth.  I don’t consider myself an 

environmentalist but I do consider myself is a “citizen activist!” 

I became active in our community because Pima County was getting ‘Fs’ (grades) 

because of road-related injuries and deaths. Road rage was also increasing because of 

inadequate infrastructure to support the large number of residential developments that 

were springing up.  When kids started dying, I got riled up.  I started by going to 

meetings.  I realized that public health and safety, and community planning issues were 

environmental issues.  Government’s first job is to protect its citizens and they were 

doing a poor job!   

When it came to the design of [residential] developments, we were failing too.  

Here we were in one of the most beautiful places on earth and our housing developments 

were so poorly designed and absent of the natural environment that you might as well 

have been in Omaha, Nebraska.  No one was using native vegetation for their landscaping 

they were planting evergreens that did not naturally grow here.  They wanted this place to 

look like Kansas or some other place like that.  They did not want to understand our 

desert. 

Developers did not care.  They just wanted to drop the blade and develop 

neighborhoods in sensitive desert areas.  My neighbors and I said, “NO!”  This is not 



 
 
 
    207 

what we wanted. Because we lived in the Tortolita (little dove in Spanish) area near 

Tucson, we called ourselves ‘the Tortolistas.’  We developed a broad-based, multi-

focused coalition called ‘Desert Watch’ and were successful in defeating New World 

Homes, Inc.  The desert area that we had fought to preserve would not be developed.   

After this event, the Center for Biological Diversity called upon me to help 

analyze habitat for the endangered Ferruginous Pygmy Owl. This small bird became the 

basis for the inception of the Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan.  I guess the ‘center’ 

thought that I was ‘educatable.’ This is what I remember from a young age through my 

adulthood - it just went on from there. 

 

Subject H:  John Potts - Executive Director, Champaign County Forest Preserve 
District, Illinois 

 I grew up in a small town in Illinois and hunted and fished with my father. I 

remember that he would take me outdoors when I was probably around three years old – 

maybe even a little younger. I also spent much of my youth on an uncle’s farm.  My 

interest in the outdoors was also furthered through my involvement in Cub Scouts, Boy 

Scouts, and Explorer Scouts.         

 When I went off to college, and after getting a degree in business, I entered an 

MBA program. But half way through the MBA, I decided I didn’t want to work in private 

industry, but instead wanted to work in an occupation involving the outdoors. I switched 

to a park management program for my Master of Science degree.   

 The greatest threats to the future of environmental conservation are the incessant 

and rapid growth in our human population, poorly thought out federal policies regarding 
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land management and acquisition, and a fickle congress. We need the leadership and 

conservation ethics of President Teddy Roosevelt and Senator Stewart Udall.    

 It does not help that we have a sedentary population, particularly among our 

children. At the same time, I also believe that the opposite is true because I believe 

children are introduced to competitive sports way too young. There is so little opportunity 

for “disorganized” play today.  By this I mean that kids often only have a choice between 

joining a competitive league and not playing at all. When I was a kid we played “pickup” 

baseball all summer – it was fun, but not competitive. Too few kids make the team and 

are left out.                                                                               

 I think we need to get outdoor recreation and the environment closer to where 

kids are. Close cooperation with schools would help. I started a program where we got 

permission to plant a tall-grass prairie on a portion of a school’s grounds and on nearby 

land that private owners allowed us to use. The school children were involved in all 

phases of the projects with the help of our environmental educators. The school grounds 

and accessible private land became outdoor classrooms.      

 My greatest concern is that demand for scarce resources will take precedence over 

environmental conservation. Habitat is rapidly disappearing. As Aldo Leopold said, 

“when the last bit of open space is paved over, not all the science in the world can bring 

back the species that were lost…,” or words to that effect… 
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Subject I: William “Bill” Roe, J.D. - Conservationist and Board Member at Local, 
State and Federal Levels 
 

My first memory of nature takes me back to when I was three or maybe four years 

old.  I remember seeing an injured black snake in our backyard being mobbed by a 

swarm of birds.  My father put a bushel basket over the snake to protect it.   

My father had a great influence on me [with regard to the natural environment]. 

My father had grown up hiking in Colorado. We did not camp but my parents invested in 

a lot outside of Chapel Hill, North Carolina. Our family never developed the lot, but I 

remember we’d visit it and cut our own Christmas tree there. 

