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The Social Side of Watershed Restoration

The Wildland Waters is a publication
of the USDA Forest Service. This issue
and the previous five issues are avail-
able at http://www.fs.fed.us/
wildlandwaters. Questions,
comments, and requests for addition-
al copies of any of these issues
should be sent to:   

Karen Solari at ksolari@fs.fed.us. 

The following contributors to this 
issue may be contacted for additional
information:
Janice W Staats at jstaats@fs.fed.us 
Laura Van Riper at
lvanriper@or.blm.gov
Susan K Holtzman at
skholtzman@fs.fed.us

This article was written by Mary Carr, USDA
Forest Service Technical Publications Editor,
based on materials from the contributors
and others.

People Power:

If a picture’s worth a thousand words, the photos above
speak volumes about the real possibility of success in
restoration efforts. So, why isn’t such achievement more
widespread? 

Regardless of scale—from large watershed restoration
efforts to site-specific water-quality protection projects—you
may not be paying enough attention to the social and/or
human dimensions of the situation if your technically top-
notch efforts haven’t been as successful as you’d like.

In this issue, we look at social aspects of watershed man-
agement—why restoration is more than a technical task and
why collaboration and community involvement take time
and skill to do well but are worth the effort. A few differing
approaches to collaborative community-based watershed
restoration are outlined, followed by a sampler of ways to
apply basic principles of collaboration on the ground. Key
resources to help guide public–private collaborative work 
are provided, along with some policy and research needs
whose solutions could help create and maintain effective
collaborative processes.

“Everybody lives in a watershed. Everybody lives
downstream. Everybody has an impact, and everybody
can make a difference.”

—George Fleming, logger and chairperson, 
South Coast Coordinating Watershed Council 

(Washington State University 2004)

Photos courtesy of National Agroforestry Center
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Watersheds are unique landscape features that connect diverse
communities and ecosystems. As a result, watersheds have
increasingly become the focal point for public and private efforts
to protect and improve the water resources that sustain all life. 

This increased attention to the watershed scale stems in
part from growing conflicts over water quality and quantity
and in part from increasing recognition that water resources
cross political and administrative boundaries. Additionally,
Federal agencies such as the U.S. Department of Agriculture
Forest Service and the U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau
of Land Management (BLM) have sharpened their focus on
watershed health and restoration as a way to link and
support healthy ecosystems and healthy communities,
increase resilience to disturbances, and provide habitats for
fish and wildlife species.

Between two worlds: ecological and social values of wetlands and riparian
areas

From a technical standpoint, the three components or
parts of a watershed are stream channels (aquatic zones),
riparian-wetland areas, and uplands. The critical function of
any watershed is the capture, storage, and safe release of the
precipitation it receives. When properly functioning, upland
soils capture moisture where it falls; store that moisture for
plant growth and other biological activity; and slowly release
surplus moisture to seeps, springs, and streams—or, through
deep percolation, to groundwater.

When it comes to watershed management efforts, ripari-
an-wetland areas are often the first place one looks, in part
because a functioning riparian area can be an indication of a
functioning watershed. Furthermore, although riparian-wet-
land areas occupy a tiny portion of the landscape (roughly 2
percent), their highly variable and complex combinations of
physical and biological characteristics create some of the
most productive ecosystems. In arid and semi-arid regions
such as much of the Western United States, wetlands and
riparian areas play an especially critical role.

Streams, wetlands, and their associated riparian areas are

COVER PHOTO: JOHN TOLIVER

More than a technical task:  
people are important for success

Riparian areas and freshwater wetlands are among the
most heavily used wildlife habitats because of the pres-
ence of water, food, and cover (Oakley et al., 1985).

