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LETTERS

Institutional/sociological
links between sustainable
agriculture and wildlife need
further examination

As Ann Robinson correctly stated,
wildlife managers and advocates of sus-
tainable agriculture share "a great deal of
common ground" (AJAA 6(4), 161-167).
While the article's conclusion that "wild-
life and fish habitat will be greatly en-
hanced if the movement toward more sus-
tainable methods of farming becomes
widespread" may be accurate in a general
way, it fails to recognize the technical, in-
stitutional, and sociological complexity in-
herent in wildlife management. The con-
nection between agrichemical usage and
habitat degradation is an important linkage
to recognize, but failure to place this issue
and the others Robinson mentions in the
context of a system is a failure to identify
the "wildlife connection." I do not claim
to have all of the answers; I simply write to
express my views on a subject that is im-
portant to me.

Making changes in farming systems
(e.g., decreased field size, altered hay cut-
ting schedules) will benefit some wildlife
species, but possibly at the expense of
other species and possibly at a cost to the
producer or the public. The trade-offs in-
herent in manipulating factors that affect
wildlife and farm operations must be un-
dertaken with clear goals in mind. The
most important goal is what wildlife
species you wish to manage for. It is ex-
tremely unlikely that in heavily farmed
regions, there is sufficient area to manage
in such a manner that every species will be
given a leg up, so to speak.

As Robinson states, supporting resilient
wildlife populations involves reduced
loading of pollutants to natural systems.

But the strategy must do more than that.
The holism inherent in systems thinking
and in sustainable agriculture is where the
"wildlife connection" lies. I see five major
areas on which we must focus to insure
wildlife's future in agricultural landscapes.

1. Policy at both national and state levels
must be made functional in terms of
simultaneously supporting specific
wildlife management objectives and
profitable fanning. Converting mar-
ginal (highly erodible) cropland to land
that provides services to wildlife (Con-
servation Reserve Program) is a major
opportunity. Another area of impor-
tance is the acreage flexibility
provisions that relax disincentives to
adoption of "innovative" fanning prac-
tices such as crop rotation.

2. Federal and state agencies that tradi-
tionally have not worked closely
together, such as state Departments of
Agriculture and state Departments of
Natural Resources, must continue cur-
rent efforts to become more fully in-
tegrated by supporting cross-depart-
mental training, open communication
channels, and standardization of func-
tions such as data collection and
storage. Through enhanced institu-
tional integration of this type, wildlife
managers and the agricultural com-
munity can more effectively identify
and capitalize on opportunities for
mutual gains.

3. Lands that possess particular charac-
teristics in terms of relative location or
suitability for wildlife should be
strategically targeted and managed to
provide for the needs of specific
wildlife species. In many situations
the most economical way to pursue this
important step is to develop farming
systems (i.e., Best Management Prac-
tices) that are acceptable to producers
and that provide minimum threshold
habitat requirements. This approach
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would keep land on the local tax roles,
reinforce land stewardship as the pur-
view of the American farmer, and
avoid heavy public expenditures. In
certain situations, however, acquisi-
tion or consultative land management
via easements or lease agreements
probably will be necessary. In such
cases, the public must understand what
they are buying and why.

4. Woodlot management and private
forestry should be aggressively
promoted and coordinated, at the land-
scape scale, to provide benefits to
specific wildlife species. Current
programs such as Forest Stewardship,
the Tree Farm program, and differen-
tial property tax treatment of forested
tracts could be greatly enhanced by ef-
forts to help forest land owners obtain
higher stumpage prices. Investment in
forest management will follow if land-
owners are in a position to capture the
value of their trees. However, forest
cover is not universally compatible
with all wildlife management goals
and may not be appropriate under all
circumstances.

5. Educational programming based on re-
search must be made available to both
urban and rural citizenry regarding the
"wildlife connection." Practices that
favor targeted wildlife species should
be incorporated into State Cooperative
Extension recommendations. Efforts
to include wildlife management cour-
ses in the curricula of all students of
natural resource disciplines should be
continued.

The five items listed above represent the
tools that are required to provide a place for
wildlife in agricultural landscapes, but
what about the process? To plan for wild-
life in an agricultural landscape, I see the
following steps as important:

We first need to know what we hope to
accomplish. What species do we want to
support?

Then we need to know how to attain this
goal. What components of the environ-
ment should we manipulate? How much
habitat, of what quality, will be needed?

What types of Best Management Practices
are likely to be compatible with the equip-
ment, labor supply, managerial skill, goals,
and values of land owners, while providing
the essentials for animals to survive and
reproduce?

We then will need a way of concep-
tualizing and predicting how manipula-
tions we undertake will affect the environ-
ment and farm operations.

Finally, we should be prepared to
monitor our progress and make changes to
the program if indicated.

To portray wildlife as the beneficiary of
reduced agrichemical usage and other
changes in cropping systems represents a
failure to capitalize on what I consider the
strength of sustainable agriculture-cog-
nizance of the interrelationships among
technology, institutions, people, and the
environment, and the ability to solve
problems from such a position.

Steven Wolf
Graduate Student
Department of Rural Sociology
University of Wisconsin
Madison, WI53706

Response:

Steven Wolf seems to be suggesting
further examination of the institution-
al/sociological links between sustainable
agriculture and wildlife. I do not view this
as a refutation of my original discussion,
but as complementary. In presentations
and in other articles, I have made similar
points, but in this article I chose a different
focus. Nevertheless, I am wary of the un-
derlying tone here. Some of these argu-
ments sound much like those I have heard
in the past from defenders of conventional
agriculture, forestry, and wildlife ap-
proaches.

Mr. Wolf suggests the need to develop
"farming systems (i.e., Best Management
Practices) that are acceptable to producers
and provide minimum threshold habitat re-
quirements." The implications are that

sustainable farming will not be acceptable
or economically profitable, and that it will
remove land from local tax roles, etc. I
question such assumptions. Certainly, a
growing body of research and demonstra-
tion indicates that sustainable farming
(which goes beyond BMPs) is practical,
profitable and offers many positive alter-
natives for farmers, communities, and con-
sumers.

In addition, Mr. Wolf insists that in trac-
ing the wildlife-farming connection, the
first step "and most important goal" should
be to identify which wildlife species one
wishes to support. Of course, setting goals
is important, since species have different
habitat requirements and one must also
decide the level of scale to target, whether
it is the farm, the region, or the nation.
However, the longtime practice of manag-
ing for one or a few species, usually
"game" species, is rapidly going out of
favor as being too limited. This approach
has often led to a plethora of the managed-
f or animal, while all around, species filling
other niches disappear. When this hap-
pens, landscapes become less resilient, less
bountiful, and less beautiful. In place of an
approach that targets species, many in the
wildlife management community are
moving towards methods that seek to foster
biodiversity. Biodiversity depends on the
restoration of functioning ecosystems that
will once again support a wide variety of
species that dwell in the soil, on the land,
and in the water.

Ann Y. Robinson
Agricultural Specialist
Izaak Walton League of America
801 Commerce Drive
Decorah, IA 52101
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