








outdoor recreational activities such as hiking, camping,
hunting, and fishing. This perspective is most closely
associated with anthropoceniric reformists, who believe
that humans, through government institutions and
policies, can identify and reverse damaging trends,
thereby improving the environment. In Environmental
Philosophy, Michael Zimmerman writes, “According to
these reformists, while nature has value only as an
instrument for human ends, those ends range from the
food provided by plants and animals to the aesthetic
pleasure provided by a beautiful wild landscape.”%

This philosophy was espoused in the early wilderness
policies of the USFS. A 1978 USFS document asserts,
“Wilderness is for people...The preservation goals estab-
lished for such areas are designed to provide values and
benefits to society...Wilderness is not set aside for the sake
of its flora or fauna, but for people.”!

Most citizens and lawmakers thus fall into the anthropo-
centric reformist category and the influence of the histori-
cal perception of fire as inherently evil can be seen at play
in their attitudes toward forest fire policy. They believe
that forest fires represent evil or destructive forces, much
like a foreign invader. Not unlike public sentiment during
the Cold War, most of the general public believes that the
nation should combat and defeat this enemy. Addition-
ally, the anthropocentric reformist tendencies of
policymakers and the public is exacerbated by media
sensationalism. Every evening during the Yellowstone
fires in the summer of 1988, average citizens and Washing-
ton policymakers saw the media report the fires as
“destroying” some of the nation’s most pristine and
beautiful landscape. Since all forest fires look similar, it
was difficult for the media or the viewers to differentiate
between human-caused and naturally occurring fires.

This led many constituents and legislators to conclude that
the government needed to take appropriate actions to
extinguish all of these fires, regardless of their cause.

Although this position has been adopted by many philoso-
phers and most legislators, the belief that humans are
superior to the other members of the natural community is
misdirected and has resulted in flawed public policy.
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Conclusion

While humans could attempt to preserve the natural
habitat for biodiversity or aesthetic purposes, Leopold
warns “that man-made changes are of a different order
than evolutionary changes, and have effects more compre-
hensive than is intended or foreseen.”® Leopold echoed
the concern of Muir in suggesting that, whether it be the
removal of wolves from the ecosystem or the suppression
of natural fires, when the government intervenes in
natural environmental processes, we threaten to cause
greater changes than would have otherwise occurred by
letting nature takes its course. These sentiments were
recently echoed by Secretary of Interior Bruce Babbitt who,
on February 11, 1997, stated that “at the same time we
eradicated the wolf, we also excluded that flame. And
now we see the dangers of doing so. To restore the health,
character and structure to our forests, then, the obvious
first step is to bring back their own ancient predator:
wildland fire.”® Fire is, after all, naturally occurring, and
“helped create the ecosystem...[I]ts absence meant an
unnatural system.”® Policymakers, the media, and the
public must recognize that human beings are members of
the greater ecosystem and that our intelligence requires us
to consider the impact of our actions on the other members
of the ecosystem,

Far too often, scientific progress is viewed as always
positive for the betterment of the earth. This is not always
the case. While the government has successfully pursued
scientific advancements in firefighting that have increased
our ability to efficiently extinguish wildfires, and at the
same time place the lives of firefighters in less danger,
these advancements have created other significant prob-
lems. Wilderness areas are no longer able to follow the
natural life cycle, plants and animals fail to evolve through
adaptation, and a “tinderbox” is created making future
fires even more difficult to combat. As such, the U.S.
government should pursue a policy that balances the
needs of humans with the needs of the greater ecosystem.
Any such policy should reflect the following:

1. Human society is part of the greater,

interconnected ecosystern that includes

plants, animals, the soil, and naturally
occurring events.
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2. Any action taken to control or otherwise
regulate some members of the greater
ecosystem or naturally occurring events
will affect other members of the ecosystem.

3. Humans have a responsibility to serve as
stewards for the greater ecosystem.

4. As stewards for the greater ecosystem, we
must ensure that our actions, except those
needed to satisfy vital needs, benefit the
greater ecosystem.

5. Human society is limited and not all
naturally occurring events can or should be
controlled.
Adopting these five fundamental points within the public
policy process will ensure that the harmony between homo
sapiens and the natural environment is restored and
maintained.
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