Diagram courtesy of National Agroforestry Center

Management of water resources requires an
ecosystem approach because watersheds are
often geographically nested within a complex
maze of jurisdictions, agencies, and individuals. A
single landowner would find it difficult if not
impossible to restore or maintain riparian and
stream conditions on one side of the line if prob-
lems or practices continue upstream and
downstream. And a single agency or organization
would find it challenging to carry out effective
restoration activities with variable budgets and
staffs.
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shaped by watershed processes through adjustments to handle
the water and sediment load delivered by the watershed. The
interactions of soil/landform, vegetation, and water enable a
properly functioning riparian-wetland area to be resilient to
normal variations in those loads—able to handle increases in
storm flows and snowmelt runoff with minimal disturbance of
the channel and associated riparian-wetland plant communi-
ties. In most sites, properly functioning riparian-wetland areas
are typically characterized by vigorous and diverse riparian
plant communities that have the root structure and mass nec-
essary to resist the erosive forces of water and sediments or to
provide for the recruitment of large wood to the stream chan-
nel. Without these critical attributes, resilience to normal
variations in water and sediment is hindered. Conversely, if
larger watershed processes are significantly altered—through
either human activities or unpredictable events—riparian-wet-
land areas are faced with degradation.

The physical functions of a healthy riparian system include
sediment and pollutant filtering, bank stabilization, and water
storage and release. When these physical aspects are in work-
ing order they are able to sustain the channel characteristics
that provide a range of benefits or values, such as habitats for
a variety of species, including fish, wildlife, birds, and domestic
animals. Flood water retention, erosion control, recreation
opportunities, and adequate supplies of clean drinking water
for communities and irrigation water for farmers and
ranchers—all are values derived from healthy riparian-wetland
systems. In short, these areas serve as places of great ecologi-
cal, cultural, historical, economic, and aesthetic importance.

Although these benefits depend on the ability of the entire
watershed—including the riparian-wetland component—to
function physically, sometimes the intense conflict over and
competition for water resources results in damage to the very
physical processes on which the benefits and values depend. A
legacy of programs and practices now known to be detrimental
to riparian and wetland integrity has contributed to declining
watershed conditions. Consequently, many watersheds are cur-
rently functioning below their potential and are “unable to
sustain their ecological functions and productivity over time,”
noted Forest Service Hydrologist Janice Staats.

Socially valuable features of riparian and wetland areas
are intricately tied to the ability of the watershed to func-
tion properly.

In some areas, wetlands and riparian zones are
recognizable by their characteristic soils and
vegetation (such as willows and sedges), which
are generally associated with water and moist
conditions.

The benefit of restoration is tangible. “A properly
functioning system is resilient,” said Forest Service
hydrologist Janice Staats. “It can hold together
during changing conditions and disturbances
such as a 5- or 10-year flood.” 
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Communities and collaboration are key
Until recent decades, efforts to protect and restore watersheds

and water resources relied primarily on the use of technical infor-
mation and tools related to the biophysical characteristics of
riparian areas and wetlands. Increasingly, however, watershed
management decisions have become complicated by conflicting
demands and challenges. People within government agencies and
in the private sector alike are insisting on a broader range of social
values to be considered in planning and policy decisions that affect
riparian areas, wetlands, and watersheds. Managers have become
increasingly aware that using the best science to make
management decisions is not enough, and that people are equally
important if watershed restoration is to succeed in the long run.

“Watersheds are complicated biological systems. This fact,
coupled with the diversity of ownerships, jurisdictions, social
interactions, and regulations, makes for highly complex prob-
lem solving,” wrote John Phipps, former forest supervisor of the
Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest. “Success can be
achieved only with collaboration and good communication at
all levels of government and with key interests engaged and
working together” (Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest 2001).

Recognizing that we can either fight over valued and valu-
able water resources or work together to manage them,
agencies increasingly have come to rely on community partner-
ships to address watershed and water-related issues because “it
is the people who must actually fix the creeks—the landowners,
ranchers, farmers, city and urban dwellers, and the many scien-
tists, agency professionals and technicians, and other
concerned and committed citizens” (Lunn and Elmore 2000). 

Furthermore, the process of collectively initiating and creat-
ing a vision for a project stimulates a deeper sense of
ownership and commitment among partners—essential
elements to a project’s long-term sustainability.

