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The most basic principle in the field of recreation ecology—an interdisciplinary field
that studies the ecological impacts of recreational activities and the management of these
impacts—is that if outdoor recreation is allowed in an area, impacts to that ecosystem are
inevitable. It is also established that outdoor recreation has a myriad of benefits to society that
range from economic growth, improved human health and well-being, community building,
and increases in an individual’s connection to nature. Moreover, outdoor recreation is one
of the primary mechanisms by which humans interact with the natural world in contem-
porary society. As a result, many county, state, and federal park and protected area (PPA)
managers around the United States (U.S.) are faced with mandates or missions that require
conserving natural resources while also providing quality outdoor recreation experiences.
Key challenges facing researchers, conservation practitioners, and PPA managers as they
try to balance conservation goals with recreation access are: understanding the mechanism
and the level and extent of these impacts; identifying what level of negative impact, if any,
is acceptable; and deciding how to mitigate or manage these impacts.

Within recreation ecology, the impacts from recreation to ecosystem components
such as soil and vegetation are relatively well studied. The negative impacts of recreation
to environmental factors such as water, air quality, soundscapes, and wildlife are less well
understood. Studying the relationships between non-consumptive recreation use and impacts
to wildlife can be complex. Part of this complexity is because impacts to wildlife can be
direct (e.g., harassment or feeding) and/or indirect (i.e., habitat modification) and at times
can be hard to measure or observe (e.g., changes in stress hormone levels in response to
recreation presence) as compared to soil or vegetation impacts. Additionally, impacts from
non-consumptive recreation use can be interacting with, or compounded by, other ecosystem
pressures. These added pressures include, but are not limited to, habitat loss due to develop-
ment or changes in land use, pressures from consumptive recreation (hunting or fishing),
and/or climate change. Moreover, impacts at the wildlife population or community level
often require long-term studies, which are somewhat rare in recreation ecology but admit-
tedly more common in the wildlife sciences.

Despite these challenges, there is a recent resurgence of interest in studying the impacts
of non-consumptive recreation use on wildlife species. Meanwhile, there is a recognition
that studies focusing only on the social or human aspects of a PPA system are insufficient
to address current recreation and conservation issues, especially those related to wildlife.
Many recreation ecologists, conservation scientists, and managers have begun to view
outdoor recreation in PPAs as a complex social-ecological system (SES). As such, we must
enhance our understanding of the interactions and intersections between both the ecological
and social systems that make up our PPAs. Addressing wildlife conservation and recreation
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access in PPAs requires SES-focused thinking and collaborative problem solving.

The rich social and ecological systems comprising California make this state an excel-
lent place to begin to address recreation use through an SES framework. California is one
of the most biodiverse states in the U.S. and while 47% of the state is currently protected,
97% of these protected lands are opened to human access. Non-consumptive recreation use
in PPA has increased rapidly in recent years across the U.S. but especially in Western states.
California State Parks saw a 10% increase in total visitation numbers from the 2015/16 to
2016/17 fiscal year and many California national parks have seen exponential growth in
visitation in recent years. As the U.S population becomes increasingly suburban and urban,
PPAs that provide refugia and critical habitat for wildlife face increasing pressure from land
use change and suburban expansion. Within California, this trend is evident as the state’s
population continues to grow while land use change, extreme droughts, and development
increases pressure on California’s PPAs.

Currently, PPAs and open space are limited, and wildlife species and their habitat
face many ecological pressures. We are on the cusp of a resurgence and upswell of research
exploring non-consumptive recreation impacts on wildlife. However, to meet conserva-
tion objectives, additional research is still needed to best inform recreation management
in PPAs. Conserving and protecting wildlife species while providing quality recreation
experiences to society requires interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary teams of researchers,
managers, practitioners, stakeholders, and the public working together towards shared goals
and objectives. Because of the social and ecological complexities and uncertainties around
recreation impacts to wildlife, no individual field of science or management entity will be
able to address this issue on its own. As such, this special issue is timely and important as it
adds to the body of literature aimed at understanding non-consumptive recreation impacts
to wildlife. Additionally, this special issue serves as a starting point for cooperatively ex-
ploring the challenge of protecting wildlife while balancing non-consumptive recreation
use. If we are to meet conservation goals related to wildlife and wildlife habitat, it may not
be appropriate to allow recreation use in all PPAs and at all times. However, collaborative
dialogues (informed by the SES framework) around wildlife conservation are essential to
guide decisions related to where, when, and how non-consumptive recreation use should
be permitted in our PPAs.





