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ABSTRACT 
 
Increasingly, community leaders at all levels of government are seeking new methods 
for bringing the public into decision-making processes in hopes of finding solutions to 
common problems that are more acceptable. This research paper identifies elements of 
a federal agency’s public involvement process that were effective for engaging the 
public, sustaining participation, and gathering applicable input that was utilized in the 
decision making process. The San Juan Plan Revision public involvement process 
consisted of a seven month study process, in which approximately one hundred fifty 
citizens participated on a regular basis.  Using participant observation and the San Juan 
Plan Revision (SJPR) public involvement process as the case study, this paper 
addresses the following research questions:  

• How was public involvement process for the SJPR sustained for an eight 
month period?  

• How was the planning process improved by public involvement?  
• How was public input used and able to influence decision making? and 
• What were the benefits, barriers, and frustrations with the process? 

 
The paper concludes with recommendations for structuring public involvement 
processes and managing information, as well as recommendations for refining and 
enlarging public views by expanding upon the classic democratic concepts of procedural 
government, deliberation, representative government and citizen engagement and civic 
literacy.  
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Democracy only works when ordinary people claim it as their own. – Bill Moyers  

 

Chapter One 

Introduction 

 
 

As we enter the 21st Century, democracy is in the midst of a particularly major 

shift in its development (Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 2008). Research specific 

to democracy and citizen participation have identified alienation and feelings of 

disempowerment in our American society.  Electoral participation figures have been on a 

steady decline, there is widespread distrust of politicians, disregard and an overall 

apathy about things public and political (Barber, 2003, p. xxxiii).   Benjamin Barber 

(2003) in his studies of democracy has identified alienation as the “central indicator of 

our modern political crisis,” all the while, our confidence in our ability to govern ourselves 

continues to wane (Barber, 2003, p. xxxiii).  Public opinion polls support Barber’s claim 

that there is a lack of trust and faith in government.  These sentiments, combined with 

the alarm of recent national events and the resulting response from government, have 

caused American citizens to enter a period of unprecedented self evaluation of what it 

means to be an American, what the role of government is, and ultimately how we can 

create the public good  (Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. xxiv).  National scale events 

have caused citizens to question whether government is really serving the public’s 

interest; events such as: 

• the 2000 presidential election, in which federal and state government 
juggled for authority in determining the election, and the questionable 
Supreme Court decision, which attached an unprecedented qualifier that 
their interpretation of the law and decision to be limited to only this case 
and not for future decisions (Bush v. Gore, 2000);    

• the increasing incidents of falsified information reported by government 
officials and the media, which led to the Bush Administration deceiving 
Americans into supporting an unprovoked war on another country (as 
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confirmed by the Senate Intelligence Committee) (Select Committee on 
Intelligence, U.S. Senate, 2008, p. 99);  

 
• the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack that prompted the passing of the 

Patriot Act with little Congressional review and other loss of freedoms in 
the name of national security (USA PATRIOT ACT of 2001);  

 
• the poor response from Government to aid or assist its own citizens 

before or in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina (Lee, 2006); and 
 

• the overall lack of understanding of what has necessitated a 700 billion 
dollar bailout of our failing financial institutions (Johnson, 2008); 

 
• to name just a few. 

 

There are many examples of citizens and communities feeling powerless to solve 

their problems—the issues seem too big, too complex, and too confusing.  The result for 

many citizens is disengagement from our political system.  Yet, on small scale projects, 

often related to a specific community issue, citizens are coming together to discuss 

conflicts and shape solutions. Throughout the US, and with regard to various community 

issues, leaders and citizens are realizing that “the traditionally distant relationship 

between citizens and government is inadequate for solving public problems” 

(Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 2008).  It is hoped that this increased public 

involvement will also lead to making better decisions and decisions more acceptable by 

those affected.   

In southwest Colorado, natural resource issues have provided a community 

forum to discuss solutions for land health and community health.  Collaborative initiatives 

centered on public lands are not surprising in this region considering that public lands 

comprise sixty percent of the land in southwest Colorado and provide the setting and 

“quality of life” for why people live here and visit the area.  

The San Juan Public Lands lie amidst the mesas and mountains of Southwest 

Colorado at the junction of the Southern Rockies and the Colorado Plateau. The area 
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consists of diverse landscapes and is known for its beautiful scenery, outstanding 

prehistoric and historic features, relatively unconfined recreation opportunities, and clean 

water and air   (San Juan DLMP, 2007, p. 11).   

Figure 1.1: San Juan Public Lands           Figure 1.2: San Juan Public Lands vista 

                

The relationship between the American people and their natural resource 

heritage is founded on the principles of sustaining the nation’s natural resources for 

future generations, producing personal and community well-being, and providing 

economic wealth for the people, communities, and businesses of the nation. In essence, 

the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) are 

responsible for managing the land to meet public needs and expectations of the land. 

The Multiple Use and Sustained Yield Act (MUSY) of 1960 codified and recognized 

multiple uses and instructed the Forest to manage for all these uses.  However, by their 

very nature of being publicly “owned” resources, and differing individual preferences and 

interests, it is nearly impossible for any agency to balance the uses satisfactory for all 

users.  Hence the Forest Service has been plagued with controversy and litigation since 

the first plans were developed.  “The planning process has been much longer, more 
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expensive and more contentious than anyone foresaw…and legislation has opened the 

way to endless appeals and litigation” (Sedjo, 2004, p 103).   

To further understand the potential that exists for controversy regarding public 

land management, one only need look to the Forest Service’s motto of “Caring for the 

Land and Serving the People,” and to its mission “to sustain the health, diversity, and 

productivity of the Nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and 

future generations” (USDA Forest Service, 2008). For some individuals and 

communities, national forests are the source of their economic health (such as, jobs 

associated with cutting trees, mineral development, tourism, etc.).  For others, the 

highest purpose of these public lands is to provide clean air, water, wildlife, and aquatic 

habitat; while for others it is a place of spiritual renewal, and for others recreation is the 

best use of the lands—these are just a few values, goods and services the American 

public expects of national forest.  Aldo Leopold (1949), describes this as a “single plane 

of cleavage common to many specialized fields [or resource]…one group (A) regards the 

land as soil, and its function as commodity-production; another B) regards the land as a 

biota, and its function as something broader” (in Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. 464). 

Hence, the management of public lands by government agencies becomes a 

continuous process of reconciling value conflicts, as there is often debate and struggle 

regarding the appropriate and best management of the public goods and services. The 

public has become divided in their desire to put forth their uses and preferences over 

others, and there has been a growing distrust trust in the government’s ability to do its 

job.   

In the US, history has shown that citizens will choose economic benefit over 

sustaining resources (e.g., farming practices at the expense of soil quality and retention, 

tree harvesting and species composition changes in favor of economically valuable tree 

types, etc.) (Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, 459).  In stating the case for a “land ethic,” 
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forester and philosopher, Aldo Leopold (1949), described how economic self interests 

has led to the degradation of common resources and relegated most care to 

government.  “There is a clear tendency in American conservation to relegate to 

government all necessary jobs that private landowners fail to perform.  Government 

ownership, operation, subsidy, or regulation is now widely prevalent in forestry, range 

management, soil and watershed management, park and wilderness conservation, 

fisheries management and migratory bird management, with more to come” (Leopold in 

Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. 460).   Given the lack of regard for care of common 

resources, Aldo Leopold’s (1949) land ethic called for “a conviction of individual 

responsibility for the health of the land,” (in Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. 464) but it 

also acknowledges the value of at least having government regulation for the 

management of public resources in the absence of land ethic or ecologic conscience to 

sustain natural resources (Dolbeare and Cummings, 2004). In this sense government 

regulation has been effective for protecting lands set aside for sustainability, as well as 

public use and appreciation.  

The tendency for citizens to overuse the commons for their own self interest to 

the point where the commons is useless is what Garrett Hardin describes as “The 

Tragedy of the Commons” (Hardin, 1968, p. 4).  In the case of public lands, 

management is controversial because individuals constantly deny the fact that the 

resources are finite by continuing to increase their use, even though the ecosystem as a 

whole suffers, which will eventually ruin their use or experience of the public lands—the 

common area.   The competing interest for use of public lands is a validation of Hardin’s 

Tragedy of the Commons, and has led to a history of litigation for the Forest Service.  

The turbulent history of the Forest Service exemplifies the need for a different 

way to make decisions affecting public lands.  For the Forest Service the change 

became pronounced and formalized with the Forest Service revising its planning rules to 
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emphasize public involvement. In particular, the new rules required that the agency “use 

a collaborative and participatory approach to land management planning…by engaging 

the skills and interests of appropriate combinations of Forest Service staff, consultants, 

contractors, other Federal Agencies, federally recognized Indian Tribes, state or local 

governments, or other interested or affected communities, groups or persons”  (36 CFR 

219.9), and, for the agency to “provide opportunities for the public to collaborate and 

participate openly and meaningfully in the planning process, taking into account discrete 

roles, jurisdictions, and responsibilities of interested and affected parties” (36 CFR 

219.9a). 

So, with an American public that is discontent with government processes and 

decisions, how does the Forest Service involve the public in meaningful ways? The 

collaborative process used in the San Juan Plan Revision (SJPR) is the featured case 

study of this project. Using personal observations of the San Juan Plan Revision 

process, this research paper examines:  

• how the SJPR process sustained an eight month collaborative study 

process with the public;  

• how the planning process was improved by public involvement;  

• how the public input was used and influenced decision making; and 

• what the benefits, barriers and frustrations were with the process? 

 

Although this paper focuses on public collaboration in land management 

planning, the findings are relevant to all community efforts to address public policies and 

decisions that affect our quality of life. An array of approaches are being used to engage 

citizens in all types of public issues such as housing, land use, safety, open space, etc.  

Increasingly, community leaders and citizens are realizing that the traditional 
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relationships between citizens and government are inadequate for solving public 

problems. Too often the usual decision making formats waste public resources, create 

unproductive conflict, and fail to tap citizen potential (Kemmis, 1990, p. 47).  In 

response, there has been a shift toward deliberative democracy, an approach to 

decision-making in which citizens share information, converse with one another to think 

critically about options before them to develop solutions to their common problems. 

(Alliance for Regional Stewardship, 2005).   
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The thought that life could be better is woven in our hearts and our brains.—Paul Simon 

 

Chapter Two 

 Literature Review 

 
Since we separated from England and the rule of monarchy to declare ourselves 

a free, self-governing country we have been faced with understanding the role of citizens 

and government in making decisions that affect the common good.  Should the burden 

of solving public problems rest most directly on citizens or on government (Kemmis, 

1990)?  The role of the individual and the role of government in public life has been a 

prevailing dilemma in American political history.  During the debates leading to the 

ratification of the constitution, Jefferson believed firmly in giving information to the 

people, more specifically an “education into citizenship, the heart of which was to enable 

people to see (and then act upon) the common good… [and that in doing so, Jefferson 

believed] that people could rise above their particular interests to pursue a common 

good” (in Kemmis, 1990, p.11). 

