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To think about leadership in conservation……why it matters

“Not here to tell people what to think, but what to think about’



“Trying to plan for the future,
without a sense of the past, 

is like trying to plant cut flowers”

- Daniel Boorstan
Former Librarian of Congress



“The past is the cause of the 
present, and the present will be 

the cause of the future.”

- A. Lincoln



To identify turning 
points in history

QUESTION: How did 
past leadership  
interventions affect 
the future?

Learning about leadership by 
thinking historically…..
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To understand cause 
and effect relationships

S-T-E-E-P

QUESTIONS:
What were the causes of 
past events?
What were the effects?
How did leadership 
influence those events

Learning about leadership by 
thinking historically…..
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Raise your hand if you think we are at a 
turning point in history…a time of 
profound and fundamental change that
will impact our agencies and our 
conservation efforts in the future?

A Question………..



Technical Problems
vs.

Adaptive Challenges

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ron Heifetz – discovered with cancer patients



Technical Problem

Problem that can be solved through knowledge 
and procedures already in hand.  Although 
complex, the application of expert knowledge, 
and routine management can solve the problem.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Broken armEmergency ResponseGetting a search warrant



Adaptive Challenges

Adaptive challenges require new learning, innovation, 
and new patterns of behavior.  They call for changes of 
heart and mind – the transformation of long standing 
habits and deeply held assumptions, values and identity.

Addressing adaptive challenges requires thinking our way 
down to the root of problems, attitudes, opinions, and behaviors

Presenter
Presentation Notes
High CholesterolAlternative FundingClimate ChangeSocial Security systemRacismTransition from Divine Right of Kings to Democracy – formation of the US, our constituion.



“Adaptive challenges can’t be solved 
with a technical solution”

Marty’s mother……..



“There is no such thing as a self-
made man or a self-made 

women, we’re all shaped by 
people we’ve never met”

- Historian David McCollough

People and events of the past influenced patterns of thought, what we think 
about. and how we think about it….and consequently what we value.



Thomas Jefferson 
• Agrarian Vision for America
• Recognized the importance of land 

and waterways to the “ life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness”

• Louisiana Purchase – two drivers
• Lewis and Clark – America followed 

in their footsteps.
• Northwest Ordinance

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future

“A challenge of geography – the geography of land, exploration and hope”
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“The work we are now doing is, I trust, done for posterity….”  - T. Jefferson

“It seemed as though the scenes of visionary enchantment would never end”  - M. Lewis



George Perkins Marsh
“The book that changed the world”

• Bio and context –
• 1864 – “Man and Nature”

• The book provides historical profiles of 
failed ancient civilizations and links 
their fate to an inability or unwillingness 
to temper their impact on the natural 
world.  

• In ancient civilizations Marsh saw what 
was happening in America in fast 
forward. 

• Ideological foundation for conservation  
- Sustainability – Science – Future 
Generations

• Manifest Destiny and “inexhaustability 
of resources’ 

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future



“Our natural resources are not 
limitless, our own self interest
dictates we can not afford to be 
short-sighted in how we use those 
resources, and if we believe that 
future generations deserve a natural 
inheritance undiminished by present 
generations, we must conserve those 
resources through sustainable 
practices that strike an appropriate 
balance between human industry and 
nature’s capacity”. 

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future

-George Perkins Marsh
Man and Nature - 1864



Post Civil War Industrial 
Revolution



• Bio and context – 1870 Marsh Expedition – Buffalo – Passenger 
Pigeon, Migratory Bird Treaty Act 1916,  Lacy Act, Yellowstone 
and Glacier National Parks

• Grinnell’s editorials changed thinking and created an informed 
public on conservation – creating a political force. 

• Sportsman mobilized and proliferated conservation 
organizations that became politically active – Boone and 
Crockett Club.  Hunting licenses to pay for conservation.

• Created the Audubon Society (named after Mrs. Audubon).

