
Wild Things Conference:  A Chicago Wilderness Conference for People and Nature. – A Conference where “local nature” dominates the “local people”.
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SUM 4012: Cultural Aspects of Development and the Environment
Jennifer Schirmer

Question #2
Essay Note: This essay is based on an actual Conference (Wild Things) that occurred February 26, 2005 in Chicago, Illinois (see portion of Conference Agenda on page 1). This essay is a fictional response to a real presentation given by Steve Packard (the original content of his presentation is unknown, but an abstract has been created based on the actual title of his presentation, see page 1).  Except for some names of persons, places, and organizations, all other information has been originally created.  The issue to be discussed (prairie restoration in Cook County, Illinois) is based on actual events, but specifics of these events and ideological positions have been modified or created to support the focus of the exam essay question.  Any misrepresentation of people, organizations, issues, or facts was done purposely with the intent to support the theme of this essay.  The essay is organized in the following manner:

Page 1: Conference Description and Schedule

Page 2: Abstract of conference presentation (by Steve Packard) that is being criticized

Page 2-7: Conference presentation (by Scott Randall)
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Wild Things — A Chicago Wilderness Conference for People and Nature

Saturday, February 26, 2005 
Northeastern Illinois University

You are invited to a day-long conference that brings together the region's best experts, most dedicated volunteers and anyone interested in nature. Technical presentations and interactive workshops will explore the latest in natural areas preservation, wildlife protection and monitoring. The conference is organized in "tracks" designed for everyone from beginners to experts. There is special focus on empowering citizen scientists, stewards and advocates with information, networking and good ideas.

Wild Things will feature more than 80 large and small-group sessions drawn from real-life experiences with everything from the nitty gritty of habitat management, botany, and zoology to advocacy, education, art, culture, history and backyard and neighborhood ecology. It’s a great opportunity to listen, ask questions, and contribute to the effort to conserve the natural ecoystems and habitats of the greater Chicagoland area.

Keynotes will be presented at the beginning and end of the day. Seating will be limited if more than 400 people register for the conference. Please choose one keynote.  "From Everglades to Chicago Wilderness" Stuart Strahl; new Director of the Brookfield Zoo and recently a key leader of the Florida Everglades restoration project.  Expect humor, insight, and an Everglades-sized vision for Chicago Wilderness.  "Building a Culture of Conservation" John Flicker, President, National Audubon Society Flicker will define a vision in which citizen-scientists, advocates and neighbors from all population groups transform America into a country at peace with our environment

"Wild Things" is co-sponsored by: Audubon-Chicago Region, the Volunteer Stewardship Network, the Chicago Botanic Garden, Forest Preserve Districts, the Field Museum, Sierra Club, the Department of Geography and Environmental Studies at Northeastern Illinois University and other Chicago Wilderness organizations.

Conference Schedule

  10:15 – 11:00 am Breakout Sessions
	A 2
B 2
C 2
E 2
F 2
G 2
I 2
	A Green Infrastructure Vision for Chicago Wilderness. Dennis Dreher
Ecological Land Mgmt for a Large Campus. Mike Becker, Bob Betz, Bob Lootens, Martin Valenzuela
The History of Nature in Chicago Widerness. Steve Packard 
Birds of Transitional Habitats: Shrubland and Savanna Birds. Jeff Brawn
Insects, Remnants, Restorations, Fires, Gypsy Moths, Etc.-A Chicago Wilderness Perspective..Ron Panzer
Caring for the Garden in the City in the Garden. Jim MacDonald, Elizabeth Plonka 
Resistance & Realization: A History of Ecological Restoration. Wm. R. Jordan III, George Lubick


  11:15 – 12:00 Pm Breakout Sessions
	A 2
B 2
C 2
D 2
E 2
F 2
	Steve Packard and Nature Restoration should leave the Wild in wilderness. Scott Randall
Cross-pollinating schools and preserves. Jo Seagren
Success Stories with Recruitment and Spirit-building. Dave Lloyd, Steve Byers and others
Using the Internet to Further Your Conservation Work. Bob Sullivan, Donna Bolzman and others
Management Planning at Large Sites. Tom Vanderpoel, Jim Herkert, Pat Hayes
Workshop: Native Landscaping. Keith Nowakowski, Ken Shaffer, Bob Porter


