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Abstract—Although wilderness designations require congressional 
action, state-level political decisions usually determine whether and 
when Congress formally acts to designate new wilderness areas. In 
some cases, such as in Alaska, the issue of wilderness protection 
becomes nationalized and a wide range of interests beyond the borders 
of the state shape the eventual policy. But in most states, the fate of 
wilderness proposals is largely a function of local economic, political, 
and ecological issues and concerns. While the issues are different 
in each state, there is great value in comparing the experience of 
efforts across the states in securing protection for wilderness areas 
to see how the experience in some states can illuminate efforts in 
others. Why have some states been successful in getting wilderness 
areas protected by Congress, and other states have not? What can 
states where wilderness proposals languish learn from others who 
have been successful in getting legislation enacted? What factors 
contribute to successful wilderness campaigns and what causes fail-
ures? What kinds of economic analyses, ecological assessments and 
other scientific studies are most useful in wilderness policy making? 
How have wilderness proponents been able to generate the kind of 
political support required for action? The purpose of this paper is 
to propose a framework for exploring answers to these questions 
by examining wilderness designation efforts in the western states 
during the past several decades. 

Overview of Wilderness Policy_ ____
	 The Federal government owns some 29 percent of the 
total land mass of the United States. Approximately 23 
percent of all federal land (7 percent of all land) has been 
designated as wilderness or is being protected as potential 
wilderness. Nearly 55 percent of all wilderness is located 
in Alaska, and Alaskan wilderness areas represent nearly 
16 percent of the state. If those lands are excluded, about 
4 percent of U.S. lands are protected as wilderness. There 
are 681 wilderness areas in all but six states (Gorte 2005). 
An additional 46 million acres (18,615,539 ha) of land are 
being protected as potential wilderness areas.
	 The first wilderness area was administratively protected 
in 1924, when U.S. Forest Service officials decided to des-
ignate part of the Gila National Forest in New Mexico as 
wilderness. Over the subsequent 40 years, 14.6 million acres 
(5,908,410 ha) of Forest Service lands were protected through 
administrative action. In 1964, Congress enacted the Wilder-
ness Act and designated 9.1 million acres (3,682,639 ha) of 

national forest lands. In 1968, Congress began expanding 
the wilderness system and wilderness designations included 
National Park Service, Fish & Wildlife Service and Bureau 
of Land Management lands, peaking in 1979-1980, when 
Congress added nearly 61 million acres (24,685,824 ha) of 
land to the system, including 56 million acres (22,662,396 
ha) in Alaska. In 1984, Congress passed 21 wilderness laws, 
expanding the system by nearly 9 million acres (3,642,171 ha), 
protecting more lands outside of Alaska than any Congress 
had done since 1964. In 1998, the Clinton administration 
sought to designate additional forest lands as roadless areas, 
ensuring their protection as potential wilderness areas, but 
that rule was replaced by a Bush administration regulation 
that allows governors to petition the U.S. Forest Service to 
issue rules on a statewide basis governing roadless areas 
(Gorte 2005). In addition to these Forest Service roadless 
lands that are potential wilderness areas, the National Park 
Service manages nearly 26 million acres (10,521,827 ha) as 
potential wilderness, and the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) has designated nearly 15 million acres (6,070,285 ha) 
as Wilderness Study Areas that are protected until Congress 
acts to designate or not designate them as wilderness (Gorte 
2005).  
	 The 1964 Wilderness Act (Section 2(c)) outlines several 
criteria for governing the designation of wilderness lands:

“lands designated for preservation and protection in their 
natural condition,”

“an area where the earth and its community of life are 
untrammeled by man,”

“an area of undeveloped Federal land retaining its primeval 
character and influence, without permanent improvement or 
human habitation,”

“generally appears to have been affected primarily by the 
forces of nature, with the imprint of man’s work substantially 
unnoticeable,”and

“has outstanding opportunities for solitude or a primitive 
and unconfined type of recreation.” 

