Environmental Close-Up: Environmental Backlash—The Wise Use Movement

During the late 1980s there began to develop a backlash or anti-environmental attitude amongst sectors of the U.S. populace.  A loose-knit organization of several hundred of these groups became known as the Wise Use Movement.  The majority of funding for this coalition comes from various interests including the timber, oil and coal industries, real estate developers, and ranchers.


In his 1988 book, The Wise Use Agenda, Ron Arnold, an early leader of the movement, laid out some of its goal including:


Elimination of the National Park Service—to be replaced with privately operated 



parks. 

Removal of government restrictions on development in wetlands.


The opening of all national parks, wilderness areas and wildlife refuges to off-road 
vehicles, commercial development, mining and drilling for oil.


Cutting of all the remaining old-growth forests in national forests and replacing them 
with tree plantations.


Recognize private property rights to water, grazing permits, and mining claims on 
public lands.

In addition to the above, the Wise Use Movement has been in the forefront of advocating private property rights.  They argue that regulations protecting environmentally sensitive areas on private property are unconstitutional “takings.” They cite the Fifth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution, which states in part: “nor shall private property be taken for public use, without just compensation.” That clause is the basis for the concept of eminent domain, which allows government entities to take land for public projects by paying property owners the land’s fair market value.


Wise Use pamphlets argue that extinction is a natural process and that some species were not meant to survive.  It has been argued that the movement’s signature public relations tactic is to frame complex environmental and economic issues in simple, scapegoating terms that benefit its corporate backers.  In the Pacific Northwest, for example, the movement has continually dwelled on a supposed “battle” for survival between spotted owls and the families of the workers involved in harvesting the old growth timber. “Jobs versus owls” is a good sound bite but it is not the issue.  The real issue is much more complicated.

As would be expected, the environmental community has come out strongly against the Wise Use Movement.  Environmentalists have renamed it the “earth- and people-abuse movement” and stated that the basic principles of Wise Use are: “If it grows, cut it; if it’s swampy, fill it; if it moves, kill it.”


What are your thoughts on the Wise Use Movement? Can you identify local issues or supporters of their philosophy? Would you call the Wise Use Movement a “threat to” or a “protector of” future generations? Why?