I was a thin, scrawny, sickly child.  My father put up a bird feeder in my window 

so that I could watch birds gather and feed when I was sick in bed. My father also gave 

me a copy of a poem by Robert Lewis Stevenson that I called ‘A Birdie with a Yellow 

Bill’ but is correctly named, Time to Rise.   

 

   A birdie with a yellow bill 

   Hopped upon my window sill, 

   Cocked his shining eye and said: 

   “Ain’t you ‘shamed, you sleepy-head!” 

 

I quickly developed a fascination for birds.  At six years of age, I had my tonsils 

removed, and I have been healthy since – but my fascination for birds stayed with me.  

I remember going on many field trips during my childhood.  When I was in 4th 

grade, we moved to a house in the country.  My mother was busy raising my two younger 
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brothers and my father was busy with his work as a professor at the University of North 

Carolina, so I had free range and was always outside doing something.  A girl who lived 

down the street had a father who was a botanist – he introduced me to plants. 

When I was in 7th, 8th and 9th grades, a British woman who was the mayor of 

Chapel Hill formally introduced me to birding.  She was an avid birder and I looked up to 

her.  The mayor would come by my parent’s home and pick me up at five in the morning.  

We’d go to a swamp and watch the spring migration which was always bigger and more 

interesting than the fall migration.  At that time, the National Audubon Society would 

show documentaries on birding in Raleigh, North Carolina two to three times a year 

which I would attend. They were magical! This increased my interest in birds even more.   

When I was in the 10th or 11th grade, a famous ornithologist named Charles Blake 

retired in our area.  I learned a lot from him and assisted enough to earn a sub-permit 

from the state game and fish department to band birds.  I quickly learned that cardinals 

could bite hard – they were nasty!  I remember that he took me to a radio tower because it 

had been foggy the night before.  We went there not to look at live birds but to do an 

inventory of dead birds under the tower.  It was littered with dead thrushes and vireos.  I 

thought to myself that the potential number of dead birds could be staggering because we 

had a proliferation of towers. 

I had a friend whose name was Mrs. Cecil Appelberry. She was an incredible 

mentor to me.  Mrs. Appelberry got interested in natural history and eventually became 

an avid ornithologist. She ran the Wilmington, North Carolina Christmas Bird Count and 

won the national title for the most identified species. Here I was, a kid going with her on 
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Christmas bird count.  I remember that the skies were very gray; it was soggy and 

raining.  I almost stepped on a young bald eagle that was sheltering itself on the ground 

under a bush! 

In 1959, we moved to Washington, D.C. and I became involved with the local 

chapter of the Audubon Society.  I also got involved with the National Capitol Parks, a 

branch of the National Park Service, and attended field trip leader training.   

From 1961 through 1965, I worked for the U.S. Forest Service in Oregon’s 

Deschutes National Forest. I thinned and pruned trees, fought fires, and worked as a fire 

look out.  I also collected garbage at fish camps – which was my least favorite thing to 

do, but I also performed recreation surveys, which I enjoyed.  I remember taking my 

lunch to a site that was accessible only by boat.  There were wild berry bushes all over 

the place and I began to pick them.  I heard a sound and it sounded like someone else was 

there picking berries too.  It was a bear! 

After law school, I joined the United States Air Force and was stationed in San 

Antonio, Texas and Panama City, Florida.  I did some birding when I could.  But when I 

was stationed in Taiwan, I could not do too much of it because you’d get a bayonet in 

your back if you pulled out your binoculars. 

When my wife and I were looking for a place to relocate [and settle], we chose 

Tucson, Arizona. My parents had previously moved there and I wanted our children to be 

close to their grandparents - but I also moved to Tucson because [it] was a famous 

birding spot. 
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When it comes to the evolution of environmental conservation, it usually begins 

with a personal interest and involvement – like birding.  Then you go to habitat protection 

and join organizations like The Defenders of Wildlife and Audubon. Soon you realize 

that ‘I have to influence bureaucracies.’  That is why I became involved with boards and 

commissions like the Arizona State Parks, the Arizona Outdoor Recreation Coordination 

Commission, the Arivaipa Trust and many others. Then you look at influencing elections; 

educating candidates on environmental issues.  You strategically look at and join 

committees.   