Only Congress can formally designate lands as wilderness, 
but the decision to establish new wilderness areas is largely 
a decision made within state boundaries and is a function of 
state politics. While there are some important exceptions, in 
general when federal land agencies, the state congressional 
delegation, the governor and the legislature, and major in-
terest groups all agree on creating a new wilderness area, 
Congress typically ratifies the decision. 
	 One way to examine wilderness politics is to focus on 
national trends. Table 1 charts the evolution of the national 
wilderness system and the laws passed by Congress that 
designated wilderness lands. We would expect the number 
of wilderness laws to decline over time, since there is only 
a finite amount of land available for wilderness designa-
tion, and as lands are protected, the possibilities for future 
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designations shrink. Nevertheless, there was considerable 
activity in the 1990s, well after the initial process of wilder-
ness designation was complete. Wilderness designations were 
much more frequent during Congresses under the control of 
Democrats. This should be no surprise given the patterns 
of support for environmental protection policies in the two 
parties. Republican-led congresses, however, continued to 
enact wilderness bills. 
	 As shown in table 2, Congress began passing multi-state 
wilderness bills in 1964; the last one was enacted in 1978. 
After that, wilderness bills largely addressed only one state. 
These bills were all passed when Democrats controlled both 
chambers of Congress. But it is difficult to draw political 
conclusions from this data, since it is not clear why Con-
gress shifted from multi-state to individual state bills. The 
designation process has mostly continued to proceed on a 
state-by-state basis.
	 More interesting and relevant is wilderness politics at 
the state level. While 44 states have wilderness areas, the 
vast majority of designations are in the western states. And 
these states are home to almost all of the 46 million acres 
(18,615,539 ha) of wilderness study areas and millions more 
that have been proposed for protection by citizen groups. 
Table 3 summarizes the state of wilderness designations 

and proposed wilderness in the 12 western states (including 
Alaska).
	 The data in table 3 highlight the differences between 
states in terms of wilderness designation. Setting aside 
Alaska, based on the percent of federal land designated 
as wilderness, states can be grouped into three categories: 
Washington and California are high wilderness states; Ari-
zona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming are medium 
wilderness states; and, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, and 
Utah are low wilderness states. It is useful to compare the 
percentage of federal lands designated as wilderness because 
states differ significantly in terms of the amount of land 
owned by the federal government, and this provides a gross 
measure of success in wilderness designation. Of course, 
states differ in terms of the amount of land within their 
borders that are eligible for wilderness designation. The 
table raises a number of questions, such as what accounts 
for the differences in wilderness designations achieved in 
these three groupings of states, and what states contain the 
most significant opportunities for wilderness designation. 
In terms of the potential for new wilderness lands, table 3 
suggests three different groups: Utah and Nevada as states 
with the highest wilderness potential; Arizona, California, 
Colorado, Idaho, Montana, New Mexico, and Oregon as 
moderate wilderness potential states; and, Washington as 
low wilderness potential. One way to summarize the task 
is to examine what lessons can be learned from the high 
wilderness states (Washington and California) that can help 
illuminate prospects in the high wilderness potential states 
(Nevada and Utah). But it is useful to examine wilderness 
politics in all western states. 
	 Table 4 charts the history of wilderness designation in these 
different groups of wilderness lands. Alaska is not included 
here because wilderness designation largely occurred through 
one statute. In the western states, the typical pattern has 
been several wilderness laws passed over decades, ranging 

Table 1—Laws forming the National Wilderness Preservation System.

