This document is contained within the Resource Protection Toolbox on Wilderness.net. Since other related resources found in this toolbox may be of interest, you can visit this toolbox by visiting the following URL: http://www.wilderness.net/index.cfm?fuse=toolboxes&sec=resourceProtection. All toolboxes are products of the Arthur Carhart National Wilderness Training Center.


HOLISTIC WILDNERNESSS MONITORING

or 

Leaving a legacy by making every trip count

Diane Taliaferro, Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness, Gallatin National Forest

DETERMINE WHAT ISSUES ARE IMPORTANT

Background:

Wilderness is the sum of its various components.  We need to expand our thinking beyond the traditional wilderness agenda, i.e. wilderness management is more than campsite management. We need to consider the overall integrity of wild places. That requires a careful assessment of what elements deserve particular scrutiny. Although traditional campsite inventories and human use data are important, our successors may find us remiss if we do not leave them a more complete picture of the wilderness resource during our tenure.   

Task:  

Compile a list of issues to address.  Anticipate the future – plan monitoring and inventories that will assist the next generation of managers.  Engage specialists from other disciplines in this exercise. Species or habitat components that are particularly indicative of the wilderness character, vulnerable to human influences, or that can provide us with special insights into the health of the landscape are a priority for inclusion. Assessments of human use that directly reflect on our management strategies should also be considered.           

Examples:

1. Grizzly bear range expansion –grizzly bear habitat use beyond the recovery zone has implications for food storage order implementation, outfitter camp management, FS public education programs, delisting efforts, and public safety.  Documentation of bear activity helps develop an index of bear distribution.   

2. Whitebark pine status- insects and introduced disease have the potential to reduce whitebark pine forests and, consequently, unravel the subalpine environment. Whitebark pine is a true keystone species- these forests are critical in the maintenance of healthy watersheds. In addition, seed-eating species such as grizzly bears and various rodents and birds are dependent upon the cones they produce for food. Characterizations of the current condition of whitebark pine forests can help us anticipate the future of these imperiled communities.  

3. Mountain goat population increases- numbers of this introduced species are increasing dramatically in the A-B.  Long-term effects to alpine grasslands through grazing are unknown, but may be severe. 

4. Amphibian species distribution and abundance- amphibians may be good barometers of subtle environmental alterations such as climate variation.  Wilderness areas may be good places to monitor changes in the distribution and abundance of these species. 

5. Historic features- wilderness areas are replete with artifacts of human occupancy, many of which are being lost to entropy, collecting, and wildfire. Colorful characters and lifestyles from earlier eras are an important part of the wilderness ambiance. Inventories of these features will help us maintain our links with the past.     

6. Long-term impacts to stock use areas- persistent grazing may negatively affect plant species composition favoring introduced species and reducing floristic productivity. 

7. Species of special concern- wilderness areas may be important reservoirs of species that contribute disproportionately to biological diversity.  Documentation of their distribution and abundance may help us preserve them.  

8. The “bear aware” message- eliciting appropriate human behavior in grizzly bear country is our first line of defense in coexistence between the species. However, we have never assessed the efficacy of programs designed to keep bears and people apart. For example, does the public comply with the food storage order? Why or why not? What are the profiles of those that do and those that do not? What can we do to get better compliance? What education tools do or do not work? We purport that pepper spray is a good non-lethal alternative in an encounter. Have we gotten that message across?    

9.  Beaver- the health of riparian systems is often dependent upon the presence of beaver, another keystone species.  However, beaver have been extensively trapped and were eradicated from many areas, including Wilderness.  Historical records in combination with inventories of current beaver activity can explain a lot about the status of high-elevation watersheds.  

ASSESS WHAT MONITORING HAS OCCURRED.

Background: 

We often work within an insufficient temporal scale and so cannot adequately assess the status of the resource.  The brevity of our assignments and careers handicaps us. Past monitoring efforts can provide a baseline and an opportunity to address change over much longer periods of time than we could accommodate independently. 

Task:

Determine what monitoring has occurred previously. Archived district files, old timers, and other agencies are potential sources of data sets. Even if we are not able to currently apply the information, they should be preserved for some future use that we cannot yet anticipate.  

Examples:

1.Moose Horesback index- I found a report in an archived file on the district prepared by State biologist, Joe Gabb. He established an index of moose numbers and distribution by traveling a 110-mile route across the A-B each September in 1947, 48, and 49. I have repeated his route annually from 1985 to the present and have documented a population decline following the 1988 fire due to habitat loss. As a result, FWP has reduced hunting quotas from 55 either sex to 12 bulls only.

2. FWP archives- FWP Region 3 files revealed data on willow canopy cover and height associated with transects at an ungulate exclosure in Slough Creek established in 1961. With these data, I was able to repeated the transects and assess changes in willow over a 40 year period.  The results indicate that unprotected willow fall far short of their biotic potential.          

3. Early reports- patrol reports from early in the 20th century that I found in boxes and files in the basement revealed a wealth of early-day wildlife observations. For example, records of lynx sightings substantiated the presence of this species in the Hellroaring drainage about 80 years ago.   

4. Old district maps- a 1936 district map showed locations of historical non-government cabin sites, some of which I was able to find and photograph before the 1988 fires destroyed them.

