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Abstract—Culture counts in the protection of wilderness! Culture can be defined as the shared
products of a given society: its values, norms, knowledge, and ideals, as well as its material
goods. If history reveals nothing else, it teaches us that the norms, values, ideals, and lan-
guage of a society are what defines wilderness. What one society calls wilderness, another
society calls home. Such cross-cultural differences in understanding what constitutes wilder-
ness over time is well documented in literature. Recognizing the historical variation between
cultural groups is an essential first step in building alliances for wilderness protection and
management that will endure the test of time. Perhaps the need for bridging cultural differ-
ences is no more evident than in the Circumpolar North where norms, values, and ideals have
arich variation among people living in landscapes containing diverse qualities of wilderness.

Less documented in the literature is how to overcome cultural differences and advance a
collective vision about protecting unique wilderness ecosystems. An essential step in consen-
sus building is to embrace a collaborative decisionmaking process that favors shared ideals
about wilderness protection. One approach being tested in six British Columbia locations, as
well as elsewhere, is a collaborative process involving diverse cultural values concerning wil-
derness. It is timely, therefore, to examine the principles and practices required for such a
collaborative process and the nature of the institutional arrangements that are working in
northern British Columbia to protect wilderness values. In light of the ongoing changes in the
Circumpolar North, lessons learned in British Columbia might assist other jurisdictions seek-
ing to adopt collaborative decisionmaking as a strategy that favors cross-cultural communica-
tion and agreement.
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Many of the great debates on wilderness have argued that it is important to make
a distinction between a conservation (ecocentric) and societal (anthropocentric) ra-
tionale to protect wild places (Callicott and Nelson 1998; Hendee and Stankey 1973;
Nash 1971; Soulé 1998). Historically, participants attending meetings of the World
Wilderness Congress have agonized over the precise wording of a “wilderness” defi-
nition that eventually would be an accepted definition globally for the World Con-
servation Union (IUCN) Category | classification (Martin 2001). In defining the
character of wilderness, human presence has been a contentious issue. One element
of the ecocentric versus anthropocentric debate arises from the desire to curtail
almost all forms of extractive and consumptive activities. In the case of legislated
wilderness, research began nearly 40 years ago to examine how many visitors an
area might accommodate (Wagar 1963), and more recent assessments have been
undertaken to examine common problems of wilderness use (Cole and others 1987)
as well as recreation conflicts among different types of visitors (Watson 1995). Even
provocative management proposals for “no-rescue” zones within wilderness areas
have been proposed, which would allow back-country travelers to meet nature on its
own terms and to be solely responsible for all risks they experience in the wild
(Allen 1981; McAvoy and Dustin 1981a,b; McAvoy and others 1984; Peterson 1987;
Wagar 1981). Each of these illustrations highlight the diverse ways in which the
subject of human presence in the wilderness has captured or provoked the attention
of both the social and natural scientist.

Today in the northern latitudes, human presence is considered in yet another
context, that is, recognizing the potential of protected circumpolar wilderness as a
homeland for indigenous people. Aboriginal presence in wilderness has now been
accepted as an IUCN standard by allowing “indigenous communities to continue
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living in low density and in balance with available resources to maintain their
lifestyle” (Martin 2001). Recent legislation in Finland recognizes the value of pro-
tecting wildland from development for the benefit of the Sami people (Kajala and
Watson 1997). Protecting wildland for the benefit of aboriginal people in British
Columbia has directly involved aboriginal participation, not only in identifying new
protected areas, but also having representation on the committee that provides
management direction for the area. This initiative has been undertaken by means
of collaborative management agreements (CMASs). These agreements are not the
outcome of new national legislation, nor are they a consequence of a recently nego-
tiated treaty. Government and First Nation representatives, as a result of sharing a
conviction that action was required to protect land, water, and wildlife, freely enter
into a CMA to actively discuss protection of pristine landscapes and advancement of
biodiversity goals.