Year/Congress	 Party control of 	 Number	 Number 	 Number of   	 Number of 	 Acres 
	 House/Senate	  of laws	 of states	 areas—new	 areas—additions 	 designated

1963-64  88th	 D/D	 1	 13	 54	 0	 9,139,721
1965-66  89th	 D/D	 0	 0	 0	 0	 0
1967-68  90th 	 D/D	 5	 4	 5	 1	 794,550
1969-70  91st	 D/D	 3	 12	 25	 0	 305,619
1971-72  92nd	 D/D	 9	 7	 8	 1	 912,439
1973-74  93rd	 D/D	 5	 22	 35	 0	 1,264,594
1975-76  94th 	 D/D	 6	 21	 35	 0	 2,12,486
1977-78  95th	 D/D	 7	 18	 28	 5	 4,555,496
1979-80  96th	 D/D	 6	 10	 70	 11	 60,799,111
1981-82  97th	 D/R	 5	 5	 7	 0	 83,261
1983-83  98th	 D/R	 21	 21	 177	 49	 8,576,450
1985-86  99th	 D/R	 4	 4	 11	 2	 97,393
1987-88 100th 	 D/D	 7	 8	 22	 4	 1,988,509
1989-90 101st	 D/D	 5	 5	 68	 3	 1,759,479
1991-92 102nd	 D/D	 2	 2	 6	 4	 424,590
1993-94 103rd	 D/D	 2	 2	 79	 14	 8,272,699
1995-96 104th	 R/R	 1	 2	 1	 2	 29,420
1997-98 105th	 R/R	 1	 1	 0	 1	 160
1999-00 106th	 R/R	 8	 6	 18	 1	 1,086,490
2001-02 107th	 R/R	 5	 5	 18	 13	 441,520
2003-04 108th	 R/R	 1	 1	 14	 0	 768,294

	 Source: adapted from Gorte 2005.

Table 2—Multi-State wilderness bills passed by Congress.

	 Number of 
Year	 wilderness areas	 Number of states

1964	 51	 10
1970	 7	 5
1975	 5	 4
1976	 15	 7
1978	 17	 9
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Table 3—Federal designated wilderness acreage and acreage protected as potential wilderness.

	 Total 	 Percent of		  Total	 Percent of 	 Share of U.S.
	 designated	 federal	 Share of	 recommended	 federal	 recommended
State	 area	 land	 NWPS	 area	 land	 area

Alaska	 57,522,408	 23.6	 54.14	 18,430,038	 7.8	 39.66
Arizona	 4,528,973	 12.4	 4.26	 2,098,646	 7.6	 4.52
California	 14,058,378	 29.9	 13.23	 1,138,769	 2.6	 2.45
Colorado	 3,348,700	 14.5	 3.15	 1,129,282	 4.8	 2.43
Idaho	 4,005,712	 11.4	 3.77	 2,757,109	 8.4	 5.93
Montana	 3,443,038	 11.8	 3.24	 2,514,611	 9.4	 5.41
Nevada	 2,754,180	 4.3	 2.59	 5,213,015	 9.2	 11.22
New Mexico	 1,623,843	 6.1	 1.53	 1,133,960	 4.8	 2.44
Oregon	 2,274,167	 7.4	 2.14	 2,878,638	 8.8	 6.19
Utah	 800,614	 2.3	 0.75	 5,191,342	 15.6	 11.17
Washington	 4,317,133	 32.6	 4.06	 20,518	 0.2	 0.04
Wyoming	 3,111,232	 9.9	 2.93	 2,700,929	 0.9	 5.81

	 Source: adapted from Gorte 2005.

Relatively High Wilderness States

California
Year	 Acres

1964	 1,258,884
1968	 179,000
1969	 161,500
1972	 97,442
1974	 141
1975	 123,881
1976	 115,882
1978	 82,250
1984	 1,632,890
1992	 400,450
1994	 994,049
1994	 3,687,020
1999	 18,500
2002	 56,880

Washington
Year  	 Acres  

1964	 583,196
1968	 510,000
1970	 179
1976	 355
1984	 1,005,950
1988	 1,157,886

Middle Wilderness States

Arizona
Year	 Acres 

1964	 422,990
1970	 57,260
1972	 68,000
1976	 80,840
1978	 370,270
1984	 972,110
1990	 2,433,364

Middle Wilderness States (cont.)