I may not have realized it at the time, but the natural history choice for my life 

was a leap of faith – with no specificity of what would come out of it.  If there were clear 

choices they were in the back of my head.  My experiences influenced what I do now - 

fund raising for environmental conservation groups, policy, and advocacy.  My 

experiences certainly played a role in coming here to Tucson, and the positions I have 

been in. They certainly played a role in some of the political issues I got involved with. 

But exactly to what degree, I can’t clearly say; there is a whole continuum. The extent 

that these experiences influenced my life can’t be clearly answered because the choices in 

my life have been dictated by many demands.  

I know my childhood experiences had an impact. Not too long ago I received a 

note from my childhood friend named Alice Nicholson Galick . She wrote: “Like old 

days, I want to go bird watching with you at 5 A.M. in the row boat... Unfortunately, you 

would find fewer egrets and herons and species-probably because of development (Of 
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course!) but they are still around and so awesome in the early morning mist. We have 2 

good pairs of binoculars there if you don't want to drag yours along” (Roe 2011). 

 

Subject J:  John L. Sullivan - Rangeland Manager, Pima Co., AZ 

I lived in the San Rafael Valley for the first five years of my life. My dad worked 

for the Greene Cattle Company.  We had a family friend named Johnny Jones who owned 

a ranch a few miles away in Parker Canyon.  Johnny was an old, bald-headed cowboy 

whose family had moved to Arizona many years before, coming all the way from Texas 

in a covered wagon.  I remember that Johnny always rode a gray horse.  One day Johnny 

came over and put me on his horse.  I was two years old.  This influenced my life. I was 

very young but I remember falling in love with the outdoors and ranching from then on.  

The only reason I went into the house was to eat and sleep unless I was sick or we had 

bad weather. 

I got my first saddle and learned how to ride when I was three years old.  I 

remember that about a year later, when I was four, my dad and I were riding the north 

pasture of the R.O. Ranch checking for water in the [earthen stock] tanks.  Because it had 

been a long time since the winter rains, the water was gone and all that remained was 

deep mud.  We found a cow stuck in the mud, unable to get out.  My dad roped the cow 

and with the help of his horse, pulled it out. If it wasn’t for my dad, that cow would have 

died.  He was my hero – I wanted to be just like him. I still wear my dad’s belt and wear 

my [cowboy] hat like he wore it.  
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My dad would tell me to listen and that I’d learn more that way.  I would watch 

him and the other cowboys and how they reacted to the livestock, how they mounted their 

horses, and how they lived with the land.  I learned from them too just by watching 

instead of reading it in a book.    

All of those experiences would come in handy when I went to college.  My 

knowledge about ranching and living with the land allowed me to become the vice 

president of the University of Arizona’s Agricultural Council. After college, I went into 

law enforcement and became a Deputy for the Santa Cruz Sheriff’s Department, but that 

did not last long.  I soon went back to agriculture – back to my upbringing, my roots. 

Money was not the focus – my happiness was, and being outdoors brought happiness to 

me.  

There is nothing as fulfilling as working on a ranch with animals, Mother Nature 

and the land that she has.  New born calves in January are a delight to my soul. I always 

look forward to the beginning of a new year because it is the beginning of new life.  The 

stars are my movies – my entertainment.  [Nature] is everything. The good Lord and 

Mother Nature control everything, even though we think we are in charge. What we need 

to remember is that we are here only for a short time to ‘fit’ in or not. Hopefully we make 

the world better than we found it – if not, that means we have abused it.  The land will 

recover long after we are gone. The [wild] animals have been here longer than man – it 

belongs to them.  

The world is changing.  We don’t enjoy life anymore – we live too fast.  I learned 

very early that a real cowboy is born a cowboy – not made.  Soon, only a few [cowboys] 
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will remain. The problem is that if young people do not have genuine experiences, they 

lose their desire and love for the land.  Without real experiences, those cowboys that 

remain will just be going through the motions. They will not know what being a real 

cowboy is about.  Anyone can dress up like a baseball player, but that does not make 

them Roger Maris or Babe Ruth.   

When you’re a kid, your formative years influence what you like and dislike. My 

experiences, when I was a kid with the land, ranching and hunting, and my dad, mother, 

sister, Johnny Jones and his wife Inez influenced me more than anyone.  My dad’s love 

for animals and nature made me what I am today. We are what we learn – this applies to 

humans just like it does to animals – especially horses (Sullivan 2011). 