5. Range files for backcountry sheep allotments- sheep allotments predate the wilderness.  Allotment management folders have provided statements on vegetative condition, photographs, and locations of repeatable range monitoring plots in high-elevation environments.              

6. Campsite inventory efforts- efforts to inventory campsites on the Gardiner District in the late 1970’s were never summarized, but the fieldwork was done.  They provide a baseline of campsites at the inception of the wilderness to compare against the current condition. 

MULTIDISCIPLINARY CREW

Background:

Good seasonal employees are hard to find and retain.  In addition, we rarely receive sufficient funds for adequate staffing. 

Task:

By combining tasks/disciplines (e.g. making one crew responsible for wilderness, wildlife, and trails) it is often possible to attract a broader spectrum of potential employees. Working on many different projects, especially more technical ones, allows an employee to build a much more compelling resume, which often appeals to a more professional, dedicated employee.

Examples:

1. Employees with high professional aspirations- offering this kind of seasonal experience enabled us to attract a high percentage of pre-vet and graduate students. Because their ability to get into vet school or graduate school is at stake, they are very motivated.   

2. Student interns- many universities offer for-credit internship opportunities that require a broad introduction to resource issues. Because a multidisciplinary crew approach fits most internship program requirements, we have been very successful at attracting motivated volunteers.  Because they are getting college credit, the pain of being a volunteer is lessened.        

3. International students – similarly, a multidisciplinary crew is appealing to international students and we have made arrangements for J1 visas for students from Costa Rica, Sweden, Canada, and the Netherlands and have requests pending from England, France, Germany, Poland, and Slovakia. International students have found that they have a substantial career advantage when they return to their native country because the exposure to a variety of issues they receive on an FS multidisciplinary crew is unmatched and unprecedented.

4. Larger crew- by pooling money from many disciplines and projects it is possible to increase the crew size considerably.  Often we receive enough money to hire portions of seasonals (e.g. 1 and ½ from one funding source etc).  Combining funding sources has an additive benefit. This is a terrific advantage when a big crew is required for specific projects (e.g. large trail structures or inventorying many campsites in one years)         

COMBINE MONITORING WITH OTHER TASKS 

Background:

We will never have the time or personnel to obtain all the information we want.  One way to overcome this is to make every backcountry trip count. 

Task:

Design monitoring programs to fit in with other consistently performed tasks.   

Examples:

1. As part of a cooperative project with the Interagency Grizzly Bear Study Team, we record bear sign during all backcountry trips (e.g. deferred maintenance trail monitoring, trail work, outfitter camp checks, hunter patrols, etc.)  The data include scats, which the IGBST has analyzed for species ID (DNA) and content.  They add this information to their data-base for species-specific distribution and food habits. 

2. Grazing transects- during fall hunting patrols and end of the season outfitter camp inspections, I conduct grazing utilization transects.  As a result, I have trend data at 20 key meadows for the past 22 years.

3. Beaver structure inventories- counts and locations of active beaver lodges are recorded in the same context (follow-up monitoring for a beaver reintroduction effort). These data are continuous from 1985. 

4. Whitebark pine- several long-term seasonal employees have been trained in collecting data on the incidence of blister rust in whitebark pine (using 300’x10’ belt transects and a standardized GYA protocol).  This information is collected opportunistically during all backcountry duties.  About 800 transects have been completed – probably the largest data set characterizing whitebark pine ever recorded.   

DEVELOP PARTNERSHIPS

Background:

This approach to monitoring wilderness resources is complex and time consuming.  

Task:

Find strategic partners. Develop partnerships with other agencies and universities that have resources to insure project accomplishment. Shared ownership is an additional motivation.  

Examples:

1. IGBST- bear activity and whitebark pine data. The IGBST has the lead role in analyzing these data, providing money for scat analysis, statisticians, and GIS experts. It is an organization designed for this type of task.   

2. MTDFWP- State employees are likewise involved in the various bear projects.

3. YNP- several monitoring projects require aircraft. YNP has an intense flight schedule and available aircraft. Therefore, we have several partnership arrangements where they assist us with aerial observations in conjunction with previously scheduled flights (e.g. wolf radio location flights). 

4. Universities – MSU, U of M, Oregon State, and others are involved in many of the projects.  Engaging graduate students is probably one of the best strategies for project completion because student project ownership is considerable and the graduate program process has excellent peer review built in.         

5. Funding partners- some of these efforts are very appealing to benefactors, which generates contributions. For example, we have received money from GYCC, Furbearers Unlimited, RMEF, Foundation for North American Wild Sheep, Safari Club International, Chief’s R1 grant, etc. They are attracted to proactive, creative projects that answer management questions. 

ESTABLISH REPEATABLE MONITORING PROGRAMS

Background: 

Good efforts are lost or not fully utilized if they can’t be replicated.

Task:  

Design monitoring projects with longevity in mind. It is part of your legacy. 

Examples:

1. Methodology should be easily understood and logistically reasonable. 

2. Write down methods and establish a record that will endure office file purges.

3.  Locations should be clearly indicated with photos and UTM coordinates.

4.  Use standardized protocol if possible- methods that are endorsed by multiple agencies or commonly recognized in scientific circles (e.g. methodology from Journal of Wildlife Management or Bookout 1997, Wildlife Management Techniques Manual).    