• Grinnell’s ideas, and Theodore Roosevelt’s character, 
coalesced into a social movement supported by literature, art, 
science and politics.

Grinnell initiated a conservation movement with the written 
word - before TV’s internet, radio 

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future

George Bird Grinnell

“The conquering of difficulties is one of the chief joys in life” 
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Leon Czolgosz

Anyone know who this man is and what bearing
he had on conservation in the United States?



Theodore Roosevelt
• September 6, 1901 – the most 

significant bullet ever fired in 
conservation history. 

• Theodore Roosevelt President at 42.
• Life experience, Scholar, sportsman, 

soldier, naturalist.

• Square Deal reformed civil service -
rooting out corruption, “trustbuster”

• 1901 – 1909 converted conservation a 
social movement

• Legacy – 230 Million acres of public 
lands – 78,767 per day

"The conservation of natural resources is the fundamental problem. 
Unless we solve that problem, it will avail us little to solve all others."

-Theodore Roosevelt, U. S. President, 
Memphis, TN, October 12, 1907





Conservation in the 
Depression Era 



Civilian Conservation Corps
• March 31, 1933 - Civilian 

Conservation Corp (CCC) 
established by FDR’s New Deal

• 300,000 People age 18-25 paid 
$30/month to work on 
conservation projects and receive 
training

• By 1942, 2.5 million youth passed 
through 1,500 camps planted 
200,000,000 trees and 17,000,000 
acres reforested

• Soil conservation efforts
• Constructed roads, trails, cabins 

and campgrounds in parks
• Impact on conservation ethic
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Conservation “passing on a richer land and a stronger nation”

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future



The Dust Bowl and the Origin of 
Soil Conservation



Hugh Bennett – Soil Conservation
• Lead up to the Dust Bowl 

– World War I
– Capitalistic agriculture –

Man/$/Machines vs Ecology
– Plowed the prairies and planted 

wheat
– People moved from urban 

industrial centers to prairies 

• Man made disaster – too arid to farm 
– ecosystem disturbed - drought

• Bennett had to change patterns of 
thought and behavior of 
independently minded farmers.

• Soil Conservation Act of 1935, which 
focused on improving farming 
techniques, created the Soil 
Conservation Service at USDA. 
Bennett served as its chief until he 
retired in 1951.

The Father of Soil Conservation



Hugh Bennett and the Soil Conservation Service



Aldo Leopold

• In 1933, wrote Game Management, the definitive work in the field of 
wildlife management. …the intersection of science and sociology.

• In 1949, in Sand County Almanac Leopold eloquently articulated the 
concept of the ‘land ethic”.  

• Defined his view of a sustainable relationship between human beings 
and the natural world. 

• Conservation Congress in Wisconsin

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future



Rachel Carson – Silent Spring

"The human race is challenged more than ever before to demonstrate 
our mastery - not over nature, but of ourselves”  - Rachel Carson

“technology was the answer to everything, 
we could push the natural world into the dark corner”



The Silent Spring Story



June 22, 1969…….41 years later…..



• Governor, 1958-62 - Outdoor Recreation Act 
Program in 1961 - more than 1 million acres of land 
for recreation and preservation.  Precursor to 
Knowles-Nelson Stewardship Fund

• U.S. senator, 1963-80 – re-directed Vietnam protest 
energy and mobilized colleges to catalyze the 
founding of Earth Day in 1970 – set the stage for the 
environmental decade

• Sponsored legislation to ban the pesticide DDT and 
the use of phosphates in laundry detergents.

• Clean Air Act and Clean Water Act in 1970s.

• Created the Environmental Education Act, assuring 
that future generations of children in America would 
learn the importance of protecting the environment.

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future



The Next Chapter in 
Conservation History…..a 

Defining Moment…in Our Time

Same Mission:
New Challenges, Strategies, and Opportunities



“What we are trying to do is create a 
stream of leadership that understands the 

world as it will be tomorrow”

…and then to imagine next possibility and make it a new reality

-- How do we become more relevant to a broader segment of society?
-- What new products should we deliver…?

