
ABSTRACT 

LEE JENNI, GRACE D. Military Attitudes on Biodiversity Conflict and Public 
Participation in Environmental Decision-Making. (Under the direction of Dr. M. Nils 
Peterson). 

 

Conflict over environmental management decisions on military lands is becoming 

increasingly important as militaries attempt to balance an increased operational tempo with 

biodiversity conservation and environmental sustainability.  Successfully managing the 

juxtaposing goals of military training with conservation has major implications for 

biodiversity given the US military manages over 12 million ha of land providing habitat to 

hundreds of at risk species, 24 of which are endemic to military installations.  In this paper 

we use qualitative methodologies to explore these issues, assessing attitudes of Department 

of Defense (DoD) members throughout installations in the Southeastern US.  We begin with 

a thematic analysis of the viewpoints of military trainers and natural resource professionals at 

the interface of endangered species conservation and troop training.  Emerging conflicts over 

endangered species conservation on DoD lands differed from non-military contexts because 

military structure forced interactions into strict protocols allowing avoidance, but not direct 

contention.  Although all informants initially denied conflict existed, analysis of interview 

transcripts revealed all informants were aware of conflicts over endangered species 

management.  Despite pointed efforts to avoid engagement and official denial that conflict 

existed, interactions between the groups were characterized by deindividualization and 

communication breakdown, residues typically associated with highly escalated conflicts.  

These findings suggest suppressing engagement may create negative outcomes typically 

associated with prolonged direct conflict, by denying parties the ability to resolve 

differences.  These negative outcomes can be avoided by providing outlets that facilitate 



engagement, allowing the two groups to address and de-escalate repressed biodiversity 

conservation conflicts.  We continue with a grounded theory assessment of military 

perceptions of public participation. We found that although the DoD is actively engaged in 

public participation, engagement is currently seen as a public relations mechanism.  

Informants discussed examples of public engagement, but these were described as being 

effective ways to improve and manage military/community relationships.  We found that 

barriers to more meaningful public participation included: a perceived lack of public interest, 

turn around in military and civilian leadership and operational security concerns.  Although 

our informants thought that the barriers they faced were unique to their military context, we 

found similarities between civilian and military barriers to public participation.  We suggest 

employing strategies to encourage authentic dialogue between the two groups to begin to 

minimize perceived barriers and encourage the development of helpful relationships. 
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DEDICATION 

As day slips blissfully into the night, 

Another soldier we know, who waged the good fight. 

A husband and father, a brother and son, 

We are eternally grateful for what you have done. 

Stand down now soldier, your duty is o'er, 

And rest in God's arms, peaceful, forever more.  

 

Gone but not forgotten. 

 

 OEF - 1802  

OIF - 4477  

Task Force Falcon - 11 
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Thesis	Roadmap	
 
 This thesis begins with a brief introduction to biodiversity and conservation concerns of 

the Department of Defense (DoD). After this initial introduction, the thesis addresses two related 

topics: 1) development of conflict between Training Area Supervisors and Users and Natural 

Resource and Environmental Conservation Managers on installations in the Southeastern United 

States, and 2) military perspectives on public participation in environmental decision-making 
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Introduction	
  

 Conflict over the preservation of habitat to maintain global biodiversity is a major natural 

resource conservation issue of our time (Brock, 1991; Humphreys, 2005).  Management of 

governmental and federal lands can have a great impact on biodiversity and evaluating 

challenges to managing these lands is especially imperative in the United States, where the 

federal government owns 650 million acres, 30% of the total landmass, with 30 million acres 

managed by the Department of Defense (DoD) alone (Stein, et al., 2008).  Land use strategies 

on DoD lands are becoming increasingly important as the US military deals with issues of 

encroachment as well as other barriers to military training (Lillie and Martin, 2003).  Poorly 

understood military culture strictly regulates the way the military interacts with the public as 

well as within its ranks, impacting conservation decisions. 

 Most of the environmental challenges faced by the military stem from encroachment (i.e. 

any external issue that can impact military operations, including endangered species and civilian 

growth around installations) (Lachman, 2007).  When military installations were first 

established, they were deliberately placed far away from populated city centers, but this is no 

longer the case.  Changes in land development patterns as well as economic growth around 

installations have lead to suburban sprawl and other development adjacent to traditional training 

lands. Growth is occurring at an exacerbated rate in the Southeastern (SE) US, where the United 

States Global Change Research Program estimates the region has grown 45-75% in the last 3 

decades, resulting in an area where land is a prime commodity. The area boasts a strong military 

presence, with Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, Alabama and Florida home 
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to 66 DoD installations and 421,140 personnel (DoD, 2011) and among these 66 installations are 

some of the largest, most active installations within the Armed Forces, responsible for training 

forces that are deploying to various theaters at a constant rate.  

 Restrictions imposed by encroachment have not resulted in harming the effectiveness of 

current training as the military continues to adapt to the limitations they face, but continuing to 

modify training can have long-term repercussions (Natoli, 2004). In a 2003 Senate Hearing, 

Colonel Addison David, Garrison Commander of Army Installation Fort Bragg in North 

Carolina states that, “training restrictions degraded realistic training…each day we are becoming 

more limited by the constraints…caused by environmental compliance requirements.” (Senate 

Hrg 108-308).  Larry Siegel, Executive Director of the Center for Public Environmental 

Oversight (2007), also claims that “…encroachment has threatened the ability of ground troops 

to train and air services to operate.”   
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Assessing	Biodiversity	Conservation	Conflict	on	Military	Installations	
 

Human dimensions represent a core element of biodiversity conservation (Chan et al., 

2007); yet social issues are addressed inadequately in conservation biology scholarship (Chan et 

al., 2007).  A growing body of literature addressing conflict over biodiversity conservation is 

starting to fill this gap.  These studies have addressed conflict in a wide range of socio-cultural 

contexts including protected areas management (Pimbet & Pretty, 1995; West et al., 2006), 

endangered species regulation (Peterson et al., 2002), and the use of public lands (Benson, 2004), 

but few if any have addressed biodiversity conservation conflict in military contexts.   Although 

some literature does address military environmental views (Coates et al., 2011), it does not 

address the deep internal divide between active duty military personnel and civilian employees.   

 This lack of research represents a conspicuous gap given the land base and number of 

endangered species controlled by the world’s militaries.  It is unknown how many hectares are 

used globally for military training, but the United States Department of Defense (DoD) alone 

utilizes more than 12,140,569 hectares and owns over 2,202,735 hectares of land, in 63 

countries, hosting diverse ecosystems that sustain high levels of biodiversity (Stein et al., 2008).   

Military installations represent a critical element of biodiversity conservation due to their large 

size and the tendency for military groups to strictly regulate human behaviors on their land 

(Boice, 2006).  Training and security protocols prevent development and land use changes often 

allowed on private and other public lands.  Accordingly, military installations often present 

snapshots of what the landscape looked like when the installations were created (Cohn, 1996). 

