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FOREWORD 

This conference and its proceedings were conceived from the 
thought that solutions to wi1dland impact problems could be defined and 
identified by bringing together land managers, recreation users and 
natural resource researchers. 

This was an ambitious goal. The reader will not find in these 
proceedings any magic panaceas or even a definitive answer as to what 
constitutes an impact or what level of impact is unacceptable. Con­
ference participators did learn that there are no simple, single 
answers to these questions, that the only single answer is one that 
says, "It depends. . . ." Impacts and their acceptance depend upon 
physical, biological and social factors. And what is acceptable de­
pends to a considerable extent on the management objectives for an area. 

The spirit and intent of the conference were well expressed by a 4-
wheel drive enthusiast when he confessed that "this is the first time 
that I have been with other recreationists and managers that I haven't 
been made to feel the total blame, the bad guy for wildland problems." 
Recreationists representing diverse activities, resource managers from 
several different public agencies and researchers working in public 
agencies, universities and private consulting firms recognized that the 
first step in identifying, isolating and solving resource damage 
problems was for everyone to accept responsiblity for a share of the 
problem. 

The specific conference objectives were no less ambitious than the 
goal. These proceedings are dedicated to: 

• Understanding different perceptions of impact and their meaning to 
management. 

• Integrating research findings into management practices regarding 
soil, wildlife, vegetation and changes caused by recreation 
activities. 

• Examining first-hand experiences in efforts to prevent and remedy 
recreational impacts. 

• Suggesting direction for management, research and the user. 

The scope of discussion was limited for practical reasons. For 
example, winter and water-based recreation as well as developed camp­
site recreation were not featured. Emphasis was placed on the physical 
and biological changes resulting from wildlands recreation. Access 
methods included foot, horse, trailbike and 4-wheel drive. "Wildlands" 
included wilderness, backcountry, roadless and roaded areas used for 
dispersed recreation. 

These proceedings reflect the conference objective to approach the 
issue of recreational impacts on wildlands from a variety of per­
spectives. The reader will find an introductory philosophical paper 
followed by the pragmatic experiences of two land managers and a repre­
sentative of the land-using public. Researchers present technical 
papers featuring perceptions of recreational impacts and specific 
findings from studies on soil, vegetation, water/noise and wildlife. 
No less important are the experiences reported by user and user groups 
as well as techniques used by field managers for preventing and 



correcting recreation impact on wildlands. The role of education and 
facility design is explored. These papers focus either on prevention or 
rehabilitation for dealing with recreational impacts. Finally, an idea 
exchange treated in the proceedings as papers with extended discussions 
provides many fruitful suggestions. 

It has been the object of the editing process to retain the unique­
ness of each author's style while maintaining technical accuracy. We 
apologize to authors and readers for any shortcomings in reaching this 
goal. 

Many people were responsible for the successful production of the 
conference and the publication of these proceedings. The steering 
committee chaired by Dr. David R. M. Scott of the University of 
Washington worked hard for over a year. Rick Ells, University of 
Washington graduate student, developed the slide-tape program "Impacts" 
that so ably set the tone of the conference. Thanks are also due to the 
many individuals who donated their time and experience during the con­
ference and preparation of proceedings. These people are listed by name 
in the following pages. 

Also deserving particular appreciation are the coordinating 
agencies and co-sponsors shown on the inside back cover. 

Ruth Ittner 

Dale Potter 

James Agee 

Susie Anschel1 
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A PHILOSOPHICAL LOOK AT RECREATIONAL IMPACT ON WILDLANDS 

Valerius Geist 
Professor and Associate Dean 

Faculty of Environmental Design 
University of Calgary 

Calgary, Alberta 

ABSTRACT--The overuse of wildlands is a special case of Hardin's 
tragedy of the commons, in that technical means can ameliorate the 
effects of this social problem. Technical solutions do not 
eliminate the causes of overuse, but can only buy time to develop an 
appropriate political soution. Technical solutions to overuse carry 
inherent dangers such as distancing users of wildlands from nature 
by encasing them in a technological cocoon, alienating the 
constituency of users via overregulation, trivializing recreation 
and depriving recreationists of the health benefits of recreation, 
and contrasting the fact that on private lands the economic and 
social elite can have frustration free recreation. Political 
solutions to overuse are to expand the available wildlands and to 
encourage alternatives to wildland recreation. Here a liaison with 
planners and policy analysts is required. 

