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Below I have re-crafted two short unpublished essays that capture the essence of my connection with environmental concerns as a scholar, practitioner and teacher. In my preparation for this assignment, I wanted to capture the themes of these pieces to share with the group but found myself simply wanting to share large portions of what I had already written. So, here they are. These reflective pieces include themes that I find myself expressing to students and trying to incorporate into my pedagogy. I am still working to connect the sentiments of the pieces to Jesuit pedagogy concepts and practices but am initially inclined to suggest these have something to do with magis, if I am to take magis to mean not excellence but committed discernment in the search the greater good among options and perspectives. I will take guidance and council from this group. 
File from the Field. Broken Bow, Nebraska. March 12, 2010


Upon entering the City Café in Broken Bow, Nebraska during the rush of the lunch hour, I scan for a place to sit as there are few unoccupied seats left. As I make my way through the aisles overflowing with customers, those already seated look up from their “Cheeseburger w/ Chili,” the special of the day, to look me in the eye. I notice first each individual gaze and then the length of each gaze. Each customer of the City Café that I pass holds eyes on me for a moment or two after I look back, a little longer than is comfortable to me.


Once seated at the counter on a bar stool, I have a clear view of the kitchen. Neither the woman doing the cooking, nor the woman doing the dishwashing is watching their work. Instead, they each gaze expectantly, almost without interruption, toward the front door. If they happen to be checking on the grill or moving a stack of plates when the bell jingles indicating someone new has arrived, their gaze comes up immediately to see who has entered. How these women grill food and wash dishes without burning or hurting themselves is something I marvel at throughout lunch.


Not thirty minutes earlier, I had completed a day and a half workshop with several residents of the Broken Bow community including, among others, the mayor, the city administrator, the director of the library, the program manager of the local radio station and the editor of the local paper. I work with the Joslyn Institute for Sustainable Communities as a facilitator of the Nebraska Sustainability Leadership Workshops. Doing so has allowed me to an opportunity to travel to several rural communities in Nebraska and hear concerns from the perspective of local leadership. Every small town in rural Nebraska is feeling some level of hardship, or so the leaders of the towns say. Without exception, topics of talk at these workshops have included depleted downtown buildings and infrastructure, limited and increasingly poor housing, lack of essential services, an aging population with special unmet needs, critically volatile job markets due to a dependence on a small number of industries, and the exodus of young people from rural communities to urban cities. The latter of these seems to be one meaningful correlate to the well-being of small towns in Nebraska.


One of the strategies being employed in rural Nebraska communities for dealing with these concerns is “regional cooperation.” As the Mayor of Broken Bow put it, he would like Broken Bow to be a “regional hub” of activity: A vibrant market place and community complete with services, entertainment and a unique identity. The Mayor’s vision for this particular quality of life will require, in the opinion of those attending this workshop (and all the other workshops), cooperation among the community, business and governmental institutions and organizations that, to this point, have had difficulty working together.  Without fail, participants in the workshops question me and others attending about how to bring people together to talk about the difficult issues they are all facing. If “regional cooperation” among the cities, counties and agencies of a given locale is a solution to the problems in rural Nebraska, how “regional cooperation” gets done in and through communication and in these communities is still a mystery, to them and to me.


As I sit at the counter enjoying my cheeseburger (without chili), I cannot help reflecting on my experiences in towns like Broken Bow. There is a fair amount of skepticism and suspicion of outsiders who are sometimes, but not always, easily marked by appearance, professional affiliation, ways of speaking, make of vehicle and so on. In my experience, these suspicions can be short-lived if one finds a way to share or express common values with the locals. For me, the workshops have often served this purpose with the local leaders. I have generally left each workshop feeling pleased by the goodwill of the interactions. Then, when another workshop begins in another small town, the pattern is repeated: Suspicion at first, an expression of common intentions or desires and, then, a good feeling of mutual respect, even shared admiration.


Perhaps the City Café can provide additional insight into a local model for success when it comes to considering the notion of “regional cooperation.” As I made my way through the busy café, the locals gazed at me with a hint of suspicion (curiosity more than malice, I think) about who I am, where I came from, and why I am there. The remoteness of rural Nebraska in its own right probably raises the latter question. At the same time, the staff in the back monitors the entrance of the café, looking for a friendly face, someone who would likely require no such explanations. 


Before I go, I wonder how the Mayor and people like him in rural Nebraska will find ways to bring people together when local community membership appears to be such a powerful force in social relations. I finish my cheeseburger and tell the waitress that I’ll need a couple of glazed donut holes to go. For the first time since my lunch began she looks pleased with me. And this pleases me. 

File from the Field: Fire, Water and Hooves. December, 2012
“We are the original conservationists. If the land hadn’t been taken care of ahead of us, we wouldn’t have the resources to take care of now.”