 In 2004, the DoD funded a study that reported 523 at risk species on 224 DoD 

installations.  Of these species, 47 were candidates for listing under the Endangered Species Act 



 

5 

(ESA) with 24 endemic to individual DoD installations.  The study concluded that for 82 species, 

half of their worldwide occurrences are found only on individual installations (Stein et al., 2008).  

The biodiversity on military installations is not a matter of coincidence.  In the U.S., government 

policies have contributed to cultural and historical trends promoting biodiversity on DoD lands.  

The Sikes Act of 1960 required DoD installations to manage for wildlife habitat while section 7 

of the ESA of 1973 gave unprecedented authority to wildlife conservation experts on military 

lands by prohibiting training actions that could harm endangered species. In 1986, the federal 

government passed an addition to the Sikes Act that required each installation "to use trained 

professionals to manage the wildlife and fishery resources under their jurisdiction, and required 

Federal and State fish and wildlife agencies be given priority in management of fish and wildlife 

activities on military reservations” (Sikes Act, 2004).   

During periods of military direct-action conflict (e.g., 2001-2011), increased training 

demands can pit endangered species conservation against military preparedness.  Because of this, 

conflict over endangered species conservation on DoD lands is becoming increasingly important 

as the US military attempts to reconcile an increased operational tempo with the constraints of 

the ESA.  Understanding this conflict is essential for improving conservation efforts both inside 

and outside installations.  The emerging trend of military installations attempting to engage 

nearby private landowners in endangered species conservation contracts (Sorice & Conner, 

2010) means that military biodiversity conservation conflict may have implications for large 

areas of private land extending beyond installation boundaries. 

Cultural differences among parties to biodiversity conservation conflict on military 

installations present unique management challenges.  Military training area supervisors and users 
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(TASU) are immersed in war fighter culture, and trained to make rapid, difficult decisions in 

pursuit of the military mission.  Civilian natural resource and environmental compliance 

managers (NRECM) are responsible for endangered species conservation and are typically 

rooted in a culture focused on preserving, protecting and maintaining biodiversity, although they 

may be sympathetic towards war fighting goals.  This context reflects other biodiversity 

conservation cases where participants have fundamentally different values, morals, and 

objectives (Peterson et al., 2002).  In such cases, cultural differences can encourage the 

development of incompatible aspirations, influence whether conflict surfaces (because some 

cultures avoid it while others embrace it), and influence which potential strategies parties use to 

achieve their goals (e.g., avoidance, contentiousness, accommodation, or problem solving) by 

influencing rigidity of aspirations and perception of common ground (Bodtker & Jameson, 

2001).  Disputants from different cultures often lack shared rhetorical systems, traditions, stories, 

and symbols. The frustration that develops from the resulting communication failure promotes 

escalation of the conflict (Pearce & Littlejohn, 1997; Rubin et al., 2004).  This process can 

eventually lead to reinforcing mechanisms (e.g., unwillingness to attempt communication with 

opposing parties) that serve to perpetuate the conflict (Northrup, 1989). 

 The Southeastern (SE) United States presents a good context for studying the evolution 

of biodiversity conservation conflict on military lands both because conflict over management of 

the endangered red cockaded woodpecker (RCW, Picoides borealis) has occurred for over 30 

years on military installations, and because the region is home to a large, and growing, military 

force.  DoD estimates that the SE States of Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 

Alabama and Florida are home to 66 DoD installations and 421,140 personnel (DoD, 2009).  
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Shifts in internal military structure such as those associated with the decisions of the Base 

Relocation and Closure Commission coupled with changes in training methods have made this 

region a hub for troops and training as bases are being phased out elsewhere in the US.  In this 

paper we begin to address the need for research on biodiversity conservation conflict on military 

installations with a qualitative study of conflict between TASU and NRECM who work at the 

interface of endangered species conservation and troop training on DoD installations throughout 

the SE US.  

Background 

 Increased troop numbers, expanded training area needs, rapid deployment schedules 

associated with wars, and the focus on military installations as core areas for RCW conservation 

have exacerbated longstanding tensions over how to balance training and endangered species 

conservation on SE Military Installations.  In 2007, former US president George W. Bush began 

“Grow the Force,” a program that resulted in an additional 27,000 Marines and over 74,000 

Soldiers being added to the existing infrastructure (United States Governmental Accountability 

Office, 2008).  The additional troops created the need for larger barracks, more dining facilities 

and other services, with installations internally encroaching upon themselves, while changes in 

training strategies and the addition of new technologies resulted in the expansion of training area 

needs from the 90 km2 footprint that most installations were based on in the early 1940s to the 

over 2,500 km2 needed by some brigades today (Taphorn, 2003), exacerbating encorachment 

issues with surrounding communities.  Fort Bragg’s 2001 Integrated Natural Resources 

Management Plan estimated it was facing “154,000 acres” of training land shortfall (INRMP, 

2001).  Coincidentally, suburban sprawl around installations progressively isolated endangered 
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species on military installations.  There are 6 primary installations with RCW populations that 

are at the core of recovery efforts, Eglin Air Force Base, Fort Bragg, Fort Polk, Fort Stewart, 

Fort Benning, and Marine Corps Base Camp Lejeune (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, 2008).   

TASU and NRECM are the primary parties working daily to balance endangered species 

conservation with training on individual installations.  TASU must prepare troops to use 

technology that requires larger ranges in progressively smaller training lands while NRECM 

must manage for and increase endangered species populations that reside on landscapes being 

progressively isolated from outside habitats through suburban encroachment around installations. 

Methods 

 We used a naturalistic qualitative approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2005), which acknowledges and examines narratives from each informant, allowing themes to 

surface from the direct experiences of the informants to explore meanings and the processes 

studied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  This qualitative approach was particularly useful for stepping 

beyond official positions to explore how informants experienced biodiversity conflict.  Although 

existing literature on military sustainability touts endangered species conservation successes 

(Beaty et al., 2003), we wanted to move beyond the numbers of species saved, and assess the 

social processes involved.  We utilized triangulation as a means to minimize bias, making sure 

that the themes that emerged from interview analysis matched those emerging from participant 

observation and document analysis (Silverman, 2001).  We collected data from 43 semi-

structured interviews with 23 TASU and 18 NRECM that were conducted from September 2008 

to March 2009.  We worked with informants from multiple military branches and operating 

specialties within the SE US.  These interviews lasted from 30 minutes to 1½ hour. We used a 
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snowball sampling method starting with 2 key informants who were able to provide an initial 

contact list of TASU and NRECM.  Interviews were recorded on a hand-held recorder with the 

written permission of the interviewee and additional notes were taken during the interview.  

Interviews were then transcribed for analysis. 

 Although informants were allowed to determine the direction of the interviews, we used 5 

interview prompts to illicit information about training and endangered species conservation: (1) 

what do you do for military? (2) what are the main objectives in your position? (3) do any 

environmental issues influence your ability to successfully meet those objectives? (4) how do 

you feel those objectives should be balanced with the environmental issues? (5) will you tell me 

about the most challenging environmental issue you have faced while working here?  We 

designed the interview prompts to avoid direct mention of RCW or endangered species 

management, so that these themes only emerged if informants believed they were actually 

important elements of training and environmental missions. 