Colorado
Year	 Acres 

1964	 274,859 
1975	 640,261
1976	 187,310
1978	 70,000
1980	 1,422,430
1993	 611,780
1997	 160
1999	 22,119
2000	 18,000
2000	 75,550
2002	 17,195

Idaho
Year	 Acres 

1964	 987,910
1970	 43,243
1978	 206,000
1980	 2,344,600

Montana
Year	 Acres 

1964	 1,698,155
1972	 240,000
1975	 75,588
1976	 64,606
1978	 932,940
1978	 345,771
1980	 33,000
1983	 38,000

Wyoming
Year	 Acres 

1964	 1,813,012 
1972	 208,000
1976	 197,600
1978	 14,940
1984	 879,129

Table 4—History of wilderness designations.

Relatively Low Wilderness States

Nevada
Year	 Acres 

1964	 64,667
1989	 761,400
2000	 757,800
2002	 451,915

Oregon
Year	 Acres 

1964	 662,847
1968	 100,000
1970	 38
1978	 387,559
1984	 859,500
1996	 12,895
2000	 425,550

Utah
Year	 Acres 

1978	 29,567
1984	 749,550
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from large designations to small additions to existing wild 
lands. The Wilderness Act suggests a minimum of 5,000 
acres (2,023 hectares) to qualify as wilderness, so most of 
the bills affecting small tracts of lands were extensions of 
existing areas.
	 Table 5 summarizes the wilderness designations in place 
and the opportunities for future designations. While these 
opportunities are impressive, they underestimate the amount 
of land that could be protected because many eligible lands 
identified by citizen groups are not officially protected. 

Modeling the Policy Making Process 
for Wilderness___________________
	 Political scientists often employ a model of the policy mak-
ing process that builds on Kingdon (2002), a very influential 
book on how public policies get on the policy making agenda. 
The predominant model of the policy making process, rooted 
in the work of early theorists, described the policy process as 
a system of distinct functions, interconnected with feedback 
loops. The steps in the policy process for policy making typi-
cally include the following:

	 •	Getting on the policy making agenda (the issues that 
decision makers are paying serious attention to at any 
one time; at the national level, the key decision makers 
are Congress and the White House; the governor and 
legislature play that role at the state level).

	 •	Formulating policy options and alternatives.
	 •	Selecting policy goals and instruments and legitimizing 

them, either through legislation or executive action such 
as rulemaking, executive orders, etc.

	 •	Designing and implementing programs to achieve policy 
goals.

	 •	Evaluating policy outputs of government agencies and 
the outcomes produced. 

	 •	Revising the definition of the problem and beginning 
the process anew.

This policy stages model is helpful in describing how policy 
making occurs, whether for wilderness policy or any other 
issue, as it breaks down the complicated process of policy 
making into manageable parts that allows us to better 
understand what actors and institutions are involved, 
what political forces are involved, and how the evolution 
from defining a problem to fashioning and putting in place 
a solution actually occurs. While helpful, this descriptive 
model does not explain most of the questions we have about 
the process, such as how policies get on the agenda in the 
first place, how they move through the process, and what 
determines their success in achieving policy goals. 
	 Policy making is a function of a wide array of factors, in-
cluding chance and the personalities in place at a particular 
time; the incentives driving choices made by self-interested 
political actors as well as those motivated by concerns beyond 
rational calculations; events and developments beyond the 
control of policy makers; the consequences of policy making 
in parallel policy arenas that are addressing other issues; 
and political ideology and partisan politics and the way in 
which different actors view the appropriate role of govern-
ment. Kingdon (2002) focused on national policy making and 
interviewed nearly 250 senior policy makers over a four year 

period, including governmental officials and interest group 
leaders, about the policy problems they were working on, 
why they focused on them, and what were emerging policy 
issues. He concluded that the process is one of “organized 
anarchy,” but found that there was considerable organized 
activity in three separate, independent streams of activity:

	 1.	The problem stream where researchers, activists, and 
others seek to understand the causes and consequences 
of public problems.

