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Restoring and Managing Natural Landscapes with People in Mind

Restoring natural landscapes is gaining popularity
across the U.S. as a way of improving the ecological
health of natural areas in all sizes of cities, suburbs,
and natural areas. While significant advances have
been made in recent years in our knowledge of the
biophysical aspects of landscape restoration and
management, there is an equal need for knowledge
about its human dimensions that has received little
attention from researchers and practitioners. As a
result of this neglect, some highly regarded land
management programs have been derailed in recent years due to politics and conflicting
values, and significant benefits to both people and the ecosystems have been lost.

Social scientists at the North Central Research Station have been working with
managers, planners, and researchers in a variety of urban and wildland settings to
better understand how natural landscapes can be restored and managed in ways that
are socially acceptable as well as ecologically appropriate. We have identified problems,
issues, and values underlying restoration and management programs and practices—
looking at how conflicts arise and how they can be dealt with through more effective
means of planning, design, public involvement, and implementation.

Key guidelines based on the research include: Communicate the benefits:
Environmental services like clean air can be increased through restoration, and
communicating these benefits clearly and realistically is an important step in the
restoration dialog. Photo simulations are an important tool in this respect; in one study
using photo simulations, rural lllinois residents found forest buffers to be an aesthetically
attractive means of ecological management for agricultural landscapes. Engage local
community: Restoration plans often create public debate. To keep this debate
productive, managers and decision makers need to understand the range of
perspectives held by stakeholders. Identification and analysis of these perspectives
helped policy makers in the Chicago Park District develop park plans that meet the
needs of a diverse set of users. Design socially acceptable plans: If people don’t like
a restoration plan, they may block it, neglect it, or otherwise reduce its effectiveness. In
Calumet’s rustbelt landscape, researchers developed landscape prototypes that are
ecologically healthy and also please business owners and workers. Chicago is
incorporating these findings into new industrial landscape guidelines. Products from this
research have received awards from two professional societies and have provided
information for decision makers from city parks to rural forests.

With greater understanding of the social implications of restoration, policy-
makers can help to reduce conflicts and promote desired future conditions for
landscapes across the country.
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