“The successful management of wetland and riparian
resources, including the restoration and protection of both their
ecological and their social values, depends on bringing communi-
ties of people together and integrating ecological, economic, and
social factors,” concluded Laura Van Riper, social scientist with
the BLM. “We need to be working at the landscape level and
beyond political boundaries, to create a common vision for pro-
ductive and sustainable riparian–wetland conditions.”

Lack of 
communication/trust

Resource Constaints

Conflicting Objectives

Politics

Fundamental Value
Differences 

Not All Stakeholders 
Represented

Technical Issues

34%

31%

29%

27%

21%

7%

33%

Extemely serious barriers to cooperative
riparian-restoration and management

When asked to rank 22 potential barriers to cooperative
restoration, participants in training sessions in the
Western United States (1995-2000) ranked social issues
at the very top. Few people considered technical issues
as extemely serious barriers.

source: Adapted from Van Riper 2003.
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More than a word: collaboration is a
commitment

Just knowing that collaboration is needed doesn’t make it
easy and doesn’t make it work. 

Although more and more people are attempting to work
collaboratively to achieve water and riparian–wetland improve-
ments, too often the results are disappointing. The
confounding problem, suggested Van Riper, is that people often
don’t have the commitment, skills, support, information,
and/or desire to think and behave collaboratively. And, as Uni-
versity of Wyoming researcher Deborah Paulson pointed out,
“no amount of facilitation [or collaboration] can bring about
success if the participants are not ready and able to participate
in good faith in the process” (Paulson 1998). 

Defining collaboration 
One reason collaboration can be a challenge is that it

means different things to different people. A simple dictionary
definition of collaboration is “to work together.” In the 
resource management context, collaboration often means
more specifically the pooling of funds or other resources (such
as information or labor) by two or more “stakeholders” to
address some issue that no individual or group can handle
alone (Gray 1989).

Some general attributes used to characterize collaborative
efforts are:

● People who may be strangers, casual acquaintances, or

even adversaries.

● Diverse voices.

● Mutual learning as participants share knowledge and skills.

● Origins in the community, outside of government (although

agencies may participate as equal, working partners).

● Concern over process as well as substance.

● Place-based concerns (local or regional depending on scale

of project).

● Openness and transparency.

● Trust in the good faith of other participants.

Benefits of collaboration
A recent survey of participants in Forest Service
stewardship contracts revealed perceived benefits
to both communities and agencies from collabo-
rative processes. 

source: Pinchot Institute for Conservation 2005

Perceived benefit of collaboration
• Broader understanding and consideration

of diverse interests

• Improved trust

• Increased opportunity for public input

• Improved sense of purpose and ownership

in a given project

• Increased support for the agency

Some people may want to manage a watershed to
restore or enhance fish habitats while others may want
to restore ecosystem patterns specifically to address fire
management issues. Underlying differing endpoints may
be strong common interests. Collaborative efforts often
reveal compatible goals and a path towards achieving
those goals.
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Elements of success
• Meetings and communications are open, acces-

sible, and respectful, and all sides are heard.

• Progress and outcomes are tangible and
measurable.

• All stakeholders are at the table, with all goals
addressed.

• All needed skills and abilities (including leader-
ship and decisionmaking) are brought into the
mix, with training provided as needed.

• Expectations and mission are clear.

• Scale and scope are appropriate.

• Sideboards for participation are clearly defined.

• A safe environment lets people express
controversial opinions.

• Flexibility and adaptability keep the group pre-
pared for changes and unexpected consequences.

• Large and small successes are rewarded,
recognized, and celebrated.

Under any definition of collaboration, the most successful
watershed partnerships appear to be flexible, bottom-up efforts
where local people are empowered—through opportunities to
develop relationships, build trust, learn from each other, and share
resources—to become effective stewards of the places they love.
In order to be truly effective, however, such community-based
efforts must also be supported and facilitated from the top–down.

