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Why wilderness?
What is it about wilderness that intrigues us and engages our hearts and 

minds? Is it that wilderness represents some of the least manipulated ecosystems on 
Earth, landscapes that provide safe harbor for vast ecological systems and process-
es? Is it that wilderness provides a scientifi c baseline, particularly for research that 
seeks to advance our understanding of the eff ects of human activities on natural sys-
tems? Perhaps it is because wilderness is a portal to earlier, primitive cultures or that 
it provides a respite from the stressors of modern life for contemporary humans. 
Indeed wilderness represents a special place in the American psyche, simultaneously 
place and idea, fact and emotion. We explore several of these values and purposes in 
this issue of Park Science.

The National Wilderness Preservation System was created with passage of the 
Wilderness Act in 1964. As of 2011 it consists of 757 wilderness areas, covering nearly 
110 million acres (45 million ha), in 45 states, administered by four bureaus: the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service and the Department of the Interior’s 
Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park 
Service. The National Park Service plays an especially important role in wilderness 
stewardship because it stewards more than 40% of this area, or 44 million acres (18 
million ha), comprising 60 designated wilderness areas in 49 national parks. From 
the swamps of the  Marjory Stoneman Douglas Wilderness in Florida’s  Everglades 
National Park to the ice-encrusted peaks of Alaska’s   Gates of the Arctic Wilderness 
in   Gates of the Arctic National Park and Preserve, the portfolio of NPS-adminis-
tered wilderness is vast, irreplaceable, and imminently important. 

Just as signifi cant as the wilderness landscape is the need for eff ective steward-
ship of wilderness. Like National Park System management, wilderness stewardship 
encompasses a wide array of issues, opportunities, and challenges; however, wilder-
ness character and legislative protection aff ord it an additional layer of complexity. 
This issue of Park Science highlights this concept, with contributions from represen-
tatives from government, academia, and nongovernmental organizations.

In developing this edition we sought to put forth articles, case studies, invited 
features, and commentaries that demonstrate the breadth and depth of wilderness 
science and stewardship and the role wilderness plays in the portfolio of NPS-ad-
ministered lands. The many contributors investigated eff ective stewardship of these 
areas and off er perspectives on policy, program evolution, and optimal wilderness 
management. The authors synopsize 50 years of wilderness visitor research; high-
light climate change, transboundary cooperation, consequences of fi re suppression, 
and wilderness as a cultural landscape; and discuss better alignment of science and 
research in a manner consistent with the Wilderness Act. Altogether, this edition 
seeks to celebrate the wilderness we know and inspire its future successful steward-
ship. For as Aldo Leopold said, “The richest values of wilderness lie not in the days 
of Daniel Boone, nor even in the present, but rather in the future.”

We extend a heartfelt thank-you to all who contributed to this issue and to all 
those who help steward wilderness.

 —Wade M. Vagias and Ingrid E. Schneider, Guest Editors
 Jeff  Selleck, Editor
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IN FOCUS: WILDERNESS CHARACTER (CONT'D)

Using the “Keeping It Wild” framework to develop a wilderness character  49 
monitoring protocol for the Otis Pike Fire Island High Dune Wilderness
An interdisciplinary team discusses the protocol's application to managing one of the smallest 
and most dynamic wilderness areas in the system, just 60 miles outside of New York City.
By Lindsay Ries, Jason Flynn, and Jordan Raphael

Lessons learned: Merging process elements to address wilderness  54 
character and user capacity
Wilderness stewards highlight three case studies in which wilderness character 
and user capacity processes were merged to preserve wilderness qualities.
By Ryan Sharp, Kerri Cahill, and Julie Sharp

A database application for wilderness character monitoring 58
Developed in 2011 by the National Park Service, the Wilderness Character Monitoring 
Database allows parks to track and report trends in wilderness character. The application 
provides regional and national consistency while retaining local wilderness area fl exibility.
By Ashley Adams, Peter Landres, and Simon Kingston

CONTRIBUTED ARTICLES

The science of trail surveys: Recreation ecology provides new tools  60
for managing wilderness trails
Researchers review alternative trail survey methodologies most useful for 
the management of wilderness and backcountry trail networks.
By Jeffrey L. Marion, Jeremy F. Wimpey, and Logan O. Park

Wilderness visitor experiences: A selective review of 50 years of research 66
Protecting high-quality wilderness experiences is a challenge given the varied tastes 
and preferences of visitors, the ability of visitors to adapt to what they experience, 
and the many infl uences on experience that managers cannot control.
By David N. Cole

Scientifi c study and enduring wilderness 71
Three fundamental aspects of the Wilderness Act are critical to wilderness managers and 
scientists seeking a common understanding of how scientifi c study should occur in wilderness.
By Kevin Hood

The hidden consequences of fi re suppression 75
Computer models are used to evaluate where, and to what degree, past fi re suppression 
decisions have affected landscape fi re return intervals and to estimate how those 
effects would be different if other fi re management actions were taken.
By Carol Miller
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Park Science is a research and resource management 
bulletin of the U.S. National Park Service. It reports 
the implications of recent and ongoing natural and 
social science and related cultural research for park 
planning, management, and policy. Seasonal issues 
are published usually in spring and fall, with a thematic 
issue that explores a topic in depth published annually 
in summer or winter. The publication serves a broad 
audience of national park and protected area managers 
and scientists and provides public outreach. It is 
funded by the Associate Director for Natural Resource 
Stewardship and Science.

Articles are fi eld-oriented accounts of applied 
research and resource management topics that are 
presented in nontechnical language. They translate 
scientifi c fi ndings into usable knowledge for park 
planning and the development of sound management 
practices for natural resources and visitor enjoyment. 
The editor and board review content for clarity, 
completeness, usefulness, scientifi c and technical 
soundness, and relevance to NPS policy.

Article inquiries, submissions, and comments should 
be directed to the editor by e-mail; hard-copy materials 
should be forwarded to the editorial offi ce. Letters 
addressing scientifi c or factual content are welcome 
and may be edited for length, clarity, and tone.

Facts and views expressed in Park Science are those 
of the authors and do not necessarily refl ect opinions 
or policies of the National Park Service. Mention 
of trade names or commercial products does not 
constitute an endorsement or recommendation by the 
National Park Service.

Park Science is published online at http://www
.nature.nps.gov/ParkScience (ISSN 1090-9966). The 
Web site provides guidelines for article submission, 
an editorial style guide, an archive and key word 
searching of back issues, and information on how to 
subscribe or update your subscription.

Though subscriptions are offered free of charge, 
voluntary donations help defray production costs. A 
typical donation is $15 per year. Checks should be 
made payable to the National Park Service and sent 
to the editorial offi ce address.
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