 We also collected data during participant-observation from fall 2008 to winter 2009.  We 

observed NRECM and TASU staff in formal meetings as they worked to determine training and 

land use plans and also during informal social encounters between the two groups.  Observations 

were tracked by recording date of encounter and making detailed written notes or by dictating 

field notes into a handheld recorder, which were then transcribed.  We also collected data from a 

review of relevant documents and literature collected about the subject.  Literature was provided 

by interviewees at the time of meetings; and was also gathered from military, civilian, and 

government agencies; and the Internet. 
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 All of our data was analyzed and coded using NVivo qualitative data analysis software 

(QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 8, 2008) and thematic content analysis (Anderson, 2007).  

We began by sorting our data from the transcripts and field notes into groups that illustrated a 

single coherent thought or theme, and then developed those themes by determining the 

significance, searching for opposition among themes, and developing thematic hierarchies.    We 

use the following citation format to identify quotations from interviews: Pseudonym, Interview 

number.  For example, a quotation identified as: (Joseph, I3) was spoken by Joseph during 

interview number 3.  Quotations from field notes were attributed to speaker’s pseudonyms when 

possible (e.g., Jordan, field notes) but otherwise were cited as field notes.  Installation and branch 

names are withheld, as participants were extremely sensitive regarding confidentiality.  

Results 

 We found respondents typically chose to avoid direct engagement over incompatible 

interests instead of engaging directly in confrontation.  Despite clear recognition of incompatible 

interests and interference from each other in achieving their interests, both groups officially 

denied any conflict existed.  Because respondents avoided direct engagement, explicit signs of 

escalating conflicts (e.g., verbal or physical abuse) were not apparent.  Despite the lack of direct 

conflict and signs of escalation, we found several conflict reinforcing mechanisms typically 

associated with protracted, escalated, direct conflict including de-individuation, mistrust, and 

unwillingness to communicate (Northrup 1989).       

Avoidance 

 When asked if environmental issues impacted training, all informants immediately 

responded they did not.  TASU responded to the query about compatibility saying, “there’s no 
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way we’re not getting the training we need” (field notes), “we still get the mission done” (David, 

I4), “there’s a reason we’re the best Army in the world” (field notes), and “we train the way we 

fight” (field notes; James, I5; Henry, I11).  No NRECM identified RCW or endangered species 

as a barrier to training when responding to the query about training barriers. 

 These compatibility claims were reflected in our document review where we found 

statements that RCW conservation was completely compatible with training.  In the 2003 Senate 

Hearing on Environment and Public Works for the 108th Congress, Colonel Addison D. Davis 

said: “We currently meet our training goals without significant closures of training areas because 

of endangered species concerns.”  James Rappaport, Senior Vice President for Conservation 

Programs of the National Wildlife Foundation said that, “DoD has successfully worked with the 

ESA to achieve its military readiness objectives while conserving imperiled species” (Senate 

Hrg. 108-308, 2003).  

 Surprisingly, claims of compatibility between endangered species conservation and 

training were universally reversed by TASU during interviews.  Although all TASU initially 

answered the question “do any environmental issues influence your ability to successfully meet 

those (training) objectives,” by saying there were no environmental impacts to training, when 

asked to discuss their own experiences dealing with endangered species, most TASU informants 

ultimately claimed that “woodpeckers” (Eric, I16; Thomas, I23; James, I5; field notes) were a 

barrier to training.  Kevin (I15) reported that even with modifications that allow some training in 

all areas, “you've still restricted (the soldier’s) training.  He cannot train – he still can't train like 

he fights.”  Eric (I16) called RCW his “own little version of bunnies and bugs from hell…they 

have the biggest impact on training lands here.”  When asked how RCW impacts training, 



 

12 

Christopher (I3) commented that if “(there are RCW) in this one training area that we’re trying to 

train in, we can’t do it there,” and he felt that this negatively influenced training timelines.   

 Reversal of the official stance claiming compatibility between training and RCW 

conservation was also identified in our document review.  In 2001 at the Senate Armed Services 

Committee Subcommittee meeting on Readiness and Management Support, Major General 

Hanlon, Commanding General of Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton addressed the issue by 

saying that “(ESA) training restrictions and hindrances…prevent our East Coast (installations) 

from the opportunity to conduct realistic, meaningful training…(if this) continues, many of 

today’s junior leaders may initially face the full challenges of combat, not during training but 

during conflict” (Senate Hrg. 107-737, 2001) .   

 Woodpeckers were described as having a substantial impact on training and there was a 

fear that they would have an even greater impact in the future.  One active duty trainer, Thomas 

(I23), argued that RCW conservation posed the most important challenge to training over the 

long term, and that “for the next ten years, this'll be our biggest challenge – to site new ranges 

within the confines of the woodpecker clusters and habitats.”  John (I7) said, “growing enough 

RCW clusters to meet our requirements would take away 90% of the … training area” (field 

notes).  In a 2003 Senate Hearing, Colonel Addison David, Garrison Commander of Army 

Installation Fort Bragg in North Carolina said that, “Fort Bragg limited training activities in Red-

cockaded woodpecker cluster sites…(and) these training restrictions degraded realistic training” 

(Senate Hrg. 108-308, 2003). 

 During open discussion NRECM acknowledged training impacts associated with RCW 

conservation, but considered them both minor and largely caused by inflexibility among TASU.  
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Andrew (I22) said, “it's very easy for the woodpeckers and soldiers to co-exist….(TASU) like to 

say that they can't, but there's really no evidence to show that they can't, until they start cutting 

down trees and putting in facilities.  As long as they're still maneuvering, and not just cutting 

them down for ranges, then I think they can co-exist.”  William (I13) even suggested RCW 

conservation made training easier saying, “not every, you know, endangered species habitat is 

gonna be so beneficial to training.  But it is most certainly the case here.”  Joseph (I10) 

acknowledged some challenges with access to training arenas, but suggested that they have 

nothing to do with RCW management and that instead, “it’s just space.  You know, we keep 

growing.  So I don't think (NRECM) kind of holds us back here.” 

Forced Accommodation  

 Although NRECM and TASU never engaged in direct contention over training and RCW 

conservation, they were forced to accommodate each other because of the Sikes Act and the 

military mission.  Endangered species policy places land use decision making power with 

NRECM and this created an imbalance of power, where TASU needed NRECM approval to 

create new training areas, and needed to comply with NRECM rules during training activities.  

During our discussions, NRECM often alluded to potential training restrictions associated with a 

failure to “produce” in the biodiversity conservation area (field notes).  Richard (I21) said: “We 

are held to a higher standard.  Federal lands, in general, are held to a higher standard, and the 

DoD lands in particular, because if we fail to continue to increase our capability to grow and 

recover endangered species and manage the lands that we have, then you can’t train.  And you 

lose exemptions; you lose critical habitat exemption that we get with our INRMPs.  If you’re not 

producing, then you’re not going to be able to train soldiers they way you need to.”  
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 This power imbalance created an environment where TASU were dependent on NRECM.  