	 2.	The policy stream where policy makers, academics, 
policy analysts, and advocates seek to design solutions 
to public problems.

	 3.	The politics stream where politicians seek ways of es-
tablishing and expanding their political influence.

	 Activity in these streams continues independently until 
policy entrepreneurs are able to bring the three streams 
together and produce policy action. This window of oppor-
tunity can occur as the result of a variety of developments. 
Within the problem stream, a major incident or accident can 
focus attention as can the accumulation of knowledge that 
becomes so compelling that action is required. Within the 
politics stream, a broad change in administration or party 
control in Congress or, more narrowly, the naming of new 
committee chairs, can create an opportunity for political 
change. Policy windows open when compelling problems 
surface or political changes occur, and policy solutions are 
ready to be joined to these problems (Kingdon 2002). 
	 The role of policy entrepreneur is key in harnessing the 
changes in the different streams and bringing the largely 
independent and parallel flows of action together. Policy en-
trepreneurs are advocates who are willing to invest time, en-
ergy, money, and other resources to produce a policy outcome 
they favor. The essential attributes of a policy entrepreneur 
include having a claim to a hearing because s/he speaks for 
others or is in a position of authority; is known for political 
connections and negotiating skills; and is persistent and 
tenacious. Policy issues are like a queue of items, waiting to 
have a turn on the policy agenda. Policy entrepreneurs may 
constantly push their proposal or lie in wait for the window to 
open. Open windows are scarce because there is a limit to the 
capacity of the policy system to consider alternative policies, 
although the capacity of the system is not fixed, there is no 
zero-sum competition for a place on the policy agenda, and 
it contracts and expands over time (Kingdon 2002). Success 
in one area can spill over to another, as politicians believe 
they can find success in a related area by repeating their 
effort and transfer a winning coalition to a new policy issue 
and finding support from precedence (Kingdon 2002).
	 A key role for the entrepreneur is to frame the issues in 
ways that get the attention of others and generates suf-
ficient attention that the issue breaks through and rises 
above other possible issues. How an issue is framed has 
significant implications for the likely success of the issue 
moving through the policy stages and being successfully 
implemented. The intersection of ideas and political actors 
is critical in joining solutions to problems and connecting 
both to favorable political forces, and issue framing defines 
the problems and their solutions in ways that are politically 
salient and can garner significant support. Opponents may 
offer a more compelling way to frame an issue that favors 
their policy positions. The importance of framing suggests 
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Table 5—Wilderness and proposed wilderness areas, by state.

Alaska wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 21,973,662	 5,753,448	 26.2		  1,412,000	 6.4
NPS	 51,078,663	 33,079,611	 64.8		  16,143,800	 31.6
FWS	 76,567,246	 18,689,349	 24.4		  0	 0
BLM	 85,652,163	 0	 0		  784,238	 0.9

Total		  57,522,408	 23.6	 54.1	 18,430,038	 7.8	 39.66

Arizona wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 11,262,527	 1,345,008	 11.9		  61,000	 0.5
NPS	 2,602,990	 444,055	 17.1		  1,973,716	 75.8
FWS	 1,677,951	 1,343,444	 80.1		  0	 0
BLM	 12,228,398	 1,396,466	 11.4		  63,690	 0.5

Total		  4,528,973	 12.4	 4.26	 2,098,6468	 7.6	 4.52

California wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 20,769,716	 4,430,849	 21.3		  164,000	 0.8
NPS	 7,554,824	 5,997,045	 79.4		  0	 0.0
FWS	 281,258	 9,172	 3.3		  0	 0.0
BLM	 15,198,670	 3,621,312	 23.8		  974,769	 6.4

Total		  14,058,378	 29.9	 13.23	 1,138,769	 2.6	 2.45

Colorado wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 14,498,801	 3,146,150	 21.7		  93,000	 0.6
NPS	 604,333	 60,466	 10.0		  414,545	 68.6
FWS	 70,042	 2,560	 3.7		  0	 0.0
BLM	 8,368,106	 139,524	 1.7		  621,737	 7.4