Over the course of three years of occasional but consistent contact with cattle ranchers in Nebraska, I have heard several people express this notion linking ranchers to conservation. Usually, the claim that ranchers are good stewards of the land is grounded in the economic logic that ranchers would not want to do anything to hurt the land because their livelihood depended on the health of it. Therefore, I was not surprised when a rancher from the Sandhills region of Nebraska introduced himself during a conference on environment and sustainability by saying, 

[name removed]. I ranch north of [place removed], Nebraska. Member of the 
Grazing Land 
Coalition and past member of Cattleman. I think we’re the original conservationists.

To hear this individual introduce himself by claiming affiliation with the “Grazing Land Coalition” and “Cattlemen,” in reference to the Nebraska Cattlemen’s Association, was something I have become accustomed to. That others in the region consider ranchers to be (the original) conservationists is supported by the number of times I have heard such statements but also by another participant in this particular discussion who spoke up immediately saying, “You still are.”

In his initial formulation of the concept of Local Strategies Research (LSR), Gerry Philipsen posits that it “starts with walking around, so to speak, looking, and listening, and trying to figure out what people, here in this place, are saying, how they describe their hopes and concerns, how they engage the reality they experience, the schemes they employ to get through the day or through a given encounter.” This is an approach I have tried to incorporate in my role as a co-designer and co-facilitator for two projects: The Nebraska Sustainability Leadership Workshops (NSLW) and the Conversations Conferences on Nebraska Environment and Sustainability (CCNES; Joslyn Institute, 2011). As co-designer and co-facilitator of the NSLW and the CCNES, projects convened by the Joslyn Institute for Sustainable Communities, my role was to work with a team within the Institute to create forums for citizens across the state to explore, discover and address environmental problems and opportunities. Through the 22 workshops of the NSLW and the 4 conferences of the CCNES, our team traveled to over 20 different municipalities across the state and came face-to-face with nearly 600 Nebraskans. 


It was in the process of developing and implementing the NSLW and CCNES that I began trying to put into practice the ideals of LSR. Crawford’s (2009) observations about fixing things you yourself did not make caused me to wonder about what I was attempting to fix. Was it the social spaces of the citizens of Nebraska as we tried to design social interactions for certain types of outcomes (e.g., deliberative dialogue for better communal understanding of an environmental issue) or were we trying to fix the environment, whatever that might mean? 


There are many ways that LSR thinking influenced the design of the NSLW and CCNES. My colleagues and I did not share the same professional affiliations but, in many ways, we all support Philipsen’s dictum:

when trying to change or improve how people live and work together, it is crucially important to have early, active, and genuine consultations with them, actively seeking their own sense of the problematic and their own sense of what might be done to improve matters.


I take seriously and support the notion that the field of environmental communication is a “crisis discipline” (Cox, 2007), one that requires scholars and teachers to act now. I also support the notion that solving complex environmental problems will require improved community-level problem-solving and decision-making capacities among and between diverse and often competing interest groups, scientists and, especially, citizens (see Komiyama and Takeuchi, 2006). Regarding citizens, I also admit that there are tremendous resource inequities for policy influence, usually easily recognizable along socio-cultural boundaries (e.g., Milstein, Anguiano, Sandoval, Chen & Dickinson, 2011) even though I may be reluctant to look and listen for these inequities first when seeking solutions to local problems (Carbaugh, 1989/1990). Whether and how citizens should influence environmental decision-making through public participation is a difficult question that is a receiving considerable attention in environmental communication (Cox, 2006; Fisher, 2000; Peterson, Peterson & Peterson, 2007; Endres, 2009; Walker, 2007).  Difficult though it may be, I agree communication scholars are in a unique position to play a crucial role by bringing seemingly disparate and competing factions of people together (Leighter, 2010; Sprain, Endres & Peterson, 2010) to deal with such complex problems. For example, theorists of deliberative democracy offer a vast array of approaches, mechanisms, concepts and frameworks for improving the qualities of citizen participation in a variety of public concerns (Gastil, 2008; Gastil & Levine, 2006), including those directly and indirectly labeled as environmental. Deliberative democracy practitioners develop and design forums and venues for the purpose of bringing citizens together and resolving complex problems (for a detailed guide to deliberative design based on experiential knowledge, see Carcasson & Christopher, 2008). I consider deliberative democracy a form of communication design and because it “is an activity of transforming something given into something preferred through intervention and invention”; it makes apparent “the broad and deep interest in structuring, shaping, and conditioning discourse” (Aahkus, p. 112, 2007; Aahkus & Jackson, 2005). The question I pose is what value can LSR add to strategically designed interactions among and between all parties concentrating on environmental problems including, especially, citizens or residents of a given community?


Below, I display excerpts of talk from participants in the CCNES that show, definitively the value of seeking, and listening for, local understandings of environment as a quintessential component of design and innovation. Taken together, these excerpts, roughly transcribed from video and audio records of the events, illumine a local logic of the importance of cattle grazing on grasslands that is crucial to the success of any interventions, social or ecological, in these regions. The excerpts show how cattlemen-as-conservationists is a more sophisticated notion that pure economic self-interest.


