Stewardship and resources

Globalisation and consumerism threaten to waste our natural
resources and disinherit future generations. Dr Rick Worrell and
WWEF Scotland provide a careful analysis of the newly revived

concept of stewardship

IN THE MODERN day, rights are things
which have tended to become well defined.
Responsibilities, on the other hand, have
had relatively little attention.

Most would accept that a sense of
responsibility to care for the interests of others,
now and in the future, here and in the rest of
the world, is deeply embedded in our personal
and social psyches. It applies, among other
things, to our care for nature and natural
resources, often understood in the valuable but
rather technocratic context of sustainable
development. Looking beyond this buzzword
it is possible to see the broader, more colloquial
and ethical concept of stewardship.

Stewards and stewardship

Farmers and landowners are often described as
stewards or custodians of the countryside. As
citizens, we are encouraged to be careful
stewards of the nation’s resources. The term
stewardship appears in codes of practice,
certification schemes, incentive schemes, and
government policy. However, the term is
rarely, if ever, described or developed in a
useful way. Common themes which appear
include: being entrusted to care for things,
individual responsibility, acting on behalf of
others, and a commitment to high
environmental, economic and social

household or lands.

In Scotland, the royal title Steward of Scotland
(or seneschal, and in Gaelic, Ard-Stiubhard) has
been in use since the 14th century, reflecting a
long tradition of guardianship on behalf of the
public interest. More recently, stewardship has
been used to describe a responsible approach to
the task of caring for something on behalf of
others. The term custodian, which has a similar
meaning to steward, is sometimes used in
relation to resource use.

A core meaning of stewardship is simply
that people are entrusted with a responsibility
to care for the community they belong to, for
the land, and for other species. So stewardship
has a strong emphasis on personal
responsibility, which expresses our basic
impulse to look after our surroundings. One
important aspect of being responsible is taking
account of the interests of others — other
people, future generations and other species.

Adoption of stewardship encourages
everyone to see him or herself as a responsible
member of the local community and wider
society — and therefore having some
obligations as a member of those communities.
As stewards, we all, whether owners,
managers, or citizens, act not just for our own
benefit, but also to increase the common good
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responsibility
of looking after natural resources on behalf of
society has many positive aspects.
Stewardship is distinct from approaches to

ownership and use of resources which are

A culture of stewardship
is vital. But, asks :
Land&Liberty’s publisher
Nicholas Dennys, can
stewardship work in a top
down system of control?

The ancient concept of stewardship
of the land is regaining currency. At
various times in the past it has
appealed to the humility of the
powerful, or to their religious sense.
The force of the idea was to encourage
the view that we hold our tenure here
on earth for the benefit, not just of
ourselves, or our own brief generation,
but for God, or for our descendants
who are yet to come in the gift of the
almost endless future.

We see that the greater part of the
assets of culture and wealth, on which
have been bequeathed to us by past
generations. The concept of
stewardship appeals as the evidence
grows of how we waste the
generosities of nature and human
community. In significant areas our
ability to destroy and misuse is already
greater than the capacity of the planet
to renew itself. If this problem is not
addressed, in fundamental changes of
attitude and policy, the number of
generations that might remain in front
of us may well be less than they need
be and their experience will be of a
diminished world and greater
struggle.

The WWF Scotland report on which
our Essay is based, makes a strong

based purely on personal gain,
expediency, or whim and which may be
indifferent

to other people and other species.
Some basic beliefs which stewardship
challenges are:

® land and natural resources can be
treated in absolutely any way by an
owner or manager

® other people and communities have
no legitimate interests or rights relating
to land or natural resources other than
through their role as consumers of
products

® other species and the natural world
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Making stewardship work

attempt to press the case for a wholesale
adoption of stewardship, culturally and
politically. But it uses as its method, perhaps
unwittingly, an approach which belongs to
the culture of the command economy. It
makes the task one which is pressed by the
enlightened few on the many. Stewardship is
at its heart an act of celebration and valuing.
That valuing is of something — the natural
and human gift of our world — which has a
different face to the many different minds
and lives that value it. The diversity of that
valuing is as important as the diversity of
that which it values,

Itis a profound error to present that act of
valuation as one which can be made by the
few — by some central authority — on behalf
of the many. The WWF report urges, for
instance, that for the full range of decision-
making situations — economic, social and
environmental — codes of good practice
should be issued; that society's produce
should bear product certificates and be
offered through assurance schemes; there
should be prizes and awards; there should
be government policies and incentives with
their expensive and time-consuming
bureaucratic backup; every enterprise
should make company and professional
policy statements, rather like the numerous
citizens charter schemes that displayed so
much good intention in the past. A forest of
paper and words will be unleashed. All this
would be to some, but not enough, effect.
And all this would need to be ‘revisited’
every year.