Document Source: Chicago Wilderness (document modified to include Scott Randall as presenter)
The History of Nature in Chicago’s Widerness
 
Steve Packard (Audubon Society)

10:15 Breakout Session Presentation, Series C2

- Conference Presentation Abstract
 -

The last 30 years has resulted in a wonderful explosion of interest and stewardship in Chicago’s widerness areas.  Widerness areas are the prairies found in the wider areas north of Chicago.  June 22, 1975 was the day I discovered Bunker Hill Prairie, this is the day that the real history of nature in Chicago’s widerness area began.  Since that wonderful summer day, Chicago’s prairies have been rediscovered and placed upon the restoration agenda.  If it was not for this lucky discovery, the Chicago prairies would have most likely vanished under the thicket…for no one to ever be able to save.  Today I will proclaim that through the help of volunteer botanists and various national and international environmental groups, the majority of the Chicago prairies are restored! We have taken wasteland areas overgrown with non-native grass, shrub, and tree species and restored them to the beautiful prairies that could have been seen by the first white colonizer to the Chicago area. The road from that 1975 day to present has been bumpy, but the 30 year history of our work for the prairies can be seen as a model for all restoration projects worldwide.  The Cook County prairie restoration projects will be discussed as case studies, because these are the most successful “golden” restoration projects that have been accomplished to date.  These case studies can then be applied worldwide to degraded prairie sites (or other types of degraded nature) that have been identified in need of restoration. 
Steve Packard Should Leave the Wild in Widerness
Scott Randall (Cook County Garden Club)
11:15 Breakout Session Presentation, Series A2
- Conference Presentation -

I am sure not too many attendees of the Conference today have ever heard my name or know much about my organization.  By scanning the packed conference agenda today, most of the speakers are well known in the greater international environmental community (mostly from the conservation and restoration subsets), and their organizations are large national/international environmental groups, or have affiliations with these groups.  I am simply a volunteer Treasurer for the Cook County Garden Club, and I have recognized some serious flaws in the manner that Chicago restorationists operate and conduct their field projects!  To best illustrate my point, I will target Steve Packard, the father of international prairie restoration, through questioning his motives (with large mainstream organization backing and funding) for restoring prairies in Cook County…thus responding to his earlier presentation today entitled “The History of Nature in Chicago’s Widerness”.  Some points of my presentation may shock and anger certain members of the audience, as I will demonstrate that Steve Packards’ restoration projects are enforcing a mainstream environmental conventional wisdom that has an ugly white middle-class cultural bias and blatantly ignores local interests and tangible problems.  The conventional and essentialist ideas that he and his organization promote are too radical and obscure for the people of Cook County and the Cook County Garden Club. I am here today to represent a large part of Cook County that has gone unnoticed to the greater Chicago restoration efforts, and these people I am speaking for are angered by the projects, and feel totally isolated from any local and national decision making that is affecting the community they live in.  My voice for these local people of Cook County can resonate to local people of all communities around the world that are experiencing similar inequity in regards to the harms of the conventional ideas associated with restoration projects.
Background

On June 22, 1975, Steve Packard was walking along the Chicago River in Cook County; he was emotionally lost and looking for direction in life. Stopping to review his map he looked out upon a large open field…and made a fateful discover when he saw a bobolink, a plant that only grows in prairies, confirming that he was standing in the remnants of an original Illinois prairie
.  He claimed that this original masterpiece was being destroyed by non-native plants.  With the increasing support and financing of large environmental bureaucracies and interest groups such as the Academy of Sciences, Forest Preserve District, Audubon Society, Sierra Club, Nature Conservancy, etc., after 25 years of small projects here-and-there, he has built a prairie restoration empire that expanded throughout the northern Chicago suburbs, and he is looking to impose these received views upon the greater international community. Only through the support, partisanship, and financing of these national and international mainstream environmental entities, Steve Packard was able to uphold their conventional wisdoms of conserving and restoring nature above the local human needs and concerns.  The practice of restoration and all of its biased conventional wisdoms rolled through Cook County in the name of plants…plants that no one has ever heard of, and have not been growing in the area for over hundreds of years!  It’s amazing that this received view based on national priorities of restoring nature is able to dominate the local agenda.  It is even more astonishing that this received view has fundamental flaws: strong cultural biases, and an ignorance of local culture.  To begin my criticism of the practice of restoration, we must first acknowledge the Audubon mission statement that Steve Packard lives by:
OUR MISSION: Audubon and our members are dedicated to protecting birds, wildlife and our shared environment, and we carry that dedication in working with policymakers in Washington, D.C., state legislatures, and local governments across the country.

