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Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals May 2016 Presentation 

Public land recreation evolves towards sustainability 

Introduction 

Climate Change, Cultural Change, Political Change, Technological change. The planet is now in 

the age of the Anthropocene. This is the epoch that recognizes humans are having a significant 

global impact on Earth's geology and ecosystems. Nature is not dead, but its future as the 

source of so many ecological services, including beauty, is imperiled. Climate change is 

accelerating, species are going extinct at the fastest rates ever recorded, and areas of the earth 

that were once mostly wild are very quickly disappearing. The ecology of the globe has the wild 

dynamic of invasive species destroying the more sensitive ecosystems, with humans being the 

most invasive. When our National Forests were first set aside they contained a valuable 

resource: timber. Wood as an industry was at that time the second most important in the 

nation. Now wood in most of the Rocky Mountain west is hardly worth harvesting, and so 

forests are burning. The politics of federal public land is also heating up as the once empty west 

(at least of European settlers) is now filling with citizens looking for economic development as 

the gap between rich and poor widens and the nation appears to be breaking up into smaller 

and smaller groups or pluralities. The dynamics of our now global society is going places we 

have never been. When you mix the changing ecological dynamic and the even quicker 

changing social dynamic, you get extreme turbulence, instability, surprise and the danger of 

collapse. 

The Question: What does the time of climate change, our turbulent times, ask of us as a Society 

of Outdoor Recreation Professional?   

Is it to further work to achieve 100% recreation satisfaction? To focus on maintaining our 

recreation assets? To set use limits? It seems to me that this is all like being on the Titanic and 

working hard to satisfy our guests by creating a better martini as we speed along toward 

disaster. 
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What is the most important work of your generation of outdoor recreation professionals? My 

generation is almost over. What I have seen, at least in the Forest Service, is the loss of over 

$100 million of yearly funding for recreation, Wilderness, and Wild & Scenic River management 

since the high point in 1993. Funding for State parks is also at a record low. Current dialogue is 

about retrenchment, or closing down the economically poor performing recreation sites and 

reducing miles of trails. Professional recreation management has become the art of triage.  

Our recreation leadership movement, which for now we call “Sustainable Recreation,” rejects 

the trajectory we are on. We envision a better future for our public lands and society’s 

beneficial enjoyment of them. We believe this is a new recreation movement with the 

optimistic hope that we as a Society of recreation professionals can play a positive and critical 

role in helping humanity co-evolve and flourish along with the rest of the biosphere on which 

we depend on.   

As the world changes around us, we need to change as well. To be relevant we need to make 

the most difficult change of all; to change our way of thinking and understanding our 

profession, we have to seek the new. Or as Heraclitus, in 504 B.C. said: Whoever cannot seek 

the unforeseen sees nothing for the known way is an impasse.”    

Story: 

I started my life in outdoor recreation management with a simple set of ideas: That nature is 

good and that being in nature is good for people; that a recreation professional can improve 

and strengthen a relationship between people and nature, which will result in tremendous 

sustainable benefits for both; and that this vital and virtuous relationship-building is the 

primary mission of a public land recreation manager.    

To this end I am a brother with Aldo Leopold when he said “There are two things that interest 

me: the relation of people to each other, and the relation of people to land.” That relationship 

can be both playful and productive. I believed that the great work of the public land recreation 

professional is in building a strong and resilient relationship between social and ecological 

systems. 
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My beliefs came from my own experiences in nature which were comforting and renewing. 

Working in the outdoors with troubled adults and teens watching them grow, heal and mature, 

I could see the way nature served to renew the human spirit. 

Then I went to university and was trained that outdoor recreation is about a system of 

opportunities for a wide variety of experiences, offering services, protecting the resource or the 

search for satisfaction. I learned about the difference between primitive and semi-primitive 

experiences and setting dependency. I had internships where I learned that the business end of 

recreation was; the toilet, the trail surface, the repair and maintenance of picnic tables and the 

law enforcement book. So out I came into the world of actual recreation management with all 

the intellectual and practical recreation management tools at my fingertips, fully capable and 

adequate to the task. Or so I thought. 

