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Ecosystem management: Desperately seeking a paradigm

Robert T. Lackey

atural resource professionals and
Nthe general public hear a lot
about ecosystem management —
what it means; what it should mean but
doesn't; how it is an innocuous sounding
slogan masking adoption of an ecocentric
world view; how it is a repackaging of old,
discredited approaches; how those raised
with a patriarchal world view had better
adjust to the political realities of the twen-
ty-first century; how it is a religion hiding
behind the cloak of science; how it is the
harbinger of an ecological renaissance.
Supporters (Grumbine 1994) and critics
(Fitzsimmons 1996) argue their cases in
the professional literature. Others argue
that the concept is so complex that it is
impossible to define (More 1996). Advo-
cates and critics jockey for the moral high
ground, castigating those not sharing
their views as uncaring, uninformed, and
uncompromising. i
Certainly anything that stimulates such
intense reactions must have at its core
fundamental, controversial tenets. But
what are these tenets? Why all this strife
over what might appear to outsiders as a
debate over semantic nuances? The best
analogy I can think of is the cult movie
classic, Desperately Seeking Susan. Just as
many of the characters in the movie were
searching for meaning, many of us in nat-
ural resource disciplines, especially man-
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agement, appear to be frantically search-
ing for meaning, for tenets, for principles.
Being imbued with the stoic traditions of
our technocratic professions—forestry,
fisheries, wildlife, ecology, environmental
science—we search without visible dis-
tress, certainly without the desperation of
the actors in the movie, but we do seck a
paradigm for ecosystem management in
the same way that the actors in the movie
were searching, desperately and with great
distress, for life’s meaning.

To carry the movie analogy a bit fur-.

ther, what do we seek? We are searching
not for life’s meaning, but to answer a
question: Is ecosystem management sim-
ply another stage in the evolution of our
basic philosophy of natural resource man-
agement—our management paradigm? Is
it the same paradigm that society and nat-
ural resource professions have followed for
a hundred years—or, is it a shift to a to-
tally different paradigm based on an alter-
native world view? In short, are we wit-
nessing evolution or revolution?

We have the words: ecosystem manage-
ment, ecosystem-based management,
ecosystem health, ecosystem integrity, sus-
tainability, biological diversity, and a myri-
ad of other catchy phrases. But we seck a
paradigm, not a thesaurus for political
wordsmiths on a campaign trail. Or do we?

To some, ecosystern management is ap-
parently little more than_“holistic” man-
agement — having more awareness of the
interactions and interconnectedness with-
in ecosystems—considering sustainability
over longer time frames — weighing a
broader spectrum of benefits to society—
better managing public lands—involving
all those affected by public decisions. Or,
as the poster says: “Ecosystem Manage-
ment: Considering Everything.” We
would be hard pressed to find anyone
who is against these things. In short, some
argue that they mean little.

What we often hear about ecosystem
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Two competing views of ecosys-
{em management have emerged.
One is that ecosystem management
is another stage in the continual
evolution of the basic management
paradigm — one that natural re-
source managers have followed in
North America for a century. The
other view is that ecosystem man-
agement reflects a shift to a differ-
ent paradigm, one based on an al-
ternative world view. The concept
that stimulates such intense reac-
tions and polarity has controversial
tenets at its core, but it is not clear
from much of the published debate
what these tenets are. Stated or
not, there are profound differences
of opinion, but these differences are
often difficult to separate from argu-
ments over technical and opera-
tional details. The divisive issues in
ecosystem management are not
technical, scientific, or operational,
but are moral and philosophical.
There will continue to be ambiguity
about what is meant when ecosys-
tem management is discussed and
debated, but the important differ-
ences are over values, priorities,
and assumptions. My guess is that
ecosystem management will be em-
braced by the bureaucracy as a pol-

4dcy marketing concept, but will be

-operationally defined separately as

.another step inthe evolution of eco-

ogical policy. It will not be revolu-

tionary in practice, rhetoric aside.
Key words: ecosystem manage-

ment, biological diversity, biodiversi-

ty, sustainability, ecocentric, anthro- 1

pocentric, multiple use management,
ecosystem-based management, bio-

logical resource management




management from professional natural re-
source managers is an eyolution of the
management paradigm long dominant in
“modern” society. We may argue vocifer-
ously over the benefits of fish in the creel

or the nebulous quality outdoor experi-’

ence, defend Christmas tree farms or an-
cient forests, debate the importance- af-
forded biologic or genetic diversity,
consider endemic species more important
than exotic ones, or minimize the influ-
ence of man’s activities. But the manage-
ment paradigm is the same. There is
change, but the change is incremental,
and adjustment is relatively easy for bu-
reaucracies and the public. A few of the
big losers may whine or even scream, but
that is nothing new in implementing pub-
lic policy.

