
Evaluating Proposals for
Ecological Intervention in Wilderness

Beth Hahn | Peter Landres



How Many NWPS Units Implemented Ecological Intervention 
Projects 2011-2015?

First national scale, statistically rigorous survey of ecological 
interventions in designated wilderness by Lucy Lieberman,

2017 MS Thesis, University of Montana

210 wilderness units responded across all 4 agencies
77 (37%) wilderness units intervened



TYPES OF ECOLOGICAL INTERVENTIONS IN WILDERNESS

Rate by agency:  NPS – 75%, FS – 37%, BLM – 35%, FWS – 15%



WILDERNESS ACT OF 1964 Sec. 2(c)
“A wilderness…is hereby recognized as an area where the earth and 
its community of life are untrammeled by man” (Wildness)

• freedom from intentional modern human control and manipulation

“An area of wilderness is further defined…retaining its primeval 
character and influence…which is protected and managed so as to 
preserve its natural conditions” (Naturalness)

• species, patterns, and processes that evolved in the area
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Goals – Improve process and decision

• Comprehensive and Systematic – structured approach to evaluate 
criteria involving science, law and policy, ethics and values

• Broadly Applicable – relevant to all NWPS agencies and units 

• Locally Flexible – reflects local values regarding wilderness and 
intervention

• Transparent – improve communication both inside an agency 
(across resource disciplines) and outside the agencies 
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Basic Premises
• Be wary of action bias:  first decide if action is necessary, then

decide the minimum tool to accomplish the action

• Be wary of oversimplification:  decisions need to consider whether 
benefits outweigh impacts

• Be wary of one size fits all:  every situation is different  (e.g., place, 
values at risk, threats, attitudes, knowledge)

Framework on Ecological Intervention in Wilderness

Importance of interdisciplinary engagement



• Pre-NEPA, Pre-Decisional Tool

• Framework not biased for or against interventions

• Voluntary tool

• Framework does not guarantee consistent decisions

Practical Application

Framework on Ecological Intervention in Wilderness



Table A What is the ecological degradation and what 
is the proposed ecological intervention?

Table B How does the proposed intervention affect 
wilderness character?

Table C What are the legal and administrative 
considerations that apply to the proposed 
intervention?

Ecology
Wilderness 
Character

Law
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Table A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?
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Table A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe the background and context for the 
ecological degradation and the proposed intervention, and the 
strength and certainty of this understanding? Consider:

a. Historic Background: 

• What is the historic background and context (e.g., 
past human actions and or legacy land use impacts) 
for the ecological degradation? 

• Is the ecological degradation within the range of 
historic variation for this system and this wilderness? 

• What is the historic distribution and rate of spread of 
the degradation and the resulting ecological threats 
and risks?

Ecological 
Context

Historic 
Background

Current 
Status

Climate 
Change

Intervention 
Outcomes



1. Does the proposal describe the background and context for the 
ecological degradation and the proposed intervention, and 
thestrength and certainty of this understanding? Consider:

b. Current Status: 

• What is the current status of the ecological 
degradation? (e.g., current distribution, rate of spread, 
known or potential ecological threats and risks)

• Is the source of the degradation local to the wilderness, 
or regional or global?

• Are current human actions preventing natural ecological 
recovery?

• Is there an urgent ecological need for the intervention 
to occur now?

Table A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?



Table A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?
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Table B. How does the proposed intervention affect 
wilderness character? 

Why Here?

Why Now?

Outside 
Options

Urgency

Restraint

Effects on 
Wilderness 
Character

Tradeoffs

Monitoring

Short- & 
Long-Term 

Effects

Cumulative 
Effects
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Views
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Table B. How does the proposed intervention affect 
wilderness character? 

a. Outside Options: 

• Does the intervention need to occur inside this 
wilderness, or are surrounding non-wilderness lands and 
waters suitable for the intervention (e.g., other types of 
federal protected areas, state/local public lands, or 
private lands)? 