What is beautiful about youth is its innocence. So, on my very first day at work with the Forest 

Service, May 18, 1980, almost 36 years ago to the day, I watched as a beautiful, peaceful, cone-

shaped cascade volcano turn pink with alpenglow. Then silently the earth shook and a large 

wave rolled across the forested landscape as the summit collapsed some 1,600 feet. The 

earthquake at 8:32 a.m. on Sunday triggered the entire weakened north face to slide away, 

creating the largest landslide ever recorded. This suddenly exposed the high pressure, molten, 

gas- and steam-rich rock in the volcano to air, which caused it to explode toward Spirit Lake so 

fast that it overtook the avalanching north face. This was happening right before our eyes with 

the force of 30 Hiroshima atomic bombs.  

A wall of red hot expanding pumice raced toward me quickly, accelerating to 670 mph, 

shattering the old growth forests of Douglas and noble fir. Cars imploded in its path, lungs filled 

with hot gasses, and people were instantly killed. I thought, soon very soon it will be my turn. 

Trying desperately to survive as it closed in, I passed from terror to awe and reverence. Then all 

at once it slowed and stopped. In total about 230 square miles of forest was now cleared, 

buried or knocked down, and extreme heat killed trees miles beyond the blow-down zone. For 

a few moments I looked at it all in wonder; it was a sort of terrible moving and shifting beauty. 

You could hear deep rumblings and explosions and a roaring as the earth was being torn apart. 
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And then as I stood there on that ridge just east of the mountain this wall and sky of gray 

collapsed. At first I could see gray streamers coming down, and then it began raining down 

stones and ash and in a few seconds all was darkness. The air became filled with microscopic 

particles of hot silica and toxic gasses and we began to suffocate. My eyes burned and I 

desperately tried to breathe though my shirt. I could see glowing particles of tephra and then 

realized I was probably going to die after all. Those few moments of calm were a special gift for 

reflection and beauty before the curtain came down and the show was over. But it was a gift. 

And I thought about all I was going to miss in my life: marriage, children, doing something 

worthwhile in trying to save the earth and serve my fellow humans, and of course all the 

wonderful things I would not see or experience as part of a full life. So I wished and prayed for 

that opportunity to do some good. Why not another free pass and another chance? Is two in 

one day too much to ask?    

By then fifty-seven people were killed directly including innkeeper Harry R. Truman, 

photographer Reid Blackburn and geologist David A. Johnston, and others, some of which I saw 

or heard as they were over-taken by that cloud of death. 

I became still and observant, as my lungs burned and my mouth tasted the bitter acid volcanic 

earth. There was nothing to do but wait in darkness. I looked up at the dark gloom and after a 

few more slow, panting, tenuous breaths I could see a dim light toward the upper left in the 

blackness. Was it real or the imagination of hope?    

The strong northwest winds off the Pacific Ocean which would carry this tephra to Boise later 

that day had begun to regain control, and slowly the bad, hot burning air was replaced by good, 

cool, clean, life-giving air. If I can hold on just a few more moments I was going to live, and so I 

was given this chance to be here with you today. So I must take this gift as an opportunity to 

share something of importance with you.  

Part One 

For the last 36 years I have been looking at recreation planning efforts around the world, seeing 

over and over the ruins of many failed plans and continuing degradation of natural and social 

systems. I have also seen a few real sustainable successes. What did I learn? That sustainable 
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recreation management is hard, and only when the economic, social, ecological and the 

managing agency are in harmony will the project be a success over the long run. Less than that 

it’s often a great grand opening when everyone who matters shows up, and a sad lonely 

shuttering when no one shows up. 