Ryan (I14) said that he “can’t sit down with (NRECM) and say, okay we have to sit down and 

make a compromise”.  Ryan said that when, “(NRECM tells) me there’s something wrong with 

it, either the RCW’s or the wetlands, all I can say is, what do you guys suggest we do?”  Thomas 

(I23) talked about the frustrating process of building a new range and how he felt that 

compliance was impacting training.  He described the process as taking, “two years to come to a 

consensus (on the placement of the range).  There's a lot of training that's not getting done as you 

work through that process…(once the plan is finalized, it) takes you five years to get to the 

money to fund it and then the sixth year you finally build it and the seventh year you finally give 

it to soldiers to train on.  So that two years of messing around up there up front is not good for 

the soldier, 'cause he has to go to war tomorrow.”  

Reinforcing mechanisms 

 Although both groups avoided direct contention, evidence of conflict reinforcing 

mechanisms typically associated with protracted direct engagement in conflict was abundant.  

We found that both groups deindividualized each other and the resulting negative group 

identities led to a communication breakdown.  Deindividualization refers to the process of 

beginning to view people primarily as members of a group instead of as individuals, and makes 

damaging forms of communication and negative social interactions more normatively acceptable 

(Northrup, 1989).   

Instead of referring to NRECM as individuals, TASU referred to them as being a group 

of environmentalist civilians.  Multiple TASU informants commented that “civilians” or anyone 

who had not served in the military didn’t appreciate the work that they did when explaining 
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perceptions of NRECM (field notes).  Richard (I21) differentiated himself from NRECM, 

“remember, I’m an operator, not an environmentalist, okay?  I would say that whether I’m sitting 

in this job, or whether I’m flying an airplane or whether I’m walking on the ground or driving a 

tank.  I can’t take myself out of and put myself in the community as a civilian, ‘cause I’m not.”  

An active duty soldier also said in reference to NRECM that “civilians don’t get it, they never 

get it” and “civilians don’t really understand our needs” (field notes).  We found NRECM also 

de-individualized TASU, and often believed TASU did not care about the environment or realize 

the conservation value of military installations.  Joseph (I10) thought that “environmental is a 

low priority right now for the operating forces.  And it really shouldn't be.  It's not hard.”  Daniel 

(I11) said, “yeah, what it boils down to is, if you’re not interested in wildlife or the natural 

resources (you) view it as more of an obstruction.” 

 Deindividualization facilitated development of negative group identities where each 

group expressed doubts as to the motives behind the behaviors of the other.  Richard (I21) 

believed NRECM tried to avoid working with TASU even though the “mission is training…they 

(NRECM) don’t have to be concerned about training.  They focus on compliance, not on 

workarounds.”  Thomas (I23) talked about the process of collaborating on a project with 

NRECM; “Instead of them saying, ‘it should go here’, we had to say ‘here, try this point’.  ‘Oh 

no, it can’t go there’.  ‘Okay, we’ll try this point’.  Oh no, it can’t go there’.  ‘Try this point’.  Oh 

no, it can’t go there’.  ‘Try this point’.  Oh no, it can’t go there’.  Why don’t you just help us with 

that instead of just being the guy saying no?”  

 We found these negative group identities resulted in both groups being skeptical of the 

motivations of the other.  One sub-theme associated with this mistrust was expressed by TASU 
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who believed NRECM valued the wellbeing of the RCW over the lives of soldiers.  Thomas 

(I23) believed that the focus of NRECM “is on that threatened and endangered species.  Their 

focus is not on the soldier.  (They) could care less if a soldier gets killed tomorrow ‘cause that’s 

not their focus.”  Thomas went on to say that NRECM “see themselves in more than a regulatory 

role, in my opinion…there’s certainly a place for environmental compliance.  Don’t discount that 

one bit.  But I don’t think it’s quite in harmony with saving a (soldiers) life.  There’s not one of 

those woodpeckers that’s more important than a life that I can think of.  Maybe in somebody’s 

mind there is, but it ain’t mine.  Until you’ve had a son that’s been killed, and never see him 

again, that’s a different story.”   

Another sub-theme within mistrust was that NRECM behaviors were motivated more by 

the desire for power or jobs than saving endangered species.  Jeffery (I19) thought, “the 

environmental community…the more control they have, the more identity they have, the more 

money they get.  I mean, it’s about jobs.  I think that’s the basis of it – it’s about jobs.”  When 

asked why he thinks preserving RCW is so important, Joshua (I12) said “Quite frankly…if (the 

RCW is) delisted, they don't get any more money.  They lose jobs.  If they keep growing them 

past the recovery goal, they get more people, more money, more jobs.”  Thomas (I23) simply 

stated that fewer RCW would mean, “less money, less funding, less jobs” For NRECM. 

 Ultimately, negative group identities lead to a communication breakdown among TASU 

and NRECM where both groups preferred not to communicate, and chose instead to sabotage 

communication efforts.  Timothy (I17) described a typical meeting with NRECM on RCW 

conservation.  “I went over there and he (NRECM) asked me, ‘What is it that you guys are not 

able to do right now?’  And he pounded his hand on the table and he said, 'What are you not able 
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to do right now?’ and we can only say, ‘There's nothing that we're not able to do right now, it's 

just that we're worried about what's going to happen five, ten, fifteen years down the line.’”  

 The communication breakdown was apparent during meetings between the groups.  Cues 

to active listening such as verbal statements of validation, support, and reflection as well as non-

verbal signals of eye contact or appropriate facial expressions were completely absent among 

TASU when NRECM spoke and vise versa.  In one meeting Bill, an important member of 

NRECM began to talk, and all of the TASU in the room immediately began to show that they 

were not interested in his opinion by reaching into their pockets and checking their cell phones, 

opening their calendars, or even standing up and leaving the room. When Bill attempted to 

directly engage Greg, a TASU member, in discussion, Greg promptly unwrapped a granola bar 

and began eating it so that he could not speak.  This communication breakdown emerged without 

any direct engagement in conflict. 

Discussion 

Biodiversity conservation conflict in the military contexts that we observed were unusual 

in that symptoms typically associated with protracted direct conflict (Rubin et al., 2004) accrued 

and persisted without any direct engagement among parties.  This finding may be explained by 

organizational boundary setting which outlines the “efficiency, power, competence and identity” 

(Santos & Eisenhardt, 2005) of an organization and influences and dominates the behavior of 

individuals within an organization (Hannan & Freeman, 1984).  Organizational boundaries are 

often designed to discourage escalation in efforts to prevent harmful symptoms of conflict 

including mistrust and communication failures (Rubin et al., 2004).   In our study, military 



 

18 

organizational boundaries prevented both parties from directly acknowledging, or addressing 

barriers to training associated with endangered species conservation. 

Our results suggest strong differences between the missions of TASU and NRECM 

created organizational boundaries incapable of preventing negative symptoms typically 

associated with conflict.  TASU could not admit a barrier, because suggesting soldiers were sent 

into harm’s way without adequate training was not allowable, and NRECM could not admit a 

barrier because working against the training mission was not allowable.  Future social science 

research should address the extent this phenomenon occurs elsewhere, particularly around 

military installations in biodiversity hotspots.   Future research, however, should include a 

qualitative component because strategic behavior among respondents and military organizational 

boundaries that prevent open disclosure of opinions will make responses to traditional surveys 

highly suspect.  Although NRECM and TASU officially denied any conflict over endangered 

species conservation, and would have done so on a questionnaire, our qualitative study revealed 

both conflicting views and highly divergent cultures between the groups.     