• If the intervention takes place outside the wilderness, is 
it expected or likely that there will be an effect inside the 
wilderness? 

• Is the proposed intervention experimental or a well-
established practice that has been conducted previously 
inside wilderness?

1. Does the proposal describe why the intervention needs to occur in 
this wilderness and now? Consider:

Why Here? 
Why Now?

Outside 
Options

Urgency

Restraint



Table B. How does the proposed intervention affect 
wilderness character? 
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Table B. How does the proposed intervention affect 
wilderness character? 

a. Outside Options: 

• Who are the likely stakeholders, and what are the likely 
range of views on the proposed intervention? 

• What is the basis for understanding the wilderness values 
of different stakeholders, ranging from general 
impression, informal discussion, formal discussion, to 
scientific research?

3. Does the proposal describe the likely range of stakeholders and 
how their wilderness values may be affected by the proposed 
intervention? Consider:

Stakeholder 
Views

Stakeholders

Tribes



Table C. Are there legal and administrative considerations 
that apply to the proposed intervention?

Legal 
Direction

Wilderness 
Laws

Other Laws

Case Law

Administrative 
Direction

Administrative 
Jurisdiction

Consultation

Agency 
Direction



Does the proposal contain all the information needed to 
evaluate it?

→ If YES, then complete the MRA/MRDG if required, 
and NEPA

→ If NO or NOT ADEQUATELY, then return the proposal 
with an explanation of why it was returned

Framework on Ecological Intervention in Wilderness

Ecology
Wilderness 
Character

Law



Thank you

Project Contacts

Beth Hahn bhahn@fs.fed.us | Peter Landres plandres@fs.fed.us

• Interagency Working Group

• Interagency Wilderness Steering Committee

• Arthur Carhart National Wilderness Training Center

• Pilot Testing Units

• Framework reviewers

• Funding support USFWS National Resource Program 
Center, NPS Wilderness Stewardship Division, BLM 
Wilderness Program, FS Climate Change Office

mailto:bhahn@fs.fed.us
mailto:plandres@fs.fed.us


Altered 
disturbance 
regimes

•21

Habitat 
fragmentation Non-native invasive species

Climate Change

Threats to Wilderness Character



Reality – Wilderness Ecosystems Change 
…and Always Will

Does this change matter? What is “natural”?

Should we take 
restoration actions?

Has restraint been 
considered?

If we act, what do we gain in the natural quality 
and 

what do we lose in the untrammeled quality?



What does natural mean when ecological systems in 
wilderness are changing? 

• Historic conditions may not be appropriate planning targets
• Emergence of novel ecosystems
• Uncertainties about both ecological changes and restoration 

efficacy

What is “Natural” in Wilderness?



Why does this matter?

• Death by a thousand cuts? No Data!

• Cumulative effects to wilderness character

— Commercial, visitor, administrative, science

• Uncertainties, Risks, Unintended Consequences

• Divergent values

• Potential litigation

•24



c. Climate Change: 

Is the ecological degradation caused by climate change? 

Will climate-driven ecological changes likely lead to an irreversible 
ecological degradation? 

Is the intervention intended to adapt to or otherwise respond to the 
effects of climate change?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe the background and context for the 
ecological degradation and the proposed intervention, and the 
strength and certainty of this understanding? Consider:



d. Intervention Outcomes: 

Is the intervention intended to restore to historic conditions, 
maintain current conditions, or facilitate adaptation to new 
conditions?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe the background and context for the 
ecological degradation and the proposed intervention, and the 
strength and certainty of this understanding? Consider:



a. Not Intervening: 

What are the likely direct and cascading ecological effects of not 
intervening, for example on species composition, species 
distribution and abundance, predator-prey relations, disturbance 
processes, and other effects that cascade throughout the ecological 
system and surrounding landscape?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

2. Does the proposal describe the likely ecological effects of not 
intervening compared to intervening? Consider:



b. Intervening: 

What are the likely direct and cascading ecological effects of 
intervening, for example on species composition, species 
distribution and abundance, predator-prey relations, disturbance 
processes, and other effects that cascade throughout the ecological 
system and surrounding landscape?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

2. Does the proposal describe the likely ecological effects of not 
intervening compared to intervening? Consider:



a. Scope: 

What is the proposed intervention activity? 