The two excerpts displayed below were recorded during a session on the topic of Nebraska’s land resources during the CCNES. The location for this conference was on the campus of Western Nebraska Community College in Scottsbluff, Nebraska. Scottsbluff, Gehring and Terrytown are three communities divided only by train tracks and roads that, when I drove there for the first time, gave me no indication I was leaving one municipality and entering another. Taken together the Tricities, as they are called locally, have a population of 24,700. Scottsbluff is situated near the center of the Panhandle of Nebraska. According to the 2010 census, the population in the 11 counties of the Panhandle is approximately 88,000.



In the first excerpt, a wildlife biologist who lives and works in the region expressed several dimensions of meaning about ranching and conservation. In so doing, he elaborates on the importance of grazing cattle for wildlife vitality, something that he says is lost on owners of private lands who are new to the region.


Excerpt 1:

I work a lot in the Pine Ridge where we’re seeing a lot of that, a lot of changes in ownership  traditional agricultural families to people from Colorado or Texas or Florida. And it’s like what was mentioned from a from a wildlife standpoint. A lot of these people are doing a really good job. They have that interest and you know they’re they’re doing what they think they should be doing to help wildlife or things like that. What they’re not doing in a lot of cases is continuing to graze that site. They there’s there’s not that connect that you know to do good things for wildlife we actually still need to do these agricultural things as well. And you know so there’s some shift that needs to take place there if we are gonna to transition away from the families that have been working on that ground for a hundred years to this new subset of people that are moving into this country-they wanna they wanna do the right thing they just don’t know what that is. The the agricultural components (.) they need to realize that can all exist (.) along 
with doing good things for wildlife.

The speaker in Excerpt 1 weaves together many of the themes and topics on environment and agriculture that I have heard in forums like this across western Nebraska. Most notably, the speaker points out the ways in which absentee or new ownership, in spite of positive intentions for the health of the land, can have a negative consequence because of a misunderstanding of the relationship between grazing and wildlife. 


The second excerpt I display references the prior excerpt. In it, the speaker, a board member on a local environmental group, expresses an even more developed sense of the importance of grazing on grasslands. The speaker links agricultural practice with ancient natural systems. The speaker offers evidence of local mismanagement because the cattle (“hooves”) have been removed from the land.

Excerpt 2:

One of the observations that I think I look at some of these you know lands for example that the state of Nebraska has out here. Game and Parks and you know some of the poorest management is on those properties unfortunately because they’ve taken grazing off. You know the ecosystem here was created with (.) in the valley it was created with fire, water and hooves, buffalo hooves. If you take any one of those off for an extended period of time, you change those systems. And what the Game and Parks has done for example on their property is they’ve taken the hooves off of there. For how many years? You can go out and take a look and it’s not a healthy ecosystem.

Here, the speaker builds on the notion of poor land management not because of absentee ownership, but because of poor practices on the part of a state agency, “Game and Parks.” To do so, he builds on a premise, rooted in a historical ecology of the land, that land “in the valley [of the Panhandle] was created with “fire, water and hooves, buffalo hooves.” From this premise, he argues the “Game and Parks” land is “not a healthy ecosystem” because “they’ve taken the hooves off of there.”


One of the oft-cited reasons for new owners buying land in the region is for hunting.  Changes in land management often occur with the hope of improving wildlife for hunting. This speaker refutes this notion by offering an account of a conversation he had in which his interlocutor expresses displeasure about hunting on land with cows on it. Ultimately, he makes a plea for an education in local ways.


Excerpt 2 (cont.):


One of my competitors from down South came in and talking to me a while back about what we we’re doing with some of our properties and he was 
quite concerned that the hunters would have to step in cow shit to hunt. And you know I said “well maybe the Native Americans stepped in buffalo shit 
and I think that probably was about the same” (quiet laughs in the group). It is a matter of educating because an awful lot of people think, just what [Speaker 1] said, if you take those cows off of there, it’s going to improve that 
for wildlife and that’s not going to be the case. The guys who are buying this with that in mind, there’s a major education has to occur there.

There is potentially much to dispute in this development of a local logic of grazing practices and wildlife including, most notably, that cows are not bison. Perhaps the most eloquent illustration of the difference between cows and bison is posed by author and bison rancher Dan O’Brien (2002) when he states cows “on the Great Plains always seem slightly lost, and more than a little clumsy, like someone picking their way through pasture wearing stiletto heels” (p. 17). Second, the critique of the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission in Excerpt 2 may not be fair and would certainly require opportunities for listening to their perspective on land management. Finally, my attempt to hear in the words of these Nebraskans their understanding of land may be taken as inherently “Western,” not critical and, therefore, naïve and problematic discourse of power steeped in understandings of ownership and control that perpetuate a distinction between humans and nature and unnecessarily separate notions of people, land and food. Nevertheless, what these three excerpts, taken together, display are local beliefs about the relationship between agriculture and environment, particularly the relationship between grazing cattle on grasslands as a method of preserving the health of the ecosystem. The excerpts make plain local understandings about agriculture, conservation, natural history, grasslands management, hunting and ecosystem health that are critical to understanding how to proceed in discussions of and decision-making on land management. They provide depth and scope to the assertions that ranchers “are the original conservationists.” 
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