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CONSERVATION ATTITUDES: THE SPATIAL DIMENSION

Richard D. Hecock

Department of Geography, Oklahoma State University, Stillwater, Oklchoma

Conservation is difficult to define and
analyse. Yct, there are concerns common to
all who “practice” conservation. Onc com-
mon concern has to do with notions of re-
sources adequacy. How much do we have?
How long will it last? Will we run out?
Another focuses on the allocation of re-
sources to accomplish alternative tasks, c.g.,
should we dcvelop mineral or watcr resour-
ces, croplands or highwavs, protect wildlife
or facilitate recreation activities?

This paper describes an inquiry into the
attitudes of a group of Oklahomans toward
these two concems, the scarcity of resources
n the United States during the coming dec-
ade and the allocation of land for different
tvpes of use. In particular, attention is
focused upon the spatial aspects of Okla-
homan conservation attitudes. This exami-
nation provides insights into the conserva-
tion perceptions of the citizenry of this
state, as well as offering some measure of
explanation for these perceptions. In addi-
tion, an attempt is made to indicate how
these patterns of conservation attitudes are
rclevant to resources education, planning,
and administration, and to geographical in-
quirics into regionalism.

During the fall of 1969, an Oklahoma
State University class administered 110 in-
terviews to a relatively unstructured sample
of students at the University. The results
of this initial survey prompted further in-
quiry. An improved qucstionaire was written.
It contained questions on the respondent’s
occupation and recreation participation, in
addition to questions dealing with resour-
ces. It was subsequently administered to
approximately 222 university students; 80
m an introductory geography course, and
142 in an introductory American history
course. From these, 209 usable question-
naires were obtained. An additional 64 in-
terviews were obtained from a group of
Eastern Michigan University students. The
results of all interviews were tabulated by

graduate assistants in the Department of
Geography at Oklahoma Statc University.

Oklahoma students cxpressed  concem
about the prospects of resources scarcity in
the next decade (Table 1); 60% expected

TasLe 1. Responses of Oklahoma State Univer-
sity Students.

A. Do vou believe the USA. is likely to face
scarcitics in these resources by 19807

Very Some 8light No
scarce scarcity scarcity scarcity

Resource (%) (%) (%) (%)
Lumber 16 43 M 7
Coal 12 48 29 13
iron 8 37 33 13
oil 4 23 40 a3
Water 24 39 % 12
Land 26 33 27 14
Food [} 24 26 4“4

B. Do you believe enough land in the U.S.A. has
been set aside for these uses?

Too Almost Not
much h
Use (%) (%) (%) (%)
Timber
productlon 2 26 4 32
wildlife
rotection 1: gg ;; :g
Highways
Wl‘ldern{n 3 24 26 47
Parks L] 28 4“ 26
Playin,
!i{ld: 1 36 35 29
N = 209

that, by 1980, some scarcitics in lumber, coal,
water, and land would be experienced. Yet,
a large group appeared to be convinced that
in the casc of food, oil, and iron, there would
be no or only slight scarcitics.

Student responses to the allocation scc-
tion of the questionnaire were less diver-
gent. With few cxceptions, there was no
consistently strong fecling that we, as a
society, are cither over- or under-allocating
land to specific uses. The cxceptional re-
sponse in the casc of highway land (enough,
too much) is especially noteworthy, as
is the relatively strong opinion that we
are not setting aside enough land for wild-
life protection.

Factors which explain such responses are
obviously complex. Certainly, part of the
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cxplanation lics with misinformation on the
present allocation of Lind or future resonrce
prospects. In some cases, especially food and
watcr, responses arc consistent with the im-
pressions currently: convered by the news
media. On the other hand, it can be hypothic-
sizedd that such opinions arc the product of
a variety of factors known to slape hehavior
and attitudes. Such factors include charac-
teristics of the respondents thamsclves, their
socio-cconomic hackground, age, vocational
inclinations, and cxperience. Local philoso-
phies or local expericnces with resources, are
suspected as being sigmificant in shaping re-
gional diffcrences i attitudes.

Table 2 provides a striking contrast with
‘Table LIt is apparent that in some respects

‘Tamer 2. Respomses of Fastern Michigan Univer-
sity students.

A Do sou belive the USA, is likedy to face
scarcitics in these resources by 19507

Very Some Slight No
SCArce scarcity scarcity scarcity

Resource (%) (%) (%) (%)
Lumbher " 62 "™ 6
Conl 5 a k3 20
Iron 2 28 9 23
o}l o 41 k{1 20
Water kol 16 4 12
Land 26 an 24 11
Foord 4 an k4 9

B. Do vou belicrve enough tand in the US.A. has
been set aude for these uses?

Yoo Almast Not
much Enough enough enough
Use (%) (%) (%) (%)
Timber
roduction » n as vy
Whdtire
rotectinn 0 1t 24 [
Hizhways 2N 80 12 10
Wilderness 2 13 4 5
Parks H 4 30 #4
Blaying
(elda H 13 n a6
N -~ 84

Michigan students arc similar to their Okla-
hoina contemporarics. Pessimistic views con-
ceming the ncartenn adequacy of lumber,
coal, water, and land resources are remark-
ably clasc. as arc the optimistic perecptions
toward food availability. In terms of views
of adequacy for the next decade, differences
hetween the two groups appear to be great-
cst in the cascs of two non-rencwable re-
sources, oil and iron. The slighth: more
pessimistic views of Michigan students to-

wards oil adequacy, and the comparatively
greater pessimsm of Oklahoma students as
to iton supply undoubtedly are associated
with the relative importance of the two re-
sources to the respective cconomics of the
two statcs.