 

Subject K: Darla Sidles – NPS Superintendent: Saguaro National Park   

I became aware of the natural environment at age 9 while living in Kansas City, 

Missouri.  I somehow got involved in the "Ranger Rick" Club that took kids out into the 

environment to learn about biodiversity.   

I didn't really become all that involved in nature, though, until college, when I 

heard about the Student Conservation Association (SCA), then applied for and secured a 

volunteer position with the Forest Service.  The 3 month volunteer experience at age 20 

was a huge eye-opener for me.  I credit SCA for changing my life and putting me on 

track to be where I am today! 
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Subject L: Kenneth (Ken) E. Travous – Arizona State Parks Executive Director 
Retired, Environmental Consultant 
 

I must have been about two years old when my father and grandfather began 

taking me out in to the woods of southwestern Illinois on a regular basis.  I remember that 

we’d swim in one of the local rivers, the sun hitting our naked bodies as we’d warm 

ourselves in the afternoon sun.  It seemed so natural - the sun on our skin, the sound of 

the water, the trees rustling in the wind, birds singing in the branches. I did not question 

any of this, it was our lives and it was how we lived. 

I remember the day that I began seeing the natural world and humanity in a 

different vane.  When I was a bit older, maybe twelve years of age, I went hunting with 

my father and grandfather.  Every time I was in the woods, I’d again be awestruck by the 

magnificence and quiet beauty of the “wilderness,” the morning smell of leaves and damp 

earth, the tree-filtered sunlight and how it played on the ground.     

I had separated myself by some distance from my dad and grandfather as we 

hunted.  I remember walking up to a huge old tree and looking at its strong branches and 

massive trunk. This seemed like the perfect place to sit and rest. I sat at the base of the 

ancient tree, my back against the truck, feeling the bark against my skin, and recall 

feeling a deep sense of peace. I was content. As I sat there, I thought to myself, ‘could I 

be sitting in a place where no other human had ever sat or even been before?’  The place 

seemed so pristine.  Then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw an old, rusted metal can.  I 

was crest-fallen. I thought to myself, is there not a place that man has not ruined?  

That can’s image has stayed with me. I wanted to find a way to make this a better 

world, a place where some other kid would not have to have his or her hopes dashed 
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because of some else’s carelessness. That is one of the reasons that I became involved in 

the resource conservation and parks fields (Travous 2011). 

 

Subject M:  Layne Young - Business Relationship Manager - Marion County 
Information Services Agency 

 I remember that my father took me fishing when I was five. That is when I first 

became aware of the natural environment.  I later became interested in parks, recreation 

and environmental conservation because my aunt and uncle did recreation and event 

planning for a small private college.  It involved getting students out-of-doors to 

mountain areas.  As a result of my trips, event planning, participation in scouting, I 

pursued two degrees in Parks and Recreation; one being a Bachelor of Science, the other 

a Master of Science.                                    

 The greatest threats to the future of environmental conservation and outdoor 

recreation are urban policies regarding development and land use and their failure to 

identify and set-aside lands for park use and conservation, our failure to educate our 

citizens and land owners on the importance of park and conservation lands, the provision 

of money to purchase properties, and the availability of suitable land.  My greatest 

concerns about the future are that quality land, sea and air may become unavailable for 

conservation purposes.        

 I believe that the greatest threats to the future of outdoor recreation participation 

include childhood obesity, physical education/recreation opportunities being removed 

from the school curriculum, the increased number of non-active recreation opportunities 

such as video games, and a limited number of available and affordable leisure 
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opportunities.  If we are to increase and enhance kid’s environmental and recreation 

participation we must require and find a way to financially provide a week at camp for all 