Cultural Bias and Meanings of Conventional Wisdom

My supporting organization, the Cook County Garden Club, can be stereotyped as a very elite local organization with wealthy members, 90% of our members are professional house-wives that live in large single-family homes.  Our members share a mutual environmental interest of improving and maintaining personal gardens on their property and community gardens in their neighborhood.  Through pressure from our national charter organization, in 1995 we performed numerous volunteer environmental garden projects in the poor minority communities of Cook County.  This was an enlightening experience that was not only self-rewarding, but we learned amazing new gardening tips from the people of these poor communities!  During these charity projects our members did not have too much in common with these financially disadvantaged people, and at first it seemed that there was little we could talk about socially during the projects, except for the restoration projects.  After the first few days in these poor communities, all of our members and these people talked about was how disturbing the restoration projects were, and how none of the people of either class group participated in the restoration projects, or felt that they were welcome or invited to do so!  This commonality quickly united two uncommon groups, under the umbrella of the Garden Club.

 We quickly realized that the members and leaders of the Restoration Projects were white middle class people from downtown Chicago that come out to Cook County on the weekends to “restore these damaged areas”.  These “damaged areas” are right next to our communities, and they continually help restore the areas with fire!  So, every weekend there is a fire burning somewhere in Cook County, started by a city person led by Steve Packard, to better our landscape.  These fires produce smoke which engulfs our neighborhoods and sends our children running indoors.  After the fires, there are thick layers of soot on our houses, cars, and gardens.  The demographics of the prairies show that the areas being restored with fire are only adjacent to the wealthy and poor communities.  In 1997, we were able to persuade some Forest Preserve District Commissioners to impose a ban on prairie restoration based on the weekly infuse of smoke into our communities and damage it was causing to our gardens.  But this restoration ban only lasted a few years due to the strong pressure of Steve Packard and his backing of large environmental groups such as the Sierra Club, Nature Conservancy, and Audubon Society.  These powerful groups insisted that the use of fire to restore the prairies was more important than the local human’s health, happiness, and gardens; they eventually convinced the Citizen’s Advisory Council to lift the ban.


The Restoration Projects are driven by white middle class volunteers, led by white middle class scientists, being supported by national mainstream environmental groups that are composed of similar uniformity.  This link is enforced by the preaching of Steve Packard that is not only conventional but extremely essentialist.  The large mainstream groups push the conventional ideas that prairies must be restored, but Steve Packard takes these ideas one step further toward essentialism by stating that they must be restored to their previous pristine condition at whatever extent possible, to ensure pristine prairies exist in the future.  The minority, poor, and wealthy class are not represented or considered in this equation, and they (including their gardens) are also unfortunately the direct victims of the projects.  This is the definition of a horrible cultural bias being applied at the practical level; and this bias is only increasing due to the conventional ideas of the mainstream groups, being applied by an essentialist leader.
Ignorance of Local Culture and the Importance its Practices/Meanings
The cultural division that we have witnessed in the Cook County Restoration projects can be attributed to the plain ignorance of the local culture in itself.  This unfortunate dilemma is passed down from the national and international organizations that demand nature restoration for - nature, above any (local) human needs.  If local people were incorporated into the planning and application of the projects, there could be a harmonious bridge between the cultural classes, and a better balance within the conventional and essentialist ideas that dominate prairie restoration.  The inclusion of local people and their culture produces a successful project, and shapes successful environmental policy.


The restorationists never recognized the most basic local cultural practices.  Most people in these communities worked during the weekdays, those that did not work were away from their house on errands most weekdays during the day.  So, weekends were sacred, the only quiet and relaxing days that these people received.  Weekends were also the only time people could pray and reflect upon their religion and God, a large percentage of both communities worship on Sundays.  Many people of both classes spent their relaxing weekends outside in the gardens, and on Sundays at Church and Synagogue.  Unfortunately, the weekends are also when the restorationists set their fires, and the smoke travels into our communities, and peoples gardens where they are trying to relax and also think about God.  If the restorationists considered the dynamics of the local culture, the fires could of occurred on weekdays, thus accomadating the local culture, and alleviating most of the problems.


