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Ghallenges and Opportunit ies in Collaborative Natural Resource
Management

Collaboration. community dialoguc. partnerships.
cooperation, participation, and consensus. Each
ofthese words rcflects aspects ofa curent trend
towalds more local and rcgionally based clecisions
in natural resource rnanagement. Local planning
groups such as thc Quincy Library Group in Cali-
lbrnia, the Applegate Partnership in Oregon, and
Henry's Fork Watershcd Council in ldaho are, in
spite ol their problems and controversies, fanil
iar componcnts ol the natural resource manage
ment landscape, and olicn hcld up as models fbr
luture land managenent (Bdck. 1998).

For weil over a decade, fedelal. state and 1o-
cal officials have been cncouragcd kr embrace and
usc collaborative approaches to decision making.
Recently. the Clinton Administration's Nallucl
Pertbnnurrce Ret iel presented a nunber of rec-
onlmcndations intended to impr-ove govemment
in general. and thc proccss offederal rulemakins
in particular The 'reinr,erting govemmenl'' rc-
port urged federal agcncics to expand the use of
altcrnative dispute resolution techniques, and in
particular. make greater use of rcgulatory nego-
tiation (National Pertbrmance Revierv, 1993). A
tbllow-up rcporl. Cotnnlofl Setlse Goten nent
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(Core. l995), highlights additional successlul
rcinvention effbrts tbroughout the federal govern-
nent. many of which involve altemative dispulc
resolution and negotialion processes. In addition,
state legislation pronotes negotiation and collabo-
ration in sit iDg disputes and land use planning
(Bingham and Miller. l987: Rabe, 199:l).

ln attcmpting to respond to this encouragc-
ment, several lederal resource manrgement agen
cies and many states have begun to institutional-
ize collaborative resource management and
planning efforts. For example. the U.S. Burcau
ol Land Management set up Resource Advisory
Councils (RACs) in 1995. These are locally based.
collaborative groups that provide advice to BLM
on a vadety of issues affecting the managemetrt
ol public lands. The Forest Service uscs collabo-
rrtive planning ancl consultation in developing
many of its National Forcst Management Plans.
Further, in his Fiscal Yeal 1996 Report, Chief
Michael Dombeck ofthc U.S. Forest Service cited
''collaborative ste$'ardship" and "partnerships" a
number of times as guiding principles tirr the how
thc Forcst Service wil l conduct their work in the
future. Finally, the U.S. Fish andWildlife Sen'ice



has used consensus processes to deal with endan-
gered species and developmert conflicts.

Agency participants at all levels of govern
nlcntha\c bccn stluggling to detine whatthis ne$
trend implies fbr them. as they attempt to shiti
lowards a morc collaborative style of decision
making. A broader queslion asks what this trcnd
towards consensus building and collaborativc
managenent rneans tbl the role of agencies.
policymakers rnd decision-maken in natural le-
source n-Ianagemeltt.

Why Collaborate?

In the last decade or so. resource rranagels have
cxperienced a significant increase in and prolif-
eration ofthc numbcr and lypes ol interest groups.
or stakeholders. demanding to be heard and in-
corporated into the policy making process. It is
hoped that by working collaboratively rvith stake-
holders betbre decisions are made ol policies are
adoptecl, more complete infirrmrtion wil l infbrm
thc  po l i cy  makcr  (Ozawa,  1991:  Yat l te  and
Wondolleck, 1995). ln addition. mutual undcr-
standing ofthe issues at stake wil l be fostered. as
will colnmunicalion and trust between the par-
ties involved (Carpenter and Kernedy. l988:
Wondollcck. 1988.1. Hence. acceptabledecisions
u,il l  result rather than decisions that arc contested
in length.v j udicial or administrative appeals pro-
cesses (Bingham, 1986; Susskind and Cruikshank.
19r i7 ) .