In his book, Community and the Politics of Place, Daniel Kemmis (1990) frames 

the debate between the Republicans, namely Thomas Jefferson, and the Federalists, 

namely James Madison, around the role of citizens and governments in shaping policy.  

Republicanism is a politics of public engagement that “depends upon people being 

deeply engaged with one another… [and] upon citizens being directly and profoundly 

engaged with working out the solutions to public problems, by formulating and enacting 

the “common good” (Kemmis, 1990, p. 12). Hence, the republican approach to public 

policy required a high level of interaction among citizens.  Jefferson emphasized the 

importance and necessity of civic education, which would assure a civic literacy for 
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creating a “virtuous civilization capable of resolving clashing interest and rendering them 

all subservient to the public good” (Kemmis, 1990, p.14, and Federalist papers, X). 

Federalism is an argument in opposition to republicanism, and as such, is a 

politics of civic disengagement. James Madison did not think that citizens, no matter how 

civically educated, could be left to make decisions for the common good because men 

were not capable of setting aside their self-interests for the common good.  Individual 

property rights and individuals’ quests to further their gain and property would interfere 

with citizens’ ability to make decisions for the public good.  In the Federalist Papers 

Number Ten (1987 edition), Madison describes that “different factions answer questions 

based on their interests and typically “neither with a sole regard to justice and the public 

good” (p. 125).   

Rather than having citizens deliberate and resolve clashing interests (Jefferson’s 

concept), Madison advocated for the citizen body to select representatives that would be 

responsible for deliberating policy issues. Specifically, he proposed a republic, defined 

as “first, the delegation of the government…to a smaller number of citizens elected by 

the rest” (Madison, Federalist Paper No. 10, 1987 ed., p. 126).  The representative 

government was structured such that many diverse interests could be represented and 

so that the majority could not dominate policy over the minority. The greater the size and 

diversity of issues within the republic, the more difficult it would be for majorities to 

organize effectively and dominate national decisions (Madison, Federalist Paper No. 10, 

1987 ed., p. 127).    

Because Madison was concerned with majority tyranny over the minority, his 

intent was to build restraints into the concept of majority rule by using representation and 

a procedural government.  The procedural government included a series of checks and 

balances in government’s structure and decision making/policy making.  Its intent was to 

use a system of prescribed constitutional rules supplemented by organizational practices 
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and procedures at key stages in the decision making process so that an influential 

minority could have stages to veto the alternative preferred by the majority (Dahl, 1956, 

p. 103)  In a system of checks and balances, the individual could pursue his/her own 

ends and government would balance pursuits so that the highest good would emerge.  

“Under such regulation it may well happen that the public voice, pronounced by the 

representatives of the people, will be more consonant to the public good than if 

pronounced by the people themselves, convened for the purpose” (Madison, Federalist 

Paper No. 10, 1987 ed., p. 126).   

Since the ratification of the constitution, our government has developed with the 

Federalist’s concepts of a representative government and a procedural government to 

prevent majority tyranny over the minority, to allow for representation of diverse issues 

and to regulate and protect common public resources and services. “The regulation of 

these various and interfering interests forms the principal task of modern legislation and 

involves the spirit of party and faction in the necessary and ordinary operations of 

government” (Madison, Federalist Paper No. 10, 1987 ed., p. 127).    

Our country has prospered under this governance, yet there are many social 

indicators of dissatisfaction with government policies and decisions, and government’s 

inability to adequately represent citizen concerns. James Fishkin, director of the Center 

for Deliberative Democracy at Stanford University, describes how Madison’s vision for 

representative government has been increasingly diminished by political parities that are 

“more interested in competing for office than deliberation about policy” (Fishkin, 2006, p. 

1). Additionally, policy making by a representative government has been crippled by the 

public’s disengagement and disdain for political processes and institutions.  As a result, 

citizens are very uninformed about issues, and many are not familiar with how decisions 

are made or who is making them (Harwood,1996, p. 2). A number of laws and 

regulations have been put in place to protect citizen interests, yet the result has been the 
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creation of complex bureaucracies and decision making processes that are so 

cumbersome and complicated that citizens are frustrated and overwhelmed.  

Research at The Harwood Group, “suggests that a powerful set of frustrations 

and demands—often fueled by the actions of public institutions themselves—is driving 

Americans’ attitudes and behavior” towards the public realm (Harwood, 1996, p.3). 

Specifically, the Harwood Group identifies that: 

• People feel isolated and fragmented from their neighbors and society 
at large. 

• People are deeply ambivalent about the issues facing America.  
• People are tired of the bickering and finger pointing among politicians, 

special interests, and even “good government” groups. 
• People feel bombarded by an endless stream of negative news. 
• People are angered by public institutions and leaders who make 

unrealistic claims about change and propose grandiose schemes to 
address complex problems (Harwood, 1996, p. 3-4). 

 

In light of these challenges in the public realm, “community leaders are seeking 

new methods of citizens and government working together, because “the usual formats 

for decision making often waste public resources, create unproductive conflict, and fail to 

tap citizen potential” (Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 2008, p. 1).  There has been 

an increasing trend towards finding means for bringing the public into decision-making 

processes at all levels of government (Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 2008). 

 Deliberative-democracy-type-efforts and collaborative initiatives are springing up 

across communities in America built around various public issues and conflicts, and the 

hope of a better decision making process and outcome.  Regardless of where in the 

country, or what issue, governments are seeking an alternative to the past approach of 

making decisions for people, and rather getting people involved in finding effective 

solutions themselves 9i.e., the classic republic concept). 

The Forest Service land management agency is a perfect example of an agency 

charged with managing public resources for a public with diverse values.  Throughout 
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the years many laws have been put in place to assure that the resources are managed 

for the “greatest good of the greatest number in the long run” (Pinchot, 1905). Laws and 

procedures such as the National Environmental Policy Act, mandate that the agency 

consult with the public and consider and analyze the different desires and uses for 

resources.  The laws and regulations are a reflection of our procedural government. The 

Federalists had hypothesized that through checks and balances the individual pursuits of 

man would be cleverly balanced so that the highest good would emerge.  However, the 

Forest Service’s history of controversy and inability to act or manage in any way without 

litigation indicates that the governance processes are not working.  

The Forest Service paradox of managing lands to meet the diverse needs of the 

public has demanded that the agency try a different form of governance—a new way of 

making decisions that involves the public and shares the responsibility of managing the 

lands with the public.  “Public institutions such as government agencies…must embrace 

fundamentally new notions of the public realm and what it means to engage it…[they] 

must act to engage and understand the public realm in order to take effective public 

action” (Harwood, 1996, p. 3). The Deliberative Democracy Consortium (DDC) web site 

provides definitions of deliberation and deliberative democracy that are helpful in the 

context of this project for understanding community initiatives that bring back the classic 

republican values described by Jefferson and hoped by Madison to be a primary role of 

representatives.  

Deliberation is an approach to decision-making in which citizens consider 
relevant facts from multiple points of view, converse with one another to think 
critically about options before them and enlarge their perspectives, opinions, and 
understandings. 

Deliberative democracy strengthens citizen voices in governance by including 
people of all races, classes, ages and geographies in deliberations that directly 
affect public decisions. As a result, citizens influence--and can see the result of 
their influence on--the policy and resource decisions that impact their daily lives 
and their future (Deliberative Democracy Consortium, 2008, p. 1). 
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The critics of “democracy by the people” state that “people are neither sufficiently 

informed nor sufficiently reflective to rule” (Fishkin, 2006, p. 1).  Hence, Madison had 

hoped that representatives selected by the people would deliberate policy issues. Yet 

research has shown that too often representatives are getting their information from 

public opinion polls, which have turned into ““little more than the public’s impression of 

sound bites and headlines.  And the manipulation or manufacture of those impressions 

through focus group-generated advertising and public relations campaigns has become 

a vast enterprise” (Fishkin, 2006, 1).  Public opinion polls do not represent informed 

public opinion.  Furthermore, it is difficult to obtain informed public opinion because too 

many citizens are turning “their backs on the public realm and [opting] out of the 

system…or they can choose to embrace the practices of a system they abhor” 

(Harwood, 1996, p.5).  

Although the system is struggling, Madison and Jefferson’s concepts are still 

relevant to our current circumstances.  To improve our political condition, we need to 

consider how Madison and Jefferson’s concepts of government can be refined and 

expanded to bring about a more satisfactory democracy and living condition for citizens, 

particularly concepts relating to process and the roles of citizens and government in 

shaping policy. How can citizens give informed opinions to their representatives?  How 

might deliberation refine and enlarge public views?   

The San Juan Plan Revision is an example of government working with citizens 

to shape policies that affect the common good.  From an agency perspective, it is hoped 

that increasing public involvement will reduce litigation, produce better and more easily 

implemented plans, and build relationships with stakeholders (Turley, 2006, p. 55). In the 

case of the Forest Service, charged with developing a land management plan for lands 

that belong to the public, it is in both the public and agency’s interests and benefit to 
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work together more efficiently and effectively, to improve communication, to facilitate the 

flow of ideas, and to implement the best land management possible.  

Controversy has been an inherent factor of the very diverse values of the 
American public. …where the balance lies, for a multiple use system, 
cannot be found through even the best science.  It can only be found 
through working with the various constituencies who care about their 
public lands (Zwight, 2004, p. 29).  
 
Simply put, people are connected to the land that sustains them. It is the care 

and concern for the land that provides a forum for bringing together interested citizens to 

engage in face-to-face conversation about how those lands are managed.  Communities 

working together to improve social and natural resource conditions is a demonstration of 

the “the public thing,” the civic governance and face-to-face politics that describe classic 

values of democracy.  
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Plans are nothing; planning is everything.—Dwight D. Eisenhower, 34th President of the 
United States 
 
 

Chapter 3 

Research Questions and Methodology 

This research project is designed to reflect on the lessons learned from the San 

Juan Plan Revision (SJPR) collaborative public involvement process. There is significant 

contemporary research about public participation models, in general and specific to 

forest planning. This research project builds upon contemporary research about public 

participation in forest planning and aims to identify key elements of the SJPR public 

participation process and structure that were effective for managing information and 

using public input in land management planning. Examples from the SJPR process are 

described in relation to forest planning collaboration models and are based on my 

personal observations and perspective as the plan revision team leader.   