Not only did the restorationists ignore the basic local cultural practices, they did not take into consideration the meaning of these practices and the culture itself.  The members of these communities are very hard working, and to conduct the restoration work (and its associated fires) on the weekends and holy days, the communities most sacred days, was very disturbing, and tantamount to the most disrespectful act against these cultures.  As we continued to complain about the restoration and its interference, the restorationists simply fought back, and burned the fires stronger.  The restorationists saw the locals as a threat to their crusade to restore nature, and they completely overlooked the meanings of the culture they were impacting and inflicting with disrespect.  They viewed the practices and meanings of the local culture as a fundamental threat to their environmental movement.
In addition, the restorationists overlooked the valuable resources and information that was buried within the local culture.  The local culture (wealthy and poor areas alike) has some very interesting people with valuable knowledge and information about the local area that could have been of useful to the restoration projects.  Some examples include the following people:
1. Sam Newbeard, a Native American that lives in southern Cook County has numerous pictures of his Indian tribe from 1905 a Cook County prairie. These artifacts could of been used as a perfect reference account for how the prairies looked 100 years ago.
2. Cathy Rederick, Garden Club member, has been cataloging plants in the areas surrounding the prairies for 30 years.  A few years ago she approached Steve Packard, and he quickly dismissed her information because she was an uneducated house wife with unscientific data.

3. Jim Landsmith, volunteer fireman, that could have lent his special experience with fire to the practice of setting fires to the prairies during the restoration process.

Conclusion
The conventional wisdom of restoring nature over human interests is supported by large mainstream environmental groups, and applied at the local level.  This blinded idea has produced a strong cultural bias and ignorance of local culture’s practices and meanings.  This has in turn limited the environmentalists understanding and potential knowledge of the situation, which in the end has limited their power, and produces organizations like Cook County Garden Club that are upset with the results of the unsuccessful environmental policy.  
In addition to the faults of the mainstream conventional wisdom, environmental groups own partisanship with other mainstream groups has only strengthened a faulted conventional wisdom, and thus allowed them to continue to ignore culture and its local practices and meanings.  They have essentially become so entwined in their own international agendas and utopian ideas, that the ground local level they are working on is abandoned, and at times seen as threatening to the overall movement.

The final, most important fault that has not yet been addressed in this ongoing conflict is that we are ultimately dealing with a difference in fundamental meaning, fact, and truth.  Both the locals and the environmentalists identify the prairies as open green areas with components of a prairie.  Their identities of the prairies are somewhat similar, and this causes no problems.  The facts and meanings that are formed from this identity are strikingly opposite.  To the local culture the meaning and fact of the prairie land is that is has aesthetic value for their own enjoyment; and the truth is that the prairie is for their own use, and not more important than their local culture.  To the mainstream environmentalist the meaning and fact of the prairie is that is has intrinsic value and it contains endangered plants; and the truth is that the prairie has a elemental need to be restored at all costs to the local community and its culture.

Both groups have the same identity of the prairie, but different facts/meanings that lead to different truths which forms conventional wisdoms. This produces large differences in platform, to the point that each group can not constructively converse or argue with each other.  While one group is talking about X, the other group only hears Y, and vice-versa.  While the local groups are concerned about the human environment of today, the global environmentalists are infatuated with the natural environment for tomorrow.  The elementary difference in fact/meaning and interest in time scale leaves two groups that can not easily communicate, especially when the conventional wisdom of one group includes isolation and biases of the other. 

Steve Packard emphasized in his presentation that the Cook County prairie restoration projects are “role models for restoration projects worldwide”.  This is implying that the same conventional wisdoms, with all of their biases and local isolationist tactics, will be employed internationally.  Similar problems that have occurred in Cook County will occur in other communities around the world, the same mainstream conventional wisdoms will create the same cultural biases and local ignorance.  This can only be subsided if the international environmental groups slow down and reflect upon their own driving conventional ideas, and how they impact and differ from the people at the local level (where the environmental work is being conducted).  Once differences are recognized and mutually discussed, a better working relationship can be created, and, if lucky, a compromise can be drafted incorporating the local culture…only then leading to successful environmental policy that can be applied worldwide.
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SUM 4012 Class notes.  March 31, 2005 and April 14, 2005 lectures by Jennifer Schirmer.