Will more than one type of activity be needed to achieve the 
intended short- and long-term outcome(s)?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

3. Does the proposal describe the scope and scale of the 
intervention? Consider:



b. Spatial Scale: 

Where will the intervention be implemented, and are effects 
intended outside of the intervention area?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

3. Does the proposal describe the scope and scale of the 
intervention? Consider:



c. Temporal Scale: 

When will the intervention be implemented?  

How often will the intervention be implemented, and for how long? 

What is the expected duration of intended outcome(s) of the 
intervention?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

3. Does the proposal describe the scope and scale of the 
intervention? Consider:



a. Previous Experience: 

Has this type of intervention has been successful elsewhere, and if 
so, how well do those results apply to this proposal?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

4. Does the proposal describe the likelihood of accomplishing the 
stated objectives and specific plans to address uncertainties? 
Consider:



b. Monitoring: 

Will monitoring be conducted to assess the effectiveness of the 
intervention?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

4. Does the proposal describe the likelihood of accomplishing the 
stated objectives and specific plans to address uncertainties? 
Consider:



b. Evaluation Thresholds: 

For long-term or repeat interventions, have thresholds been 
established to trigger re-evaluating the appropriateness of the 
ecological intervention?

A. What is the ecological degradation and what is the 
proposed ecological intervention?

4. Does the proposal describe the likelihood of accomplishing the 
stated objectives and specific plans to address uncertainties? 
Consider:



b. Urgency: 

Is there an urgent need for intervention to preserve wilderness 
character?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

1. Does the proposal describe why the intervention needs to occur in 
this wilderness and now? Consider:



c. Restraint: 

Has the legal obligation to preserve the untrammeled quality of 
wilderness character been considered in the proposed intervention?  

Is the intervention being proposed to “right a past wrong,” that is, to 
address a ecological degradation that was caused by prior modern 
human actions?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

1. Does the proposal describe why the intervention needs to occur in 
this wilderness and now? Consider:



a. Tradeoffs: 

What are the tradeoffs in the effects of the intervention on the 
qualities of wilderness character, including rare or valued aspects of 
wilderness character?  

Are there tradeoffs between natural and cultural resources?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

2. Does the proposal describe the potential effects—positive, 
negative, or neutral—of the intervention on wilderness character, 
including the strength of evidence for these effects? Consider:



b. Monitoring: 

Will monitoring be conducted to evaluate the effects of the 
intervention on wilderness character, as well as effects of the 
monitoring itself on wilderness character?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

2. Does the proposal describe the potential effects—positive, 
negative, or neutral—of the intervention on wilderness character, 
including the strength of evidence for these effects? Consider:



c. Short- and Long-Term Effects: 

What are the short-term and potential long-term effects of the 
intervention on each quality of wilderness character?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

2. Does the proposal describe the potential effects—positive, 
negative, or neutral—of the intervention on wilderness character, 
including the strength of evidence for these effects? Consider:



d. Cumulative Effects: 

What are the likely cumulative effects of the proposed intervention 
on all the qualities of wilderness character, when the effects of the 
intervention are combined with the effects of other administrative, 
scientific, commercial, and visitor activities?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

2. Does the proposal describe the potential effects—positive, 
negative, or neutral—of the intervention on wilderness character, 
including the strength of evidence for these effects? Consider:



b. Tribes: 

Are Native American values and traditional ecological knowledge 
relevant to the proposed intervention? 

If relevant, have the tribes been consulted?