Value of Collaborative Agreements

Considering the historical debates regarding the need for legislated wilderness,
the premise that “a joint statement of intent with a dash of collective goodwill” is
sufficient to ensure protection of wildland deserves close scrutiny. Such agreements
seldom have the force of law behind them, so they raise several questions:

1. Why would government officials support an initiative to create collaborative
agreements?

2. What conditions influence the feasibility of this approach to protecting wilder-
ness values?

3. What is the scope of such agreements, what are their characteristics, and what
makes them successful?

Are both the conservation and societal expectations associated with wilderness taken
into account in such initiatives? Six case studies have been examined and are de-
scribed to draw general comparisons between them. While the likelihood of success
of collaborative agreements may be context specific, there is an emergence of some
key practices that can be applied to other jurisdictions.

Are collaborative models suitable for achieving wilderness ideals? Un-
derlying this question is the assumption of defining a specific point of view or whose
ideals of wilderness will be the point of reference. Over several decades there have
been shifts in the dominant rationale to protect wilderness resources. For conserva-
tion biologists, “biodiversity” is touted as the dominant value for wilderness protec-
tion (Soulé 1998). For a large number of urban dwellers, however, who do not plan to
visit the wilderness, there are distinct personal values of wilderness tied to spiritual,
aesthetic, and bequest values inherent in wilderness (BCMOF 1994.) For indigenous
people, a relationship with the land is one of kinship and social structure, as their
traditional territories represent their livelihood, cultural identity, and well-being.
Thus, when considering what is a suitable ideal, the answer may lie in knowing just
whose perception of wilderness we are talking about.

Wilderness is fundamentally a social construct that varies in meaning within a
population and across cultural boundaries. Collaboration is simply a new way to
address issues vital to the construct of wilderness in the increasingly dynamic social
and political environment of the northern latitudes. Within any province or territory
in Canada, the local social issues associated with wildland are of paramount impor-
tance, in spite of recognizing the biodiversity objectives of conservation proponents.
In essence, achieving many of the biodiversity goals will be dependent on accommo-
dating different world views on the meaning and significance of wilderness. How-
ever, wilderness in terms of cultural identity, personal well-being, and survival can
differ greatly under such circumstances, and the resolution of such sociocultural
differences will require careful attention to a collaborative process for addressing
the issues. According to Minnis and Peyton (1995):

When resource managers work within the limits of ecological parameters, they must
solve problems, but when they work within the limits and forces of sociological param-
eters, they must resolve issues.
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The sociological parameters facing wilderness in the Circumpolar North can be
seen as the need to recognize and embrace the inherent differences in aboriginal and
nonaboriginal world views concerning wilderness and resource management. Per-
haps the best way to resolve differences and to create a shared vision is through careful
collaboration (Gray 1985, 1989; Pfister and Ewert 1996; Selin and Chavez 1995).

In many ways, the importance of biodiversity representation is not an objective in
conflict with the sociocultural objective of involving indigenous people. Essentially,
it can be argued that the nature of human presence may be a more complex issue
because it requires the integration of distinct world views about what wilderness
management should achieve. This challenge to collaboration is relevant in the cross-
cultural context of managing natural resources in Finland (Hallikainen 1993; Kajala
and Watson 1997), in Alaska (Gallagher 1996), and in the Canadian North (Berkes
and others 1991; Witty 1994). As stated by Berkes and others (1991):

...self-management is at the core of social and economic health of many native communi-
ties, and is tied to larger questions of self-government. Thus, the cooperative management
of resources becomes a key issue...in the implementation of principles of environmentally
sustainable, culturally appropriate economic development.

In other words, the long-term success for new wilderness designation is to ensure
the aggregated values associated with wilderness are protected, regardless of whether
or not biodiversity values dominate over sociocultural values in the process. Of course,
it is important to recognize problems associated with efforts to address biodiversity
criteria in wilderness designation. Generally, such problems are guided by a scien-
tific paradigm to discover the resolution of the dilemma. On the other hand, defin-
ing the character of wilderness, or management practices within it, raises more
complex issues when future action involves a world view held by aboriginal people.
Itis increasingly evident that the rights, privileges, and interests of aboriginal people
will play an important part in determining the feasibility of protecting wilderness
in the northern latitudes. Thus, a collaborative approach has considerable merit.

