Wilderness Act Turns Forty

“…quit thinking about decent land use as solely an economic problem. Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.”  Aldo Leopold, The Land Ethic, 1949.

  September 3, 1964. President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Wilderness Act establishing the National Wilderness Preservation System. 

  This past September 2005, the Wilderness Act turned 40. This system today includes wilderness areas within national parks, national wildlife refuges and BLM lands as well as Forest Service lands. 

  Hunters and anglers, and sportsmen groups, strongly supported the Wilderness Act and were instrumental in getting it passed. Sportsmen had the foresight to recognize the need and value of undisturbed, secure habitat for wildlife, areas that ensure quality public recreation including hunting and angling, and understood how these areas provide invaluable clean water as headwaters of many important watersheds and fisheries. We recognized that while intrinsically valuable to society, they are more than just a pretty place and that they fulfill the intent of the act to, “…assure that an increasing population, accompanied by expanding settlement and growing mechanization, does not occupy and modify all areas within the United States and its possessions, leaving no lands designate for preservation and protection in their natural condition…,” and “…secure for the American people of present and future generations the benefits of an enduring resource of wilderness.”

  Montana has only about 3.7 percent of its total land base designated wilderness. The Bob Marshall, the Scapegoat, the Anaconda-Pintler, the Cabinet Mountains, the Absaroka-Beartooth, and the Great Bear Wilderness are just a few of the 15 designated areas that, while their designations have sometimes stirred controversy, have been recognized by hunters and anglers as great places to hunt and fish, and as critical incubator areas for a diversity of wildlife. These special wildlands are a significant part of Montana’s cultural heritage. Wilderness areas also provide long-term, sustainable economic benefits for Montana which are and will generate hundreds of thousands of dollars for local communities from hunting, hiking, guiding, wildlife viewing and tourism. 

  The debate of whether or not more wilderness areas should be designated in Montana triggers many passionate responses, including: “Wilderness is Montana’s most valuable asset,” “There is plenty of wilderness in Montana now,” “Locking up more of our beautiful land for the elite, must be stopped before all of it is off-limits to the rest of us”, “Our wild lands and wildlife are what set this state apart,” and ”In decades to come, our economy will be based more and more on protecting what we still have here.”  Whether your point of view favors more wilderness or not, we must consider the future. Montana demographics and land use is changing. What one commenter said in a recent wilderness poll is true, “we cannot forget what will Rogers said about land, They aren’t making any more of it.” 

  Our wildlife rich public lands, our public estate, are increasingly under pressure, pressure from decision makers that use the state of our economy as justification for development and resource extraction. What will the landscape of Montana look like after the next 40 years? What will the Rocky Mountain Front look like? Will there be abundant wildlife as there is today? Will there be hunting opportunities for our grandchildren and those unborn? Can we think in terms of ‘balance’ - conserving, in some capacity, wild places? Some of our most wildlife diverse lands still exist in Montana because of hunters and anglers.  Today, many hunters and anglers celebrate the Wilderness Act. Will we be celebrating in another 40 years or saying we should have done more? u
  “Our remnants of wilderness will yield bigger values to the nation’s character and health than they will to its pocketbook, and to destroy them will be to admit that the latter are the only values that interest us.”  - Aldo Leopold, A Plea for Wilderness Hunting Grounds, Outdoor Life, November 1925.