The National Parks present another instance of the 
working out of the tragedy of the commons. At 
present, they are open to all, without limit. The 
parks themselves are limited in extent--there is 
only one Yosemite Valley--whereas population seems 
to grow without limit. The values that visitors 
seek in the parks are steadily eroded. Plainly, we 
must soon cease to treat the parks as commons or 
they will be of no value to anyone. 

Garrett Hardin 
The Tragedy of the Commons 

There has developed in the contemporary natural 
sciences a recognition that there is a subset of 
problems, such as population, atomic war, and 
environmental corruption, for which there are no 
technical solutions. There is also an increasing 
recognition among contemporary social scientists 
that there is a subset of problems, such as 
pollution, atomic war, environmental corruption, 
and the recovery of a livable urban environment, for 
which there are no current political solutions. 

Beryl L. Crowe 
The Tragedy of the Commons Revisited 



The objectives of our conference are to 
discuss technical solutions to recreational 
impact on wildlands. We have gathered to do 
something constructive about the problem of 
many diverse users each maximizing his 
utility on lands that are held in the public 
domain, that is in the "commons". As each 
user enjoys the land he leaves a trace and 
the traces of many users avalanche into a 
pattern of abuse that detracts from the land 
as wilderness, and from the experiences each 
visitor rightfully expects. As the damage 
increases, as the landscape becomes 
"hominized", as elk trails change to horse 
trails, which change to cycle trails, which 
change to jeep trails, the very nature of 
wildlands is called into question. For 
wilderness supreme is a land void of the 
traces of modernized man. As the users 
multiply, as measures are implemented to 
reduce recreational impact, so the wilder­
ness disappears increment by increment and 
the tragedy of the commons is complete. 

A major point of Garrett Hardin's famous 
essay on the tragedy of the commons, was to 
draw to the attention of scientists the 
observation that problems are not amenable to 
technical solutions. He was chided by a 
social scientist, Beryl L. Crowe, not for 
his conclusion, but for reinventing the 
wheel. The tragedy of the commons is old 
hat, very old hat to social scientists. Even 
sophisticated mathematical models exist to 
simulate it. Indeed, no technological 
solutions exist for the tragedy of the 
commons, one such tragedy being--so Hardin 
pointed out--the over use of national parks 
by an increasing crowd of visitors. To 
intensify the tragedy Crowe points out that 
for the subset of problems that have no 
technical solution there are no current 
political solutions either. Crowe referred 
to the United States specifically, although 
his conclusions are likely applicable to the 
liberal democracies as a whole. 

Is it possible that recreation on 
wildlands is not a problem in the sense of 
the tragedy of the commons? Did Hardin make 
a mistake in identifying park use as a type 
problem? I do not think so. True, the 
"resource" is not consumed akin to grass 
being eaten by cattle, so that the impact of 
each user is relatively small. However, the 
problem meets all criteria of the tragedy of 
the commons: a fixed land area in the public 
domain; an open access to all users, and 
great and accelerating demand by all users, 
and an increasing evidence of that use in 
degraded landscapes. There is no escape 

from it: wildland recreation on public wild-
land is an example of the tragedy of the 
commons, since unlimited recreation and 
wildland conservation ultimately are two in­
commensurable goods. 

My thesis will be that wildland recre­
ation is a somewhat unusual use of the 
commons, and one which has the makings of a 
tragedy far greater than perceivable at first 
glance. Unlike a cow on the commons which 
removes a relatively fixed amount of fodder, 
the amount of resource despoiled by a recre-
ationist can indeed be reduced. No technical 
solution exists to reduce the share required 
by each cow, but technical solutions do exist 
to reduce tne impact of each recreationist. 
Herein lie some hope and some very great 
dangers, which if unperceived will destroy 
wilderness as surely as the sun will rise. 

The hope lies in the fact that the 
technical solutions buy time. They postpone, 
but do not circumvent, the necessity of 
finding social solutions to the tragedy of 
the commons. Technical solutions buy 
precious time, very precious time to search 
for, formulate, implement and test policies 
that will safeguard both wilderness, and the 
individual's right to experience wilderness. 
The responsible pursuit of technological 
solutions to a social problem implies only 
the promise of buying time, and of making 
good use of the time so freed toward a social 
solution, that is, some acceptable means of 
increasing the commons or reducing its users. 
If the time freed is not used, if it is 
squandered in the vain hope that techniques 
of reducing recreational impact will somehow 
prevent destruction of wilderness, then our 
society would have been better off without 
the technological solution in the first 
place. Here lies one dimension of the deeper 
tragedy: the technological solution may de­
tract from efforts to solve the tragedy of 
the commons by social means, and thereby con­
tribute not to the salvation but to the 
destruction of wilderness. We must ask our­
selves whether the problem would not be 
solved quicker if we scientists did not offer 
our services, if we did no research at all 
and would thus force a political decision. 
There is no doubt that today wilderness has a 
very large and politically powerful con­
stituency. That constitutency would prob­
ably force political decisions favorable to 
wilderness even in our absence. There is a 
real danger that we scientists oversell the 
technical solutions, and that we detract from 
the efforts, time and monies required to find 
and implement social solutions. 