What conditions influence the feasibility of collaboration? There will be a
need in the Circumpolar North to consider two general sets of questions about the
feasibility of implementing a collaborative model. These pertain to (a) legal-politi-
cal feasibility and (b) sociocultural feasibility. Some of the basic legal-political ques-
tions identified by Borrini-Feyerabend (1996) are:

® Do the laws and regulations have sufficient flexibility to allow for a collaborative
decisionmaking body to manage a wildland area?

® Are there planning policies or operational practices in place to address the key
management issues and employ a jointly agreed upon conflict resolution process?

® |s there a political willingness to share the responsibilities and obligations of wil-
derness protection with indigenous representatives whose rights and privileges
may be currently defined by customary use of an area?

® |s a partnership likely to strengthen their political capability to ensure the pres-
sures of commercial or industrial exploitation can be more effectively resisted in
special places and sensitive areas?

The sociocultural feasibility relates to adopting practices that can value the differ-
ences between aboriginal and nonaboriginal culture. What one group may call wilder-
ness, the other group may call home to a way of life. The type of questions that may
assist the prospective collaborators assess another aspect of feasibility includes:

= Are the partners informed and knowledgeable about the threats to an area as
well as the potential trials and tribulations of collaborating to protect it?

= Are there past practices and trust-building experiences among the partners
that can facilitate and support collaborative decisionmaking?

= Are the partners openminded and respectful of different cultural customs, highly
tolerant of the ambiguity in the intercultural communication process, and will-
ing to “learn by doing”?

® Are the partners able to agree on a common vision and course of action?

What is the scope and characteristics of collaboration in northern British
Columbia? In northern British Columbia, these kinds of feasibility questions have
been addressed. Beginning in 1992, there was a political willingness to share the
responsibilities and obligations of protecting wild places with First Nations for at
least two reasons:
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1. The initiative was viewed as a government-to-government discussion.

2. The agreements were seen as an interim step within a broader picture of re-
solving long-standing disputes over land title and unextinguished aboriginal
rights to resources in traditional use areas.

More importantly, the sociocultural questions were answered very positively early
in the process, and key elements of the cultural conditions may have a sufficient
factor to overcome a variety of other obstacles evident at the inception of the col-
laborative process. As stated by one participant party to the first collaborative agree-
ment (Murtha 1996):

Despite sometimes profoundly different cultural environments, there can be common
interests in respect for the natural world, in resource conservation, in sustainability, in
sharing knowledge with visitors, in celebrating diversity, in preserving areas from in-
dustrial and social impacts for their inherent values, and in employing time-proven
resource management techniques. It is these common interests which are providing the
foundation for new management partnerships in many parts of the world. In fact, it is
no longer unusual for a native society to approach a park agency such as B.C. Parks
with a partnership proposal. Translating the ideals and the enthusiasm into a success-
ful reality requires creativity, sensitivity, patience, innovation, and perhaps even imagi-
native interpretation of rules. A fundamental requirement is a recognition that it is not
primarily a technical issue but an attitudinal one—how to accommodate two world views.

The model of collaboration in British Columbia over the years has resulted in a
half-dozen signed agreements to protect wilderness values. There have been various
examples, like the above-referenced quote, that illustrate the relevance of intercul-
tural communication skills on the part of those individuals negotiating such agree-
ments (Pfister 2000). By joint agreement, six areas covered by agreements were
labeled whatever seemed most appropriate—a sanctuary, heritage conservancy area,
or memorial park. While one legislative framework (such as, Parks Act) in British
Columbia does not have a “wilderness” designation category, it does have policies
for establishing wilderness conservation and wilderness recreation zones. Agree-
ments between protected area officials and aboriginal representatives vary according
to the circumstances of partners and place, and yet the agreements are essential first
steps in a continuing process to establish policies and practices that will protect
wilderness character and recognize the importance of an area to the heritage, cul-
tural identity, and well-being of an aboriginal community.

