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Abstract
U.S. Federal Land Management Areas (FLMAs) are grounded in settler colonialism, including Indigenous land dispossessions and violations of Tribal treaties.
This critical thought-piece is written by Indigenous scholars to reimagine FLMAs
(especially recreation areas) through decolonization and the Indigenous value
systems embedded within the “four Rs”: relationship, responsibility, reciprocity,
and redistribution. We reweave conceptions about parks and protected areas, reimagine park management, and reconfigure management foci to reflect Indigenous
value systems shared by Indigenous peoples. We emphasize a need for Tribal comanagement of FLMAs, the inclusion of Tribal land management practices across
ecosystems, and the restoration of Indigenous land use and management rights.
Land and recreation managers can use this paper to 1) decolonize park management practices, 2) understand how Indigenous value systems can inform park
management foci, and 3) build a decolonized and reciprocal relationship with
Tribes and their ancestral landscapes.
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Introduction
Before the United States was established, Indigenous peoples stewarded these
lands for millennia (Figure 1). The history of the U.S. as an occupying entity contains a
violent narrative of settler colonialism, involving a state founded on white supremacy,
slavery, theft of Indigenous lands, and policies leading to the largest genocide in global
history (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Koch et al., 2019). After generations of violence, in 1872,
Yellowstone National Park became the first National Park (Cronon, 1995, p. 9). Subsequently, hundreds of protected areas and several Federal Land Management Agencies
(FLMAs) were established (e.g., the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), U.S. Forest
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Figure 1
Indigenous Ancestral Homelands in the United States. A) Alaska; B) Hawaii;
C) Continental U.S.
A

C

B

Service (USFS), the National Park Service, etc.; Figure 2). Today, the federal government manages 640 million land acres, whereas Tribes hold rights to 326 land areas;
however, the U.S. holds the titles to these lands in trust (BIA, 2020; Vincent et al., 2020;
Figure 3).
Many people consider the establishment of FLMAs and the creation of Parks and
Protected Areas (PPAs) as gains for conservation and outdoor recreation. Some Indigenous peoples denounce FLMAs and PPAs as products of colonialism that threaten
their welfare, contribute to human rights violations, and increase the social exclusion
and marginalization of their people (Colchester, 2004; Stevens, 2014). The creation of
PPAs opened large recreational areas but simultaneously proffered negative impacts to
Tribes, including the direct expropriation and losses of land custodianship, natural and
cultural resources, jurisdiction, and sovereignty (King, 2007). The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) addresses these issues: "Indigenous peoples have the right to the lands, territories, and resources which they have
traditionally owned, occupied or otherwise used or acquired" (United Nations, 2007).
However, the United States has yet to adopt UNDRIP; thus, a pressing need for addressing Indigenous sovereignty exists at the land and recreation management levels.
Indigenous sovereignty issues have not been fully or satisfactorily addressed by
FLMAs (Doshi, 2021); however, federal management plans (e.g., the Northwest Forest Plan) that include cooperative Tribal partnerships may accommodate Tribal needs
and support government-to-government relationships (Stuart & Martine, 2005). To
expand the positive outcomes of cooperative arrangements, we employ decolonization methodology—which is accountable to Indigenous sovereignty and futurity—to
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Figure 2
Current U.S. Federal Land Management Agency Map. A) Alaska; B) Hawaii;
C) Continental U.S.
A

C

B

Figure 3
Current Indigenous Lands. A) Alaska; B) Hawaii; C) Continental U.S. Please
note that these areas represent trust lands and not fee lands, as designated
by the Federal government (this is why Native lands in Oklahoma, which are
in fee status, are not included).
A