2 



(though not on private land) are open to 
negotiation and the claim for wildland pres­
ervation must be maintained very strong at 
all times. Otherwise the land will change 
uses from wildlife to cattle production, from 
timber for scenic and watershed values to 
pulp and lumber, and from wild rivers to 
hydroelectric power, while the freedom of the 
hills will be curtailed by "No Trespassing" 
signs. We must ask ourselves whether the 
technical solutions we seek will not only buy 
time for a search for social solutions, but 
also create time to permit people to 
habituate to hominized wildlands, to become 
insensitive to eroded wildland values, or 
maybe become disenchanted with overregulated 
wildland use. If so then buying time courts 
the danger of losing one's constituency. 

The second consequence of work's having 
a higher value than recreation in the con­
ventional wisdom of today, is that we remain 
less than well informed about the value of 
recreation. What does recreation do to us? 

What is it good for? The answer that we must 
have it because people want it is not good 
enough, not for professional decisionmaking. 
For reasons I elaborated elsewhere (Geist 
1978), user's choice is a very dangerous 
criterion for action by professionals. We 
must know the tangible benefits of recreation 
to individuals; knowing that it increases 
work output on the job is nice, but not 
relevant. My research on the question of how 
to maximize health via lifestyle (Geist 1978) 
suggests the following answer: recreation in 
natural settings appears to be vital to in­
creasing the individual's physical, 
intellectual and social competence, which in 
turn maximizes health, develops a sense of 
mastery and increases life span. From a 
physiological and morphological perspective, 
recreation, by forcing diversity of 
activities and exertion on the individual, 
reflects itself in increased body size, 
enlarged brain, superior capacity to heal 
wounds, heavier bones, slower heart rate and 
leaner body mass. It reflects itself in more 
liters of tidal volume, greater speed of 
impulses along nerve fibers, reduction of 
rate of body deterioration past middle age, 
greater endurance and physical strength. 

At first glance this may all seem un­
important. But at second glance it is not. 
Great diversity in mastering physical, 
intellectual and social skills appears to 
lead during ontogeny to a distinct phenotypic 
body form. It is a body form characterized 
by relatively luxurious development and 

3 

This, however, is not all of the tragedy 
vested upon wildlands: it runs deeper still. 
To understand it we must understand the 
utility of recreation. What is recreation 
good for? Traditionally our society has en­
couraged the notion that work is vital, while 
recreation is tolerable, albeit frivolous. 
This emphasis of values is derived from our 
dominant economic pursuit, based on a more or 
less free market. Work, that is, activity 
that generates a monetary return, that con­
tributes to the Gross National Product, is a 
dominant, if not the dominant value. What 
contributes to work output by the individual-
-education, health, recreation, personal 
freedom of choice, specialization of skills, 
freedom from family responsibilities—are 
all secondary values, but important in that 
context. Non-monetary economic activities 
such as gardening, hunting, fishing, 
building one's own house or an extension 
thereto, receive relatively little acclaim. 
Work is required to keep the means of pro­
duction as fully occupied as possible to 
produce the greatest amounts of good and 
salable services. Moreover, economics 
dictates that work produced now is of more 
value than work produced later. This is one 
reason why work is so readily traded off 
against health. If it were not so, would we 
in the Western World tolerate the severe loss 
of health and years of life suffered by 
unskilled, and especially night-shift, 
workers) For instance, a recent study pre­
pared for the Labour Ministry of the State 
Northrhein-Westphalia, Germany, and reported 
on in Per Spiegel showed that industrial 
workers on night-shift not only suffer from 
irritants such as disrupted sleep and con­
comitant family quarrels, or have much higher 
rates of debilitating illnesses than day time 
workers, but also suffer a reduction in life 
expectancy of some 14 years. They die on 
average at 63 years of age compared to 77 for 
the occupations with the longest life ex­
pectancies, independent entrepreneurs, sen­
ior civil servants and the clergy. 