5th graders and make sure physical education activities are required in our schools. 
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	Clean Air Act of 1970 (amended 1977 and 1990)      The Clean Air Act of 1977 is the comprehensive federal law that regulates air emissions from stationary and mobile sources, and also authorizes EPA to establish National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect public health and welfare, and to regulate emissions of hazardous air pollutants.  The 1970 Clean Air Act amendments paved the way for widespread consensus in our country establishing that air quality and pollutant control must be a top priority for the federal government (Rogers 1990).  The setting of those standards was coupled with directing states to develop state implementation plans, in order to achieve these standards.  The Act was amended in 1977 and 1990 primarily to set new dates for achieving and attaining NAAQS because many areas could not meet the deadlines (Environmental Protection Agency 2012a).  
	Clean Water Act of 1972 (amended 1977 and 1981)     The Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1948 was the first major law in the United States to address water pollution. It was later amended in 1972, henceforth being known as the Clean Water Act. It is the cornerstone of surface water quality protection in the United States. Per EPA, the Act was later amended in 1977 to:
	Endangered Species Act (ESA) of 1973      Through federal action and by encouraging the establishment of state programs, the 1973 Endangered Species Act (ESA) provided for the conservation of ecosystems upon which threatened and endangered species of fish, wildlife, and plants depend. The ESA:


	CHILDREN AND NATURE:  WHAT HAS CHANGED?
	The Growing Impact on Outdoor Recreation       After 50 years of steady increase, per capita visits to the United States’ national and state parks, national forests, and range lands have steadily declined since the mid-1980s, averaging a reduction in visitation of about 1.2 percent per year since (Pergams and Zaradic 2008).  In a study published in the February 19, 2008 issue of Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, Pergams and Zaradic reinforced earlier findings that even with an undiminished capacity of wild areas to handle more traffic, a smaller percentage of visitors are actually showing up. Their research tested for similar longitudinal declines in sixteen time series representing four classes of nature participation variables: (1) visitation to various types of public lands in the United States (U.S.) and national parks in Japan and Spain, (2) number of various types of U.S. game licenses issued, (3) indicators of time spent camping, and (4) indicators of time spent backpacking or hiking. The four variables with the greatest per capita participation were visits to Japanese national parks, U.S. state parks, U.S. national parks, and U.S. national forests, with an average individual participating 0.74–2.75 times per year (Pergams and Zaradic 2008). 
	Hostility and Ambivalence towards Hunting and Fishing
	 An Assault on Unstructured Play and Physical Education
	A Majority-Minority Population and its Implications     The United States is quickly becoming a majority-minority population (The Outdoor Foundation 2010a). A majority-minority population is defined as more than half the population being of a group other than single-race (US Census Bureau 2009).  It is critical that we understand how diverse groups view and interact with the natural world.  We must not assume programs attracting the current white majority will similarly attract minority groups.  To do so will result in the continued under-representation of minorities in all facets of American conservation, including employment within the nation’s land management agencies.           In 2009, participation in outdoor activities was significantly higher among Caucasians than all other racial and ethnic group.  Participation was lowest among African Americans in almost every age group. While 67 percent of Caucasian youth ages 6 to 12 participated in some form of outdoor recreation in 2009, only 50 percent of Hispanic children and 39 percent of African American children in that same age group participated in outdoor activities (Table 3.3). These trends mirrored participation level for older age groups.
	Social Justice: the Equitable Provision of Open Space and Parks   Just as had been the case during Fredrick Law Olmsted’s pursuit of suitable green space in a highly urbanized 19th century New York City, so too is today’s need to provide suitable and accessible open space and park land in many of our less affluent urban and economically depressed rural communities.  The availability, quality and access to urban green space are often indicators of the socio-economic well being of a neighborhood and community.         In many parts of the United States, in large cities and small, the level of human physical activity is directly related to affluence and the quality of green space.  Often, the higher the quality of green space, the more likely it will be used. In many American cities, if you live in an affluent neighborhood, you are more likely to have an above average quantity of good parks near you.  Neighborhoods surrounding New York’s Central Park and San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park reflect this tendency.  Here, some of the United States’ most affluent neighborhoods in some of the most congested urban population centers in the United States abut the largest, best appointed, well maintained open spaces available in those communities.  


	CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES AND A CONSERVATION ETHIC
	Prominent Conservationists and Early Encounters with Nature   Biographical and autobiographical literature demonstrates the presence of two common and constant factors influencing the lifelong environmental ethic and career choices of prominent historic conservation figures.  One is direct personal experience with nature beginning in early childhood.  The other is the child being introduced to the natural world by an adult during early childhood, often as an expression of a family’s culture intentionally seeking and providing repeated and substantive exposure to the outdoors.  These two factors were the foundation upon which a positive environment-focused relationship was constructed in the subjects’ lives.  That is not to say that other variables were not present or significant in the development of the subjects’ environmental attitudes and responses; they were, but none preceded or superseded these two. 
	John Muir, Gifford Pinchot and Theodore Roosevelt
	Aldo Leopold, Bob Marshall and Rachel Carson

	Factors Influencing Today’s Conservationists      As the previous discussion reveals, the cited environmentalists typically began their love affair with the natural world in early childhood, facilitated in one manner or another by a parent or parents.  These two key and commonly shared factors, in combination with other less frequently cited variables, were significant in the development of a life-long environmental and conservation psychology that became etched in the minds of children who grew to become the world’s most influential environmentalists.  But do these key factors still apply, favorably influencing the environmental and conservation behavior of today’s environmental advocates, and will it apply to tomorrows?  
	Parental Influence on the Development of a Conservation Ethic
	Activities that Draw Children Outdoors
	Implications of Childhood Experiences on Professional Behavior
	Concerns about Environmental Conservation’s Future

	 CHAPTER V
	CONSEQUENCES AND POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS
	Part I:  Threats
	Who Will Carry the Conservation Torch?       The trend in human behavior showing a widespread decline in nature-based recreation and participation in general may ultimately prove to be far more foreboding for the environment than declining tropical forest cover or increasing greenhouse gas emissions (Pergams and Zaradic 2008; Kareiva 2008; Lougheed 2008).  Nature Conservancy chief scientist Peter Kareiva suggests this shift may be the most serious environmental threat facing us today. The environmental choices we make depend on the connection between ourselves and nature, and on our knowledge and appreciation of nature's constraints and workings (Kareiva 2008). “In the end, the fate of biodiversity and ecosystems depends on political choices and individual choices,” he wrote, referring to a grasp of the vital role of natural systems in our own welfare, both physical and psychological. Kareiva’s concerns echoed George Perkins Marsh’s question posed in Man and Nature a century and a half earlier:
	Implications on Health         We know that fewer American kids are getting out and directly experiencing the natural world.  We also recognize that our nation’s human population is generally less healthy today than it was two decades ago.  Evidence shows that experiences in early childhood affect the development of children’s brains, and their cognitive and behavioral development.  Social experiences in the first few years of life create the foundation of lifelong psychological and physiological behavior (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2008).  
	Negative Economic Impacts of Obesity       The economic costs of pediatric obesity in the United States are currently relatively small but without effective intervention, the costs of obesity could become catastrophic, resulting in escalating medical expenses and diminished worker productivity, caused by physical and psychological disabilities. Future economic losses could mean the difference between solvency and bankruptcy for Medicare, between expanding and shrinking health care coverage, and between investment in and neglect of our social infrastructure, with profound implications for our international competitiveness. The human costs may be incalculable (Ludwig 2007). The increasing cost of healthcare premiums may be having a chilling effect on the ability for companies that would otherwise be investing money to stimulate jobs and economic growth (Witters et al 2011).            Obesity rates vary across the United States.  Some communities have a higher incidence of their residents being overweight or obese.  In their 2009 study of 187 metropolitan areas within the United States, Gallup-Healthways estimated direct costs associated with obesity and chronic illness averaged fifty-million dollars per one hundred thousand residents annually (Witters et al 2011).  It is estimated that if the 187 metropolitan areas reduced their residents’ obesity rate by 15%, an annual savings of $32.6 billion (using 2011 dollars) in healthcare expenditures could be realized.  An annual savings of $500 billion would result if just the ten most obese cities in the United States would reduce their average of obese residents to meet the 2009 national average of 26.5%.  Among the cities with the lowest obesity rate, costs are still substantial indicating that even in the United States’ leanest communities there is great room for improvement.   For example, Denver, Colorado, listed as one of the “leaner” communities in the United States with an obesity rate of 19.3%, still spent an estimated $704 million in preventable healthcare costs in 2009.  Denver’s healthcare costs would have been $262 million higher if that city’s obesity rate matched the national average (Witters et al 2011).
	The Cycle of a Nature-Deprived Life       Like the cycle of poverty, the cycle of a nature-deprived life has the potential of repeating itself generation after generation unless interrupted.  Similar to a world of economic hardship, a nature-deprived life has the potential to negatively affect an entire society in one manner or another.  Conversely, environmentalism provides a way of behaving (Habecoff 2003), thereby creating advocacy, visibility and momentum within a society.  However, if a significant segment of a population has limited access to the natural environment, their successors will likely perpetuate their antecedent’s lot.  Thus, less contact with nature results in less interest in the natural world, less advocacy results in less political support which translates into less funding for environment-based programs, this results in less opportunities and options which results in less contact, and so on (Figure 5.1).