This is evolurionary change. It is an-
thropocentric, utilitarian. All benefits,
tangible and intangible, measurable and
unmeasurable, present and future, flow to
humans. Rights are intrinsic to humans.
Consideration will be given to other ani-
mals and plants, but there are no intrinsic
benefits except ultimately to humans. As a
society, we may choose to preserve all bio-
logical diversity, protect all gene pools,
and set aside vast tracts of land that few
even visit, but the benefits of these deci-
sions flow to humans, whether those ben-
efits are tangible or intangible (Lackey,
1995; Wagner 1996).

The other world view is dramatically
different. It is the stuff of revolution. Per-
haps that is why in some circles ecosystem
management has been met with such fero-
cious resistance. The view is not evolu-
tionary but is a fundamental paradigm
shift. Are we acolytes of a new religious
vision? The demand is for justice—eco-
logical justice. Like any revolutionary
concept, it is unsettling,

In this view, the modern, linear, engi-
neering, anthropocentric perspective is
wrong. It is immoral. It has caused many
of our problems. We must reject the arro-
gance that humans should “manage”
ecosystems. In this view, we must, as pro-
fessional natural resource scientists and
managers, adopt a new paradigm — dis-
card our role as sycophants of a discredit-
ed industrial order. The demand is nor for
modification of our policies, but to ask
fundamentally different questions.

Do animals and plants have rights?
Who are we, as one species, to ask such a
question? Of course they have rights! If
we are to “manage,” it oughit to be to
maintain the planet in a state where all
plant and animal species, if not individu-
als, can survive. A profession, forest man-

agement, that tacitly condones killing
trees to supply paper cups for double tall
lattes? The elitism to assume that we have
the right to “manage™ Speciesism at its
worst!

of ownership even relevant? How can one
species own another? Why should some
humans be permitted to impose their de-
structive will on other species? It is bad
enough that we have some animals in
slavery, pets and livestock, but must we
dominate the planet? Do we manage to
maximize benefits to society? No, we
make decisions as members of the biotic
community. Justice. We demand ecologi-
cal justice.

Options

It’s a tough sell to convince anyone that
this paradigm change is evolutionary—it
is not! You might argue from a philosoph-
ical position that the whole concept of
“rights” is anthropocentric. In fact, the
concept of “biocentric” is entirely a
human construct. Such arguments aside,
adoption of a biocentric world view
would be a paradigm shift and it scares
many people.

So what is happening within our natur-
al resources management professions? For
those who support the evolutionary view
of ecosystem management, there are two
obvious choices:

First, ban or outlaw it. Call it un-Amer-
ican. Not a very practical or effective ap-
proach. Call it subversive (and many do).
In some of its formulations, ecosystem
management is radical change, the full so-
cial implications of which are seldom ap-
preciated; or

Second, (and this is the more sophisti-

" cated approach), co-opt it. Embrace the

words but not the philosophy. In short, fi-
nesse the issue away. This is what bureau-
craciés are often accused of: ignore the di-
visive questions and try to implement
policy by slogan. As the head of a major
agency that adopted ecosystem manage-
ment recently said: “I promise you that I
can justify anything you want to do by
saying it is ecosystem management. Not
that I don't think it is a good idea. I ap-
plaud it. But right now it’s incredibly neb-
ulous.” (as quoted in Fitzsimmons 1996).

Perhaps a bit cynical and bureaucratically

self serving—or refreshingly honest?

To help answer the question — evolu-
tion or revolution — we need look at the
use of certain key words or phrases.

A key word to listen for is “health.”
Health is a noble word. Health is good.

Whose property is this? Is the concept

Sickness is bad. Healthy describes a
lifestyle you want for your kids. Un-
healthy is something to be avoided.

