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YEAH, BUT WHAT THE HELL DOES

isten caretully: Ecosystem

Management. Learn those

words. You'll be hearing them

over and over. The entire con-
servation community has converted
10 ecosystem management.

It goes by different names—
coordinated resource management is
another. But the idea is the same
and all federal and many state wild-
life agencies have bought into it.

That includes the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service [USFWS, Soil Con-
servation Service and my own Mis-
souri Conservation Department. I'm
still trving to figure out what
ecosystem management means.
According to the USFWS, it means,
“Protecting or restoring the function,
structure and species composition of
an ecosystem, recognizing that all
components are interrelated.”

QOkay, I understand evervthing in
that definition—except what it
means. Is the dea to restore the
veosvstem that existed before man
intruded? In 1t to create an eco-

IT MEAN?

system that takes advantage of the
prevailing conditions {i.c., a wetland
in historic swampland!! Is it aban-
donment of management-by-species
to try to create a more diverse wild-
lite population?

If so. will managers quit clearcut-
ting, which benefits grouse and
woodcock? Will they abandon up-
land wildlife area farming because
that favors farmland birds and small
game at the expense of woodland
species:

Let’s take an example: woodcock
need very specific forest habitat. It
a woods is too mature, woodcock
won't use it. They like sprouty
thickets. But in order to have sprou-
tv thickets, something has to knock
down the old trees. Fire did 1t histor-
ically; loggers did it in more modern
times.

Will an ceosvstem approach aban-
Jdon intrusive activitics tike logging
so that the ccosvsiem will develop
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‘naturally”? Ir sen woodecock will
Jdecline. As a woeadeock grouse hun-
wwr Id rather see loggers whacking
trees with well- reuul.ucd s.le.zrcuta
I wold a wildhire manager that my
tear of CCOsVStem muandgement is
that it will be used as an excuse to
do nothing. Hc grudginglv said,
“Than’s certainiv a danger” You
ould argue thar a given ecosvstem
s best lctt alone to do its own thing,
that anyv intrusion by man mevmblv
will tavor certain species over others,
and that such activities shouldn't be
ailowed.

But all hunted species benetit
from specitic management. Upland
birds especiallv respond to man's
activities because most of them are
creatures of edge and thrive in a farm
environment. assuming the farm
ieaves plenty of tood and cover.

The same manager who old me
that there s danger in the ceosvstem

approach also told me he was think-
e of letring a tarmed battom on a
\\![u[lf\. ared gtow up in bortomiand
hardwoods a hundredvear prowect)
hecause that was the historic
ceosvstent, I other words, Jdo
notmg,.

People toss the word eoosestem
Jround pregee casuabiv as it were
b detmea ontity, An coosvstem
i~ the comditon that prevaids. Phere
1~ a0 ceosvstem ona patkime ot s
notveny productive otosay waildlie,
hut 1t s o detmite coosvstem,

Sooowhat s meant by the werm
CoosUsient  dnaement It
CLoSVRle I Banagement, or repiong
Tosoutee ln.lll.l).'\l‘llll‘nl, ur \\'hil(L'VL'r
tay s ven. becomes an excuse tor
mrermnable plannmy and hde
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Jution, then it is a useless concep..

It it iy, as it s billed to be, an
mtegration ot all natural resource
agencies workimg i lockstep, tine
1 have no guarrel with agencies
working together passunung, that
Utopran concept actually happens!
It wasn't long age that the Depart
ment of Agnicultine was paving
tamers to drain potholes while the
fnterior Department was paving
them not to dean them

However, as a 20-vear-plus veteran
of governiment work, I know that the
more burcaucrats involved in plan
ning, the less likely anvthing
productive will happen. Dratt plans
come and go like the seasons jand
with as much duration}, Comumit-
tees meet and torm conunittees to
coordinate and Jiase (a bastardized
verb trom the noun liaison).

Any agencev proposal is shot full o
holes by the other agencies whoe
mostly are jealous they didn't think
of it. If vou think a couple of bird
dogs guarding bones are dominated
by selt-interest, vou should see a cou-
ple of agencies snarling over their
agendas.