Six recent agreements, from 1992 to 1996, were not prescribed by a treaty process
but entered into as a way to accomplish biodiversity goals, empower aboriginal settle-
ments to realize local benefits from protected areas, and to establish a set of man-
agement activities that could be implemented through collaborative relationships.
Each of the case studies have unique histories in terms of aboriginal heritage, claims,
and traditional uses. They include: Gwaii Haanas National Park Reserve (Queen
Charlotte Islands), Kitlope Wilderness Conservancy, Anhluut'ukwsim Laxmihl
Angwinga’asanskwhl (or Nisga’a Memorial Lava Beds Park), and Khutzeymateen
Grizzly Sanctuary and Tatshenshini-Alsek park. Table 1 provides information on
four common attributes for each area: (1) activities covered in the Terms of Refer-
ence, (2) governance and representation, (3) style of decisionmaking, and (4) special
features related to management and integration of western scientific approaches
and traditional ecological knowledge of native communities.

In each of the six agreements, the Collaborative Management Committees (CMCs)
are co-chaired and take action on items that reach consensus rather than the major-
ity-rule standard. In the last two committees to be established, allowance was made
for a majority-rule provision when certain conditions arise. Each of the CMCs have
very broad and encompassing authority to manage public and commercial uses, as
well as resource protection. All CMCs report to be functioning fine under the Memo-
randums of Understanding that they have signed, and have been able to advance
the goals of the management plans for their respective areas. In terms of the special
character of the wildland area, table 2 reveals how important biodiversity objec-
tives have been captured in the establishment of the area. It is important to recog-
nize that these areas would not be protected if the collaborative process had failed
to reach agreement and establish working CMCs.
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Conclusions

After reviewing the agreements and talking with the parties involved, there are
four general conclusions evident:

1. Protecting and managing for wilderness values in the northern latitudes will
be more successful when political/institutional and sociocultural feasibility of
a collaborative process has been assessed and incorporated into planning.

2. Implementation of a collaborative agreement has a higher degree of success
when participants are willing to think “outside the box” of past practices. For
example, policies and practices of protection must recognize that aboriginal
relationships and rights are essential for aboriginal livelihood and cultural
survival.

3. Areas examined vary noticeably in terms of habitat and wilderness character
protected within their boundaries.

4. Collaborative models adopted and implemented in British Columbia are at the
embryonic stage of their evolution, but they do illustrate what can be accom-
plished in the absence of a specific “wilderness act” of the type found in other
North American jurisdictions.

Thus, the innovative frameworks for collaborating for protection and manage-
ment of wildland in British Columbia are showing promise for accommodating ab-
original and nonaboriginal world views of wilderness. The collaboration models will
vary in terms of structure, representation, and range of issues that are considered.
But in each case trust has been built among partners so that there can be enduring
working relationships on the CMCs. Perhaps the lessons learned in these situations
can stimulate participants in other jurisdictions to be creative and innovative in
collaborating across cultural boundaries for the benefit of the scientific and human
values associated with wilderness protection and management.

References

Allen, S. 1981. Comment: no-rescue wilderness—a rejoinder. Journal of Forestry. 79(3): 153-54.

Berkes, Fikret; George, Peter; Preston, Richard J. 1991. Co-management—the evolution in
theory and practice of the joint administration of living resources. Alternatives. 18(2): 12-17.

Borrini-Feyerabend, Grazia. 1996. Collaborative management of protected areas: tailoring
the approach to the context. Issues in social policy. Gland, Switzerland: The World Conser-
vation Union.

British Columbia Ministry of Forest (BCMOF) and British Columbia Ministry of Environ-
ment, Lands and Parks. 1994. Wilderness issues in BC—preliminary results of a 1993 Prov-
ince-wide survey of BC Households. Victoria, BC: Ministry of Forest.

Callicott, Baird; Nelson, M. P., eds. 1998. The great new wilderness debate. Athens: Univer-
sity of Georgia Press. 712 p.

Cole, David N.; Petersen, Margaret E.; Lucas, Robert C. 1987. Managing wilderness recre-
ation use: common problems and potential solutions. Gen. Tech. Rep. INT-230. Ogden, UT:
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Intermountain Research Station.

Gallagher, Thomas J. 1996. Native peoples and resource management in the Arctic. Trends.
33(4): 26-30.