Being the Team Leader for the Plan Revision, I have a lot of insight on the 

process.  However, given the obvious bias my observation alone would have on the 

research, I am utilizing the findings from recent forest planning and collaboration 

research papers to frame and support my observations, including: 1) the Collaborative 

Learning approach developed by Steven E. Daniels and Gregg B. Walker (2001); 2) the 

findings from the recent 2005 publication, “The utilization of collaborative processes in 

forest planning,”  by Sam Burns and Antony Cheng (2005); and 3) another recent forest 

planning and collaboration study in 2006 by Roxanne Turley, “USDA Forest Service Plan 

Revision under the 2005 Planning Rule: Recommendations for Improving Public 

Participation and Collaboration.”  Burns and Cheng’s (2005) research paper developed 

for the Forest Service is very comprehensive in its findings, covering everything from 

agency capacity, community capacity, social and historical influences, to process design, 
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collaboration attributes, and findings. (Burns & Cheng, 2005, p. 34-76).  Turley’s (2006) 

research scope was more focused, but her findings overlapped with Burns and Cheng’s 

(2005) findings. Her project’s recommendations were based on the themes of: 

collaboration methods, structure, and endurance of the plan revision, and relationships 

and trust.  

Using the San Juan Plan Revision (SJPR) public involvement process as my 

case study, this research paper addresses the following research questions:  

• How was the SJPR process sustained an eight month collaborative study 

process with the public?  

• How was the planning process improved by public involvement?  

• How was public input used and able to influence decision making? and 

• What were the benefits, barriers, and frustrations with the process? 

 

The San Juan Plan Revision (SJPR) information and data used in this research 

project are public information and the property of the San Juan Public Lands Center. 

Use of the SJPR information and data in this research paper has been approved by 

Thurman Wilson, San Juan Public Lands Center Associate Manager and Plan Revision 

Project Leader.  Information and data specific to the San Juan Plan Revision Study 

Groups is public information and available on the San Juan Plan Revision website: 

http://ocs.fortlewis.edu/forestplan  Findings are also based upon my experience, i.e., my 

observation as a participant observer of the process. Since June 2004, I have served as 

the facilitator and coordinator for the SJPR study groups and currently as the Team 

Leader for the San Juan Interdisciplinary Planning Team.    

What I have to offer the field of collaboration and public involvement in forest 

planning is a unique perspective, one that is untrained, that is, without bias to a 
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professional planning career, and without bias to an agency history or agenda. I have 

been involved in the San Juan plan revision since 1995 when the San Juan National 

Forest began their revision until Congress halted all planning while the 1982 Planning 

Regulations were revised.  Throughout my time with the plan revision I have served as 

contact person for information about the plan.  Having facilitated and managed the public 

participation processes and then serving as the Plan Revision Team Leader for the 

agency, I have had the important role of managing the development and documentation 

of both public and agency information. It is from the perspective of being the Plan 

Revision Team Leader, of longevity with the SJPL Revision, and coming from a 

community perspective rather than an agency or former planning background, that I 

provide this assessment of successes and challenges of citizen involvement in planning 

processes, and the benefits of the process and the challenges.  

 

San Juan Plan Revision and Collaboration History 

 Between 1995 and 1998 the San Juan National Forest initially began a public 

collaborative process to seek information for revising its land management plan.  An 

intensive public collaboration process was designed and implemented, known as the 

Forest Plan Revision Community Study Groups and Working Groups. This earlier phase 

of collaborative efforts has been documented and has been the focus of other research 

case studies (see Burns & Cheng 2005).    

Congress halted all forest planning in 1998 until the planning rules could be 

revised. Despite this setback, other collaborative land management initiatives on the San 

Juan have kept the public continually engaged, such as restoring ponderosa pine 

ecosystems, community wildfire protection plans, intergovernmental water issues, 

cultural site protection, aspen management, preservation of historic structures and 

scenic corridors, trail maintenance and etiquette, to name just a few. As identified by 
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Burns and Cheng (2005) in their research, the communities in southwest Colorado have 

built capacity for collaboration with the land management agencies through a series of 

collaborative projects, most occurring within the past fifteen years1 (Burns, 2001, p. 

281).   

San Ju

d 

ties 

 

y 150 attended meetings 

regular

 

uthwest 

                                                

 

an Plan Revision Community Study Groups 2005 

The plan revision was restarted on the San Juan in 2004 with a planning team 

developing a process to engage the public with helping to identify planning issues an

possible solutions.  Between January and August 2005, the San Juan Public Lands 

(SJPL) conducted a series of seven meetings in each of the three central communi

adjacent to the SJPL and hosted meetings in two other affected, yet more remote 

communities (see 2005 Community Study Group meeting schedule Appendix A).  

Participants from the 1990’s Study Group process were contacted, as well as opening 

the process to anyone interested in participating.  Approximately 450 persons signed up 

to participate or receive meeting notices and information either at the meetings or online

via the SJPR web page.  Of those 450 persons, approximatel

ly during the eight month study period. (SJPR, 2005)  

Like the study and working groups of the 1990’s, the 2005 Forest Plan 

Community Study Groups were open to whole public and the process was widely 

publicized.  In preparing for the first round of study groups in 1997, the Forest Service

had worked with the Fort Lewis College Office of Community Services (OCS) and an 

AmeriCorps member to compile vision statements of all the communities in So

Colorado. These vision statements helped the Forest Service understand the 

demographics of the area, as well as identify values, concerns, and constituents who 

 
1 This paper considers the collaborative process to revise the Wilderness Plan for the San Juan National 
Forest between 1990—1993 to be the starting point for public collaboration on the San Juan. 
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might have an interest in the forest plan revision. Additionally, a concerted effort was 

made to gather mailing lists from other community and economic development group

human service organizations, environmental groups, etc. By using extensive media

outreach, generating a broad mailing list, and working through existing community 

organizations and networks, the Forest Service was able to reach a broad audience.  As 

a result, participation in the process was diverse and representative of many commun

s, 

 

ity 

 

 in 

Commu s to  

ge 
s and vision for the future, and about the 

le which public lands play in their community and region (San Juan 

 

 learn, 

munity, and to communicate with peers and members of the public (see Appendix 

D). 

in relation to information management and application toward agency decision making.  

 

 

stakeholders. Diverse representation is critical for deliberating and finding solutions. 

 The role of the San Juan Plan Revision Study Group members, as stated

nity Study Groups Frequently Asked Questions handout (2005) wa

represent perspectives of persons locally and regionally, who are 
interested in San Juan public lands management issues; explore 
opportunities for solving common problems; contribute to review, and 
analyze social, economic, and biophysical information about the San 
Juan public lands and its surrounding communities; and share knowled
about the community, its value
ro
Public Lands Center, 2005).  

Furthermore, the essential commitment of a Study Group member was to have a 

willingness to work cooperatively with a diverse group of community members, to

to listen to each other, to share experiences regarding both public lands and the 

com

Below, design features of the Community Study Groups’ process are described 
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Figure 3.1: Landscapes used in the San Juan Plan Revision Public Meetings 

 

Landscape-based Approach:  The San Juan public lands consist of approximately 2.5 

million acres ranging from under 5,000 feet elevation to above 14,000 feet elevation.  

The San Juan public lands lie within eleven counties (although 77% are predominately 

within five counties). In order to manage the process, ensure that all the areas were 

equitably discussed, and discussed in relation to nearby communities, which tend to 

have the greatest concern and knowledge about public lands in “their back yard,” the 

planning area was subdivided into 33 place-based community landscapes 

(approximately eleven landscapes per district/field office). The landscape based 

mapping model was essential for focusing participant discussion to specific areas that 

were familiar and identifiable to local participants.  Landscapes also helped put bounds 
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on the discussion by focusing the public’s discussion and input on a manageable size of 

land that could be effectively discussed within a two hour meeting.  

Organizing forest planning collaborative processes around familiar place-based 

areas (i.e., landscapes) is one of twelve collaborative process design attributes identified 

by Burns and Cheng’s (2005) research (p. 81).  The utility of the SJPR place-based 

landscapes are also conceptually similar to the “situation mapping” technique developed 

by Daniels and Walker (2001), i.e., a “process of graphically representing a situation in 

order to create a shared and systemic understanding of it…to engage all of the 

participants in building a shared understanding of the situation…”  (p. 186).   

For the SJPL, organizing the collaborative process by landscapes was 
essential for: 

 
• managing and sharing information; 

• managing the process; 

• ensuring that all the areas were equitably discussed; 

• focusing discussion to specific areas that were familiar and identifiable to 

participants; and   

• allowing issues and perspectives to be discussed specific to places on the 

ground, as opposed to the voicing of ideological perspectives in broad brushed 

terms. 

 
Interactive Mapping Exercises 

The Study Group exercises were designed to gather information from the public 

that expressed the desired future condition for areas across the forest, primarily in terms 

of uses, appearances, and management expectations of an area. Facilitators, who were 

trained prior to the public meetings, guided small groups of eight to twelve participants 

through two interactive landscape exercises.  
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 The icon exercise was the first exercise completed for each landscape. It 

included stickers and a note sheet.  The objective of the icon exercise was to let 

participants provide information about their uses, concerns, and knowledge of resources 

within each landscape. Participants were given sheets of stickers that represented a 

variety of a) uses and activities, such as firewood cutting, hiking, snowmobiling, grazing, 

etc.; b) concerns such as cultural resource impacts, user conflicts, over-grazing, etc; c) 

outstanding features such as vistas, lakes, wildlife viewing, etc.; and d) opportunities 

such as forest restoration, Wild and Scenic River recommendations, loop trail routes, 

etc. Participants gave information by placing stickers on maps and providing more 

information on a note sheet.  Participants had the option of placing stickers upon specific 

locations on the map, or in a “general landscape comment” box located in the margin of 

the landscape map. Clusters of icons within a specific area on the map highlighted “hot 

spots” or areas where there was great public use or interest.  Often these were areas 

where multiple activities or uses occur and where the public typically had different 

preferences for how the areas should be managed.  The icon exercise gave participants 

an alternative to making verbal comments for giving input. 
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Figure 3.2: Icon Exercise Primary Use Sticker Sheet Figure 3.3: Icon Exercise Note Sheet 

                           

Theme Exercise 

After completing the icon exercise for a landscape, the public would complete the 

Theme exercise for each landscape. The theme exercise utilized a set of eight 

management themes that described different management options ranging from areas 

where natural processes would dominate and shape the landscape to areas that would 

be intensely managed. Management themes also described the overall appearance 

desired within the area, as well as uses and activities that may occur or that are 

generally suitable.  The composition of management themes within each landscape 

provided a spatial understanding of where management activities, uses, and desired 

conditions would be emphasized. With help from facilitators and agency staff, 

participants gained an understanding of the management themes, how they differed, and 

could discuss the tradeoffs of applying different management themes to specific areas 

(see Figure 3.4 and Appendix B Management Themes).  
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Figure 3.4 Management Area Comparison 

High Use 
Recreation 
Emphasis

Highly Developed 
Areas

Natural Processes 
Dominate

Natural Landscapes with 
Limited Management Active Management

Public & Private 
Lands Intermix

Special Areas & 
Unique 

Landscapes

 

The theme exercise included a facilitated discussion, with public ideas captured 

on a flip chart by a recorder.  During the theme exercise participants would state their 

preference for a specific management theme for an area, and facilitators were tasked 

with asking the participants to describe why they preferred the stated management 

theme.  In the theme exercise the facilitators had the critical responsibility of generating, 

reinforcing, and capturing the dialogue and the exploratory thinking among the 

participants that is critical for sharing information and understanding perspectives 

(Daniels, 2001, p. 186).   

