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Great Outdoors plan aims high for lands, people



The Obama administration has for the last year or so been working to shape an initiative that connects Americans with the lands and traditions that shape life in our country. The effort culminated last week with the president’s announcement of his America’s Great Outdoors initiative – a high-minded vision for preserving landscapes and resources.

The initiative began last April when the administration announced a series of “listening sessions” designed to learn what is important to Americans vis a vis our significant outdoor resources. What began to take shape is the notion that our public lands provide for each of us a connection to important opportunities: recreation, agricultural heritage, family togetherness. 

For these invaluable reasons – and some upon which figures can be calculated – conserving our treasured landscapes is worth the effort.

America’s Great Outdoors builds on the legacy left by Theodore Roosevelt, for whom conservation was a top priority. Under his leadership, the Antiquities Act was passed, and he subsequently designated 18 national monuments. He added five national parks to the system and established 16 million acres of public lands as the National Forests. 

These broad-brushed conservation achievements protected vast landscapes – something that is more challenging today. America’s Great Outdoors recognizes that challenge, though, and approaches landscape-scale conservation with an eye toward collaboration among the many stakeholders who have an interest in the lands and resources in question. The discussions that will ensue will bring together landowners, land managers, conservationists, recreationists and local communities to discuss shared values and strategies for protecting them. 

There are successful models for that endeavor right here in Southwest Colorado, the most recent example being the Hermosa Creek protection workgroup’s recommendations for legislation to protect that pristine watershed in a special management area that preserves the important wilderness, recreation and economic resource values that the community has identified as priorities worth protecting. 

Those recommendations earned the support of both La Plata and San Juan counties, and embodying in them in legislation would codify the wishes of a broad range of stakeholders. That model for reaching consensus could fit well with the vision of America’s Great Outdoors.

The initiative rightly recognizes the important role that intact ecosystems and watersheds play in providing wildlife habitat, recreational opportunities and boosts to local economies. It also embraces the role of locally driven solutions and processes for discussing protection possibilities within communities. That approach is likely to generate active participation with results that reflect, more often than not, our shared conservation values. 

That is not to say that developing those consensus points will be easy, but the effort is worth it – for America’s Great Outdoors and the many irreplaceable land, water and heritage values that comprise it. The initiative offers much promise for those who invest energy in the process now, for future generations and for the legacy it reflects.
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