B

C
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begin unsettling and decolonizing FLMAs (Tuck & Yang, 2012). Fully decolonizing
FLMAs requires the dismantling of institutions into non-operational capacities and
restoring Tribal land rights and governance. To initiate decolonization processes, we
suggest ways for FLMAs to equitably incorporate Indigenous perspectives and underline mainstays of settler colonialism, including the dispossession of land, resources,
peoples, and Indigenous Knowledges (Doshi, 2021; Wolfe, 2006). Because decolonization processes require Indigenous leadership, we place Indigenous people’s interests,
Knowledges, and leadership at the forefront of this paper (Smith, 2013).
As four Indigenous scholars, we reflect on the processes of decolonizing, unsettling, and interweaving Indigenous value systems and create suggestions for how FLMAs can reconstruct management practices. This critical thought-piece focuses on
who should manage FLMAs; whose interests are served; who benefits from this unsettling; and who should implement the recommended changes (Smith, 2013). We employ our Indigenous Knowledges to reflect on how to operationalize Indigenous value
systems contained within the four Rs: relationship (i.e., kinship obligations, the interrelationships of all things, and the inclusion of others), responsibility (i.e., community
obligations to care for relatives—plants, animals, humans, etc.), reciprocity (i.e., cyclical obligations that reflect lifecycles and dynamics ingrained within relationships),
and redistribution (i.e., sharing responsibilities to balance and rebalance relationships;
Harris & Wasilewski, 2004). Using the four R’s, we reweave park conceptions, reimagine park management, and reconfigure management foci. This process recognizes the
significance of Indigenous peoples as keepers of biodiversity and thus may support
conservation objectives for future generations.

Reweaving Park Conceptions
Reweaving park conceptions requires an understanding of the harmful vernacular
encoded within FLMAs’ governing concepts. Many FLMAs oversee designated Wilderness areas, which include lands wherein “…the earth and its community of life are
untrammeled by man, where man himself is a visitor who does not remain” (Wilderness Act, 1964). This definition guides Wilderness outdoor recreation management
which often focuses on mitigating the environmental impacts of recreation; however,
it removes the reality that Native Americans tended these lands for millennia. It also
paints an unrealistic image of lands as untouched spaces where nature remains separate from human interactions (e.g., outdoor recreation), which contributes to the hostile continuation of Indigenous land dispossession and the cultural erasure of Tribal
peoples.
Previous research outlined the problematic aspects related to constructions of
Wilderness and how PPAs were created to dispossess Indigenous peoples' rights (Dunbar-Ortiz, 2014; Spence, 1999; Stevens, 2014). Ideas of Wilderness extend beyond the
physical characteristics of lands vacant from human interaction. Constructions of Wilderness inform perceptions and policies for managing 'wild' spaces for human activities (e.g., recreation; Manning, 1989). We reweave park conceptions to form a more
realistic and Indigenous value-centric FLMA management framework.
Relationship
Many Indigenous cultures share relational aspects including strong relationships
between ecosystem elements; Indigenous kinship obligations; and a system of interrelationships necessary to sustain all lifeways. Before colonization, Indigenous peoples
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played essential roles as integrated species in their ecosystems. They were not visitors
(e.g., recreationists) but mainstays of landscapes who relied on ecosystem health to
fulfill their material, social, and cultural needs.
Indigenous peoples hold kincentric ecological responsibilities in which they view
all life (e.g., animals and plants) as kin or relatives (Salmón, 2000). This worldview
supports human interactions to maintain ecosystem health (e.g., providing nutrients
to plants and food for other animals) and feeds back the nutrients that Indigenous peoples require (e.g., maintaining ecosystems in good balance to keep Indigenous peoples
healthy; Salmon, 2000). This relationship aspect proves distinct to other ways of knowing that encapsulate humans and nature into dualistic domains (e.g., recreationists as
land visitors), which inform policies (Rudy & White, 2014).
Reweaving park conceptions about human-land relationships requires a pairing of
epistemologies (ways of knowing) and a blending of ontologies (ways of being; Inoue &
Moreira, 2017). Indigenous relationship values are not embedded in the current functions of FLMA management nor FLMA relationships with Tribes. Therefore, FLMAs
should strengthen relationships with Tribes by inactivating problematic languages
(e.g., Wilderness) and including authentic Indigenous narratives that describe the genealogies of human relationships with lands.
Responsibility
Indigenous communities enact responsibility for relatives, including human and
nonhuman kin. These care obligations maintain a balance where humans work within
ecosystems as invested partners. Many Indigenous lifeways incorporate communal
investments in the health of ecosystem elements that contribute to global conservation: Indigenous peoples protect 80% of the world's biodiversity (Garnett et al., 2018).
Therefore, Indigenous ecosystem responsibility obligations may contribute to global
functions and FLMA conservation and recreation objectives. However, land dispossessions and federal management of lands make it difficult for Indigenous people to
enact their responsibility values within their ancestral homelands.
Reciprocity
Indigenous values also incorporate reciprocity which links directly to relationships and responsibility because Tribal peoples care for animals and plants and receive direct and indirect benefits from their kinship systems. For example, the Karuk
and Yurok Tribes have reciprocity-based co-management agreements with regional
entities (e.g., USFS, Department of Interior, etc.) to restore culturally appropriate firemanagement practices (Marks-Block et al., 2019). The Tribes provide prescribed fire
training to regional entities and implement traditional fire management practices to
protect culturally important species (e.g., California hazelnut shrubs; Marks-Block et
al., 2019). Because of these fire-management practices, California hazelnut shrubs reinvest in Tribal communities by increasing the production of materials used for Tribal
basketry traditions (Marks-Block et al., 2019). A dramatic distinction is thus created
when contrasting this reciprocal kinship relationship with how FLMAs manage PPAs
for outdoor recreationists who can never fully connect with ecosystems or receive
tangible reciprocal benefits from public lands. However, this could change if FLMAs
reweave their focus to how humans and nonhumans benefit one another through systems of reciprocity.
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Redistribution
Redistribution is central to reweaving park conceptions. FLMAs’ usage of terms
like “wild,” “wilderness,” and “nature” maintain a dichotomous understanding of humans as separate from environmental systems, which contrasts Indigenous Knowledges. By redistributing power dynamics and integrating Indigenous epistemologies, FLMAs can reweave the problematic aspects of park conceptualizations and create more
accurate depictions of humans’ historic roles in ecosystems. By pairing epistemological
understandings and blending ontologies that inform land and recreation management
directions, Indigenous worldviews may elevate into more equitable terms with standard science (Inoue & Moreira, 2017). Therefore, FLMAs should partner with Tribes
through a system of co-equal management that incorporates Indigenous epistemologies into PPA conceptualizations and human responsibilities in ecosystems. This new
system could result in co-management frameworks that merge epistemologies and lead
to a broader FLMA ontological management philosophy. Ultimately, reweaving worldviews may create new conceptions and a more sustainable FLMA land and recreation
management framework, which could reconfigure American perceptions about human responsibilities to maintain healthy ecosystems.