B. How does the proposed intervention affect wilderness 
character? 

3. Does the proposal describe the likely range of stakeholders and 
how their wilderness values may be affected by the proposed 
intervention? Consider:



a. Wilderness Laws: 

Is the intervention required to satisfy valid existing rights or a 
special provision in wilderness legislation (the Wilderness Act of 
1964 or subsequent wilderness laws)? 

If so, cite the law(s) and section(s).

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe relevant legal direction that applies to 
the proposed intervention? Consider:



b. Other Laws: 

Is the intervention required to satisify other federal laws (e.g., ESA, 
ARPA, NHPA, Dam Safety Act, Clean Air Act)? 

If so, cite the law(s) and section(s).

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe relevant legal direction that applies to 
the proposed intervention? Consider:



c. Case Law: 

Is the intervention required to satisfy judicial rulings? 

If so, cite the ruling and explain the implications for the proposed 
intervention.

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

1. Does the proposal describe relevant legal direction that applies to 
the proposed intervention? Consider:



a. Administrative Jurisdiction: 

Has the appropriate administrative jurisdiction within the agency 
and  decisionmaker(s) for the intervention been identified?

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

2. Does the proposal describe relevant administrative direction that 
applies to the proposed intervention? Consider:



b. Consultation: 

Is formal consultation or a permit required prior to the proposed 
intervention (e.g., for ESA-related actions, or Native American 
Tribes)?

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

2. Does the proposal describe relevant administrative direction that 
applies to the proposed intervention? Consider:



c. Agency Direction: 

Does other agency direction such as policies, management plans, or 
special orders (including Executive Orders) influence the decision on 
the proposed intervention?

C. Are there legal and administrative considerations that 
apply to the proposed intervention?

2. Does the proposal describe relevant administrative direction that 
applies to the proposed intervention? Consider:



NPS Unit - Wilderness State Proposal
Pictured Rocks National Lakeshore –
Beaver Basin Wilderness

MI Beech bark disease restoration

Crater Lake National Park –
Recommended wilderness

OR Whitebark pine restoration

Glacier National Park – Proposed 
wilderness

MT Vegetation management – non-native 
invasives

Channel Islands National Park –
Eligible wilderness

CA Invasives

Point Reyes National Seashore –
Phillip Burton Wilderness

CA Marine restoration



FWS Unit - Wilderness State Proposal
Kenai NWR – Kenai 
Wilderness

AK Forest-to-grassland conversion from spruce 
beetle outbreaks, fire and climate change

Moosehorn NWR –
Moosehorn Wilderness

ME Red pine preservation using prescribed fire

Farallon NWR – Farallon
Wilderness

CA Removing non-native mice to improve avian 
nesting success

Kofa NWR – Kofa Wilderness AZ Wildlife water installations

BLM Unit - Wilderness State Proposal

Burns District – Steens
Mountain Wilderness

OR Juniper removal

Multiple California desert 
wilderness areas

CA Variety of restoration proposals



FS Unit - Wilderness State Proposal
Hoosier NF – Charles C. 
Deam Wilderness

IN Prescribed fire and herbicide application to 
treat invasive Ailanthus altissima tree

Mark Twain NF – Bell 
Mountain Wilderness

MO Mead’s milkweed restoration via thinning and 
burning

Okanogan-Wenatchee NF –
Pasayten Wilderness

WA Whitebark pine restoration

Rio Grande NF – Weminuche
Wilderness

CO Fisheries restoration

Kaibab NF – Kendrick 
Mountain Wilderness

AZ Post-fire restoration



• Applies to congressionally designated wilderness 
and other areas that by agency policy are managed 
to preserve their wilderness character

• For interventions that:  occur over a large area, 
have an effect over a long time, or require 
intensive actions

• Not a substitute for a lack of agency policy on 
ecological interventions in wilderness

Scope

Audience

• Proponents of ecological intervention in wilderness

• Agency staff who are charged with reviewing and 
evaluating this proposal
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