Our results suggest long-term tensions over biodiversity conservation on military 

installations need an outlet.  The TASU belief that NRECM do not care sufficiently about 

soldiers highlights tension levels that have accumulated over time, rather than tension from a 

single conflict such as negotiating placement of an individual firing range within endangered 

species habitat.  Conflict management research suggests that allowing parties to release tension 

through multiple, small controlled conflicts can prevent catastrophic and unpredictable conflicts 

from exploding later (Coser, 1956; Rubin et al., 2004; DeDreu & Gelfand, 2008).  Accordingly 

some form of direct engagement, and perhaps escalation, may be needed, so that issues 
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associated with biodiversity conservation can be acknowledged and internal instabilities can be 

addressed (Rubin et al., 2004). 

Although creating a forum where dissent and conflict are allowed and even encouraged 

may appear to threaten wildlife conservation interests on military installations, there may be 

several benefits.  First, biodiversity was conserved on installations prior to any legislation 

protecting wildlife, but that may change if shifting political winds weaken the current position of 

NRECM (Wondolleck & Yaffee, 2000).  The Endangered Species and Sikes acts have given 

NRECM unprecedented authority over decisions on military installations relative to other 

civilian groups, and the animosity and tension building between TASU and NREM could harm 

biodiversity conservation if political changes remove the privileged status of NRECM or the 

applicability of federal environmental protection laws to military bases.   

Such a change may not be farfetched considering the lack of NEPA or ESA 

considerations in association with construction of the US-Mexico border wall (Nunez-Neto & 

Garcia, 2007) and the declining levels of oversight associated with activities associated with 

national security since the war on terror began in 2001.  Wondolleck and Yaffee’s (2000) 

admonition to develop conservation solutions capable of weathering shifting political winds is 

particularly important in contexts of biodiversity conservation on military installations.   

In addition to preventing retaliation, encouraging dissent within the contexts of 

biodiversity conservation on military installations may improve decision-making.  Mild 

escalation can allow groups to engage each other leading to better understanding of the issue, 

problem solving as well as revision and evaluation of policies and in fact has been shown to 

stimulate creativity, adaptability, and innovation (DeDreu & Gelfand, 2008).  Conservation 
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biology in general, but particularly in military contexts, would benefit from a renewed focus on 

dissent (Peterson et al., 2006).  Consensus, particularly forms supported by suppressing conflict, 

tends to stifle adaptive decision-making (Ivie 2002; Peterson et al. 2005).   

In order for NRECM and TASU to address biodiversity conservation conflict, they 

should develop pre-negotiation conditions by agreeing to a shared definition of the problem and 

a shared commitment to resolution (Coser, 1956; Saunders, 1995).  These conditions will not be 

easy to meet given cultural differences between the groups, but activities such as interactive 

problem-solving workshops may help (Kelman, 1986).  Workshops could initially focus on 

small-scale problems (e.g., siting a firing range) where a shared definition of the problem can be 

found.  Once NRECM and TASU enhance trust and quality communication, they can begin 

addressing the larger problems associated with ensuring the sustainability of training and wildlife 

populations in the face of rapid suburban encroachment around installations. 

Our findings suggest a need for careful evaluation of endangered species conservation 

successes in military contexts.  First, future research should re-evaluate the concept of “military 

environmentalism” (Coates et al., 2011).  The views of civilian NRECM should not be conflated 

with an overarching military environmentalism that includes active duty military.  Similarly, the 

well-known biodiversity conservation successes on military installations (Beaty et al., 2003) may 

not reflect smooth, consensus based, collaborative decisions as much as a powerful mixture 

between the threat of training restrictions and huge budgets relative to other organizations 

engaged in biodiversity conservation.  A better understanding of biodiversity conflict on military 

installations is an essential element of efforts to ensure they remain global hotspots of both 

endemic and endangered species.    
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Military	perspectives	on	public	participation	in	environmental	management	
 
 Environmental policies of the 1960s and 70s (notably the National Environmental Policy 

Act of 1969) required federal and state agencies to provide public opportunity for comment on 

government activities (Twight, 1977; Wellman & Tipple, 1990).  The Department of Defense 

(DoD) was largely exempt from public participation obligations until 1997 when Integrated 

Natural Resource Management Plans were mandated by the Sikes Act, requiring the DoD to 

preserve public recreational land use options while providing a venue for public comment on 

land use decisions (DoD, 2009).  The Sikes Act opened up an area of unusually high density and 

diversity of wildlife, rare ecosystems, and historical and anthropological sites to public influence 

(Boice, 1996).  

Many agencies responded to the public participation mandates of the 1960s and 70s by 

adopting the decide, announce, defend (DAD) model (Belsten, 1996; Beierle, 1998).  Using this 

model, agencies decided upon a course of action, announced the decision to the public and then 

defended their decision if questioned (Belsten, 1996; Hendry, 2004).  An extensive body of 

research has documented problems with the DAD model (Beierle, 2002).  Public participants 

often: 1) believed their input had no impact on decision making, 2) lost trust in agencies and the 

existing process, 3) preferred participatory two-way interactions over letters or public hearings, 

and 4) felt that public hearings were unproductive venting sessions that did little to mitigate 

existing negative perceptions of agencies (Daniels & Walker, 2001).  Not surprisingly, adoption 

of the DAD model in military contexts in the late 1990s created clashes between the military and 

public in diverse arenas including suburban encroachment around military installations, noise 

pollution, radio frequency overlap, endangered species management, unexploded munitions 
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issues, chemical pollutant concerns, air quality requirements, ocean resource competition, 

competition for airspace and land, and decisions about developing new facilities (Senate Hrg. 02-

614, 2004; Durant, 2006; Zagacki, 2008).   External pressures coupled with the increase in troops 

initiated in 2007 by former US president George W. Bush (United States Governmental 

Accountability Office, 2008), and the decisions of the Base Relocation and Closure Commission 

(BRAC) have resulted in the need for expanded training areas, as well as more housing and 

dining facilities creating internal encroachment issues within installations.  These two forces 

have created an environment where the military must make sometimes difficult decisions on how 

to work with the natural resources (e.g. forestry, endangered species) within it’s care while 

making sure to maintain the quality of resources shared directly with the public (e.g. water and 

air quality). 