S0 how better, and without such weight
of bureaucracy, can we celebrate, value and
protect our natural and human
environment? How can we strengthen

are merely resources which can be used by
mankind without inhibition.

As stewards, we should all accept
reasonable constraints on our freedom of
action — just as we do in many other aspects of
life. While the basic principles of stewardship
remain constant over time, their application in
the form of personal action, standards and
policies may change and evolve.

Who can be trusted?

Stewardship applies in its widest sense to
everyone. This is because, first, we all have
interests — and indeed some legal rights — in
the way that common resources are

stewardship? The only way to ensure that
we collectively appreciate what is valued,
and by how much, is to follow the
community’s individual members’ own
valuation of its resources.

What is needed is democracy in valuing.
This means a careful collation of the prices
put on access to natural and community
goods, urban just as much as rural,
calculated site by site, and expressed as
annual rents. The market value of land is
the result of judgements by millions of
people as to the significance of land for
them, based on their close and detailed
knowledge of their own lives and needs,
and those of their community.

At present such valuing is done in
expectation that many things which should
be duties of occupation can be externalised
on to others or the community. The
expression of the true value to the

imagination. Why else would land start to
rise in value as soon as infrastructural
development is announced and before a
stone is laid? No central authority could
hope to parallel this process. Armed with
sound assessments site by site as to how
people value access to their community and
its resources, the community is in turn
enabled to begin practising stewardship on
behalf of all its members.

The effect of doing that would be to
release the responsibility for stewardship —
in its first manifestation as the act of valuing
and celebrating — from the small meetings of
well intentioned people who would try to
second guess our judgements on our behalf,
into the community. Furthermore, to base
collective revenue gathering on that
valuing, is to return to the community the
value which the individual occupier
excludes others from enjoying. This would

community of remove the gain that

any piece of land entices speculating

is often distorted . - landlords to plant a flag on
by the wnat Is needeu IS every natural resource from
inadequacies of H land to the hi 4
ourpesent . CMOCTACY in ValUing il icraicne
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environmental regulation. With careful
assessments the negative impacts of this can
be fully costed.

We should appreciate too that individuals
occupy sites not only because of the
advantage of present resources but because
of what they believe their own interaction
with the community will enable them to
bring into being for themselves and others.
We are each a resource to one another.
Valuing is, therefore, also an act of informed

managed, and second, because all our
actions have an influence on natural
resources, so we are all responsible for them.
Stewardship can be seen to apply to several
groups.

Citizens and communities can practice
responsible stewardship. We all influence
natural resources in a variety of ways —
hence the need for stewardship.

Natural resource managers traditionally look
after resources on behalf of the owners. In
addition to this, they are now increasingly
called on to protect and provide public and
community benefits from those same
properties. A major aspect of stewardship is to

entered into, for each individual remains
free to choose occupation of a site where the
balance of advantage and cost seems best
for themselves. The community can fund
itself from community-created value and,
with a careful and complete valuation of the
potential of its resources, spend to preserve
or enhance them, increasing its own
revenue in the process. Thus creating an
informed and effective stewardship. L8L
nicholas.dennys@virgin.net

acknowledge a responsibility to deliver public
as well as private benefits.

The legal owners of land and resources clearly
have the strongest private legal rights, and
often the greatest individual interest and the
greatest responsibilities; therefore
stewardship has strong messages for owners.
Many owners would immediately accept
that they are stewards on behalf of their
children and heirs — who clearly have an
interest in a property being passed onto
them in good condition. Stewardship
suggests a wider view than this, involving
not just inheritors, but other people who
have legitimate interests in >
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how resources are cared for.
Government at various levels has an
important role to play in stewardship. It
can respond to civic society if the view is
accepted that stewardship is a key concept of
our time and therefore should appear in
legislation and policy.