As two analysts corrcctly stated. "land man-
gers...are at their wits'end in tr,ving to placate

all of them...and are part of not one. but several,
triangles ofintcrcsls. Pcrhaps a new term firr this
changed situation would bc langlcs' of intcrests.
Each knot in the talgle u'ould represent what is
norv called a stakeholder" (Clarke and McCool.
l996). The responsibil i ty, wanted or not, of un-
tangling the many interests in order to make man-
agement decisions has lhllcn to rcsourcc manage-
ment agencies and managers. Responding to this
lew reality requires those managers to plal a
vrriety of new roles if they hope to be successful
in unlangling thc intcrcsts and needs of mLrlt iple
stakeholders in order to make required resource
managcmcnt dccisions that can be successtullv
implenented.

Balancing New Roles in Collaborative
Processes

One recent study preseDts a new conccptualization
ofagency roles in collaborative plocesses. draw-
ing from the expcricnces of natural rcsoulxe man
agels and environmer'rtal regulators at thg tederal
level (Wordolleck and Ryan. 1997). Ifthey rvere
to be effective, each ofthe collaborative processes
required that the agency participants adopt new
and difterent roles. The experienccs of agency
pafticipants in these differert settings suggest a
new conceptualization ofa-qency behavror one
that merges the distinct yet esscntial I.()les of /e4rler.
portner and stttkehol&:r. Furthenlorc. trnd con-
traly to conveDtional wisdom. if a-sencies acted
as only a lacilitator ofthe process, this wts found
to be inefl-ectire and inappropriate in most cases.

Be ng  a  Leader

The leadership of the agency participant is fun-
damentally difftrent and more celffal to the pro-
cess because of their unique and distinct deci-
sion makin-q authority. The agercy provides an
opportunity tirr collaboration to take place, and
their preseDce and authority gives the collabora-
tive process legitimacy. Additionally. bccause the
collaborative approach tends to be a new one for
dll panics invol\'ed. the agency participant is the
one lhat is most etien looked to tbr guidance and
leadership. In the context of the study. leader
ship was providcd or cleariy needed. in three
rer l rns :  l cader .h ip  u f  lhc  . , ' l l rh , ' rJ I i \e  p r , ' ce . .
itself. leadership about the issues undcr discus-
sion. and lctrdership about the decisions to be made.

Being a Partner

The cooperative, problerr-solving dinrension of
a collaborative process provides thc ti)cus tbr
pafties to engage as parlners in the effo . Part-
ner .h ip  imp l rc :  :hur ing  a  p r , 'h le rn . , 'ppor tun i t5
or interest in common with othcr individuals or
groups, and being u,illing to work togethel in or-
der to solve a shared problem or pursue lt com-
non vision. Being a partner is a uniquely chal-
lenging role fbr agency participants. as it is the
role that is least censistent u ith traditional agency
procedures. As a rcsult, numerous barters',vere
posed b,v the perceptions, stereotypcs, and expec-
tations ofpafiicipants both from within thc agencv
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as u'ell as lrom other plnlicipant groups. At tines.
being an eft 'ective panner requires strong leader-
ship, and this tension between leadelship and
pannership is a challenge experienced by many
agency pafiicipants in collaborative processes.

Being a Stakeho der

Efttctivc stakcholdcr bchavior is a corrrcrsrolc
to successful collaborative processes. Stakeholders
should be clear about their interests, knou'how
their interests are similar or different from those
r ' l ' r ' ther  s t r rLch , ' lde t : .  unJer r t rnJ  Ihe i r  l r i , ' r i l i e .
within these interests, and where tradeoffs might
, r ( !ep l i rh l \  he  nr . rL le .  \gen. ;  p i i r l i \ i p r I ( .  mu. l
be awtrre ofwhat interesls trnd responsibilities are
unique to them. and ensure that they advocate for
and accommodate those interests in any agree-
nents that are reached. Perhaps the gleatest fail
ing of agency ptnicipants in this study wrs their
lack of preparation and action in recognition of
this stakeholder role.