What motivates or inhibits collaboration?
Sometimes people are propelled from complacency to col-

laboration by a grassroots effort arising from a natural disaster
or other factors. Sometimes a legislative mandate is the trigger
that forces reluctant or antagonistic communities to begin
working together. Sometimes it’s just change—something
comes to the collective attention of a community that creates a
sense of urgency and willingness to work together.

Conversely, people may be put off from even trying collabora-
tion. Agency employees may see collaboration as an add-on to
their workload rather than as a way to get things done. Partner-
ing agencies and individuals may resist taking risks or may lack
incentives for innovation or integration of their activities. Fund-
ing, staffing, time, or priorities to work collaboratively may be
inadequate. Individuals may feel they don’t have the skills, flexi-
bility, and/or information to proceed; or they just don’t trust or
communicate with each other. And then there’s the instinctive
aversion to confrontation and conflict that many people have.

Managing conflict 
The very diversity of people with an interest in the manage-

ment of a riparian area or a watershed means that differing
needs, interests, disciplines, philosophies, and value systems
will come into play. Conflicts and disagreement arise about
everything from the condition of the resources in question, to
the types of uses that are appropriate, or to the right
treatments or tools that are needed. 

The success of community-based watershed initiatives
depends to a great extent on the ability of affected communi-
ties to confront and manage such complex and contentious
problems. Cultivating that ability means paying attention to the
social context—what are the assumptions people are bringing
to the table, what are the tradeoffs and levels of risk people are
willing to accept, what are the values and needs that will
inform and activate the decisions? 
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“The goal is not to get rid of conflict but rather to manage
it,” Van Riper noted. 

But managing conflict and building effective partnerships
take time, effort, long-term commitment, and energy. Above all,
it takes skill at applying well-known principles on the ground.

Not everyone in a group is likely to have the necessary skills,
however, at least not right away. The next section outlines how
groups can begin thinking about applying social principles to
conflict resolution and collaboration. Sometimes outside help
can be an important catalyst for success. A sampler of specific
resources for outside assistance is provided on page 18.

Applying social principles to restoration
and management efforts

How do we bring—and keep—people together? Among the
many public and private endeavors to better integrate the social
and technical dimensions of resource management, several dif-
ferent approaches are being examined and implemented by
Federal agencies and their partners. Underlying those differing
approaches are numerous common principles that can be applied
on the ground to enhance restoration and management efforts.

Different approaches
Creeks and Communities

In one influential approach—created and carried out by an
interagency program known today as Creeks and Communities,
coordinated by specialists in the Forest Service and BLM, in
cooperation with Natural Resources Conservation Service—sci-
ence and technical information are integrated with the human
and social dimensions in support of collaborative decisionmak-
ing. Concepts outlined in the “proper functioning condition”
(PFC) assessment method are used along with other techniques
to address riparian–wetland function while also equalizing
stakeholder knowledge and supporting collaborative decision-
making through workshops, coaching, and place-based
problem solving (Riparian Coordination Network 2002).

To Creeks and Communities proponents, understanding the
physical function and condition of streams and riparian areas
provides a foundation—a critical first step—for addressing
issues, because the physical condition of the resource is the

“We cannot do it alone. The issues are too broad, the
land base too large, and the resources too scarce.”

—former Forest Service Chief Mike Dombeck 
(cited in Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest 2001).
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basis of the benefits or values that are often a source of
conflict. But beyond technical knowledge, PFC also provides a
building block of communication and common understanding
that, when blended with other principles and techniques, can
help people productively manage conflict to make positive
changes on the ground. 

“We want to help people reach enough agreement about the
condition of riparian areas that they take action to restore and
manage them for the sustainable production of values and
benefits,” said Staats, a Creeks and Communities support team
member.

An extensive evaluation in 2002 revealed that early program
activities had focused too much on the technical aspects of
riparian area conflict, often at the expense of the social dimen-
sion, said Van Riper, who conducted the study. The larger
context wasn’t always understood or accepted by individual
employees, community residents, or even some network and
team members themselves. Consequently, the program today
provides simultaneous training and place-based problem solv-
ing in both technical and collaborative processes.