Below is an example of how participants were able to express their management 

preferences for an area with rationale. 

A. This area should be a Theme 1, not 3, because of its remoteness. Keep the 
Hermosa trail open for hiking and biking, not motorized. 

B. Hermosa: every type of recreation takes place, with the bulk of it focused on 
main trail systems. Main trail OK as a 3. The largely roadless area on either side 
of trail should be managed as a 1 to keep it in the state it’s in, with grazing still 
allowed. 
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C. Consider changing lower Hermosa to a 4, as it will continue to be a high 
recreation use area, including Stony Gulch. 

D. Keep it as a 3 since grazing requires some infrastructure, such as development 
of springs. Recreation opportunities might be hurt if it were made a 1. 

Study Group Theme Comments for Hermosa, La Plata, 
and Wild Oats; Columbine Meeting 3/30/'05 

 

In the example, statements A and B are advocating that the area remain 

undeveloped, non-motorized, and free from human management -- a place where 

natural processes shape and manage the land. Whereas, statement D advocates for an 

MA 3, which has an unaltered landscape, but would allow for some management for 

restoration purposes, and would allow motorized recreation in the area. Statement C 

suggests an MA 4 in order to prioritize recreation as the dominant purpose of the area.  

(See appendix B for a description of management themes.)  The agency was able to 

place these different management ideas into different alternatives and analyze the 

positive and negative consequences in the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), 

which was later provided to the public for review.  After the public had completed the 

theme exercises for all the landscapes, all the various theme possibilities were mapped 

and presented to the public at the last meeting.  The point was to demonstrate that 

public input was being heard and used.   

Before the icon or theme exercises were conducted at public meetings, they 

were first completed by the District/Field Office staff.  In the agency hierarchy, the 

District/Field Office staff are more directly involved with the public and managing specific 

resources within smaller administrative units on the San Juan Public Lands. By having 

district staff complete the icon and theme exercises first, it allowed them to buy-into and 

contribute to the public involvement process.  District information generated from the 

icon exercise was used to generate a one-page information sheet about the landscape 

for participants.  Often, participants are very familiar with some areas of the forest and 
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not so familiar with others.  The landscape information sheets were helpful when 

participants were not familiar with the landscape being discussed (see Figure 4 below).  

Figure 3.5: Agency Landscape Information Sheet 

 

Figure 3.6: Public Input Landscape Summary  
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 With regard to theme mapping, the District staff began by reviewing the existing 

management themes within a landscape.  Given their knowledge about public uses, 

resource values and concerns, they made changes to the management themes and 

boundaries.  The District’s modified management themes were then presented to the 

public for discussion and modification. 

For the SJPR collaborative process, the icon exercise was essential for: 
 

• Capturing a great deal of public information about an area within a short amount 

of time (approximately thirty-to-forty-five minutes).  

• Allowing all participants’ views to be considered equally and minimizing the 

potential for certain people to dominate the conversation. 

• Diffusing public tension and grand standing.  (Land management issues can be 

very emotional for some participants.  Allowing people to be heard is important, 

but at times, participants can try to dominate the conversation or divert the 

meeting objectives to solely focus on their concern.  The Icon exercise was a tool 

that meeting facilitators could use to politely direct citizen concerns to specific 

locations on the map and allow them to put in their own words their concerns or 

desires on the note sheet, without letting individuals dominate the meeting);  

• Visually depicting participant uses, concerns, and knowledge about an area.  

Participants often had conversations about their sticker placements with one 

another and agency staff, which generated learning and information sharing. 

 
 

For the SJPL collaborative process, the theme exercise was essential for: 
• Increasing understanding among participants. By providing their rationale for 

particular management theme in an area, participants had the opportunity to hear 

and consider one another’s reason for their choices. “People walk out of a 
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session ‘more informed than when they walked in.’ It doesn’t mean that they 

have changed their minds about anything. It just means that their breadth of 

knowledge has increased because they have been with other people from 

different walks of life who have added some things to think about.” (Burns and 

Cheng, 2005, p. 31; quote from Forest Service staff).  

• Highlighting areas of the forest where management direction was generally 

agreed upon by participants, and areas where there was a range of management 

preferences. In capturing this information using management themes, the SJPL 

was able to directly use public input to draft land management alternatives. 

• Helping the public provide input useful at a planning level.  Too often public input 

is dominated by their position on an issue (e.g., motorized uses should not be 

allowed), and by their desire to discuss projects and the details of 

implementation.  Although specifics are important, such information is too 

detailed for inclusion in comprehensive land management plans, which broadly 

speaking, make land allocation decisions (i.e., management themes), articulate 

desired conditions and generally suitable uses for an area, and resource goals 

and objectives.   

Vision and Niche Exercise 

 Study group participants spent six and a half meetings completing the icon and 

theme exercises for the landscapes across the forest. It was not until the end of the 

public input/scoping process that the vision for the San Juan Public Lands was 

discussed.  Having spent six months discussing public lands with one another, 

participants had a good foundation of information and understanding of the issues, 

preferences, concerns, activities, etc. on the SJPL.  The agency began by drafting a 

vision and niche for the SJPL with interdisciplinary resource specialists and leadership 
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team (upper management).  These ideas were then prepared for review and input by the 

public.  

 The public exercise and discussion about the vision for the SJPL was 

approached by seeking input on the “niche,” of the SJ, i.e., out of all the national forest 

and BLM areas in the region and the nation, what is unique or sets the SJ apart from the 

others? Eight unique and important niche categories developed by the agency were 

presented to participants (see Appendix C SJPL Desired Future Exercise).  After 

reviewing information, small facilitated groups were asked: “with regard to the 

characteristics presented, what is your desired future and related opportunities for the 

SJPL over the next 10-15 years?”  And, “with regard to the next 15 years, are there 

additional characteristics that need to be considered or should some of the listed 

characteristics be re-evaluated” (SG Meeting six agenda)?   

 The ideas generated from all the small group discussions were compiled and 

presented at the following meeting on large posters in bulleted sentences.  Participants 

were given sticky notes to write comments upon, which were then stuck near the 

statements, i.e., participants were given another opportunity to react to and clarify 

statements.  Input from the vision and niche exercise was used to shape the vision and 

niche statement that appears in the Draft Land Management Plan.  

For the SJPL collaborative process, the vision and niche exercise was 
essential for: 

 
• Drafting the vision and niche for the SJPL; 

• Providing a means of checking or validating the planning issues; 

• Process-wise, the SJPL found that completing a vision exercise with the public at 

the end of a series of interactive learning and sharing meetings to be more 

effective, than beginning the process with a visioning exercise. By structuring the 

vision exercise at the end, participants had the benefit of incorporating what they 
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had learned about the resource conditions, activities, uses, and concerns into 

their thoughts about vision and niche.  
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Everyone likes progress; it’s change that they don’t like.—Mark Twain 
 

Chapter Four 

Findings 

 
This chapter explores the findings of the SJPR process, including: 

• how the SJPR process sustained an eight month collaborative study process 

with the public;  

• how the planning process was improved by public involvement;  

• how the public input was used and influenced decision making; and 

• what the benefits, barriers, and frustrations were with the process. 

 
In considering the benefits of the process, it is important to explore what about 

the process compelled 150 public citizens to stay engaged for eight months?  Based on 

my observation, important factors that kept the public participating included: the 

interactive Study Group exercises and discussions; the agency’s demonstrations of 

accountability and transparency with information; and shared decision making with 

regard to the Study Group process.   

Study Group meetings were structured to present agency ideas to the public and 

then solicit public reaction and alternative ideas.  Presenting an idea gave the public a 

starting point.  With regard to land management planning decisions, the agencies came 

with an idea of how to manage different areas of the 2.5 million acres and asked the 

public for their reaction and ideas for improvement.  The interactive exercises engaged 

the public in sharing what they knew as opposed to the agency presenting information 

(i.e., talking at) the public. The exercises also included facilitated discussions wherein 

citizens explained their reason for their management preferences.   The discussion was 
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facilitated to bring out key points and identify reasons for those points, which allowed for 

understanding and overall civic learning. 

With regard to issues and problem areas the agencies essentially said, “here’s 

what we think the problems are and we think we have some ideas for how to manage 

the areas, but we want to hear your ideas” (D. Baker, personal communication, May, 

2006). The agencies’ transparency in describing the process and with information 

illustrated their sincere request for the public to share in finding solutions to the complex 

environmental, social, and economic problems. By disseminating copies of summarized 

public comments from the previous meeting, the Forest Service illustrated its 

commitment to listen and take serious public comments and suggestions.   

The careful management of information and accurate representation of the range 

of public concerns and discussion points helped build agency credibility with the public, 

specifically that the agency was committed to the process and using public ideas.  In 

these ways, the process allowed for information sharing, discussion and time for the 

public to begin to grapple with the complexities of the issues and possible solutions.   

More importantly, the design of the 2005 study group process for the San Juan 

Plan Revision yielded information that was directly used in the Draft Land Management 

Plan (DLMP) and Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). The theme exercise 

yielded four alternatives for the agency to analyze in the DEIS.  The alternatives 

analyzed were more acceptable to most of the public because they could recognize and 

understand them, since they had worked with the management themes in the study 

group meetings.  