Another danger I fear is that no
one is in charge. There is no central
authority with a final sav-so. either
at the federal level or at the state lev-
21, What happens when agriculture
interests, supposedly working in
lockstep with wildlife interests
instead bute heads with the wild-
liters? Who decides what point of
view prevails? Probably no one.

I have no quarrel with a “big pic-
ture” concept, ie., looking at 2
homogeneous area, rather than at
the individual pieces within that
area. ButIsense danger in this, toc.

It ecosystem management is ar
excuse for plaving with computer
models for the next decade, then it
is no more than arcade games for
biologists. I've seen it happen: 1
know of a wildlite area where there
has been a management plan in
nlace for about a decade. Most of
what the plan calls for has never
seen done,

[ unce knew a fellow who was the
world's most gencrous person--at
aalang ofters to help |ohink he
wheved the word and the decd wern
ene, that once he promised o de
somaothung, it was done. e was
hurt when | gort hont out of Shaps
hecauee he hadn't tollowed lhmu"'
In the same resard, just Hoasting:

S E7 LR VA MR PRV AL I B

b ctare coneept does not trans
Late to more diverse resources on the
wrowid - Government has a tenden
ov to planselt todeath, I you hawe
aptoblemy vou dont pick up a ham
mer amd s vou torm g study
commuteee amd work up g manage
ment pian which then can be
anmended mtermumnably The hame
merand aads whae s really needed

TUST D sty

My put teehing s that the ceologr-
b management approach will be
used as an o escuse tor evervthing
trom anstteent !undlm', to total
Lick ot management. 1t things don't
aot done on the Land, then s
because chere “has been a shitt of to-
cus” o somewhete eise or “the area
concepr Joesn't call for that
approach

I still belweve that it vou have an
upland wildlite arca. vou manage for

~pland wildlite, not for historic
values that vanished under the plow
Jeentuy aeo.

Uwe talked wath Sl Conservation
Service teps, read an explanation by
the Bish and Wildhite Service. and
talked v depth wath several wildlite
managers.  Either 'm hopelessly
dense or there's something in
ceosvstem manaeement that defies
descupuion And 1 have vet to hind
one peson below management level
fr.e., “planners™ who knows what it
nmeans.

Let Mollie Beattie, durector of the
Fish and Wildlite Service, explain it
to vou: “[Itj represents a new wav of
managing natural resources  that
takes into account the entire
ccosvstem and balances recreation-
al use, economic development, and
conscrvation ot wildlite so that cach
is sustainable.”
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You'll dorgive me it 1 think that
sounds hike preoan the sky, Isuspae
crously resembles the kind of lulla-
bv politictans sing when they're
trving to pet clected—trying to be all
things to all people.  Gradually,
government has become soothingly
metfective 1n this day ot political
COTTCCLNLSS,

Political correctness 1s a blanket
excuse tor amending any position to
contorm to what one special mterest
group or another thinks should he
done. The'tinal position, if there is
one, is hikely to be like oatmeal
without sweetener, butter, or any-
thing else—pretty bland.

You please no one by trying to
please everyone. If you promise
evervone that no one will be hurt,
then evervone is happy {until they
find out that—to use another cliché
—no pain means no gainj.

I'm still waiting for someone to
explain ecosystem management to
me in other than wvague, nice-
sounding words. Give me an exam-
ple of it in action. Tell me how it
will affect me as a quail hunter or
a grouse or woedcock hunter.

When I told a state official that
Ms. Beattie's words sounded like
smoke—{ine-sounding words with
no substance—he said. “Oh, the feds
are tull of it. They dor't know what
thev're doing”

Then I read the same state’s expla-
nation ot its version of ecosystem
management and heard the same fel-
low’s explanation ot it, and I still
smelled smoke. A former employee
of the same agency said. simply, “It's
a copout.”