Gray, Barbara. 1985. Conditions facilitating interorganizational collaboration. Human Rela-
tions. 38(10): 911-936.

Gray, Barbara. 1989. Collaborating: finding common ground for multi-party problems. San
Francisco: Jossey Bass. 358 p.

Hallikainen, Ville. 1995. The social wilderness in the minds and culture of the Finnish people.
International Journal of Wilderness. September: 35-36.

Hendee, John; Stankey, George. 1973. Biocentricity in wilderness management. BioScience.
23(9): 535-538.

Kajala, Liisa; Watson, Alan. 1997. Wilderness—different cultures, different research needs.
International Journal of Wilderness. 3(2): 33-36.

Martin, Vance G. 2001. The World Wilderness Congress. International Journal of Wilderness.

7(1): 4-9.

McAvoy, L.; Dustin, D. 1981a. The right to risk in wilderness. Journal of Forestry. 79(3):
150-152.

McAvoy, L.; Dustin, D. 1981b. The right to risk in wilderness—a rejoinder. Journal of Forestry.
79(5): 284.

McAvoy, L.; Dustin, D. 1983. In search of balance: a no-rescue wilderness proposal. Western
Wildlands. 9(2): 2-5.

McAvoy, L.; Dustin, D.; Rankin, J.; Frakt, A.. 1985. Wilderness and legal liability: guidelines
for resource managers and program leaders. Journal of Park and Recreation Administra-
tion. 3(1): 41-49.

34 USDA Forest Service Proceedings RMRS-P-26. 2002



Collaboration Across Cultural Boundaries to Protect Wild Places: The British Columbia Experience Pfister

Minnis, D. L.; Peyton, R. B. 1995. Cultural carrying capacity: modeling a notion. In: McAninch,
J. B. Urban deer: a manageable resource? St. Louis, MO: The Wildlife Society: 19-34.

Murtha, Mike. 1996. British Columbia Parks—partnerships with aboriginal people. Trends.
33(4): 40-45.

Nash, Roderick. 1971. Wilderness and the American mind. New Haven, CT: Yale University
Press. 426 p.

Peterson, D. 1987. Look Ma, no hands! Here’s what's wrong with no-rescue wilderness. Parks
and Recreation. 22(6): 39-43.

Pfister, R. E.; Ewert, A. W. 1996. Alternative worldviews and natural resource management:
introduction and overview. Trends. 33(4): 2-8.

Pfister, Robert. 2000. Mountain culture as a tourism resource: aboriginal views on the privi-
leges of storytelling. In: Godde, P. M.; Price, M. F.; Zimmermann, F. M., eds. Tourism and
development in mountain regions. Wallingford, England: CAB Publishing International:
39-40.

Selin, S.; Chavez, D. 1995. Developing a collaborative model for environmental planning and
management. Environmental Management. 19(2): 189-195.

Selin, Steven W.; Schuett, Michael; Carr, Deborah. 1997. Has collaborative planning taken
root in the National Forests? Journal of Forestry. April: 41-44.

Soulé, Michael. 1998. Conservation biology: application to wilderness protection and restora-
tion. In: Munro, N. W. P.; Willison, J. H. M., eds. Linking protected areas with working
landscapes conserving biodiversity. Wolfville, Nova Scotia: Science and Management of Pro-
tected Areas Association: 33-35.

Wagar, A. 1981. Comment: no-rescue wilderness—a risky proposition. Journal of Forestry.
79(3): 152-53.

Wagar, Alan J. 1963 The carrying capacity of wildland for recreation. USDA Forest Service
Monograph. October 11. 24 p.

Watson, Alan. 1995. An analysis of recent progress in recreation conflict research and percep-
tions of future challenges and opportunities. Leisure Sciences. 17: 235-238.

Witty, Dave. 1994. The practice behind the theory: co-management as a community develop-
ment tool. Plan Canada. 34(1): 22-17.

USDA Forest Service Proceedings RMRS-P-26. 2002 35



	Collaboration Across Cultural Boundaries to Protect Wild Places: The British Columbia Experience