Reimagining Park Management
Under Executive Order 13175 (Tribal Consultation Policy) and Management
Policies 2006 (4.1.4), the federal government recognizes the benefits of cooperative
conservation with Tribal governments and follows Tribal Consultation Policies (Exec.
Order No. 13175, 2000). The Department of Interior also has Tribal consultation policies (USDOI, 2009). However, each order and policy delegates Tribes to stakeholders
but stakeholder and consultation approaches do not equal Tribal consent of managerial practices. Managerial authorities have no responsibility to enact Tribal input,
which denigrates these processes to, at times, merely sounding boards for Tribes. Furthermore, Tribal consultation processes often occur after FLMAs have already made
management-related decisions (Doshi, 2021). Therefore, we suggest a better structure.
Relationship
FLMA Tribal consultation policies do not integrate relationship aspects of the four
Rs when Tribes are positioned as stakeholders who provide feedback but ultimately
have no decision-making powers. In contrast, Indigenous value systems include nonhierarchical relationships that necessitate a co-equal management approach between
FLMAs and Tribes. Ideal co-management approaches would situate Tribes at the same
tables and offices and with the same powers as FLMA managers for all decision-making.
Co-management between Tribes and FLMAs has been supported through legal
and scientific measures (Doshi, 2021). Approaches that share characteristics with comanagement ideas are employed in the Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument
(which includes a National Recreation Trail) between the Cochiti Pueblo and BLM
for recreation purposes (Nie, 2008). The BLM and Cochiti Pueblo cooperatively comanage the area through a fee demonstration program, a visitor information center,
and Tribal managerial responsibilities for trail maintenance, visitor services, and coordination efforts with law enforcement (Nie, 2008). Additionally, the agreement offers
financial support for the Pueblo to fund managerial and monitoring staff (Nie, 2008).
The USDA and the USFS also provide good case studies on co-management regimes
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with Tribal entities that integrate Indigenous Knowledges and Indigenous-based ecosystem management objectives (Bussey et al., 2015; Carroll et al., 2010; Jurney et al.,
2017; Long & Lake, 2018; Marks-Block et al., 2019).
However, a need exists to integrate Tribal management of outdoor recreation activities and other forms of land management in all FLMAs. This power shift would
ensure that legal oversight originates from Tribal communities who historically managed these lands for millennia. Therefore, we suggest that FLMAs decolonize current
management practices by 1) creating co-management roles for Tribes and 2) working
with Tribal Nations as family stewards of the land.
Responsibility
Indigenous tenets grounded in responsibility also support co-management frameworks. Current federal consultation frameworks prove challenging for many Tribes to
navigate because their Traditional Knowledges cannot be piecemealed into distinct elements (e.g., the separation of lands, waters, and animals does not match nonlinear and
systematic Indigenous epistemologies). Furthermore, FLMAs historically participated
in land grabs of Indigenous homelands and dispossessed Indigenous peoples from
their community obligations to care for relatives. A co-equal management approach
would invest in the responsibility standards between Indigenous peoples and their kin
and integrate new perspectives into all facets of PPA management.
Reciprocity
Nonlinear thinking and kinship systems integrate with reciprocity. Co-management frameworks could circulate responsibility between Tribes and FLMAs and create
space for Indigenous ceremonial aspects of management that tie together with social
systems (Sangha et al., 2015). Co-management frameworks could also create non-hierarchical relationships between Tribes and FLMA officials; thus, allowing Indigenous
Knowledges to inform management policies. Such frameworks may prioritize Tribal
research and conservation efforts and ensure that PPA use (e.g., outdoor recreation)
does not create issues for Tribal ceremonial practices or generate harmful impacts to
Tribal sacred areas.
Redistribution
The redistribution aspect of co-management includes sharing resources, time,
knowledge, and labor responsibilities between Tribes and FLMAs. Redistribution
could result in greater investments in cultural resources, increased FLMA capacity
(e.g., hiring Indigenous managers), expanded ecological understandings, and the investment of financial resources into PPA cultural centers. Transitioning management
responsibilities back to Tribes could help heal some of the trauma that continues to
result from over 500 years of colonization and land dispossession.
The Biden Administration took one step in this direction by confirming Deb Haaland as the first Native American Secretary of the Interior. Haaland now oversees federal lands, waters, natural resources, and federal and Tribal relationships. Haaland’s
confirmation is a step toward decolonizing FLMAs and integrating Native leadership