It takes a lot more than carrying capacity and ROS settings, and well-maintained facilities and 

limits of acceptable change. Not that any of these are bad, they are just not enough. It seemed 

to me that recreation planning was like a hollow chocolate Easter bunny. It was sweet, but its 

purpose of ‘visitor satisfaction’ seemed rather empty of moral value. Talking about the diversity 

of recreation experiences using only the Wild to Urban construct was limiting. Recreation 

planning seemed to be viewed as a technical process with an amazing lack of creativity (all over 

the world I have seen many cookie-cutter recreation developments).  The lack of cultural 

sensitivity and the existing recreation planning model seemed too comprehensive with logic too 

circular, has created a very tightly closed and rigid system with predictable outcomes. 

Recreation science turned nature into a recreation setting, and nature is not that nor is it 

scenery--nature is nature.  

So looking at both failures and successes and the state of the art in recreation management, it 

became obvious that the whole approach, model or paradigm needs to be reconsidered and 

creatively destroyed in order to give birth to something new.   

Let’s start at the beginning: Definition. 

Let’s define sustainable recreation. Most simply it is: recreation management that contributes 

to the sustainability of our ecosystems and the communities that depend on those ecosystem 

services. Sustainable recreation management is a process of development which meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs. By “sustain”, as in “sustainable recreation”, we mean to develop a relationship between 

society and nature that allows for both to flourish forever. By “development”, we mean what 

Aldo Leopold meant when he wrote in Sand County Almanac: “An internal change in our 

intellectual emphasis, loyalties, affections and convictions.” It is the building of the beautiful 

mind in greater harmony with its environment. So, sustainable recreation is an ethical 
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movement that concerns itself with both present and intergenerational equity. Lastly, 

sustainable recreation is very pragmatic; it focuses not on ideology but on what really works in 

our time of turbulence. 

What is the mental model? 

Mental models are critically important. Our mental model defines our cognition, or what we 

know, which leads to how we feel, which leads to our behavior or what we do. If our mental 

model is fixed and rigid we can only act within those limited constructs. The mental model of 

the Sustainable Recreation reality is that of systems where everything is connected to 

everything else. Outdoor recreation lives in the social system as a socially learned activity, a 

way people gain benefits from nature.  We need to manage recreation as a complex coupled 

Social - Ecological system. These Social-Ecological Systems (SES) are complex, but systems 

thinking gives us the tools to begin to understand them. As a tool, systems thinking helps us 

better understand the nature of cause and effect, and the reinforcing feedback loops in those 

relationships. It simplifies the complexity enough for us to act rationally in the systems 

anticipating the future. We begin the recreation planning or management process by first 

developing a system description by appreciating it and identifying the system components, 

their interrelationships and the relationship of the system to the larger environment. The 

purposeful social systems produce emergent properties that have boundaries, and once 

understood can be intelligently managed. New ways of thinking create the opportunity for new 

and creative solutions to existing wickedly problematic situations. By promoting a complex 

adaptive systems framework, we can much better think and understand together to truly 

understand how to work with the adaptive management approaches.  

What are the day to day actions of a sustainable recreation manager? 

The conventional wisdom is that a recreation manager is a natural and built asset manager 

whose purpose is to facilitate expressed recreation behavior. They focus on maintaining a range 

of recreation settings and opportunities, with the primary measure of success being the 

condition of the assets and the amount of individual user recreation satisfaction. This leads to 
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custodial practices dominating our thinking, and a passive and reactive approach to 

management.  

Sustainable Recreation views our profession as an active player in a complex adaptive social-

ecological system. This means that to sustain our public lands, the recreation manager must 

step outside the traditional green box and engage in social development as well as protecting 

and enhancing ecological conditions. We appreciate that things like beliefs and values are 

important to understand and help develop in order to be more pragmatically sustainable in the 

way we relate with our planet in general and our public lands specifically. We must go back and 

take Aldo Leopold’s interests and pragmatically and creatively develop that relationship of 

people to each other and to the land.  The relation of people to the land often launches off by 

developing a personal relationship with nature through the activity and experience of 

recreation.   