Greater differences are scen in the allo.
cational attitudes of the two student bodics.
Michigan students believe that considerably
greater allocation should be made in almost
all categories  tested. “Fimber production,
wildlife protection, wilderness arcas. parks
and plaving ficlds all would receive greater
cempliasis in the land use if the Michigan
opmion prevailed. The exceptional attitudes
towards highways which are held by the
Oklahonians appear to be the same and
cven strouger imnong Michigan students.

The spatial patterns of responses by loca-
tion of residence within Oklahoma also de-
serveattention. Views  towards  resources
adequacy show same region-to-region varia-
tion (‘Table 3y, Here students appear to be

Tasee 3. Responses of students by location of
residence.

Okiahoma State University stadents Mich-
igan
S. &E Oul-of- ste-
a. state dents
[ (A} %)
“No searcity”
Lumber 6 N 6
Coal 13 17 20
tron 28 2 23
i 5 21 20
Water N 13 12
Land 16 15 1n
Food 41 T 1”2 H
UNot..enouch™
Timber
production 32 N 21 42 10
Wildlife
protection & M 41 (4] 65
Hixhways i 15 14 3 10
Wilderness 32 20 il (3] 65
Parka an " i+ N 64
Playing
tiekdn as 20 7 39 6
N o= *0 46 29 4“4 64

' Tulsa-Oklahoma  City  corridor includen Rogers
Tulsa, Creek. Okmulgee, Okfuskee, Seminole, Lin-
coln. Pottawatemie. Oklnhoma. Cleveland, Mc
Clain, ¢irady, and Canadian Countien,

wore optimistic or pessimistic depending
upon their residential proximity to specific
tesources. Thus, students from the sout!
and cast appear to regard scarcities in lum
ber, coal, and oil less likely than those fron
other regions of the state. Those from the



northemn and western parts of the state
arc understandably more concerned about
water availability in the future. These pat-
terns seem to be analagous to the Michi-
gan-Oklahoma differences in attitudes to-
wards iron and oil.

Attitudes towards the allocation of land
seem to reflect urban or rural residence. Stu-
dents living in cities, or more densely popu-
lated portions of the state, differ markedly
from their brethren from more sparsely pop-
ulated areas. Thosc favoring greater allot-
ments of land to open space of all types,
wildlife, timber production, wilderness,
parks, and plaving fields, come predom-
inantly from the Oklahoma City-Tulsa Cor-
ridor. In more rural areas, land for such usc
is readily available and, therefore, it is rc-
garded as adequate. The association of ur-
banization with open-spacc preferences ap-
pecars to be confirmed by the responses of
Oklahoma State University students who arc
out-of-state residents (primarily from large
citics), as well as the Michigan students
who were overwhelmingly from the denscly
populated southeastcrn part of their state
(Table 3). The consistently greater urban-
ite antipathy towards greater allocations of
land for highways is also notcworthy herc.

An initial hypothesis of this study was that
conscrvation attitudes were related to re-
spondent characteristics, for cxample that
socio-cconomic background or participation
in certain tvpes of recreational pursuits
would influence attitudes towards the al-
location of land for parks. However, no clear
relationship was found between socio-eco-
nomic, college major, college class-standing,
or recreational-pursuit variables and respon-
ses to either the scarcity or allocational sec-
tions of the interview. Nor was there any
significant tendency for respondent charac-
teristics to be correlated with regions.

Rather, there seems to exist a spatial di-
mension to conservation attitudes which re-
flects proximity to resources in the case of
attitudes towards future adequacy or scar-
city, and extent of urbanization or level of
population density insofar as land allocation
preferences are concerned.

Of course, this limited sample cannot be
construed to be representative of students
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in general or the population as a whole. On
the other hand, one might hypothesize with
some justification that actual regional dif-
ferences in the population tend to be much
greater than those clicited from the students,
due in part to the tendency towards con-
formity found within the student communi-
tv. In any event, the differences among stu-
dents are real and have important ramifi-
cations. In the rcalm of resources planning
and legislation, continuing resistance on the
part of rural residents to incrcasing public
open space mav be expected. Further, we
can probably cxpect incrcased resistance to
the usc of large amounts of land for high-
ways, especially among urban dwellers. If
carcful deliberations suggest greater nceds
for these types of land use, special care must
be taken to insure public acceptance.

For cducators, such findings mean that
adjustments in conservation curricula are
in order. It would appear that the Okla-
homa student is generally under-cstimating
the potential for resource scarcity in  this
country. In spite of recent oil strikes, and
success with low-grade iron orcs, the pros-
pects for maintaining adequacy over the
long run arc not bright. Even morc alarming
is the response to a question which suggcests
that Oklahoma students rcgard air and
water pollution as a problem peculiar to the
urban northern, northeastern, and western
parts of the United States. The implications
of such vicws arc scrious, and immcdiate
steps should be taken to correct such mis-
conceptions.

In addition, adjustments in conscrvation
education curricula to account for regional
differences in attitudes should be under-
taken. Conscrvation cducation, appropriate
to small town or rural farm studcnts, may be
cntirely inappropriate to urban students who
have measurably diffcrent preconceptions
about resources adequacy and allocational
priorities. The teaching of rural students
should also take into account the increas-
ingly urban life they will undoubtedly lead.

To geographers, such findings reaffirm
the existence and importance of regionaliz-
ing forces in attitudes and perceptions. Clear-
ly here is a fertile field for continuing geo-
graphical inquiry.
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