at the forefront of the management process; however, more work is needed to maintain
this trajectory. Secretary Haaland and President Biden’s goals to protect 30% of U.S.
land and waters by 2030 include Indigenous-led conservation and a focus on Tribal
sovereignty. However, centering Tribal sovereignty requires Tribal leadership of land
and recreation management, especially at the decision-making levels (Doshi, 2021).
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Reconfiguring Land Use Management Foci
FLMAs manage how humans interact with ecosystems, including outdoor recreation permitting systems, entrance fees, monitoring systems, restrictions, and closures.
These management techniques lead to barriers in outdoor recreation relating to socioeconomic status, educational attainment, geographical constraints, cultural factors,
discrimination, and white-centered framing (Scott & Lee, 2018; Ostergren, et al., 2005;
Weber & Sultana, 2013). The idea that FLMAs were created for the American public is
not translated by the disparages found in recreation and visitation reports.
Indigenous communities face cultural barriers when accessing their ancestral
homelands. Tedious permitting processes require Tribes to surrender sacred data
about ceremonial uses and significance of plants and traditional sites to obtain permits to gather culturally specific species (NPS Rule, 2016). Through these permitting
processes, if Tribes want access to their traditional medicines, then governmental officials can inventory, monitor, and research information related to their Traditional
Knowledges (NPS Rule, 2016). This breaches international guidelines for Tribal data
sovereignty (e.g., UNDRIP) and could lead to the exploitation of Tribal Knowledges.
Furthermore, Tribal access restrictions ideologically embody settler colonialism and
white supremacy. Therefore, we suggest ways to reconfigure land access and outdoor
recreation constraints to overcome these systemic barriers.
Relationship
FLMA use restrictions maintain barriers that fragment the possibilities of relationships between humans and ecosystems. The relationship between Indigenous
peoples and lands spans millennia and includes most facets of Tribal cultures (e.g., creation stories, cosmology, traditions, subsistence, medicines, and spiritual beliefs lay the
foundation of interconnections between human and nonhuman kin; Deloria, 2001).
These circular relationships prove essential to the holistic wellness of ecosystems and
humans. The linear relationship between FLMAs, Indigenous Peoples, and kin does
not consider the familial and circular aspects of Indigenous relations (Simpson, 2004).
Recreation and land use restrictions sever the circular aspects of Indigenous relations
with landscapes and create linear relationships between park visitors and ecosystems
(Simpson, 2004). Thus, FLMAs control the possible relationships between outdoor
recreationists and ecosystems and permitting/fee systems maintain this control. Indigenous value systems do not support capitalistic penalties for relationship building
between humans and nonhuman entities. Therefore, to reconfigure these relationship
issues, we suggest that FLMAs remove or minimize (to the fullest extent possible) all
barriers of access between humans and ecosystems, including permitting/fee systems
and the requirements for Tribes to submit sacred information in exchange for access.
Responsibility
Indigenous value systems underline the responsibility for humans to care for nonhuman ecosystem functions that embody the relational aspects between kinship systems. Kinship approaches to land and recreation management are not ingrained into
FLMA permitting/fee systems. Therefore, we suggest disrupting the power imbalances
embedded within use restrictions, permitting, and fee systems. We also recommend
that FLMAs develop an equity-based access framework that integrates public education about human relationships and responsibilities for ecosystem functions. When
recreationists see themselves as functioning parts of the ecosystem instead of as visitors, it may generate more meaningful patterns of public environmental stewardship.
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Releasing use restrictions for Indigenous peoples to access traditional sites and harvest
medicines would support Tribal sovereignty.
Reciprocity
Fees, permits, and use restrictions do not support reciprocal Indigenous value systems. Cyclical obligations to all-relations can be honored through financial support
for Indigenous governments to provide public education about human-land relations.
Providing Indigenous peoples with a way to monitor their sacred areas could also mitigate the general publics’ misuse of these spaces. Creating co-management roles that
center Indigenous leadership could place a stronger focus on ecosystem reciprocity
without compromising Indigenous data sovereignty.
Redistribution
Shifting managerial responsibilities supports Indigenous redistribution values.
Redistributing FLMA powers to a circular structure shared with Tribes would help
dismantle the problematic aspects embedded within colonial and institutional power
systems, and thus support equity-based recreation and land management practices
without access barriers.