Interested parties
The concept of stewardship involves the
need to take into consideration all those with
a legitimate interest in a resource; ie all those
who are significantly affected by its
management or use. Of course, it will be
difficult to define these groups as the effects
may be hard to identify.

It is useful to consider this in terms of
three overarching groups:

1. People in the present time: members of
both local and more distant communities are
directly and indirectly affected by how land
or resources are used (see box right). While
many owners do take some account of other
people’s interests, the principles of
stewardship suggest that this should become
a universal and consistent practice.

2. Future generations of people: stewardship
acknowledges the legitimate interests of
future generations. We are grateful when
past generations have created valuable assets
for us and many of us feel that it is a good
thing to pass these on to future generations.
Sometimes, we even feel a sense of obligation
to past generations to continue projects they
have begun — family farms are good
examples of this. So stewardship considers
the interests of past, present, and future
generations.

3. Other species and the natural world: these
interests centre on allowing wildlife to live
and thrive without undue threat from people
and on ensuring the welfare of domestic and
wild animals .

Stewardship requires us to resolve some key
issues of public interest in decision-making.
Stewardship provides the framework for
considering these questions and developing
the appropriate approaches for solving them.

Accountability

Stewardship involves some degree of
accountability to wider interests than those
represented by the owner or user, such as

accountability to society, the public, the
nation, the Crown, or God. Accountability to
the public in the management and use of
natural resources has become increasingly
apparent and effective during this century,
based on legislation and regulation.

For religious people, the concept of
accountability to God is a powerful
motivator and stewardship has a long
tradition in Judeo-Christian thinking, and
other religions too. Because stewardship
relies on developing a sense of individual
responsibility, accountability is less likely to
be applied through burdensome regulation
or compulsion — and is far more likely to take
the form of monitoring and working towards
agreed standards.

Relationships
Stewardship is different from management.
The core meaning of natural resource
management is simply the technical activity of
producing products and services from the land
and the oceans. As time has gone on, the role
of managers has expanded to include many
wider social and environmental concerns.
Stewardship is also different from
sustainable management: Stewardship is an
approach that informs how sustainable
management will be accomplished, and
sustainability is an outcome of stewardship.
It shares the core elements of sustainability,
notably the focus on the interests of future
generations and maintenance of natural and
man-made capital. Stewardship adds several
features to sustainable management, such as
the interests of other species. Stewardship
also incorporates the same wide view of
public benefits which is central to sustainable
management and sustainable development.
There is a relationship between
stewardship and citizenship. Citizenship
emphasises people’s roles as part of a
community and the need to collaborate for
the good of a community. In its concern for
the care and use of resources for the benefit
of society, stewardship links closely with the
wider concept of citizenship. This opens the
way for a potentially fruitful synergy
between stewardship and the promotion
of good citizenship. Stewardship and
trusteeship are sometimes equated.
However, trusteeship is passive, involving
keeping something (an estate, fund,
collection) in good condition for the benefit
of a few beneficiaries. Stewardship is active
in its service of a wider range of interests.

Stewardship is a responsible approach to
things one is entrusted to care for. It builds
on a sense of personal responsibility. It
involves taking into account the interests of
others — other people, other communities,
future generations, and other species. In the
case of property, stewardship involves being
entrusted to care for it on behalf of others,
and means accepting some conditions on
how property is used. Stewardship aims to
deliver the common good, that is to say,
public plus private interests, and it
suggests some level of accountability for
one’s actions.

Outcomes of stewardship include: better
decision-making, reduced reliance on
regulation, generating a positive role for
people and organisations, greater
inclusiveness in the use of resources, and
sustainable resource use.

Stewardship is a key concept for reflecting
the changed roles of owners, managers
and citizens, that have taken place in
recent decades. The concept of stewardship
applies in its widest sense to everyone
because we all have interests in the way
that land and natural resources are
managed; all our actions influence natural
resources. [F-8
www.wwiscotland.org

The L&L Essay was developed out of the WWF Scotland report 'Stewardship of Natural Resources', produced by a team of authors led by Dr
Rick Worrell, including Dr Richard Birnie, Lorraine Mann and Dr. Nonie Coulthard. Key contributions were made by Dr. Robin Attfield, Dr
Ruth Page, Dr. Michael Northcott and Professor Colin Reid.
For a copy of the report call WWF Scotland on 01887 820 449 or e-mail eleighton@wwfscotland.org.uk