Total		  3,348,700	 14.5	 3.15	 1,129,282	 4.8	 2.43

Idaho wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 20,715,568	 3,961,667	 19.1		  1,406,000	 6.8
NPS	 96,268	 43,243	 44.9		  9,400	 9.8
FWS	 48,563	 0	 0.0		  0	 0.0
BLM	 11,993,499	 802	 0.01		  1,341,709	 11.2

Total		  4,005,712	 11.4	 3.77	 2,757,109	 8.4	 5.93

	 Continued
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Table 5—Continued

Montana wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 16,923,859	 3,372,503	 19.9		  812,000	 4.8
NPS	 1,214,234	 0	 0.0		  1,090,208	 89.8
FWS	 627,548	 64,535	 10.3		  161,580	 25.98
BLM	 7,964,028	 6,000	 0.1		  450,823	 5.7

Total		  3,443,038	 11.8	 3.24	 2,514,611	 9.4	 5.41

Nevada wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 5,836,348	 870,567	 14.9		  0	 0.0
NPS	 774,509	 125,000	 16.1		  659,950	 85.2
FWS	 2.333,538	 0	 0.0		  1,675,148	 72.7
BLM	 47,860,756	 1,758,613	 3.7		  2,877,917	 6.0

Total		  2,754,180	 4.3	 2.59	 5,213,105	 9.2	 11.22

New Mexico wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 9,419,498	 1,388,262	 14.7		  66,000	 0.7
NPS	 376,527	 56,392	 15.0		  97,428	 25.9
FWS	 326,664	 39,908	 12.2		  0	 0.0
BLM	 13,371,4331	 139,281	 1.0		  970,532	 7.3

Total		  1,623,843	 6.1	 1.53	 1,133,960	 4.8	 2.44

Oregon wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 15,667,116	 2,086,504	 13.3		  0	 0.0
NPS	 190,955	 0	 0.0		  127,058	 66.5
FWS	 557,686	 940	 0.2		  50,390	 9.1
BLM	 16,135,906	 186,723	 1.2		  2,701,190	 16.7

Total		  2,274,167	 7.4	 22.14	 2,878,638	 8.8	 6.19

Utah wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 8,193,568	 772,894	 9.4		  83,000	 1.0
NPS	 2,094,161	 0	 0.0		  1,852,852	 88.5
FWS	 107,227	 0	 0.0		  0	 0.0
BLM	 22,867,662	 27,720	 0.1		  3,255,490	 14.2

Total		  800,614	 2.3	 0.75	 5,191,342	 15.6	 11.7

	 Continued
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Table 5—Continued

Washington wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 9,276,203	 2,569,391	 27.7		  15,000	 0.2
NPS	 1,832,050	 1,739,763	 95.0		  0	 0.0
FWS	 146,771	 839	 0.6		  0	 0.0
BLM	 403,316	 7,140	 1.8		  5,518	 1.4

Total		  4,317,133	 32.6	 4.06	 20,518	 0.2	 0.04

Wyoming wilderness and proposed wilderness areas
	 Area managed	 Federal	 Wilderness as a 	 Share of 	 Acreage		  Share of total
	 by federal land	 designated	 percent	 national	 protected		  potential
	 management	 wilderness	 of total	 wilderness	 as potential	 Percent of	 wilderness
	 agencies	 acreage	 federal lands	 preservation system	 wilderness	 total land	 area

USDA	 9,238,063	 3,111,232	 33.7		  45,000	 0.5
NPS	 2,323,693	 0	 0.0		  2,090,088	 88.8
FWS	 70,674	 0	 0.0		  0	 0.0
BLM	 18,355,293	 0	 0.0		  575,841	 3.1

Total		  3,111,232	 9.9	 2.93	 2,700,929	 0.9	 5.81

	 Source: adapted from (Gorte 2005: 11–14).