Here are 7 domains of action: 

1. Use the social ecosystem service of recreation as a platform for building community 

with public land as its heart.  

2. Create shared understanding of the social-ecological system as complex and adaptive; 

create the “we” of shared values and understanding. 

3. Build social capital and manage connectivity; the solutions and the energy are in the 

larger community. 

4. Broaden participation, diversity and redundancy. Leaving people out weakens our 

cause. Inclusion strengthens it. Fairness matters. 

5. Encourage experimentation and learning. Probe culture to create more effective 

relationships with nature and stewardship agencies. 

6. Promote polycentric governance systems. In other words, recognize there are multiple 

governing bodies that can expand structural inclusiveness and participation that need to 

work together to gain cumulative impact for the public good.  

7. Manage the slow variables and feedbacks. For example, in recreation management slow 

variables include legal systems, values, traditions and world views, and feedback related 
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to these elements of the social system can either stabilize the current situation or lead 

to a change in the system.  

I want to pause now to reflect more on why it is important to promote equity. Or treating 

people alike.  

Game theory is useful in understanding how individuals make decisions. In domains 

characterized by large power differences, the economic elite have used science and social good 

to justify unequal appropriation of ecological services in order to benefit themselves. This sense 

of injustice creates fragility in the social realm of sustainability. For example, a good friend of 

mine recently went on a two week float trip down the Colorado River and purposely did not 

invite me to go along. When I asked why she told me because I am Hispanic and would not like 

it.   

“Wow, really why do you say that?” I asked. Her response: “Because you would be offended by 

your sense of injustice.” So she went with a group of white privileged couples and singles.   

Researching float trips in the Grand Canyon, I found that about half the rafters make over $100 

thousand a year. Actually the survey instruments stop at $100 thousand a year. In America 

today only 5 percent of the American public make individual incomes of $100 thousand or 

more. When I tried to find information on ethnicity or race it was surprisingly lacking. It’s 

almost as if minority use is so low it’s unmeasurable. So the Grand Canyon river trip is the 

kingdom of white privilege. All the complex management and its support by tax payers and the 

lost water values are captured by the economic elite. So how do we expect the 98% to continue 

to support such exclusivity? Is the recreation manager just a government maître d' supervising 

the wait staff, welcoming guests and assigning campsites, taking reservations and ensuring that 

guests are satisfied? 

She may have been right, but it still hurt. 

What are the measures of success?  

The true measure of success is the amount of resiliency we build into the Social-Ecological 

system and the amount of sustainable benefits we as a society receive from these systems. Our 
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goal is sustainability, but we measure our progress by measuring condition trajectory and 

system resiliency.  

Sustainable recreation moves away from a focus on things like recreation opportunities, facility 

conditions and small-scale site specific impacts. For example, in the Southwestern Region we 

are measuring: 

1. Visitation. It’s simple and basic--in the larger system more visitation is better. We need 

to grow visitation. Visitors, contrary to most recreation management models, contribute 

to sustainability, not detract from it. Benefits-based management begins from this first 

basic measure. 

2. Engagement, or the amount of partnerships, friends groups, volunteers and 

collaborative efforts. The short term value of this measure is in work value done, and 

the long-term value is constituency. 

3. Diversity, a measure of both how well we serve the community and our ability to 

provide for social equity. Presently our analysis shows we are not doing a good job here. 

A technical paper on this subject will be released soon.  

4. Economic contribution. For many communities this is very important, and if it’s 

important to our communities it should be important to us. We know that recreation 

already contributes more than all other renewable resources, but I think we know it 

could do a lot more.  

5. The condition and trajectory of our natural, built, and capability asset base. We use the 

capital model of sustainability to make sure we are increasing in our abilities and are 

truly passing on a better world to future generations.  

There is more. In the Southwestern Region of the Forest Service we are turning theory into 

practice.  