Despite the mandate for public participation, the huge ecological footprint of 

installations, and recent public backlash associated with military public participation processes 

surrounding environmental decision-making, little if any research has addressed how the military 

views public participation. A deeper understanding of military perceptions would provide a basis 

for understanding why current forms of public participation persist, and what must change to 

improve upon them. The Southeastern (SE) United States presents a good setting for studying 

views on public participation within the military because of the large military presence in the 

area as well as several high profile cases where applying the DAD model to environmental 

management has backfired with serious consequences. In this paper we use a grounded theory 

approach to evaluate the perceptions of military members on public participation within 

environmental decision-making in the SE United States. 
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Methods 

Study Area 

 The DoD estimates that the SE United States host 66 installations and over 420,000 

personnel (DoD, 2009) and BRAC activities are anticipated to bring about more than 3% growth 

in SE military populations within the next 10 years (Meier, 2005).  Simultaneously, the SE states 

of Alabama, Georgia, Florida, North Carolina, South Carolina and Tennessee, have experienced 

rapid population growth, averaging 14.8% region wide from 2000-2010 (Mackun & Wilson, 

2011).  As communities experience this brisk growth, installations are seeing an increase in 

encroachment, nonmilitary constraints and barriers to military training (Jones et al, 2002; Lillie 

& Martin, 2003).  This encroachment results in competition between communities and military 

installations for resources including water, land, air space, and air waves (Jones et al, 2002; Lillie 

& Martin, 2003).   

Qualitative Approach 

 We chose a grounded theory methodology because it is well suited for studies of relatively 

unexplored processes.  Within this approach, theories emerge organically by analyzing and 

comparing informant responses (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  During our data collection process, we 

continuously analyzed and compared our findings, which allowed us to look for and categorize 

similarities in the data.  We then compared these similarities against each other, looking for the 

relationships between them.  We evaluated our understanding of these relationships by gathering 

additional data through theoretical sampling, an iterative sampling approach where informants 

are chosen based on the researchers evolving questions about the processes under scrutiny 

(Draucker, 2007).  The adaptive sampling and data collection allowed us to continually clarify 
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our evolving understanding of categories, resulting in the emergence of an explanation of 

military perspectives of public participation grounded in the data (Draucker, 2007).  

 Our theoretical sampling required three waves of data collection with each wave of data 

collection informing the subsequent wave.  All interviews were unstructured and open ended, 

although each interview began with question prompts. We began our data collection with 23 

interviews with military members (MM) from installations across the SE United States from 

September 2008 - March 2009. MM included active duty soldiers as well as civilian installation 

employees.  These initial interviews were part of a larger study aimed at understanding conflict 

development over environmental management in military contexts. Access for the first phase of 

interviews was granted through two key informants who provided a list of contacts.  Because of 

the hierarchical nature of the military, we initially faced difficulty-gaining access to informants 

from all grade levels, ranks and military operating specialties.  When emails were sent out 

requesting meetings to introduce and set up the interviews, many people responded by 

questioning our authorization to conduct research on installations.  Three weeks after we started 

sending out emails, a high-ranking informant at one installation informed his staff that we were 

indeed authorized to be working at his installation.  The initial interviews then snowballed within 

and across installations as informants became comfortable with the study.  The first round of 

interviews focused on defining public participation, and responses to these interviews provided 

the starting point for our theoretical sampling.  In the first round of interviews, we asked:  

1) How do you think the military influences communities in this region? 
2) Within your Military Occupational Specialty or position, what are your main objectives? 
3) Do any environmental issues influence your ability to successfully meet those objectives? 
4) How do you feel those issues should be balanced with your objectives? 
5) Will any non-military groups be impacted if the military addresses these environmental 

issues?  
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6) Do you think the military works directly with any of these groups?  
7) Do you think the military is interested in using public participation to address 

environmental issues?  
8) Do you think the military would gain from public participation?  

 

 While analyzing our data for the initial study, we found a theme emerging that suggested 

our MM perceived public participation as a way to gain public support (i.e., traditional one-way 

public relations).  In order to investigate this theme, we designed a second wave of sampling to 

focus on the military’s goals of public participation.  We conducted 32 more interviews from 

April 2009 – April 2011 asking our informants the same questions, but focusing on and asking 

for elaboration on how, “the military would gain from public participation”.  This second group 

of informants consisted of informants from the previous interviews as well as new informants 

whom were recruited based on knowledge of the issue as well as accessibility.  During the 

second round of interviews it became apparent that informants understood more collaborative 

forms of public participation but thought one-directional public relations approaches were better 

suited for military contexts.  We conducted a third round of interviews focused on why 

informants considered one-directional public relations the best way to conduct public 

participation.   We interviewed 14 informants (selected from the previous wave and also some 

new to the topic) from June 2011–July 2011 and added the question: “Why do you feel this way 

about public participation?”  We conducted 52 independent interviews at the end of all three 

waves, with the second round of interviews including 6 informants from round 1 and the third 

round of interviews including 3 informants who had participated in both rounds 1 and 2, and 6 

who had participated in only round 2.  All interviews were unstructured and open ended, 

although each interview began with question prompts.   
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 We combined interview data with document review and participant observation to create a 

more detailed portrayal of MM perceptions of public participation (Fossey, 2002).  Document 

review was carried out before, during, and after fieldwork. We reviewed government reports, 

academic research, congressional hearings, as well as local news stories and press releases.  Field 

notes were taken on observations during interactions with military members that included formal 

meetings on environmental management decisions, conversations before or after interviews, and 

social events 

 We examined our data using open, axial and selective coding to unravel the relationships 

within our data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Open coding involved breaking down transcribed 

interview data into broad categories, and dividing those categories into their constituent 

properties.  We began by compiling data into the broad categories (e.g., public participation), 

then focused on properties of those categories (e.g., examples of public participation) and then 

began to look at the differences in the dimensions of the properties (e.g., was the example 

actually public participation?) (Lillie & Martin, 2003).  Axial coding involved using context, 

behaviors, and consequences to define relationships between categories and properties (Gray, 

2004).  Selective coding involved choosing categories and testing their relevance through 

theoretical sampling, beginning to build a story that illustrated what we were seeing in the data.  

All interviews were recorded on a hand-held recorder, transcribed, and analyzed using 

NVivo software (QSR International Pty Ltd. Version 8, 2008).   We used the following citation 

format to identify quotations from interviews or field notes: Pseudonym, Interview number.  For 

example, a quotation identified as (Joseph, I3) was spoken by Joseph during interview number 3.  

Installation and branch names are withheld for purposes of confidentiality.  Quotations or 
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paraphrases from field notes were attributed to speaker’s pseudonyms when possible (e.g., 

Jordan, field notes) but otherwise were cited simply as (field notes).  Because many of our MM 

were deployed to various locations around the globe from early 2010 into 2011, 10 interviews 

from round 2 and seven interviews from round 3 were conducted over email or on the phone. 

Results 

 In our first round of interviews, we found that MM appeared to support the idea of public 

participation in military environmental decision-making.  Ethan (field notes) said the military 

“work(s) in partnership with them (the community), tries to leverage our time and energy to help 

come to collective solutions that are of benefit to both groups.”  Frank (I5) said:  

Building partnerships is an important facet of what we do, no one service or no one 

department, no one state, no one community can do many things alone in a vacuum 

anymore.  There’s a high desire to leverage people’s time, people’s energy, their intellect, 

their lessons learned, best practices, and creating partnerships to resolve issues together.   