“Creeks and Communities has become a way to guide peo-
ple through a process that helps individuals, communities, and
institutions or organizations build and enhance their own
capacity to respond to and manage current and future
resource-related conflicts,” said Van Riper. “Creeks and Com-
munities differs from other approaches in that the support
teams work with communities not only to help resolve current
resource problems or conflicts but to provide training to enable
the communities to deal with future issues.”

For more information on Creeks and Communities see
http://www.or.blm.gov/nrst. 

Coordinated Resource Management
Another approach to involving communities and individuals

in watershed work is known as Coordinated Resource Manage-
ment (CRM). It was first developed in the 1950s by local Soil
Conservation Service (now Natural Resources Conservation
Service) staff working directly with landowners in Nevada and
Oregon, and later refined by the Society for Range
Management. Primarily aimed at stakeholder consensus build-
ing, CRM goes for “win-win solutions” by involving and
meeting the specific needs of all stakeholders and integrating

Promoting understanding through joint fact find-
ing. The place-based nature of the Creeks and
Communities strategy helps individuals, commu-
nities, and institutions build community
understanding through joint fact finding using the
PFC method. Such a focus on learning together in
the field helps ground discussions in reality, illu-
minates obstacles on the spot, and helps
participants put the pieces of the puzzle together
in a three-dimensional way (Mitsos 2000), thus
improving a community’s capacity for collabora-
tive stewardship. For more about joint fact
finding, see http://scienceimpact.mit.edu. 

Vegetation

PFC method
Water Soil

People 
learning 
together
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local knowledge and technical expertise to reach agreement. If
everyone doesn’t agree, it’s back to the drawing board to listen
further to the dissenter’s needs (Paulson 1998). 

While unnecessary conflicts seem to be reduced through
CRM’s consensus framework, groups are said to sometimes
avoid dealing with the really tough differences in values and
interests by limiting group membership to like-thinkers, using
broad goals, and agreeing to disagree over certain “facts” (Paul-
son 1998). 

Nevertheless, CRM groups do promote an atmosphere of
open communication, and participants have reported gaining
knowledge and understanding through the process. “I have
learned a lot more about ranching and some of the economics
and problems [ranchers] face,” said one environmentalist par-
ticipating in a controversial CRM group (cited in Paulson 1998).

For more information on CRM, see
http://www.rangelands.org/education_crm.shtml. 

Baltimore ecosystem study
A long-term multipartner approach to urban revitalization

arose from a desire to form stronger connections between the
people of Baltimore, MD, and the natural resources that once
thrived in the city. Using four urban watersheds as their arena,
scientists involved in the Baltimore Ecosystem Study (BES)—
which involve dozens of partners including the Forest Service,
U.S. Geological Survey, Natural Resources Conservation
Service, and the Census Bureau, along with numerous universi-
ties and organizations—are exploring the interactions among
the human, natural, and built environments. Recognizing that
information doesn’t do much good until it gets to people who
can use it, BES collaborates with a variety of organizations to
link science to education, community activism, and
government. Research results are being applied on the ground
with the assistance of 20 organizations and the culturally
diverse communities of the Baltimore metropolitan region.
Other cities are looking to Baltimore as a model and source of
guidance for collaborative watershed restoration and neighbor-
hood renewal projects.  

For more information on BES, see
http://www.beslter.org/.

CRM principles
• Participation by all stakeholders is voluntary.

• Project is landowner initiated. 

• Experienced, neutral facilitators form teams,
train participants, and focus discussions.

• Ground rules and common goals are
established early by group consensus.

• All participants have decisionmaking authority.

• All decisions are made by consensus.

• Participants talk about needs rather than
positions.

• Teams foster trust and respect.

• Participants are committed to the process and
each other.

• Management objectives and action plans move
toward goals.

• Progress is monitored and measured.

• Plans are accountable, yet flexible enough to
accommodate the unexpected.

