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Community-based Ecosystem Stewardship

Thereisagrowinginterest on the part of citizenry and public land usersto be actively involved in
solving environmental and natural resourceissuesand concerns. Thistrend isnot necessarily served
by the compl ex array of laws, regulations, and proceduresthat have evolved over thelast century - a
century in which more, not less, was expected from gover nment and during which citizensinter acted
with gover nment as advocates for competing interestsrather than as problem solversthemselves. If
a new age of citizen-center ed gover nance and environmental stewardship isto emergefrom thisvery
recent history, fundamental changesin theroles of both citizens and gover nment will be needed.

Asguidelinesfor those changes, the following concepts of stewar dship apply:

Stewar dship is a way of thinking and acting that leads to a sustainable and productive
relationship between people and theland. Although the essence of stewardship isto serve
thelarger interestsof society (including future generations), to be practical it must also serve
self-interest.

Thereisstrong evidence that communities of peopletend to share a common “ sense of
place’ relativeto the surrounding landscapes and environments. This natural connection of
people (i.e. communities) and landscapes can potentially serve as a powerful tool for
restoring and managing landscapes to the benefit of people who live there, aswell asthe
society at large.

Stewar dship can neither beimposed nor regulated but isa matter of free will and choice.
Peer pressure, as expressed through commonly held land and environmental ethics, can be a
power ful influence supporting stewar dship.

When government assumes too much responsibility for stewardship its practice at the
community level can diminish or fail to grow and be practiced in a manner that reflectsthe
larger interestsof society.

L ocal economies and social/cultural settings areinterdependent with their landscapes.
Ecosystems must be thought of as includingthese human endeavorsif they areto be
managed successfully.

Ecosystems at landscape scales need to be under stood as combinations of mostly natural,
partially altered, and highly altered land units of diver se ownership. Citizen-centered
stewar dship shoul d be oriented toward managing these land units with an under standing of
their relationship to thelarger ecosystem, not withstanding self-interest and freedom of
choice.

Ecosystem stewar dship should, in part, be oriented toward sustaining a full array of native
flora and fauna, and ecological processes that optimize ecosystem functions and services.

These conceptsgiveriseto theidea of “community-based ecosystem stewar dship,” the process of
citizens, government, and science working together in a new, citizen-empower ed relationship that
shares knowledge, builds consensus, and promotes shared owner ship and responsibility for solutions
to present and future natural resour ce and environmental challenges. Locally held and shared
responsibility for ecosystem stewar dship can provide a much more natural and sustainable process
for managing ecosystems than can government regulations and programs alone. If peopleareto
manage “their” ecosystemsin a manner that sustainstheir own needs and interests, as well asthose
of the larger society and future generations, they must have accessto reliable information and be
empower ed to use their own knowledge, skills, creativity, and resour ces to solve problems and adapt
to changing conditions over time.

Taken together, the following principles provide a foundation for establishing and practicing
community-based ecosystem stewardship. Partnerships between and among the various entities
involved should flow from, and be guided by, these same principles.
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Principles

Citizen Empower ment — People need to meaningfully participate in making decisions that affect
their livesand surroundings. Without such participation, they tend toresist, or even defy, those
decisions. It isthrough the social and cultural networks of place that people learn to manage and
carefor their social, cultural, and natural environments. And this knowledge tendsto pass from
generation to generation among people who live there. These geographically-based social and
cultural systemsoffer great potential for ecosystem stewar dship, provided that local people are
empower ed to form and work toward an expanded and shared vision of community health and
ecosystem integrity.

I nclusiveness — For ecosystem stewar dship to develop and thrive, communities must become safe
environmentsin which a wide range of information and values can be openly shared and under stood.
The process must be deeply democratic with empower ment extending to all people from the
community of place, and to people who are not part of the community of place but wish to contribute
their knowledge and intereststo thevision and itsimplementation. Consensus building helpsto
ensurethat all relevant information and concerns that can be acted on areresolved in a manner that
suppor ts shared owner ship and responsibility. An inclusivevision that is supported by the broader
community of place, aswell as by the larger society, is onethat can be successfully implemented.

I nstitutional Change — Community-based ecosystem stewar dshiprequires that agencies and other
institutions transform the way they interact with citizens and each other. Agencies must become
moreintegral to local communities-their social networks and culture— while continuing to fulfill
their mandates and responsibilities. Inclusive, citizen-centered processes that empower people with
information, knowledge sharing, consensus building and choice must be fostered and supported
while maintaining credibility at local, regional, and national levels. Certain formal processes of

gover nment should be transformed to support community-based ecosystem stewar dship, particularly
land-use planning and NEPA reviews. These processes must foster and support community-based

ecosystem stewar dship while reaching out to the larger society for inclusion, input, and support.

Transformational L eader ship — Community-based ecosystem stewar dship startswith
transformational leadership. Transformational leaders ar e respected individuals with or without
formal authority in communitiesand institutions that are willing to takerisksto effect change. Their
authority to act comes from within —the belief that it istheright thing to do. They tend to havea
strong vision of community-based stewardship and believe in the ability of people to work together
for change. They lead from behind by working through informal networks and using consensus-
building processes to achieve results. Transformational leader s naturally extend and share

leader ship with others, listen car efully, willingly shar etheir own resour ces and information, give
credit to othersrather than themselves, and work diligently toward broad under standing and
agreement. It isimportant that people with formal authority recognize transformational leadersin
their own organizations, and to enable them to work effectively on behalf of the organization in
community-based processes.