Official reports also called for early and consistent public involvement, with Major General 

Edward Hanlon Jr., saying before the Senate Armed Services Committee in 2001, that it is “in 

our best interests to reach outside the fence and actively engage our neighbors, educate them on 

our mission and operations in support of readiness work to understand their concerns, and 

develop working relationships built on respect” (Senate Hrg, 2001).  

 But when we asked for examples of military and public participation, MM offered 

examples that were not indicative of authentic dialogue or exchange, but appeared to be more 

along the lines of traditional one-directional public relations strategies.  Evan (I43) offered the 
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example of the 4th of July holiday when “we open the gates and anyone can come in and 

celebrate on post.”  Ethan (I5) said: 

There are general things that I think almost every installation does, where you host events 

on base.  There are military support groups that we belong to.  There are tours that are 

conducted. There’s hosting of various civic groups and functions they make around the 

base…there have been in the past demonstrations that are open to the public to look at 

how we train.  

The goal of educating people “outside the fence,” highlighted the common perception of public 

participation being a form of one-directional public relations.   

Public Participation as Public Relations 

The second round of interviews focused on what our MM thought the military hoped to 

achieve through public participation.  We examined the theory generated during the first round 

of sampling, that the military employed public participation as a way to improve relations with 

the public.  Informants described public participation as a way to offer information to the public 

on how the military trains, while showcasing military environmental sustainability measures, 

confirming that one-way PR was being used as a substitute for public participation. Adam (field 

notes) said that, “the best way to reach out to the public would be to take them out in a field 

exercise so they can see what we do and why we need so much space.”  Brad (I2) also thought 

that the best form of public participation would be to take the public out into the field, “so that 

they can understand, so that it benefits us…they have a better picture of the effectiveness of our 

training.”  Jonathon (I12) said, “that they (the public) are largely ignorant of what goes on.  And 

they tend to be to ready to believe the negative aspects of any (environmental) issue (on the 
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installation), and they are largely ignorant of all that we do to support (the environment).”  Ethan 

(I5) said, “a positive thing I would see with the public being…involved is maybe it would give 

them a better view of the military and like how much we actually do to try and, you know, 

mitigate environmental issues and stuff like that.”  Harry (I8) hoped dialogue with the public 

might change perceptions of the military as being “secretive.”  He said people think the DoD has 

“a mission to fight wars and they're going to get it done no matter what it takes.  Even if it 

impacts the environment or health and that's just not true.”   

During analysis of interview data, we identified a discrepancy between the military’s 

treatment of public participation as propaganda and MM calls for more substantive forms of 

engagement with stakeholders.  Despite the strong focus on one-directional PR in practice, 

military members repeatedly highlighted a need for “partnerships“ (Ethan, field notes) and 

“relationships” (Senate Hrg, 2001).  This apparent discrepancy led us to focus the third round of 

theoretical sampling on why the military chose not to engage in more modern forms of public 

relations.   

Barriers to Authentic Public Participation   

 In our third round of interviews, we found that MM considered public participation 

methods other than one-directional public relations unrealistic due to: 1) public disinterest, 2) 

high turn around among military and public leaders, and 3) operational security concerns. 

Public disinterest 

 MM indicated that they thought public apathy that would prevent modern two-way 

symmetrical PR.  Frank (I6) said, “I think…very few people have time beyond daily regimen and 
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taking care of their families to engage (in additional meetings).”  Isaac (I10) also thought that the 

public just didn’t care, which is why he felt it was impossible to connect with them:  

(g)enerally speaking, I don’t really think we get all that much public involvement.  I kind 

of feel like the public either doesn’t know enough about what happens on the base to 

really comment or they don’t really care because unless you are military or some kind of 

way associated with the base, you really don’t see what’s happening day to day inside the 

base’s boundaries.  Unless you are active in natural resources management and you know 

what’s on the base and you want to be involved.  If we’re doing something on a base and 

it’s not going to affect anybody outside of the base’s boundaries, I think it’s safe to say 

that your average citizen usually isn’t interested if it’s not going to affect them. 

Joshua (field notes) agreed that, “yea, (federal mandates) say we have to tell the public what 

we’re doing – but they (the public) don’t really get it anyways.”  Randy (field notes) summed it 

up by saying, ”I don’t think that Joe the plumber man out here in (city name) really cares what’s 

going on, on this base per se.” 

Leadership turn around 

Our informants considered high mobility of both active duty personnel on installations 

and civic leaders in adjacent communities barriers to collaborative, symmetrical forms of public 

participation.  Ben (field notes) explained that “once you start moving up in ranks and you 

actually have a say in what goes on, your assignments get shorter and shorter and so you move 

around a lot.  That’s why policies on post change all the time.”   Frank (I6) explained that 

mobility among commanders meant: 
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People don’t know what they don’t know and there’s a learning cycle that comes along 

 with that.  That I think takes time and maturation to build trust and to build the 

kind of long-lasting relationships that we all need.  And that’s something that’s difficult 

to do when you’re working in an environment with turnover every two to three years. 

He further noted:  

There are people moving into the area that have not had any prior exposure to the 

military, and may or may not understand the synergy between the military and the 

community.  As people move in there’s a constant need to refresh the relationships, and 

to work very hard to keep everybody apprised of what we do and how we do it and with 

whom we do it.   

Operational security issues 

Most informants considered symmetrical public relations incompatible with operational 

security (OPSEC).  “Operational security entails procedures and actions that individuals take to 

protect information from falling into adversarial hands (Ben, field notes).” The tendency 

selectively communicate with stakeholders was described as rooted in military tradition of 

protecting OPSEC by only providing information on a need to know basis.  Isaac (I10) talked 

about how he feels the structure of the military makes it impossible to engage outside groups in 

genuine dialogue and a transparent process.  He said, “I don’t think it would make it easier and I 

don’t think we need to involve the public with everything we do.  Because they really – it might 

be interesting to them or nice to know, but it won’t affect them and they are not necessarily a 

decision maker in a lot of the stuff.  I think it’s safe to say that in the military, what we tell 
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people is often kind of based on a need to know.”  Allen explained the need to know tradition 

saying:  

You only tell your soldiers what they need to hear to get their job done.  There’s 

no need to clutter their minds with any other garbage.  Having too many people 

chiming in makes it hard to make decisions, especially in a combat zone.  You 

just want your guys to focus on what they need to do in that moment.  So, why 

would I ask the public before I do this or that during training?  I don’t tell my 

soldier that he has to pick up his munitions because it can pollute the water or hurt 

animals or something, I just tell him to pick it up, because my CO (commanding 

officer) told me to pick it up, like his CO told him.  I don’t know why we would 

have to tell some civilian why we’re doing something or what it’s impacting (field 

notes).”   

David (I4) said genuine dialogue was difficult because “it’s hard to involve other agencies or 

other civilians when there’s stuff going on tactically that you know, maybe the public shouldn’t 

be aware of.  I mean – and not that they shouldn’t be aware of it, but maybe, like sensitive 

information.”  Brad (I2) also thought that too much participation might endanger the mission, 

“because…missions and what they (the military) do is a little bit more – you know, I don’t want 

to say secret, but …”.   Louis (field notes) also thought that it was possible to share too much 

information with the public because “they don’t really understand the day to day, and we can’t 

explain it to them because that would defeat the whole purpose of operational security!”  