Missouri calls its version “Coordi-
nated Resource Management” Here
is how it is planned to work:

e Inventory plant and animal com-
munities, natural resources and out-
door recreation opportunities;
& Propose S0-~vear goals tor each of

10 sections ot the state, based on
social and economic realities; and

e Involve the public through sur-
vevs, mectings and news releases,

A biological survev” is vital
There ts o national ettore to do that
(brtterly opposed by the land-rights
crowd, who sce it as some dark
government plot to control their
landl. How win vou manage a
resource it vou don't know what it
157 But I can't see this as a decade-
long prowect. Most of the informa.
tion should already be entered in

72

aatabases and the ntegration o
then all o a master plan should
be pretty simiple tor a computer jock.

I addition, it s wise to set long:
term goals, based on a chunk of
country with similar characteristes,
and okav to tind out what the pubhe
wants and expects,

But what happens until the plan
s in place? Missouri won't have its
plans done until the vear 2000. Do
resources sit around twaddling thewr
thumbs until then! What if the
dread discase of burcaucracy strikes
and the plan becomes THE PLAN, to
the exclusion of common sense or
action?

Plans tend to take on a life of their
own, especially in the computer age.
Computer models are simulations,
based on computer data. In other
words, the computer tells you what
likely will happen, given certain
circumstances.

And it’s an axiom of computers
that they will deliver garbage if fed
garbage. This is why you get
weather forecasters in windowless
rooms telling you about the com-
puter's sunnv weather projection
while it’s raining buckets outside.

There also is danger in involving
the public in resource planning. The
public hires professionals to manage.
A baseball team doesn't ask fans
how to run the team. Neither
should an agency come, hat in hand,
to the public asking for direction.

It's a fine balance. An agency
must consider what is acceptable to
the public, but the resource should
be the bottom line and managers are
supposed to know what the resource
needs. If the public had the tinal say-
so, few states would have started doe
deer hunts. Resource management
ism’t a popularity contest and the
public knows relatively little about
how to manage resources.

I think giving public involvement
equal weight with professional
management is a symptom of what
has happened to the US. govern-
ment. No one makes decisions any-
more. Congress is deadlocked on
everything and the Clinton adminis-
tration can't stay i one position any
longer than a breakdancer with jock
itch. So, instead of an agency taking
the inttiative jand the risk), it finds
out what ts acceptable to the majori-
ty and follows the line of least
resistance.

States with the worst conserva-
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tios, prograuns are those where the

lepaslature makes wildlite regula-

tions or where the puble votes on
them. States without assured tund-
ing are always at the merey of the
pols, compromising cvery whip-
stitch to get thewr money. It's no way
to run a conservation program.

I fear ccosystem management,
whatever it finally means, may just
be another concession to popular
whim. At best, 1t may be a fad; at
worst, a silly boondoggle that wastes
money, time, and resources. I'd
rather see one toodplot on the
ground than a thousand on paper or
in the dancing pixels on a computer
screen.

Any wildlife manager with half a
brain can tell vou what the problem
is today: declining habitat, in some
cases coupled with excessive
demand. It's true that public land
(except in a few Western states! can't
compensate for the loss of private-
land habitat.

I've seen or heard nothing in the
ecosystem management plans that
tells me how agencies will gain
private-land cooperation. AndIhave
seen within the conservation com-
munity a withdrawal from one-on-
one contact with landowners. When
you think in grand terms, like
ecosystems, you tend to forget the
individuals that create the
ecosystem, for better or worse. You
can hold public meetings until the
Second Coming and you'll only
preach to the choir.

The fence-sitters and agin-ners
will stay home. If vou want to get
them to cooperate on ecosystem
management or anything else, you
have to go to them.

I hate to devote an entire column
to one subject. Hasn't happened
more than a couple of times in the
15 years I've written this column.
But the implications ot ecosystem
management are such that it may be
the biggest conservation story yet, .-

Joel Vunce 1s the author of two
humor collections, Grandma and
the Buck Deer (13, softeover) and
Confessions of an Outdoor
Maladroit ($22, hardcover), and a
book on tape iread by the author)
entitled Billy Barnstorm, the Birch
Lake Bomber ($13), available post-
paid and autographed from Cedar
Glade Press, Box 1664, Jefferson
City, MO 65102
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