that ideas matter, that policy success is not simply a func-
tion of mobilizing political resources but can also be affected 
by the way in which problems are defined and solutions 
presented. 
	 Finally, the opening of the policy window is difficult to pre-
dict because it is a perception in the minds of policy makers, 
and there may be disagreements over whether a window is 
actually open at any particular time. But timing is critical. 
Policy windows open for issues that appear to have a chance 
of enactment, and are typically open for only short periods 
of time. If they are missed, advocates must wait until the 
window reopens. Advocates typically hold firmly to their 
positions until the window opens, prompting negotiation and 
compromise. Once movement occurs, the process is typically 
unpredictable and very difficult to control. While problems or 
politics typically trigger the opening, all three streams need 
to be joined in order for successful policy making to occur, 
and if one of the three is missing, the window will likely close 
before there is time to generate the missing element. Critics 
of Kingdon argue that the three streams are not really as 
independent as he depicts them, that the model is ahistori-
cal and fails to account for the way in which previous policy 
actions affect subsequent ones, and that it fails to provide a 
basis for predicting policy choice (see Zahariadis 1999).

Explaining Wilderness  
Policy Making____________________
	 Kingdon’s policy stream model has been used to help 
illuminate changes in highly visible policy problems that 
capture widespread attention. Aside from the case of pro-
tecting wildlands in Alaska in the 1970s, which led to the 
Alaska National Interest Lands Conservation Act in 1980 
and the current debate over the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge, issues like wilderness are largely seen as state rather 
than national issues for most members of Congress. Despite 
the limitations, the model provides a useful framework for 
examining how wilderness policy has developed during the 
past four decades and for exploring the prospects for future 
wilderness designations. 
	 This paper only suggests the framework and is part of a 
project that will eventually result in a book on wilderness 
policy. But some brief examples might help illustrate what the 
model suggests we look for in understanding and comparing 
state wilderness politics. A change in the political stream 
might result from the election of a new member of Congress. 
A change in administration, the other most frequent develop-
ment in the political stream, is less likely to affect wilderness 
policy directly since it is largely a congressional initiative. 
But, given the powers of incumbency, turnover in Congress 
is quite infrequent. It may also occur as a result of state or 
local-level policy entrepreneurs who decide to make this a 
priority, or stakeholders who come together to fashion a solu-
tion. Sometimes, consensus building takes a long period of 
time before a breakthrough occurs as participants change.
	 A dramatic change in the problem stream may not be very 
likely, given the nature of wilderness, but changes in other, 
overlapping problem streams, such as energy crises and 
demands to expand domestic energy production from public 
lands, may affect wilderness policy making. Changes in the 
broader social and economic context in which wilderness is 
part can also help open a window of opportunity. The threat 
of a major new development, the decline of an extractive 
industry, or some other local crisis can create opportunities 
to reframe problems and rethink issues. 
	 Finally, a change in the policy stream may open up oppor-
tunities. While policy conditions are outlined in some detail 
in the Wilderness Act, stakeholders may come up with new 
ways to package wilderness protection with other public 
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lands provisions that expand the benefits that come from 
parties supporting a wilderness bill. Many wilderness bills 
have place-specific provisions that do not affect wilderness 
designations elsewhere, but provide enough flexibility to 
bring parties to agreement. 
	 This model is primarily a framework for aggregating the 
experience of states in making wilderness policy. It is pri-
marily a descriptive tool, aimed at clarifying what happens 
in a very complicated process and encouraging comparative 
studies of the politics of wilderness designation in different 
countries. Good comparative studies, carefully structured, 
can help aggregate knowledge and illuminate precondi-
tions and patterns that can suggest how wilderness can be 
protected in other areas. Much has been accomplished in 
building the National Wilderness Preservation System but 

it is far from finished. Like the National Park System that 
is much older but continues to grow and evolve, there are 
tremendous opportunities in many states to protect millions 
of acres of wild lands. 
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