Below are theme maps that were developed largely from the Study Groups and 

used in the DEIS.  
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Figure 4.1: Alternative Management Maps Developed from Public Input 

 

The colors on the maps above represent management themes (see appendix B 

for an overview of Management Areas).  Each Alternative map represents the same 

geographic area.  The composition of management themes (i.e., the composition of 

colors) change by alternative. Alternative A represents current management.  Alternative 

B represents the agency’s preferred alternative.  This alternative represents the 

agencies’ draft alternative modified by study group and public input.  Alternatives C and 

D represent additional ideas suggested by the study groups and public that are 

reasonable and are included in the DEIS analysis.  Without an understanding of the 

management themes, one can look at the map and identify areas where the theme is the 
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same across all alternatives. For example, in the maps above the lighter blue color 

represents currently designated wilderness.  These Wilderness areas have already been 

established by Congress with management direction.  Hence, across all alternatives, 

these areas are consistently represented by light blue.   Similarly, any area across 

alternatives B, C, and D where there the management theme (or color) stays consistent 

represents indicates that the management direction in those areas is fairly agreed upon.  

(Alternative A is current management, hence B, C, and D are the action alternatives that 

represent new ideas as opposed to current management.) For example, many of the 

Management Theme 7 areas—Public and Private Lands Intermix (orange), stay 

consistent across Alternatives B, C, and D.  The composition of Management Theme 

5—Active Forest Management areas (green), is similar across Alternatives B, C, and D, 

yet different in just a couple key “issue” areas.  

One of the most noticeable differences in the maps is the difference in 

composition of dark blue across the Alternatives. This represents a couple of issues: a) 

different preferences for how roadless areas should be managed; b) different ideas for 

how many and which areas should be recommended to Congress for wilderness; and c) 

differences in areas where motorized recreation should be allowed. Hence, the study 

groups helped identify the issues the agency should analyze and identified the 

geographic areas where the issues are most prevalent.  In these ways the exercises 

were effective at focusing the alternatives for analysis, which is called for in Council on 

Environmental Quality regulation 1505.5 in order to reduce delays.  “Agencies shall 

reduce delay by… (d) Using the scoping process for an early identification of what are 

and what are not the real issues” (Sec. 1501.7). The SJPR study groups were an 

extensive scoping process that yielded information about the issues and where those 

issues occurred geographically. In doing so, the public helped the agency identify the 

issues and focus their analysis to specific locations.  
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Managing Information 

Managing information is critical to the accountability of the process.  The 

Dialogues in Democracy project at Stanford University (2007) has demonstrated that 

information gain drives opinion change.  Results from one of the national experiment 

projects shows that “once people talk about the issues and become more informed 

about them, they change their views in significant, and sometimes surprising, ways” 

(Center for Deliberative Democracy, 2007, p. 1).  The concepts of information gain and 

dialogue are central to deliberative democracy.  Deliberative Democracy is the process 

of “strengthening citizen voices in governance by including people…in deliberations that 

directly affect public decisions” (Alliance for Regional Stewardship).   

 The SJPR Study Groups exercises were aimed at sharing information and 

gathering information from the public that would be useful in drafting the land 

management plan.  The concept of citizen learning and problem solving are not new, 

and in fact, can be traced back to the Jeffersonian concept of civic engagement.  In 

more recent times, Daniel and Walker (2001) have coined the term “collaborative 

learning” as “the potential for mutual learning through public involvement activities” 

(Daniels and Walker, 2001, p. 263).  In designing the SJPR study group exercises, 

careful attention was paid to how information was presented, gathered, compiled, 

disseminated, reviewed, and revised.  

 

Present information in manageable and comprehendible amounts   

 The landscape approach limited the scope of study for each meeting to a 

manageable and comprehendible amount.  Preparing information and materials for each 

meeting took time.  However, the landscapes at least focused the preparation need.  
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Dry Runs and Pre-meetings   

Having the agency complete the icon and theme exercise for each landscape 

served to not only prepare information sheets for the public, but it also served as a “dry 

run of the meeting” for conducting the exercise with the public.    Pre-meetings were held 

the hour before each public meeting with the agency staff and the facilitators.  This was 

important for familiarizing everyone with the landscapes for the evening’s exercise, and 

more importantly, for agency and facilitators to discuss anticipated issues or conflicts 

anticipated to arise during the meeting.  The dry runs and pre-meetings were an 

interactive way of preparing and training agency staff for the collaborative public 

meetings.  Helping agency staff get prepared and feel comfortable for a public meeting is 

critical, especially considering the turbulent history the agency has had with the public, 

e.g., the history of litigation.  

 

 

Capturing Public Input  

Participants provided information spatially on maps and in written form.  Ideas 

were also captured on flip charts by recorders during small group discussion.  All of this 

information was typed and entered into a geo-database (i.e., connecting comments to 

mapped locations).  A summary of public information was prepared, both spatially 

(mapped) and in written form.  These public input summaries were then disseminated at 

the next meeting and available on the web.  Having public information summarized by 

the next meeting allowed the public to review what had been captured, demonstrated to 

the public that their ideas were being heard, and kept the process moving forward.  Most 

importantly, it demonstrated the agency’s commitment to gather and use public ideas, 

which in turn helped build public trust in the process. Documenting public input is critical 

to information management.  For the SJPR process, a meeting of 80 to 100 participants 
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required ten facilitators, ten recorders, and included approximately ten agency 

personnel, i.e., the process was time and staff intensive. 

 

Communicating Information  

The San Juan Plan Revision (SJPR) developed a forest planning web page for 

keeping the public informed of the process.  The web page provided an easy sign up 

process for citizens to join the study group process and/or to receive notifications about 

the processes.  All meeting materials (information sheets, maps, public input summaries, 

and maps) were available on the web page, as well as related background information 

and literature.  Additionally, participants could provide information via the web page, an 

element of the process design that provided an option for the public to contribute if they 

missed a meeting.  The web page was essential for facilitating exchange of information, 

disseminating information, keeping the public informed, and provided another venue for 

participating in the process.  However, due to not everyone having access to the web, it 

was still important for the SJPR to mail meeting notices and updates to participants 

without web access. 

 

Series of meetings   

The SJPR involved a series of seven monthly public meetings.  For six of the 

meetings, participants completed the icon and theme exercises for each of the 

landscapes (i.e., areas) of the public lands.  The value of having a series of public 

meetings is that it allowed for relationships to be built among participants, agency staff, 

and facilitators/recorders.  Participants got better at discussing ideas with each other, 

which is important because even “under the best of circumstances, [collaboration] taxes 

our collective ability to communicate competently, to debate constructively and to 

explore thoroughly” (Daniels, 2001, p 11). More importantly, the series of meetings 
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provided an opportunity for collaborative learning to occur, in that it allowed for 

“participants to generate a complex understanding of the cause and effect relationships 

in a situation” (Daniels, 2001, p 195).  As with all public issues, public land management 

issues are very complex.  If diverse factions of the public are to have a chance at 

discussing and exploring solutions to community problems, a safe environment must be 

fostered, and information must be made available and openly discussed and reviewed, 

with all perspectives explaining the reasons and expectations of their ideas.  This cannot 

be established in one meeting.  It requires a series of meetings and a core of routine 

participants in the process 

 

Constructing Clear Public Involvement Expectations 

  Burns and Cheng (2005), as well as Turley (2006) identify the importance of 

constructing clear collaborative expectations.  Participants’ lack of clarity about their role 

in the process and lack of understanding of about how their input would influence 

decision making or be used in the decision making process was a noted area of 

disappointment in Turley (2006) and  Burns and Cheng’s (2005) forest planning and 

collaboration research.  

 The SJPR process did not spend too much time discussing the roles of study 

group members.  Although it was mentioned in the opening remarks of the first meeting, 

the SJPR process developed a “Community Study Groups Frequently Asked Questions” 

information sheet to describe Study Group Member responsibilities, commitments, how 

long the study process would be, how the SJPR would use the work of the Study 

Groups, among other questions (see Appendix D).  The Frequently Asked Questions 

was part of a folder of information that was provided to all SG participants at the 

beginning of the first meeting. Other background materials in the folder included: SJPR 

Time Line, What a Forest Plan or Resource Management Plan DOES and DOES NOT 
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Do, San Juan Public Lands Annual Report Excerpts, an Agenda for Meeting One, and 

Landscape Profile information sheet for the first landscapes to be discussed.  By 

preparing an introductory folder for the Study Groups with background and process 

information, the SJPR directed such information to be reviewed by the participants at 

their leisure.  Participants could, and did, ask questions about the process, but answers 

were brief in the interest of “getting down to working around the maps”.  The planning 

team that designed the SJPR process was intentional in minimizing the focus and 

discussion about process, roles, and outcomes, and rather, chose to immediately 

engage participants in giving input using the interactive mapping exercises.  

Setting clear expectations with the public can have a direct relationship to 

government agencies’ ability to engage the public in collaborative processes and 

building working relationships.  As the SJPR process started, there were unknowns 

about the process, such as how the new planning rule would effect the organization and 

components of what was included in the plan, what a joint plan would look like, how the 

plan would address differences among the agencies or differences among agency 

resource criteria, and where in the plan the public input would be described, etc. To 

these and other “unknowns” the SJ agency planning staff members were open and 

transparent about the uncertainties. As Dave Baker, Plan Revision Team Leader stated 

in a response to public questions, “we don’t have all the answers, but we want to have a 

better plan and a better process and we need your help to get there” (February, 2005). 

This kind of openness about the uncertainties helped reduce staff anxiety about having 

to have answers for all public questions, and it helped build relationships with the public 

because it avoided making assumptions that, if wrong, would be misleading the public.  

Moreover, public expectations need to be framed with regard to the procedural 

governance which is guiding the Forest Service and other federal government agencies, 

and causes most of the delays.  Furthermore, public involvement and decision making in 
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our democratic system are slow processes that require long-term commitment.  As 

Richard Hardwood stated, when engaging the public in finding solutions to our problems, 

we need to “level with the people about what it will take and how long it will take” 

(Harwood, 2008) 

 

Focus Public Deliberation on Desired Conditions and the Vision 

The SJPR was most successful at engaging the public in describing the desired 

condition and activities for specific areas and the overall vision for the San Juan public 

lands. They were successful, because they yielded information that was directly used in 

the Draft Land Management Plan/Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DLMP/DEIS).  