 We have an allocation model that is aligned with sustainable recreation objectives. This 

was two years in development.   

 We have a performance management model that is aligned with sustainable recreation 

objectives. This was one year in development. 
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 Each forest has had a three day workshop introduction to Sustainable Recreation 

principles.  

 Each National Forest and Grassland has a Sustainable Recreation Action Plan. This was 

one year in development. 

 We are developing guidance on sustainable recreation in forest planning.  

 Next year we are launching a phase two sustainable recreation workshop on each forest 

which will focus on building social capital and engagement.  

 We are also working on sustainable recreation assessment tools. 

We are experimenting and developing Sustainable Recreation and researching our 

understanding and learning. We hope we are influencing the rest of the agency and the 

profession.  

 

In Conclusion:  

Outdoor recreation is a special kind of human interaction with nature, and the benefits that 

flow from that interaction is a vital social ecosystem service. It is the only ecosystem service 

that causes people to fall in love with their public lands. Sustainable recreation takes the stance 

that what we call recreation is primary socially learned. Outdoor recreation is one way people 

relate to and gain benefits from the natural environment. It’s limited in its perspective due to 

its narrow functionalism (nature as a park or pleasuring grounds, probably our worst idea) but 

is an excellent platform for a greater more well-rounded and fuller relationship. Because 

recreation is primarily learned this creates opportunities for adaptation and creativity in how 

people behave and benefit from the out-of-doors.  

In a world of coupled Social-Ecological systems sustainability is not so easy, especially in our 

turbulent times. The question is how we as a Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals is 

going to contribute to making the natural and social world thrive.  
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First we need to reclaim our social science perspective and conservation values and start 

building resiliency in our natural and social worlds through the use of outdoor recreation 

practices redirected toward a new larger and more urgent purpose.  

In many ways I think we are bringing old news to the table. Modern trends in ecosystem 

stewardship has already moved on to this model; it is the recreation professional who is falling 

behind, chasing old dreams.  

As Heraclitus also said: “It is in changing that we find purpose.” We could also say: to achieve 

our purpose in a changing world we need to change.  

We should ask ourselves, what do we hope to gain from all our hard work? We will pass away 

and what will remain of all our efforts and life, if anything? 

What about the promise of the recreation program? After many years of reflection and 

observation I have come to the conclusion that the eruption of Mount St Helens was a world 

class example of Creative Destruction. Nature is the source of tremendous creativity and 

energy, and in order to change it must destroy what seems static and stable, but in a way that is 

ultimately creative. In the end nature is not a resource; it is the source of constant creativity 

and change. If I was there now this would most likely be the interpretive theme I would use to 

enhance the visitors experience and understanding. Nature not only abhors a vacuum it also 

abhors changelessness. Life is not held by an individual organism; life is held by the community 

of life itself.  

Ecclesiastes 1:4, the canonical wisdom book in the Old Testament, says:  

One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the earth abideth 

forever. (KJ) 

This is the theme question that we need to address: What do we hope to gain from all our hard 

work? We will pass away and what will remain of all our efforts and life, if anything? It’s pure 

and simple, and it’s a question we must all ask ourselves  
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I have become a heretic in the eyes of some of my fellow directors, peers and among some in 

the academic community. I believe that it’s time to be a loyal heretic, out of love for our 

profession. If we are to effective leaders we must face the present facts and make sense of our 

times in order to adapt and thrive into the next century. We must stop fighting the battles of 

our forefathers, forget them, and fight the present good fight and create a better future for all. 

 

 

Francisco Valenzuela 

Director of Sustainable Recreation Heritage and Wilderness, Southwestern Region of the Forest 

Service. 

The thoughts expressed are the author’s and not necessarily that of the Forest Service or any 

other government agency. This presentation is part of the evolving development of sustainable 

recreation a framework for recreation management. This paper was presented to the Society of 

Outdoor Recreation Professionals & River Management Society in Boise, Idaho, May 17, 2016 

  