Capacity Building — The ability to accomplish community-based ecosystem stewar dship depends
upon the capacity to get things done within and among participating communities and institutions.
Capacity mobilizeswidely available knowledge, information, skills, and toolsthrough trust,
commitment, accountability, and the overall quality of working relationships serving the common
interest. Building and maintaining capacity means honoring commitmentsto people, principles, and
processes; bridging ideological, organizational and cultural boundaries; and acting in wholly
trustworthy and accountable ways. Capacity can be judged and measured by the degree to which
credible, useful, and constructive information is passed through and processed by the social networks
of place, and by the support extended by thelarger society that their interestsare being considered
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and served. Building and maintaining capacity isacritical stewardship practice; it requires
constant and lasting vigilance and attention.

Applied Science — For science to be successfully applied in community-based ecosystem
stewardship it must support mutual discovery and learning. Both the source and nature of science
and information used must enjoy support by all concerned interests, and it must respect and
integrate local knowledge and expertise. Thisprocessis perhaps best served by scientists (or other
agency personnel) who hold trust and credibility at both community and institutional levels serving
asreliable and trusted sour ces of information flow and communication. When done well, science
should become part of the local wisdom. Agenciesand institutions must commit to serving
community-based ecosystem stewar dship with highly reliable and interdisciplinary science,
information, and expertise. ldeally, agencies and institutions should work together at local and
regional scalestoward that end.

Cultural Absorption — The questions now faced in our modern world concerning a sustainable
relationship with our environment are often exceedingly complex and demand that people and
institutions work together for solutions. Ultimately, however, the knowledge and wisdom gained by
working together must be absorbed into the local cultureif it isto be effectively applied and
sustained. Information related to ecosystem stewar dship will be adopted by the local culture when it
supportsself-interest, and/or enriches quality of life, including greater independence, autonomy, and
empower ment. Cultural absorption requiresrespecting and working within established
communication and “ caretaking” networksthrough a process of cultural adaptation, mutual
learning, shared respect and under standing, and disciplineto credibility and accountability.

Ecosystem | ntegrity — Restoring and maintaining healthy and sustainable ecological systemsand
functions at landscape scalesis the desired outcome of community-based ecosystem stewar dship. But
this cannot be achieved without healthy and sustainable economic and social conditions associated
with those same landscapes. Therefore, ecosystem integrity must consider human social and
economic endeavors as part of the ecosystem. The aim of stewardship isto movetoward a
sustainable and even mutually enhancing interrelationship between humans and the ecosystemsthey
are part of (i.e.; productive harmony).

Community-based ecosystem stewar dship pursues ecosystem integrity through a social process
centering on “people of place.” To some, this might suggest that only local considerationsare
needed; however, no ecosystem is capable of functioning independently from others. Each must be
understood in the context of the larger whole, even at global scales. Nor are ecosystems static. They
must have the capacity to adapt to changing conditions over time, a property of ecosystems that
becomes moreimportant in the face of major new influences such as possible climatic change and
invasive exotic species. Under standing and managing for these complexities must be approached as a
collabor ative process among people of place, science, and, when appropriate, other ecologically
interdependent communities. However, the process must always be oriented toward empowering
people of place with the information, under standing, and choices needed for them to succeed.

During most of the last century many ecosystems have been mostly managed for commercial uses
and activities. Such management has often left ecosystemsless biologically diver se, functionally
damaged, lessresilient to natural disturbances such asfire, and more open to invasion by exotic
species. Ecosystem integrity requires management approaches for restoring viable populations of a
full array of native species and communities along with essential ecosystem functions. These
ecosystem properties are essential for sustaining associated economies and social values and ethics.

Collaboration — In the context of community-based ecosystem stewar dship, collaboration isthe
process and skill of people and institutions working together to find appropriate solutionsto complex
and interrelated social, economic, and ecological challenges. Collaboration usually beginswith
formal or informal processes for identifying common goals and objectives and continuesto evolve
and strengthen as people and institutions work together to achieve a shared vision. Ultimately,
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collaboration should lead to new and lasting relationships for identifying and serving the common
interest, becoming tr ansformational to people and institutions while doing so. It isdriven and
sustained by mutual discovery and learning, empower ment, creativity, and institutional support for
responsiblelocal stewardship. When mature, collaboration is characterized by:

individuals and or ganizations committed to shared goals and objectives

organizational alignment with, and support of, stewardship principles and practices

established joint strategies supported by agreed upon roles and responsibilities

goalsthat arejointly pursued through dispersed leader ship with shared control

shared risk and accountability

pooled, shared, and leveraged resour ces

transparent procedures and processes that are openly accountableto other observersand

interests

open door policies accommodating new people and ideas

consensus driven decision-making processes

built in adaptive mechanisms for accommodating change
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