Ecological health is a favorite of the
management, anthropocentric world
view—the view that ecosystem manage-
ment is evolutionary change. You will
hear: “Our agency is in favor of ecological
health—we make decisions toward this
end.” Never mind that health is a value
judgement, a political judgement—we are
all in favor of health. How many people
charnpion sickness?

Individuals that see ecosystem manage-
ment as a revolutionary concept have an-
other world view and would not feel com-
fortable with this value-dependent view of
health. What is better is “natural,” and
natural is unaffected by man (or only
slightly by man with a very light foot-
print). Health is being co-opted as a con-
cept. Watch for “health” to slip undefined
into discussions of ecosystem manage-
ment (Lackey 1998).Look also for the
word “management.” Here we have a sin-
gle word that exposes a world view — a
paradigm. Revolutionary ecosystem
“managers” chafe under the rubric. To
manage implies stewardship which im-
plies an anthropocentric world view. If we
are merely one of many species, how can
we be so bold as to presume to manage
the others?

Evolutionary ecosystem managers
would respond, at least if they were into
straight talk, with: “Gert a life—even abo-
riginal populations used animals and
plants. They ‘managed’ as we do, only
there were fewer of them and their stan-
dard of living was not as high. Besides, do
you want to go back to human mortalities
of 50% before age 52" Well, most of us
aren’t that direct, so you will not likely
hear such views here.

The word “sustainability” is also a give-
away word. Evolutionary ecosystem man-
agers love this term nearly as much as eco-
logical health. Why? Because it conveys a
different meaning to every listener. Who
can be against sustainability? Not many
speakers argue for unsustainability! Revo-
lutionary ecosystem managers would say
that if you are making the right, the moral
decisions, sustainability happens. You
don't manage for it; it is a by-product.

There are other words—holistic, biodi-
versity, ecological integrity—that are fa-
vorites in discussions of ecosystem man- -
agement. They flesh out the dialog
without adding substance because they
are rarely defined clearly; they serve little
function other than to mask our lack of
consensus, our lack of even a coherent de-
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bate. Who knows what they mean in the
debate over ecosystem management? The
pointis. .. no one does!

Where does all this leave us in natural
resources management? There will contin-
ue to be a lot of ambiguity as to exactly
what people do mean when they invoke
ecosystem management. There are pro-
found . . . and legitimate . . . differences
of opinion, but it is often difficult to sep-
arate these differences from the rhetoric.
Let’s not delude ourselves into thinking
that in ar least some formulations of
ecosystem management there are big win-
ners — and big losers. Let’s not fall prey
to the bureaucratic expedience of simply
defining ecosystem management as what
we do with public lands we manage, be it
national and state forests, wildlife refuges,
or national and state parks. This is too
easy a cop-out!

The divisive issues in ecosystem man-
agement are not technical; they are moral
and philosophical. We argue abour the
importance of biological diversity for
ecosystem stability or perhaps as a source
of a future cure for ovarian cancer, but the
real debate is over the morality of extir-
pating species or gene pools. Satellites and
seines, DNA probes and dip nets, elec-
trophoresis and electrofishing—natural
resource scientists, with all our glorious
technical gadgets, will be no more rele-
vant to resolving the moral issues in
ecosystem management than are physi-
cians in resolving the morality of abor-
tion. These are not scientific questions!

What will happen to the concept and
practice of ecosystem management? My
guess is that it will be embraced by the
bureaucracy and become yet another step
in the evolution of public policy. It will
not be revolutionary. Few representatives
from government or commerce will come
to meetings of natural resource profes-
sionals and fail to enthusiastically support
ecosystem management. It will mean a
continuation of the trend toward placing
greater weight on nonconsumptive soci-
etal benefits — environmental quality if
you will — a trend that should not sur-
prise any of us,

Perhaps we will be like the actors in the
movie, give up on searching for meaning
and get on with our lives. But, the under-
lying moral philosophy that spawned the
emergence of ecosystem management as a
fresh, potentially radical concept will not
disappear. Shards of this philosophy can
be found in the “animal rights” theology,
the “small is beautiful” philosophy, and
“the “community-based green movement.”
Whatever the direction, it is a safe bet
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that future issues in natural management
will be no less divisive and challenging
than those we now face.
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