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Personal Perspective

In an age of sound bites and exit polls, people and events often spawn quick and simplistic ratings. The Ecological Stewardship
Workshop, inspired by Chief Thomas of the U.S. Forest Service, should not be subjected to early evaluation. Ecosystem
management, as every resource manager knows, is a “work in progress.” The 11 days in Tucson were a piece of that canvas.

We should wait at least two years to see how this event looks through political, organizational, cultural, behavioral, economic, and
scientific lenses. The wait is not rooted in skepticism. The Workshop could turn out to have been a quietly significant milepost in
response to American society's shifting attitude toward public lands. Alternatively, the Workshop may turn out to have been a
provocative experiment, humbled by the turbulence of modern social and political change.

Whatever the end result, a few process points should be highlighted:

. For the first time, several private foundations joined the U.S. Forest Service in co-funding a federal initiative. This was
a non-trivial innovation. While the collaboration was not entirely smooth, it was professional, constructive, and could
portend new ways of engaging public policy choices.

. The walls between scientists and resource managers which the workshop was designed to lower or melt, remain fairly
high because the incentives which drive each are different. I was fascinated to watch how much harder managers
worked to understand the science than scientists worked to grasp the issues which the managers must embrace. This
will be true as long as scientists are rewarded for producing good science, quite apart from how it might or might not
enrich a manager's options.

. Preliminary reactions to the concept of an 11-day workshop were tortured and, in some agency quarters, predictably
negative. This observer/participant saw serious professionals, hammering away during 15-hour days at the awesome
challenge of integrating imperfect scientific knowledge into the tough job of managing the resource base for a public
that is distinguished for the mixed signals it gives.

Since the Workshop was largely centered on issue engagement, the true measure of its worth will come when we see where it
leads and what is put into practice. Seasoned agency veterans know that when management objectives shift, practice will
change little until personnel incentives, internal policies, budgets, and political will are lined up behind the shift. Because the
Tucson Workshop did not deal with system-level management changes — and it was arguably not the right forum — the jury will
be out on this for some time. A set of markers can easily be developed to monitor changes. This task however either remains
unassigned or has not been made public.

Based on discussions in Tucson, here are some things which resource management agencies understandably do not yet appear to
have figured out:

(1)  How to capture and integrate relevant science into management practices under declining budgets?

(2)  How to embrace broader (and time-consuming) consultative processes with ecosystem “stakeholders” under declining
budgets and under the strictures of Federal Advisory Committee Act?

(3)  How to encourage and reward agency officers for designing and implementing experiments with field-based prototypes
in ecosystem management? (When there are many unknowns, it is a legitimate management strategy to build
knowledge on the basis of lessons from innovations and inspirations.)

(4)  How to manage the natural resource base for some desired future condition when the matter of whose desired future
condition has not been decided?

(5) How to more effectively embrace and enhance the role of citizens as stewards of public lands and waters?

Public resource management agencies are not into the curve of responding to a shift in society favoring natural resource
sustainability. The Tucson Workshop was timely for the purpose of codifying agency advances, for inter-agency learning, and
for giving standing to the scientific basis for the directions in which society is moving. Those who came to Tucson and stayed
benefitted in one extraordinary and personal way — information swaps plus genuine issue engagement and discovery were
daily fare.
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