—adapted from Paulson 1998
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Community-based environmental protection
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has devel-

oped a holistic and collaborative approach known as
community-based environmental protection (CBEP)(EPA 1999).
CBEP considers ecological and social needs of communities,
which are loosely defined by either natural geographic or politi-
cal boundaries or by interests, depending on the situation. A
few key principles are implemented in varying ways depending
on the specific place:

● Focus on a definable geographic area.

● Work collaboratively with a full range of stakeholders

through effective partnerships.

● Assess the quality of the air, water, land, and living

resources in a place as a whole.

● Integrate environmental, economic, and social objectives

and foster local stewardship of all community resources.

● Use the appropriate public and private, regulatory and non-

regulatory tools.

● Monitor and redirect efforts through adaptive management.

CBEP focuses not on stakeholder participation for its own
sake but rather on getting useful public participation to inform
public decisions and on stimulating a shared responsibility to
improve environmental decisionmaking and implementation
(EPA 1999).

For more information on CBEP, see
http://www.epa.gov/ecocommunity/policy.htm. 
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Common principles
Numerous common principles of collaboration underlie 

the various approaches to community-based watershed
restoration. Here is a sampler of building blocks for effective
collaboration, along with questions to help ensure that collab-
orative principles are being applied on the ground in ways that
are likely to result in successful restoration and protection
projects.

Assess and understand the situation and deal with the
real conflict.

● What is the nature of the conflict? Is the fight about informa-

tion (grazing is/isn’t having a negative impact on the local

stream) or about values (grazing is/isn’t an appropriate use

of public lands)?

● What is the history of the situation (what set the stage for

this conflict)?

Ensure upfront participation of all stakeholders.

● Who are the stakeholders—who needs to be interviewed or

invited to meetings and work groups? (A group’s makeup

and organization will differ depending on the scale and

scope of the issue or project.)

● What are the individual goals, objectives, worries, or strate-

gies of the various stakeholders?

Keep the decisionmaking process flexible.

● Where is the group in the decisionmaking process (just

starting? decision is pending? decision has already been

made?)?

● Does the group include those who have the authority and

responsibility to make and implement the decisions?

Stakeholders
Stakeholders are the individuals or groups with
an interest in or concern about a project—they
may affect or be affected by the decision, may be
needed to implement the outcome or solution, or
even may want to undermine the effort.
Stakeholders often are characterized by their
membership in an affected community:

• Community of place—people tied to a physi-
cal space through geography (e.g., a town).

• Community of interest—people who relate to
a particular ecosystem or resources in a com-
mon way, either because they obtain benefits
from a place, contribute to its condition, or
appreciate its value (e.g., ranchers, anglers,
hunters, conservation professionals,
government employees, or diverse individuals
who care deeply about a place they may never
actually visit).

—adapted from Cestero 1999
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Design ‘capacity building’ efforts to encourage collabo-
rative relationships and help people succeed.

● What institutional barriers prevent agencies from being

good partners? 

● What individual or community barriers prevent the individu-

als on the team from behaving in a collaborative way?

● How can individuals learn the skills they need to be effec-

tive partners?

Leverage resources.

● What resources (people, skills, materials, funds) are

available to do needed work?

● Where can additional resources be found? Who can help

identify sources of funds and assistance?

● How can available resources be used to stimulate more

interest in the project?

Build community understanding and enhance technical
capabilities.

● What is the current resource condition? If not functioning

properly, what is limiting it and why? 

● What are the specific biophysical problems to be solved

through restoration, management, and/or monitoring?

● What are the socioeconomic factors, as well as the history

and culture associated with a particular geographic area,

that also need to be considered? 

● How can you work together to assess the situation, define

the problem, conduct research and restoration activities,

manage conflict, and build consensus? Based on prior col-

laborative work, what questions do you need answered?

Promote learning and adaptation in both processes and
products. 

● Have you achieved or made progress on your ecosystem

and social goals?

● If not, what went wrong? If yes, what do you think was the

key to success?