-- What new partnerships are possible?
-- How does our existing culture help or hinder?

Gardner…………

Presenter
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What the Future Holds - from 50,000 feet

• Social  

• Technological  

• Environmental 

• Economic

• Political

“Everything is hitched to everything else in the universe”
- John Muir

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future
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Getting older…….

“People aged 65 and older made up 12.4 percent of the population in 2000. 
They will make up 16.3 percent of the population by 2020.

In 2030 nearly 1 and 5 Americans will be 65 and older”.

Social Security?
Healthcare?

Competition for Funding Conservation Programs?
Future Vitality of Conservation NGO’s?

“Every eight seconds for the next 17 years, 
one more baby boomer will turn 60 years old”





~ 1920

4th Generation removed

Becoming more urbanized……….
"You begin to believe that your water comes from the faucet, gas comes from the gas pump, 

your heat comes from the stove, your food comes from the store”.   - Cal Dewitt



….that’s not where the outlets are…



The future stewards of our natural resources will be more diverse……..



Land Use and Ownership Patterns 
• Fragmentation of 

large tracts into 
numerous smaller 
tracts

• Forest owners 
aging - largest 
intergenerational 
transfer of private 
forest lands in 
history in the next 
20 years.

• 60% of all forested 
land in US currently 
owned by people 
over 55.

Source: Applied Population laboratory, University of Wisconsin
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Technology and citizen 
interaction

Community of place to     
virtual digital community 

of like interest 

1859

1939
2009

“transition from web publishin
to web interaction”
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Future Challenges…Biological Pollution
Wildlife Disease, Invasive and Exotic Species



Climate Change – Mitigation and 
Adaptation
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Break Down

Crisis – System Disturbed 
Look to Authority to fix

Leadership/Pioneers emerge
X X X X X
X X X X

Cyclic nature of creative destruction…..

Decay – To the ash heap of history

Choice Point

The Nature of Progress – First Direction is Down…..then a Choice Point

Pioneers come across the 
bridge to the future

“Hospice workers to the death of the old  while at the same time
being mid-wives to the birth of the new….”

Work the existing paradigm harder – fear loss of identity

They identify the adaptive challenge and 
begin to challenge established patterns of thought

Resist Change - opt for a technical solution instead of adaptive work

Lonely getting to 
the future first – want to 
succeed – not sure how

X X X x x x

Renewal - create the 
habitat for leadership and right 
conversations

Re-configure and adapt –
New paths to success

Feeling of chaos

CHANGING CONTEXT
Social

Technological

Economic

Environmental

Political

Next generation
faces new challenges



Some characteristics of the people we’ve 
never met who shaped our future…

• A sense for what the future will or can look 
like, what will shape it. 

• Ability to influence patterns of thought. 
• Recognized opportunities for adaptive work 
• Courage to orchestrate productive conflict 

and take the heat that comes from disturbing 
the system. 

• Anchored in a sense of purpose. 

How will we shape the future of the next generation?



“We have not taken the final step of our 
journey, but the first step on a longer 
and more difficult road.  I have 
discovered after climbing a great hill, 
one only finds that there are more hills 
to climb.  I’ve taken a moment here to 
rest, to look back on the distance we’ve 
come.  But I can only rest for a moment,  
and dare not linger, for our long walk is 
not yet ended.

- Nelson Mandela
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“Never underestimate the 
capacity for a small group of 
thoughtful and committed 

people to change the world –
in fact, it’s the only thing 

that ever has”
- Margaret Meade



“Throughout history, people 
have known that their lives 

and deeds were chapters in a 
saga connecting them to 

those who had come before 
and to those who would 

come after.”
-- William Antholis



“The ultimate test of a 
person’s conscience may 

be their willingness to 
sacrifice something today 

for future generations 
whose words of thanks will 

never be heard.” 
- Gaylord Nelson

Appreciating our past, assessing the present, and determining the future



Thank You!!
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