Management Implications
FLMAs should incorporate Indigenous perspectives into land and recreation
management decision-making processes. Based on the four Rs and decolonizing methodologies, we suggest that FLMAs focus their efforts on 1) inactivating problematic
languages and including authentic Indigenous land histories into environmental education programs; 2) creating equity-based co-management opportunities for Tribal
Nations to oversee PPAs; 3) integrating Indigenous epistemologies and Tribal research
priorities into management foci by placing Indigenous experts into managerial roles;
4) disrupting power imbalances at all levels; 5) removing recreation and land use fee
structures and other barriers that prevent public access; 5) pairing Indigenous epistemologies and ontologies with current FLMA philosophies; 6) establishing and supporting Indigenous-based environmental education programs that focus on ecosystem
functions, reciprocal relationships, and human responsibilities in PPAs (especially in
terms of outdoor recreation); and 7) sharing resources, lands, time, knowledges, and
managerial responsibilities with Tribes.
If put into action, this list of objectives would transform the functions of FLMAs
and create a more equitable and Indigenous-centric framework to guide recreation and
land management. Such shifting of functions would ultimately elevate Tribal Nations
as land stewards of the same homelands they tended for millennia.

Conclusion
Decolonizing FLMAs cannot occur from within the federal government but must
be considered through Indigenous perspectives. However, decolonizing federal institutions requires the complete restructuring of governmental processes, managerial
frameworks, blending of epistemologies and ontologies, and shifting managerial foci.
The suggestions we provide for how to begin decolonizing FLMAs equate to more Indigenous oversight of PPAs (via equity-based co-management) and the necessity of
partnering with Tribes in every facet of management. State and local land managers
may adapt these ideas into similar frameworks to restructure their capacity and foci
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but Indigenous leadership is essential during these processes. This manuscript provides one of the first ruminations on how FLMAs can be decolonized. We strongly
encourage more Indigenous scholars and Tribal peoples to continue reflecting on how
FLMAs and the American public would benefit from such shifts in land and recreation
governance. These shifts will help dismantle the status quo, minimize the continued
oppression of Tribal peoples, honor and uphold Tribal sovereignty, and support the
Tribal execution of land and recreation management objectives that use the same evidence-based Indigenous Knowledges that protect a majority of the world’s biodiversity
(Doshi, 2021).
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