The success of public engagement in these exercises and the utility of the input is a 

demonstration of where public participation can be best directed in decision making 

processes.  Forest planning might be expedited if public input and review were focused 

upon these aspects of the documents and leaving the “how to” specifics to the agency, 

such as the objectives and standards and guidelines.  These aspects of the plan are 

usually more technical and often provide the procedural nooses by which the agency 

hangs itself.  Deliberation of these technical components of land management 

documents could be delegated to representatives that serve on a resource-specific 

advisory boards with government resource specialists.  Land management agencies are 

already moving in this direction with the formation of such entities as the Regional 

Advisory Council, and specific to the San Juan the Intergovernmental Water Roundtable 

(for more information on the latter, go to http://ocs.fortlewis.edu/forestplan ). 
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In the unlikely story that is America, there has never been anything false about hope. 
 --Barack Obama 

 

Chapter Five 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

In Chapter Four, many process techniques were described for constructing and 

managing large controversial processes using public involvement. In summary I 

recommend the following techniques, especially for forest planning efforts, as well as 

other community collaborative efforts: 

• Diverse representation with broad outreach and multiple options for participation; 

• A series of meetings to build relationships and citizen capacity for grappling with 

complex issues; 

• A landscape-based approach to focus the discussion and possible solutions; 

• Interactive exercises that emphasize public input rather than agency 

presentations; 

• Prioritization of the management of information, including development and early 

dissemination of information materials, meticulous capturing of public input and 

investment in the resources needed to summarize public input in a timely 

fashion; 

• Preparedness: Use trained meeting facilitators, conduct “dry runs” of planned 

public meetings with agency and facilitators; and 

• Transparency: Explain the process and the objectives for public involvement, and 

as a government agency, be sure to say when you don’t know the answer and 

need the public’s help to figure it out. 

These techniques have been highlighted because of their utility in managing information, 

their ability to capture information that was usable in final decision documents, and for 
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how they enhanced the agency’s ability to be accountable and respectful to the public 

and their time investment.  

 

Shortcoming and Frustrations with the Forest Planning Collaborative Process 

Two of the greatest frustrations have been plan revision delays caused by 

agency planning rule and regulation changes (i.e., procedural government) and 

balancing competing interests among a citizenship that seldom puts the “public good” 

above their own self-interest.  Changing planning rules and regulations have resulted in 

the agency having to conduct different analyses to be in compliant with the “rule du jour”. 

There is also a time investment for staff to understand the new planning regulations.  For 

example, the San Juan Planning Team wrote a plan based on the new planning 

regulations.  However, when the drafts were reviewed by the Regional and State offices 

(i.e., the hierarchal reviews required), not all of the reviewers had a common 

understanding of what the new planning regulations required. As a result, much time 

was taken to resolve different interpretations of the new rules and receive a review that 

was not full of contradictory advice from resource specialists within the agency and 

within the hierarchy.   

However, even without changing rules and regulations, government processes 

are layered with procedural requirements, reviews, analysis, and documentation of the 

whole decision making process.  This is a result of our procedural government that 

Madison had hoped would prevent the majority from dominating and forcing its policies 

upon the minority.  Articulating these procedural delays to the public is difficult and often 

perceived as “another example of government’s incompetence”.  Thus, if all these 

procedural requirements have been put in place to protect our interest, why are we so 

dissatisfied with government policy making?   And how might it be better?   
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My recommendations for overcoming these misunderstandings with the public 

include: continuing and improving collaborative decision making processes, and 

prioritizing the development of a land ethic (Leopold, 1949), and a common good ethic in 

our society.  

MY RECOMMENDATIONS 

Specific to land management planning and the SJPR, I think the collaborative 

process could have been enhanced if the Study Groups were afforded a stronger role 

and a more deliberative role in the final decision. Increasing local collaborative efforts’ 

influence in the actual decision making would likely increase citizen participation and 

result in policies more acceptable to the public.  

In the case of forest planning, and specifically the SJPR, the Study Groups had a 

lot of influence in drafting the alternatives that would be analyzed.  This is significant, as 

public input helped the agency identify the issues needing analysis and even identified 

the locations where the issues were predominant, and the public provided a range of 

options for addressing those issues.  In essence, the Study Groups’ role might be best 

described as an “advisory” role, in that they “advised” the agency on what alternatives 

should be analyzed. However, this was pretty much the end of the public’s collaborative 

efforts.   

Once the alternatives were analyzed and published in the Draft Environmental 

Impact Statement, the process became very formal. As required by laws and agency 

policy, the Draft Land Management Plan and Draft Environmental Impact Statement 

were published (i.e., the required documents that resulted from the SJPR Study Group 

process). The public was notified of their availability and that they had 90-days to 

comment on the drafts.  

In other words, the public is given 90 days to put their comments in writing, which 

the agency will in turn, respond to and publish the comments and responses in the Final 
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Environmental Impact Statement. This formal process does not leave any room for 

collaboration with the public, let alone communication.   

Furthermore, some interest groups, particularly those with economic or 

proprietary information, still prefer to use their formal legal procedures for participating in 

the process rather than open public involvement processes. These interest groups are 

used to getting their share of the pie through formal legal measures.  This is frustrating 

since a broad representation of the public spent time deliberating with one another to 

understand all perspectives and explore solutions.  The perpetuation of using legal 

methods to influence decision making is diminishing the potential of public involvement 

and collaborative efforts.   

The same can be said for political influences that direct changes to be made to 

solutions recommended by the public through time consuming deliberations.  It is a great 

disappointment to the many citizens who committed their time and energy to discuss 

solutions, when an interest group uses legal methods to negate the process by 

questioning the validity or authority of decision, or when changes are made for political 

reasons unexplained to the public.  Public involvement strategies cannot be sustained if 

they are not given some leverage (i.e., legitimacy) in the process to counter political and 

legal maneuvers.   

 

Local Decision Making: A recommendation for improving the decision making process 

would be to make changes to planning policy that would provide for more local decision 

making responsibility through representation, in other words, increasing citizen 

participation and responsibility (Jeffersonian concepts) and assuring deliberation of 

diverse perspectives through representation (Madisonian concepts). Being that national 

forests are “public lands,” it is understandable that all citizens, anywhere in the nation 

should have a right to these common resources and a right to comment on the 
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management of these common, public lands. However, the problem with outside 

interests is that they often lack understanding of the inter-related social, economic, and 

environmental conditions of site-specific geographic areas.  Rather, they simply 

represent “their interest” without regard for the public good.  This dilemma is described 

by Daniel Kemmis (1990) as “communities of place and communities of interests”.  As 

stated in the 2005 Planning Rule, there must be “opportunities for the public to 

collaborate and participate openly and meaningfully in the planning process, taking into 

account discrete roles, jurisdictions, and responsibilities of interested and affected 

parties” (36 CFR 219.9a).  A case could be made that the local communities surrounding 

the public lands comprise the “interested and affected parties” that have the greatest 

stakes to be considered, and thus the process should give weight to their 

recommendations in the decision making.  This seems viable considering that most 

national industries and interest groups typically have local representatives in the area, 

for example, national groups and industries such as the Wilderness Society, Blue 

Ribbon Coalition (motorized recreation advocacy group), Trout Unlimited (backcountry 

hunter and fishermen), Cattlemen’s Association, the Sierra Club, BP, to name only a 

few.  Any national interest not locally represented could appoint a representative to 

deliberate with the local groups. National groups and industries would delegate 

responsibility to their local representatives to deliberate the issues and accordingly, they 

would honor the decision.  Such a process would eliminate uniformed interests-based 

objections, which tend to lead to litigation, prolong the process, and often result in 

unsatisfying results.  By having national groups delegate responsibility to local 

representatives and honoring the outcomes, decision-making processes would be 

tailored to appropriately address the communities’ needs and desires, and citizens would 

have an increased ownership and acceptance for the resulting decision.   
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Civic Literacy and Education: By engaging the public in collaboratively working with 

government and learning how decisions are made, we have the potential to reduce 

public’s mistrust and blame of the government.  More importantly, collaborative 

processes encourage deliberation that will help build an informed citizenry. Processes 

that facilitate information sharing and engaging citizens in finding solutions to common 

problems allow citizens to become engaged in the complexities of the issues.  When 

citizens are engaged in an issue and provided information and the opportunity to discuss 

perspectives, they become not only informed about that particular issue, but they also 

learn about government agencies decision making processes.  In this way, the public 

can have a context for understanding our procedural government and the resulting 

barriers and delays that have been put in place to “protect our interest”. As communities 

build their civic literacy and capacity, they will be better able to find solutions for 

improving the procedural and representative government. Additionally, civics education 

in K-12 needs to be prioritized and presented in a way that engages young adults in 

learning about democracy, the importance of their engagement, and how they can 

influence decisions that affect them.  

 

Prioritizing a Land Ethic and Individual Commitment to the Public Good: Public 

involvement processes like the San Juan Plan Revision Study Groups are important 

steps for building a civic literacy and re-engaging citizens in the public realm.  However, 

we also need to bring about a social value for decisions and actions that are for the 

public good.  With regard to natural resources, the public good can be thought of in 

terms of making decisions that protect our water, soil, air, etc. Given our dependence on 

natural resources to sustain life, there is a clear incentive to prioritize this common good 

over our self interests.  Aldo Leopold (1949) described the need for a land ethic to reflect 
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“the existence of an ecological conscience, and this in turn reflects a conviction of 

individual responsibility for the health of the land.  Health is the capacity of the land for 

self-renewal.  Conservation is our effort to understand and preserve this capacity” (in 

Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. 464).  However, he also described how economic self-

interest has governed our land use ethics to our detriment.  “Perhaps the most serious 

obstacle impeding the evolution of a land ethic is the fact that our educational and 

economic system is headed away from, rather than toward, an intense consciousness of 

land” (Leopold in Dolbeare & Cummings, 2004, p. 465).  As long as economics and self-

interests dominate our land management decisions, agencies like the Forest Service will 

continuously be caught between addressing special interests and getting very little 

accomplished on the ground. 

The greatness of America is in its ability to adapt and overcome challenges.  

Considering “government for the people and by the people,” I think down deep, most 

Americans realize any real or perceived shortcomings of government can only be 

corrected with increased public involvement and oversight.  Not to mention that it is 

unsatisfactory and unacceptable to simply blame others for our problems or feel 

powerless to change them.   