	Part II:  Potential Solutions
	Determine What Motivates Youth        More children go to the hospital having fallen out of bed than having fallen out of a tree, said Fiona Reynolds, director-general for the United Kingdom’s The National Trust showing that the need to engage children with the natural world is not limited to the United States alone.  She adds, “It’s about wanting to give children a sense of freedom to discover” – they need the freedom to discover nature for themselves (Black 2012).  To reverse negative trends, we must better understand the motivators that instill and sustain today’s youth’s interests in outdoor activities.  Research conducted by the Outdoor Foundation (2010) identified the following as key in inducing children’s outdoor participation (Table 5.3):
	Change Environmental Education - Change Consumption Habits   Long before the use of digital technology, traditional environmental education programs provided a vicarious experience.  Although this type of programming has been used extensively for many decades, its methodologies and efficacy are being questioned.  While this type of programming attempts to stimulate individual action or increase public awareness it fails to secure or provide the essential support, economic pressure, or legislative change necessary to create significant, measurable changes on specific issues.  Therefore, the environmental education community may have actually failed to reach its underlying objective and may have lost sight of its original purpose (Blumstein and Saylan 2007).           This stems from environmental education’s historical focus on teaching respect towards the natural environment.  Environmental education initiatives exclusively focused on building awareness may fail to stimulate interest in nature, which is a more direct measure of a child’s ability to nurture a continued connection with the natural environment (Larson 2009).  According to Blumstein, although respecting nature is an essential objective of environmental education, respect alone has clearly not changed humanity’s tendency towards destructive behavior.  Respect and appreciation may be the first steps toward developing environmentally aware citizens, but environmental education must go beyond teaching respect and awareness and focus more on changing consumption patterns.  It is through changing our consumption patterns that we will have the largest impact on our environment (Blumstein and Saylan 2007).    Although not all environmental educators may be in agreement with Blumstein, his model provides what he calls a “more holistic environmental education program.”  A scientific approach allows the development of environmental education programs that can be properly evaluated, for example, with before-after, treatment-control designs. This approach represents a departure from many of today’s programs.  There may be considerable resistance from environmental educators who do not want to abandon traditional practices. But the environmental community at large must stop rejecting criticism as negative and must instill a culture of continuing self-evaluation and assessment.           To be effective, environmental education must work backwards from specific environmental problems by evaluating the degree of actual impact on a specific issue versus the amount of money and energy spent on public education.  We may find that a portion of the money and effort now directed toward education would be better spent on legislation and lobbying.  Blumstein’s process incorporates the following premises and practices:
	America’s Great Outdoor Initiative       A strong connection between a nation’s environmental, social, economic and political health exists. A failure to address deficiencies in any one of these components may compromise all components.  The implications are great.  If our children grow up to be adults that exhibit a reluctance to care for their own health by modifying their consumption habits, how then can we expect them to protect the planet and the respective natural systems that sustain them?  Today’s estrangement of America’s youth from the natural world would have been difficult to imagine prior to the mid-1980s.  The concern that the United States may be in peril of drifting away from its centuries-old conservation tradition is increasingly being recognized by citizens, elected officials, and land managers.  Although initiatives are increasingly surfacing at the federal, state and local levels, we are still a long way from reversing the downward trend and moving more Americans, especially youth, towards their positive engagement with nature. 
	Government and Non-Government Organization Initiatives     Land management agencies have been successful in encouraging child-focused programs that encourage family participation. Examples of successful campaigns include programs provided by the federal government such as the United States National Park Service’s Woodsy Owl, and the USDA Forest Service’s Discover the Forest program, by not-for-profit organizations like the Boy Scouts of America, the National Wildlife Foundation’s Ranger Rick program and The Nature Conservancy’s LEAF program, and at the local government level, in Pima County, Arizona’s Sonoran Desert Kids and Project W.O.W.!
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