What l i tt le attention has been given in the l it-
cralure 10 the spccific question ofagency rolehas
most often tbcused on lacilitation (Carpenter and
Kennedy, 1988). Some havc argucd that agcn-
cies should serve as the 'facil i tator ofa commu-
nity of interests ' rvhen working in collaborative
settings (Sirmon et a]., 1993). This characteriza-
tion is both liniting and mislcading, matrring agcncl
officials less effective than they might be. Many
collaborative processes do indeed need a tacil i-
l r to r  Io  J \ \  i : l  l hc  pcr l  rc :  r  n  s  l - f ca l r \  e  corn  mu n  i ( i t -
t ion, negotirt ion and probiem solving. But the
facilitator should not be the sane official who is
rc .p , ,n ' ih le  i  r  re l re .en l in !  the  ruen. f  in te r -
ests at the table. Conbined agency facilitation
and representation ploved to be not only inellec
tive. but also oftentimes counterpreductive to the
consensu s - seeking objective of the process
(Wondolleck and Rvrn, 1997).

Thc tasks of bcing a lcadcr, stakcholdcr and
ultinately a partner inply an auay of diflerent
skil ls. roles, and interactions with other partici-
pants in collaboratire processes. Thesenew skil ls
and behaviors have implications 1br agencies and
other dccision-nrakers that attempt to undenake
such efTorts. It is apparent that at one level the
conlempor y resoulce nlanagement agency's rolc
is fnr richer. more complex, and more difl icult to
lulllll than has been described in the theorctical
literature. Agencies must at the same time fulhll
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the nultiple roles of expert, stakeholder, and de-
cision-maker. and, mostimportantlr be an effective
leader and partner in the decision making pro-
cess. Unfbrtunately. there is no fbrnula dictat
ing when each role should be perfonned. or how
to succcsst'ully play multiple roles sinrultaneously,
which is what is required in collaborative resourcc
management processes.

Collaborative Resource Management
Challenges and Opportunities

Some crit ics charge that collaborative processes
may totally disempower those citizens not rcpre-
sented by organized interests, and that ol]ly the
"lowcst common denominator ideas survive the
process" (McCloskey, 1996). Others claim that
collaboration on man,v rcsource issues is unlikely
to succeed because the interests and nceds ofthe
stakeholders are so ditlercnt that the chance of
agreement is nearly zero. Still others are alarmcd
over the irnpJications of including cit izen partici
pation on a par with burcaucratic expeds, and the
dissolution of hierarchical authority relationships
in tavor of shared power with nongovernmental
stakeholders (Moe, 1994).

Despite these criticisms, the reality is that
resource lnanagers are now bcing called upon t()
"untangle" the many interests that $,ant to par-
ticipate in resource managenrent decisions. Emerg
ing issues in Pacific Nonhwesl. particularly the
impending l isting of the chinook salmon
lOncorhtnchus tshah)lrcDa) as a threatened spe-
cies. and the projected gr ou'th in population and
related pressures on nalural resourccs, arc firrc-
ing managers to deal with these issues immedi
r te l r .  Po l i c l  rn : rkc r .  lnd  InJnreer \  i r re  / r i ' l  \ \u i t -
ing on schola$ to decide whedrersuch collaborative
ar-r-angements are appropriate or not. They are
choosing and using altcmative institutiond arrange-
ments that dely tmditional approaches to bureau-
cracy (Weber, 1998), and, adnrittcdly, may be stum-
bling as they navigate along the way.

However. given the alternatives of policy
gridlock and lit i-qation. colltborative resource
management does offer a needed forum and op-
portunity to begin to address multiple interests
and make pressing nanagenlent dccisions. Re-
soul-cc managers rvill need to develop a variety
of skills to help them successfully n.ranage and
participtrte in collaborative processes. Integral
to their "untangler" role is a nccd to play crit ical



leadcrship. patlnership. and stakeholder roles. ln
addition. skil ls and techniques arc needed to help
managers identify arrd measure what the kcy in-
terests are and how to effectively incoryorate those
intcrests into the policv making process.

Fuflher thought is needed rcgading |f/l.rt f?"r
ol Jecisionr lre rpprirprirle lof collrborJli\ e prL,-
cesses. It is clear thtrt every decision cannot be
madc via a collaborative process. In tact, many
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