For more than two centuries American politics have held fundamental values but 

also faced reform (Dolbeare & Cummings, year, p. xxiv).  The recent president elect, 

Barack Obama, built his campaign on the concepts of hope and change, using 

compelling phrases such as, “I’m asking you to believe not in my ability to bring about 

real change in Washington.  I’m asking you to believe in yours,” and “Now is the time 

we’ve been waiting for; to take the country into our own hands and create what it means 

to us; to transform the society”  (Obama, 2008). In these phrases, Barack Obama is 

sharing the responsibility of fixing America’s problems and asking the public to own the 

responsibility of the change we want.  The resurgence of public involvement, civic 
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learning, deliberation and other foundational concepts of democracy is the unavoidable 

calling of every US citizen to question what role they can play, and have responsibility to 

play, in shaping policy for the common good bringing and about the change we want to 

see in the world.  
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Appendix A: Community Study Groups Meeting Schedule 
 

 
 

Community Study Groups Schedule (7/05/05) 
 

Dolores District Study Group 
Dist Pre 
Meeting 

Study Group 
Meeting Date 

Icon Exercise Landscapes Theme Exercise Landscapes 

1/10/05 1/20/05 Upper Dolores & Mesas --- 
2/3/05 2/17/05 Big Glade & Boggy Upper Dolores & Mesas 
3/11/05 3/17/05 Haycamp & Mancos-Cherry Cr. Big Glade and Boggy 
3/30/05 4/14/05 Dove Creek, McPhee, and Cortez Haycamp; Mancos-Cherry Cr. 
5/5/05 5/18/05 Slick Rock, Dry Cr. & Disappointment Dove Creek, McPhee, Cortez 
6/16/05 6/29/05 --- Slick Rock, Dry Cr.; Disappt. 
7/18/05 8/4/05 Wrap up meeting 

** June 7, 2005 Meeting in Norwood to discuss Disappointment, Dry Creek and Slick Rock Landscapes. 
 
Columbine District Study Group 

Dist Pre 
Meeting 

Meeting Date Icon Exercise Landscapes Theme Exercise Landscapes 

1/14/05 1/25/05 Lakes & Missionary --- 
2/8/05 2/22/05 Hermosa, Wild Oats, La Plata Lakes & Missionary 
3/7/05 3/30/05 Durango and Mayhan Hermosa, Wild Oats, & La Plata 
4/8/05 4/21/05 Beaver Meadows & HD’s Durango and Mayhan 
5/10/05 5/24/05 Weminuche, Silverton & Animas  Beaver Meadows & HD’s 
6/2/05 6/15/05 --- Weminuche, Silverton & Animas  
7/26/05 8/11/05 Wrap up meeting 

** June 28, 2005 Meeting in Silverton to discuss Silverton Landscape. 
 
Pagosa District Study Group 

Dist Pre 
Meeting 

Meeting Date Icon Exercise Landscapes Theme Exercise Landscapes 

1/12/05 1/27/05 Williams --- 
2/4/05 2/24/05 Turkey & Ute Williams 
3/14/05 3/31/05 Mosca and Piedra Turkey and Ute 
4/18/05 4/28/05 Wolf Creek and Pagosa Mosca and Piedra 
5/16/05 5/26/05 Square Top, South San Juan and 

Weminuche 
Wolf Creek and Pagosa 

6/24/05 6/30/05 --- Square Top, South San Juan and 
Weminuche 

7/27/05 8/2/05 Wrap up meeting 
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Appendix B: Management Area Theme descriptions excerpt from the Draft 
Environmental Impact Statement  
 
Management emphasis, the desired level of development, and the suitability for different 
resource uses and activities varies from location to location across the planning area. To 
aid in the scoping and planning process, areas within the planning area have been 
allocated to one of eight management areas (MAs). These MAs range from areas where 
natural processes dominate and shape the landscape to areas that are intensely 
managed. MAs are intended to describe the overall appearance desired within the area, 
as well as the uses and activities that may occur. Briefly, the eight different MAs are 
described below: 
 
• MA 1 - Natural Processes Dominate: Areas allocated under this MA would include 
relatively pristine lands where natural ecological processes operate free from human 
influences. Succession, fire, insects, disease, floods, and other natural processes and 
disturbance events shape the composition, structure, and landscape pattern of the 
vegetation. These areas would continue to contribute significantly to ecosystem and 
species diversity and sustainability. They would also continue to serve as habitat for 
fauna and flora, wildlife corridors, reference areas, primitive recreation sites, and places 
for people seeking natural scenery and solitude. Roads and human structures would be 
absent and management activities would be limited on MA 1 lands. In most case, 
motorized travel and equipment would be prohibited. MA 1s would include designated 
Wilderness, WSAs, the Piedra Area, and other non-designated lands where the desired 
condition would be to maintain the undeveloped natural character of the landscape. 
 
• MA 2 - Special Areas and Unique Landscapes: Areas allocated under this MA would 
include areas possessing one or more special feature, or characteristic, that would make 
them and their management unique from other areas within the planning area. MA 2s 
would include Research Natural Areas (RNAs), Areas of Critical Environmental Concern 
(ACECs), Wild Horse Herd Management Area, Archaeological Areas, Habitat 
Management Areas (HMAs), Botanical Areas, and other unique areas that have a mix of 
special features and uses. In general, MA 2s would be managed in order to protect 
and/or enhance their unique characteristics and, as such, management intensity and 
suitability would vary by each area.  
 
• MA 3 - Natural Landscapes with Limited Management: Areas allocated under this 
MA would include relatively unaltered lands where natural ecological processes operate 
mostly free from human influences. Succession, fire, insects, disease, floods, and other 
natural processes and disturbance events would continue to predominantly shape the 
composition, structure, and landscape pattern of the vegetation (although management 
activities might also have an influence). These areas would continue to contribute to 
ecosystem and species diversity and sustainability, and to serve as habitat for fauna and 
flora, wildlife corridors, reference areas, primitive and semi-primitive recreation sites, and 
places for people seeking natural scenery and solitude. Roads and human structures 
would be present, although uncommon. Management activities would be allowed, but 
would be limited in MA 3s. They would be reserved primarily for restoration purposes 
brought about by natural disturbance events and/or by past management actions. 
Management activities could include restoration of ecological conditions or habitat 
components; prescribed fire; wildland fire use; salvage logging following fire, insect 
epidemics, or a wind event; hazardous fuels reduction; invasive species reduction; etc. 
Temporary road construction and motorized equipment could be used in order to 
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achieve desired conditions; however, most roads would be closed upon project 
completion. Motorized and non-motorized recreation opportunities would exist, and 
livestock grazing would occur on many of these lands. 
 
• MA 4 - High-Use Recreation Emphasis: Areas allocated under this MA would include 
places where recreation would be managed in order to provide a wide variety of 
opportunities and experiences to a broad spectrum of visitors. The area allocations 
would be associated with, and would often provide access to, popular destinations, 
transportation corridors, scenic byways, scenic vistas, lakes, and/or streams. These 
areas tend to be altered, but would also include some more undeveloped places, such 
as backcountry travel corridors. In MA 4s, visitors could expect to see a wide range of 
human activities and development including roads, trails, interpretive sites, 
campgrounds, trailheads, fences, mountain bikes, and day-use facilities. Motorized and 
non-motorized activity would be common. Natural ecological processes and disturbance 
agents, including succession and fire, would often be influenced by humans on most of 
these lands. Resource uses (such as livestock grazing, timber management, wildlife 
management, etc.) might occur in conjunction with surrounding recreation and scenic 
objectives. 
 
• MA 5 - Active Management (commodity production to meet multiple use goals): 
Areas allocated under this MA would include multiple-use areas where active 
management would occur in order to meet a variety of social, economic, and/or 
ecological objectives. These areas would be easily accessible, occurring mostly on 
roaded landscapes and on gentle terrain. These would include lands where timber 
harvesting, oil and gas activities, and intensive livestock grazing would occur, and would, 
as a result, influence the composition, structure, and landscape pattern of the 
vegetation. Natural ecological processes and disturbance agents, including succession 
and fire, would be influenced by humans on many of these lands. A mosaic of vegetation 
conditions would often be present, with some showing the effects (impacts) of past 
management activities, and others appearing predominantly natural. These areas would 
continue to contribute to ecosystem and species diversity, and to serve as habitat for 
fauna and flora. Visitors in MA 5s could expect to see a wide range of human activities, 
development, and management investments (including roads, trails, fences, corrals, 
stock ponds, timber harvesting equipment, oil and gas wells, mountain bikes, and/or 
livestock). Maintenance of past and current investments is anticipated to be continued 
for future management opportunities. Motorized and non-motorized recreation 
opportunities would be easily accessed by the relatively dense network of roads found 
on these lands. Hiking trails would provide access for visitors who could expect contact 
with others. Developed recreational facilities that provide user comfort, and resource 
protection would be present.  
 
• MA 6 - Grasslands: This MA does not occur in the SJPL planning area. 
 
• MA 7 - Public and Private Lands Intermix: Areas allocated under this MA would 
include places where public lands are in close proximity to private lands (in such a 
manner that coordination with communities and local governments would be essential in 
order to balance the needs of both parties). MA 7s would often be associated with towns 
and cities, as well as with the houses, structures, people, and values associated with 
them. Visitors in MA 7s could expect to see a wide range of human activities and 
development (including roads, trails, fences, signs, mountain bikes, ATVs, pets, and/or 
livestock). The close proximity of these areas to private lands would make them a priority 
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for fuels and vegetation treatments in order to reduce wildfire hazards. The “backyard” or 
rural recreation setting provided by many of these lands would be an amenity to the 
active lifestyles and quality of life for local residents. Hiking and biking could be common 
activities. These areas would continue to contribute to ecosystem and species diversity, 
and to serve as habitat for fauna and flora. Winter range for deer and elk would continue 
to be a common component of MA 7s, as would seasonal closures in order to reduce 
animal disturbance. Natural ecological processes and/or disturbance agents, including 
succession and fire, would be influenced by humans on most of these lands. Land 
exchanges, acquisitions, and/or land disposals could be used in order to improve the 
intermingled land ownership patterns that are common in MA 7s. Cooperation with 
adjacent landowners and local governments would continue to be necessary in order to 
improve access and to convey roads to county jurisdictions, where appropriate. Such 
cooperation would also be necessary in order to improve the transportation network, 
protect resources, and allow authorized legitimate access to public lands. Utility and 
communication distribution lines would tend to be more common in these areas. 
 
• MA 8 - Highly Developed Areas: Areas allocated under this MA would include places 
where human activities have permanently changed the planning area, and have, in most 
cases, completely altered the composition, structure, and function (ecological processes 
and disturbance agents) of the associated ecosystems. On SJPL, these areas, which 
often provide large socioeconomic benefits, include downhill ski areas and the McPhee 
Dam and Marina. 
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Appendix C: Desired Future (Vision) Study Group Exercise 
 

San Juan Public Lands 
Desired Future Exercise  
Study Group Meeting 6 

 
 
At the National level, the Forest Service and BLM have similar missions: 
 

• Forest Service:  to sustain the health, diversity, and productivity of the Nation’s 
forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and future generations. 

 
• BLM:  to sustain the health, diversity, and productivity of the public lands for the 

use and enjoyment of present and future generations.  
 