Informants were also unclear as to how the public would be able to contribute to the decision 

making process without being aware of operational needs and objectives.  Robert (field notes) 
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asked, “why would we listen to what outside people want us to do?  They don’t know why we 

need to train a certain way or what we need.”  Brad (field notes) said, “they don’t know what we 

need.  How can we even listen to their suggestions of what to do with our training land?” 

Discussion 

 We found MM appeared to believe public participation was both common and a positive 

influence on public perceptions.  These beliefs may stem from the military doctrine that 

encourages public engagement as a way to reduce conflict and build relationships (Army FM 3-

05.301; Army FM3-13; Army FM 33-1; Army FM 46-1). Despite MM penchant to view public 

participation within its most traditional form, as propaganda, our findings suggest MM perceive 

public participation as a positive goal that should be pursued (Jacobson & Marynowski, 1997; 

Powledge, 2008).     

 The tendency to view public participation as one-directional presents challenges for 

efforts to pursue more meaningful ways of engaging the public in environmental decision 

making.  Although dialogue can lead to “focus, commitment, trust, and open and honest 

discussion” (King, 1998, p. 320), and modern approaches to PR stress the importance of building 

relationships with stakeholders (Grunig, 2001), the military resorted to traditional versions of 

PR, a method that has been shown to be ineffective at building strong relationships (Ledingham 

& Bruning, 1998).  Utilizing these outdated PR strategies in lieu of symmetrical PR can lead to 

an increase in distrust, resulting in negative outcomes, such as: 1) an increase in the number of 

issues, 2) an increase in the number of participants, 3) increase in moral righteousness of the 

other group, 4) increase in investment, 5) entrenchment of position, 6) morality becoming an 

issue, 7) diminishing of norms of behavior and 8) a general diminishing of opportunities for 
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reconciliation (Senecah, 2004). Illustrative examples include the Navy’s decision to build a new 

Outlying Landing Field in coastal North Carolina (Zagacki, 2008), the court case over 

contaminated water at Camp Lejeune that started in 1987 (Maslia, 2009), as well as the decision 

of Fort Irwin in Eastern California, to translocate the endangered Desert Tortoise (Gopherus 

agassizii), and Lane Mountain Milkvetch (Astragalus jaegerianus) (Esque, Nussear & Medica, 

2005).  Creating more collaborative forms of public participation will require the military to give 

stakeholders access to decision making (Senecah, 2004).  Although informants believed military 

contexts created unique barriers to more collaborative forms of public participation, the barriers 

they identified were largely extreme cases of the same barriers faced in the civilian sector.  MM 

tendency to consider stakeholder apathy, operational security, and employee turnover unique 

barriers to collaborative decision making reflects research on general military culture (Irvin & 

Stansbury, 2004; King, Fetley, & Susel, 1998). Apathy, a universal barrier to public participation 

(Ehrlich, 2003; Peterson, 2005), can be a restriction in any collaborative effort (King, 1998). 

 Providing for collaborative and symmetrical forms of public participation may exacerbate 

the military’s already major OPSEC concerns, as the very nature of combat relies heavily on 

OPSEC (Dunivin, 1994; Hillen, 1999), but security concerns are not unique to the military.  

Other federal agencies, biological researchers, organizations and the corporate sector are faced 

with security concerns (e.g. digital invasion and loss of intellectual property) (Hill & Smith, 

1995; Huong, 1999; Buhl et al. 2007).  Risk management and operations security literature 

points to assessment of levels of risk as a way to manage for vulnerabilities without wasting 

resources by focusing on low risk issues (Johnson, 2005; Johnson & Goetz, 2007).  Issues that 

are considered low risk are used to engage the public.  The U.S. Army offers an OPSEC protocol 
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that focuses on analysis and assessment of vulnerabilities and risks before engaging in strategic 

and tactical maneuvers and employing appropriate measures (Army FM 3-13).   

 The growing literature addressing trust building in organizations with high churn 

provides some guidance for stabilizing challenges that may arise with high turnover rates within 

military personnel (Duffield et al, 2009).  Turn over is inevitable as duty assignments are change 

often within the military, but if a dialogic model of public participation were used instead of the 

traditional one-direction PR, it would minimize the time it took to build trusting working 

relationships between military and civilian leadership. A dialogic model (Kent & Taylor, 2002) 

is based on building relationships through communication, where instead of using public 

participation to check the requirement box or to manipulate opinions, the public becomes an 

equal in the process.  To implement a dialogic model, MM must begin by admitting mutuality 

with the public.  Acknowledging that the military and the public have shared environmental 

goals is the first step towards developing a system where authentic dialogue can occur.  

Mutuality can be discovered through dialogue and may create groups with an interest in 

developing trust (Hamilton and Wills-Toker, 2006) and in conducting the difficult work required 

to gain voice in the process (Kent & Taylor, 2002).  

 Mutuality, trust building, disclosure of concerns found to be low risk and providing 

participants a voice (Senecah, 2004) can address challenges associated with all three barriers, 

apathy, OPSEC, and high turnover rates.  Trinity of Voice suggests ways to make interactions 

significant by creating trusting relationships.  Senecah’s framework says interactions should 

attempt to be grounded in grammars (i.e., language, behaviors and the communicative offerings) 

of access, standing and influence. Grammars of access include: 1) collaborative attitudes, 2) 
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convenient times, 3) convenient places, 4) readily available information, 5) opportunity to access 

information, 6) technical assistance, 7) adequate notice, and 8) early and consistent public 

involvement.  Grammars of standing include: 1) opportunities for dialogue and deliberation, 2) 

active listening, 3) an absence of discounting verbal and nonverbal behaviors, 4) early and 

ongoing voice, 5) clear outlines of how participation will impact decision making, 6) clear 

parameters of investment required, 7) collaborative space, and 8) a reflection of genuine empathy 

for the concerns that are expressed. Grammars of influence consist of: 1) meaningful decision 

space, 2) a transparent process that considers all alternatives, 3) opportunities to meaningfully 

scope alternatives, 4) opportunities to inform the decision criteria and 5) thoughtful responses to 

stakeholder concerns and ideas.  We suggest that the military utilize this framework to begin to 

make changes in the way they interact with the public, by starting with less sensitive issues 

where OPSEC, turn around and apathy are not seen as being a challenge.   By beginning to use a 

dialogic model with issues that are not as sensitive, the military can begin to make practical and 

applicable changes to the way they interact with the public, and then begin to expand this new 

symmetrical interaction towards issues that might be more challenging.  

 Our study illustrates that the barriers the military faces are not unique and using methods 

employed within the civilian sector may result in authentic involved public participation.  

Examples of current conservation successes on military installations (Beaty et al, 2003; 

Powledge, 2008) demonstrate that barriers can be broken down, authentic dialogue between the 

military and their surrounding communities is possible and by creating mutuality and shifting 

public interactions to a dialogic model, the military can build stronger working relationships with 

the public, which should be the goal of public participation (Ledingham, 2003).   
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