Attachment 1:

Wild Onion - First Quarter 2002

Chicago Group Action Alert: 
Urge Forest Preserve Commissioners to Lift Restoration Ban  

by Douglas Chien, Chapter Conservation Field Representative

Calls are needed to convince Cook County Forest Preserve District Commissioners to lift a five-year moratorium on habitat restoration at high-quality natural areas along the North Branch of the Chicago River. 

Call your commissioner and CCFPD President John Stroger today. The message is simple: remove moratoriums on restoration at all Cook County Forest Preserves, especially at Miami Woods Prairie, Bunker Hill, Indian Road Woods, Sauganash Prairie Grove, and Edgebrook Flatwoods.  

President Stroger’s office can be reached at 312-443-6400. You can also reach your own Commissioner by calling this number and asking to be transferred. To find out who your Cook County Commissioner is, call the Cook County Board of Elections at 312-443-5150. 
If you have questions about this action alert, call Doug Chien at the Chapter office at 312-251-1680 or send e-mail to: doug.chien@sierraclub.org.

Background on the Current Problem
Over five years ago, in response to the complaints of a few well-connected residents in one neighborhood on C h i c a g o ’s northwest side, Cook County Board and Forest Preserve District President John Stroger imposed a temporary moratorium on the ecological restoration program in the Forest Preserves. 

The program had been overseen by volunteer groups at many sites, such as the Sierra Club and the Nature Conservancy. In one fell swoop, volunteers — from Boy and Girl Scouts and grade school children, to highly trained and motivated volunteer habitat managers — were forbidden from picking up trash, collecting seeds for future planting, cutting buckthorn and pulling out Garlic Mustard and other invasive, exotic species. The most critical habitat need, prescribed fire, was also forbidden. The work of decades ground to a sudden halt, with grave consequences for the health of the Forest Preserves. 

Many public meetings were conducted throughout Cook County for input and a Citizens’ Advisory Council was established to advise the County Board. But despite over-whelming scientific evidence supporting the need for habitat management, the advice of the Citizens’ Advisory Council and strong public support for such measures, the moratorium has never been fully lifted. While restrictions have been relaxed somewhat at other sites, the five areas along the Chicago River still have severe restrictions imposed upon habitat restoration there. 

The absence of ecological management over the last five years has allowed non-native, aggressive plants, such as European Buckthorn, to re-infest woodland areas that were formerly open savanna and prairie. The lack of control, especially through controlled burns, has permitted aggressive native plants, like Grey Dogwood, to take over open prairie areas. Miami Woods Prairie has been badly impacted by dogwood, for example. 
Call your Cook County Forest Preserve District Chicago Group Action Alert: Urge Forest Preserve Commissioners to Lift Restoration Ban by Douglas Chien, Chapter Conservation Field Representative Commissioner and tell him or her that the moratorium should be lifted at all CCFPD sites. 

The traditional gift for a five-year wedding anniversary is wood. No better or more appropriate gift could be given to the hundreds of volunteers, who give their time to help restore Cook County natural areas, than to lift the moratorium on restoration.

What Else Can You Do?
You can join the Chicago Group’s Political Committee, which is working with the Sauk-Calumet and the Northwest Cook Groups of the Sierra Club, which share Cook County between them. The Political Committee is working hard to make sure that more environmentally responsible Commissioners are voted into office. Your help is needed to make sure the right candidates win in the March primary and the November election. 

Call Cory Jones at 773-588-3680 or send e-mail to cory.jones@high-techpartners.com if you want to change the character of the Cook County Board to improve public land management and protection.







� I believe Mr. Packard purposely mis-spelled “wilderness” as “widerness” to produce a play on words between “wilderness” and the greater “wide” areas encompassing prairies that are located outside of Chicago, and are not necessarily classified as “wilderness” areas.  I also recognize that this could be a spelling error on behalf of the conference staff that organized the agenda, but research could not confirm or deny this.


� This abstract is not the original abstract from the Wild Things Conference.  The abstract is created to support my answer of the essay question, see Essay Note on cover page.


� From Miracle Under the Oaks by William Stevens.


� From Audubon.org website


� See Attachement 1: Wild Onion Article from Audubon Society
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