● What can you change to improve the situation?

● What information or research do you need to move

forward?
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Getting to collaboration: policy and
research implications

According to Deborah Paulson and Katherine Chamberlin of
the University of Wyoming, collaborative processes add a new
dimension to natural resource management (1998).  They sug-
gested that “at this point our society lacks experience in and a
legal framework for more participatory forms of decision-mak-
ing.” Consequently, the necessary political underpinnings often
are lacking to ensure funding, institutional support, and other
policy changes that could foster collaboration as a way of
doing business.

Policy needs
Experts have offered many suggestions for improving the

ability of public agency policies to better support and facilitate
collaboration (Committeee of Scientist 1999; Doppelt, Shinn,
and John 2002; Mistsos 2000). These suggestions include:

● Improve community skills and abilities to build networks of

relationships and work collaboratively.

● Clarify agency mission, direction, and goals and articulate

clear boundaries with respect to agency expectations,

authorities, and abilities to cooperate.

● Make watershed and landscape-level partnerships a top pri-

ority and protect innovation in partnerships from agency

structure and culture until they mature.

● Make collaboration “at home” in the agencies by developing

organizational structures, mechanisms, and performance

incentives to support collaboration, flexibility, and informa-

tion sharing between public and private parties. For

example, agencies could incorporate knowledge, skills, and

abilities related to collaboration into employee performance

standards and elements, providing ways for employees to

report and be rewarded for collaborative accomplishments.

● Provide training and education to both employees and the

public.

Beyond the classroom: learning by doing
It will take more than a 3-day crash course to
achieve effective training and education in collab-
oration. The Creeks and Communities approach
of learning while doing/mentoring emphasizes
that people learn best and adopt collaborative
skills most effectively as a result of personal expe-
rience. In one recent project, Creeks and
Communities worked with the Ochoco National
and Crooked River National Grasslands, along
with State and local agencies and individuals, to
develop and implement a community-based
assessment and management approach for the
North Fork of the Crooked River, a wild and sce-
nic river in central Oregon. The support team
helped convene and facilitate initial community
meetings, then led a community workshop in
which nearly 30 diverse participants spent a day
in the classroom and a day in the field. Together
they learned the PFC assessment method, created
a common vocabulary and vision, and worked at
building relationships among previously antago-
nistic parties. Later the participants walked and
assessed 20 miles of stream. “Outcomes are more
than I hoped for,” said Ochoco and Crooked River
Forest Supervisor Larry Timchak. “The education,
collaboration, and joint assessments are a won-
derful model.” 

“Watershed partnerships challenge us to rethink the
way we traditionally manage water and land in a way
that enhances local empowerment and good steward-
ship.” 

—Jo Clark, director of the Western Governors’ Association
(Clark 1997).
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Research needs
Improved policies and informed decisions will require a

strong foundation of scientific understanding of both ecological
and human systems. Research opportunities that could provide
a knowledge base for collaborative watershed planning,
restoration, and stewardship include (Committee of Scientist
1999): 

● Detailed bioregional assessments of site-specific land and

water resources, ecological relationships, and historical

conditions. 

● Social and economic assessments at both large and small

scales regarding demographics, economic patterns, social

organizations, and historical and cultural context relevant to

a region’s watersheds. 

● Measures of success—both ecological and social.

● Measures of “ecological integrity,” procedures for obtaining

such measurements, and ways to assess whether ecological

systems are being sustained. 

● Measures of “community well-being” and indicators for

measuring the social impacts of collaborative decisionmak-

ing—not just case-by-case analysis but across cases to

arrive at generalizable information. 

● Social science research on how to more effectively build

capacity to use collaborative processes effectively, along

with ways to connect such theory and research to applica-

tion on the ground.
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Working together works 
People working with each other and their public agencies

across jurisdictional and geographic boundaries have the
power to effectively improve and restore their water resources
and watersheds, affecting a myriad of values important to com-
munities and societies as a whole. 