There are two consequences of work's 
having a higher value than recreation. 
First, wildlands which today are held from 
economic development because they receive 
heavy use from recreating people, are not 
secure. Should these wildlands lose their 
amenity value, then they will lose the 
political support that keeps them today as 
wildlands. The resources these wildlands 
contain are coveted by entrepreneurs which 
will move in to stake their claim upon the 
mere sign of erosion of support for wildland 
recreation. All resources of the commons 



great health. It; is the body form both of 
our upper Paleolithic ancestors--and of the 
upper social classes in our society. It is 
the phenotypic body form associated with the 
"life of kings", with affluence, power, 
privilege and longevity. What are the 
ingredients of a life style that maximizes 
individual development? They are besides 
material security and access to nature, 
freedom,, power, high ideals, adventure, 
travel, tutoring, sports, family support, 
and intense learning of many skills, social 
and economic functions, and knowledge. It is 
a life style which in individuals develops 
the diversity of competencies we humans are 
capable of. It is not an "easy" life style; 
on the contrary, it is a very demanding one 
(see Geist 1978). From the above 
perspective, recreation is not a frivolous 
activity but the very essence of a life style 
that makes for sound bodies and minds. 

Let me dwell on this point a little 
longer. There is a very real need to develop 
a life style conducive to health since not 
only have medical expenditures risen to vie 
for second or third place in the Gross 
National Product (Kristein et al. 1977, 
Lalonde 1972), but above all our society 
carries a heavy burden of individuals which, 
as Ford (1970) has put it, are "casualties of 
our times". It is difficult to estimate the 
number of these victims but a conservative 
estimate would place the proportion at no 
less than 20 percent (see Geist 1978, Chapter 
15). No wonder that governments grope to 
change by regulation and public education how 
we live (Lalond 1972), health fads abound and 
preventive medical fields proliferate (we 
have today besides the older disciplines of 
preventive medicine and epidemiology, pre­
scriptive medicine, predictive medicine, 
constitutional medicine, orthomolecular 
medicine, environmental health and public 
health). Moreover, no accepted scientific 
theory of health is yet available. I have 
made an attempt of such a theory which shows 
that health is related to phenotype develop­
ment, which in turn is a function of resource 
abundance and diversity of activities per­
formed by individuals. Health appears to be 
more prevalent in the upper classes than 
lower classes, and the phenotype of people 
from upper classes is that expected from the 
theory of health I developed (Geist 1978). 
This latter relationship is ancient; even in 
the bronze age we find a correlation between 
the amount of grave goods and body stature 
(Huber 1968). It cannot be emphasized 
enough: humans are incredibly sensitive to 
environmental factors during ontogeny. 

School children may fail to grow physically 
in some schools, except during holidays (see 
Tanner 1962 p. 137); parental dislike may 
stunt the growth of a child (see Timiras 1972 
p. 315, Parke and Collmer 1975); birth order 
and family size affect body size and 
intellect (Tanner 1962 p. 138, Belmont and 
Moralla 1973, Zajonk 1976); brain size, head 
shape, body size and proportion are greatly 
affected by motor and intellectual exercises 
(see Greenough 1975, Geist 1978). Differ­
ences in physical types between populations 
and classes appear to reflect differences in 
life style (Deutsch 1973). 

The above excursion into health and life 
style was not done for the sake of advocacy. 
Rather it was to give notice of some new and 
as yet insecure developments that suggest 
recreation is a major and integral part of a 
life style that maximizes health. This is a 
life style that comes close to that of people 
with power and affluence and recreation far 
from being frivolous may well be the essence 
of what generates health, competence and a 
long life. The above excursion should in­
dicate that we must become much, much better 
informed on what the value of recreation is 
to the individual. Here we need penetrating 
new research. If recreation in the out-of-
doors is that great, life-giving good that I 
suggest it may be, then we have a just claim 
to maintain and expand the land for recre­
ation as well as non-monetary economic activ­
ities. 

One can even make a case that wildland 
held in the public domain is an attempt by 
America's middle class to partake of the 
"good" life. The affluent can have it by 
buying their own "wildlands" in which they 
can practice relatively unregulated, frus­
tration-free recreation, on their ranches, 
islands or exclusive clubs. From that per­
spective national parks and forests are the 
counterpart of the hunting preserves of kings 
and nobility of diverse nations and cultures. 
National parks are then a part of the tra­
ditional American drive to distribute 
privilege so that many have the opportunity 
to lead the "good life". The environmental 
movement can be viewed as an attempt by the 
middle class to preserve for themselves what 
the upper class can readily acquire 
privately, namely to live and recreate on 
unpolluted, unspoiled, beautiful land. 

If the technical solution to the tragedy 
of the commons only buys time to search for 
and implement a social solution, what then is 
the nature of the social solutions? There 
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