As part of the Plan revisions, we need to describe in specific terms how the San Juan 
Public Lands can help contribute to achieving those Agency missions. We will be using 
what we learn from the community study group meetings, other public involvement, and 
conversations with our employees to do that. 
 
Forest Plans and Resource Management Plans set the overall direction for the National 
Forest and BLM lands and resources.  The Plans should articulate a vision for the future, 
identify important niches that the public lands fill, and describe desired future conditions.  
Plan direction should help guide managers in making decisions on projects and in their 
day-to-day activities. 
 
 
VISION 
 
One message that the plan revision team has heard many times, from many people is a 
desire that the San Juan Public Lands continue to function as “working lands”, meaning 
that historic uses such as livestock grazing and timber production continue at 
sustainable levels.  An equally strong message is that it is important to maintain some 
areas in a wild, or relatively pristine, condition and to maintain a high quality for scenery, 
historic and cultural resources, water, and wildlife and fisheries habitat.  Providing a 
balance of different types of recreation settings and opportunities is important to the 
people that live in southwestern Colorado, people that come here to visit, and 
businesses that support those activities. 
 
 
NICHE 
 
BLM and National Forest System lands total over 450 million acres, scattered across the 
United States.  While having some things in common, they also vary greatly.  The San 
Juan Public Lands differ from many other BLM and National Forest units in a variety of 
ways.  Some of the things that people have identified as standing out on the San Juan 
compared to most places include: 
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 Diversity of Uses/Working Lands 
 
A wide variety of activities and uses occur on the San Juan Public Lands.  These include 
both commodity uses that shaped the early history of the area such as mining, grazing, 
and timber harvest, and growing use of the area for recreation and as a scenic backdrop 
to amenity settlement in the surrounding towns.  Activities aimed at forest restoration 
and fire hazard mitigation have had increased emphasis in recent years. 
 
Diverse Landscapes 
The San Juan Public Lands range from just under 5,000 feet in elevation in the canyon 
country near the Utah border to over 14,000 in the highest peaks of the San Juan 
Mountains.  Parts of the San Juan Public Lands are in the Colorado Plateau, other parts 
in the Rocky Mountains.  Few places match this range of semi-desert and canyon lands 
to alpine.  This results in a diverse range of habitats for plants and animals, as well as 
diversity in scenery and recreation opportunities. 
 
Recreation 
 
The San Juan provides access to large areas of unconfined recreation experiences in an 
area with diverse natural settings.  This combined with the package of amenities offered 
by the local communities and the recreational opportunities found on the public lands 
makes southwestern Colorado a place where people want to live and visit. 
 
Large Expanses of Undeveloped Country 
 
The San Juan has large areas of Wilderness and other roadless, undeveloped areas 
that provide large, inter-connected areas of wildlife habitat and that are of high value for 
biological diversity. Just over four hundred fifteen thousand acres have been designated 
as Wilderness.  The San Juan manages a portion of the Weminuche Wilderness, the 
largest in Colorado. More than six hundred thousand additional acres are currently 
roadless 
 
Scenery 
 
The public lands are becoming increasingly important as a scenic and recreational 
backdrop to the local communities.  These attractions are an important component of 
population growth and also bring many visitors to the area.  
 
The San Juan Skyway is one of only 26 All-American Roads in the United States.  The 
Skyway’s diverse natural and cultural resources, combined with unique and spectacular 
scenery, gives it a claim as truly one of the crown jewels of scenic byways in the entire 
nation.  Even more spectacular views can be found by getting off the pavement.  Very 
diverse settings and opportunities for recreation are available.  The combined package 
of the amenities offered by the local communities and the recreational opportunities 
found on the public lands makes southwestern Colorado a place where people want to 
visit and live. 

Clean Air and Water 
 
The San Juan Public Lands contain a Class I airshed, the Weminuche Wilderness, and 
relatively clean air and high visibility.  A large portion of the water in southwestern 
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Colorado originates on National Forest lands which are located in mountainous, 
headwaters areas.  Maintaining supplies of clean water and protecting watersheds were 
major reasons National Forests were created.  The BLM lands in San Juan County play 
a similar role.  This is one of the few areas in the United States where BLM has high-
elevation, headwaters lands. 
 
Heritage Resources 
 
The San Juan has a greater range and richness of cultural resources than most areas.  
Some of the highest densities of archeological sites in the United States, mostly pre-
Puebloan, are found here.  The area is rich in historical evidence of early European 
settlement also.  Diversity is also found in the people currently connected to the National 
Forest and BLM lands.  Twenty-five Native American tribes claim a cultural affiliation 
with the San Juan.  Portions of the San Juan Public Lands are adjacent to Ute Mountain 
Ute and Southern Ute lands. 
 
Citizen Stewardship 
 
The San Juan Public Lands have a National reputation as a place where people are 
willing to actively engage in caring for the land and resources.  A variety of organizations 
and individuals volunteer to work in stewardship roles and are an integral part of the 
management of National Forest and BLM lands.  Some user groups are willing to 
assume stewardship responsibilities in order to help maintain opportunities for their 
interests.  Local communities, subdivisions, and individuals have contributed to 
collaborative wildfire mitigation efforts.   This cooperative spirit may provide more 
opportunities for creative solutions to land management issues than are available most 
places 
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Appendix D: Community Study Groups Frequently Asked Question (January 
2005)  

 
 
What is a Community Study Group in the context of public land planning? 
 A Community Study Group is a representative group of community members who 
focus on exploring and examining the current and future health of the San Juan planning 
area.  Their analysis is grounded upon understanding the values and perspectives that 
local and regional residents have in regard to the public lands.  Study Groups will be an 
important part of the information gathering process, and along with others involved in the 
public process, will provide insights to the public land management and how best to 
ensure a positive future for local communities and the San Juan planning area 
ecosystem.   
 
What are the responsibilities of Study Group Members? 
 Study groups will work intensively from January through July 2005 giving input about 
their vision of what they want public lands to look like and how they want them to be 
managed and used for the next 15 years. It is the role of Study Group members to: 

 represent perspectives of persons locally and regionally, who are interested San 
Juan public lands management issues;  

 explore opportunities for solving common problems;  
 contribute to, review, and analyze social, economic, and biophysical information 

about the San Juan public lands and its surrounding communities. 
 share knowledge about the community, its values and vision for the future, and 

about the role which public lands play in their community and the region. 
 
What are Study Group commitments? 
 The essential commitment is a willingness to work cooperatively with a diverse group 
of community members, to learn, to listen to each other, to share experiences regarding 
both public lands and the community, and to communicate with peers and members of 
the public.  Study Group members will: 

 Discuss the current conditions on public lands 
 Discuss which uses are appropriate, and where 
 Explore where changes in management may be needed 
 Discuss what might result from different approaches. 

 
 The Study Group will not make policy decisions, but will provide a range of 
opportunities for potential solutions to those topics they address and which will be 
addressed by the revised land management plan. 
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What is "community stewardship" in relationship to planning? 
 Community stewardship is based on a partnership between public land managers 
and the community.  Such partnerships create a collaborative responsibility for improving 
the health of the public lands and sustaining community well-being.  The concept of 
stewardship envisions communities as vital parts of natural ecosystems, accepting 
mutual responsibility for sustaining public lands health along with responsibility public 
lands managers have for the future of communities. 
 
How will the San Juan Plan Revision use the work of the Study Groups? 
 Study Group perspectives will help gather a better understanding of the ways in 
which people relate to public lands resources.  The planning team will use each 
individual's viewpoints to develop an array of concerns and opportunities, values and 
beliefs, and various ways of addressing public lands management issues.  The planning 
team will use this information to ensure it is addressing the appropriate planning 
questions and to better answer them. It will help us to design alternative ways to manage 
the Public lands and, in the end, to select a meaningful alternative. 
 
Under what auspices will Study Groups operate? 
 The San Juan National Forest (SJNF) and Bureau of Land Management  (BLM) are 
working with the Office of Community Services (OCS) at Fort Lewis College to establish 
a process for community and public involvement in the  Plan Revision. OCS is working 
to assemble broadly representative study groups. The groups will operate under the 
public involvement framework which will ensure diverse input from the community. 
 
What is FACA? 
 The intent of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA-41 CFR 101-6.1004) is "to 
keep individuals or groups from getting special treatment from the federal government, 
and to help ensure equal access for all."   FACA, in essence, requires that federal 
agencies not form a committee for the purpose of obtaining a consensual decision from 
that group. It prohibits the agencies from delegating "final authority" to a non-federal 
person or group. To comply with FACA, the plan will use every individual's input without 
trying to reach consensus. The plan will also engage in a broad-based public 
involvement process so that anyone who wants to participate can find a way. 
 
How will Study Groups relate to broader public participation? 
 While Study Groups will analyze management issues, ecosystem health, and 
community future visions in depth, they, will act as one component of a broad and open 
public involvement process which will include public meetings, open houses, mailings, 
periodical newsletters, and other media approaches. Through these processes, Study 
Group data and findings will be available to the broader public.  
 
Is being on a Study Group the only way to influence the plan revision? 

No. There are many opportunities for the public to give comment to the San Juan 
Plan Revision. There will be open houses, informal meetings, chances for informal 
discussion, and written reviews of draft materials. Additionally, the public can give input 
via questionnaires posted on the web.  Web questionnaires will mirror the questions 
discussed in the Study Group meetings.   
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Why are the Plans being revised?  
 Above and beyond the regulatory rules for revising land use plans at least every 15 
years there have been a number of new issues, higher levels of controversy around 
some existing issues and new public land uses and concerns that have arisen over the 
years which were not included in the previous plans. 
 
 
How will from the earlier Study Group Processes (1996—1998) be used in the 
current Revision efforts?   

The former process provided significant recommendations about the appropriate 
types of management by “resource” type. Recommendations for resource-specific 
“goals”, “desired future conditions” and “management strategies” will be brought forward 
into the current Study Group when discussing area specific management options. The 
Summary Reports from the Study and Working Groups are available for review on line at 
http://ocs.fortlewis.edu/forestplan   

 

Will the Plan Revision address Travel Management?  

The plan will identify what kinds of travel are suitable to particular parcels of land, 
based on desired future conditions and other designations.  Travel management can 
vary by season of year.  
 
 
How does the new Planning Rule affect the San Juan Plan Revision and the Study 
Group Process?  
 Information collected through the study group process will be used regardless of 
which planning rule is used. A decision on whether to switch from the old planning rules 
to the new ones will be made late March or early April of 2005. 
 
 
How many Study Group meetings will there be? 
 There will be seven meetings per district one a month from January through July of 
2005.  Additional meeting are planned for Silverton and Norwood in June of 2005. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://ocs.fortlewis.edu/forestplan
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