The true measure of collaborative success will be the long-
term improvements in ecological conditions over time, along
with improved relationships and increased community capacity
to resolve emerging problems effectively together. Clearly it
will take a determined focus on both the technical and social
aspects of watershed restoration to achieve the success so
many seek.

The collaborative approach will become increasingly impor-
tant yet ever more challenging in the future. As resource
conflicts inevitably increase, it will take more and more effort
to foster the trust and understanding that are critical to solving
problems (Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie National Forest 2001).

“Collaboration remains an experimental approach to public
land management in the West,” wrote Barb Cestero of the
Sonoran Institute (1999), concluding that:

“Collaboration… is at least improving relationships among
participants with diverse perspectives about public land.
Improved communication and a greater understanding of dif-
fering outlooks may lead toward practical, innovative
conservation and community development. If for no other rea-
son than collaboration presents an opportunity to speak
outside of one’s choir, these experiments warrant further
exploration by everyone interested in public land issues.”
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Help is at hand: 
sampler of collaboration resources
Forest Service, National Partnership Office—Develops and
disseminates partnership tools, builds national networks, pro-
vides coordination within the Forest Service and with other
agencies, and helps build employee and partner capacity for
working together. For extensive resources, links, and tips,
including the new Partnership Guide, visit http://www.partner-
shipresourcecenter.org. 

U.S. Institute for Environmental Conflict Resolution—
Helps parties resolve environmental conflicts by providing a
neutral place where public and private interests can reach
common ground. For more information, visit
http://www.ecr.gov/.

BLM Community Stewardship, Partnership, and
Adaptive Management Program—Provides Web site links to
resources and tools to help build and sustain a community
stewardship ethic and successful community relationships and
partnerships. The site includes tips for starting and maintaining
partnerships, funding sources, grant writing information, and
organizations that provide training and technical assistance.
For more information, visit 
http://www.blm.gov/partnerships.

Conservation Technology Information Center (CTIC)
Bridge Builder: A Guide for Watershed Partnerships
Handbook—Provides exercises, templates, checklists, and
other information. To view the handbook on-line, visit
http://www.CTIC.purdue.edu/CTIC/.

Sierra Nevada Alliance Watershed Council Toolkit: A
Guidebook for Establishing Collaborative Watershed
Councils—Is an on-line workbook with helpful information on
how to organize and maintain a watershed council and how to
find funding. For more information, visit
http://www.sierranevadaalliance.org/publications/watershed.
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● Riparian and wetland areas constitute a small percentage of

the landscape but when functioning properly they provide

important biophysical and social values.

● Many watersheds currently are functioning below their

potential and are unable to sustain their ecological

functions and social values over time.

● A coordinated, adaptive watershed approach is key to pro-

tecting water, riparian areas, and wetlands. Such an

approach is best achieved through community-based collab-

oration.

● Collaboration is difficult to achieve because of a variety of

individual, institutional, and community barriers, including

insufficient guidance and support from Federal land manage-

ment agencies to their employees and communities. ❚

Key Issues
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● A watershed approach should consider both the social and

technical dimensions of riparian and wetland management

and should integrate science with collaborative

decisionmaking processes.

● Effective watershed restoration policies depend on

provision of tools and effective training to improve individ-

ual and community capacity to collaboratively restore and

protect watersheds.

● Revisions of the institutional framework within and among

agencies are needed to reduce barriers to collaborative suc-

cess and ensure that collaboration becomes an integral way

of doing business. 

● The use of applied sociological principles is one way to

identify and remove barriers and help build capacity for col-

laboration. ❚

Management Implications
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Wildland Waters
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits
discrimination in all its programs and activities on the
basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and
where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status,
parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic
information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or
part of an individual's income is derived from any
public assistance program.  (Not all prohibited bases
apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who
require alternative means for communication of
program information (Braille, large print, audiotape,
etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202)
720-2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of
discrimination, write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil
Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington,
D.C. 20250-9410, or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202)
720-6382 (TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity
provider and employer.
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