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National parks are not unique to the United States, and neither is the issue of  climate change. 
How the media and nongovernmental organizations talk about the impact of  climate change on national parks

can and does influence our understanding of and response to the issue. This essay was first published 
in National Parks beyond the Nation: Global Perspectives on “America’s Best Idea.”

The Trouble
with Climate

Change
AND NATIONAL PARKS

lobal warming is threatening what many see as the world’s most pristine
environments: national parks from Glacier in the United States to Kiliman-
jaro in Tanzania, Sagarmatha (Mount Everest) in Nepal, and Huascarán
in Peru, among many others. Worse, many see global warming as driven

by the same nefarious forces that people hope to escape in parks—
industrialization, natural resource exploitation, development and
sprawl, consumerism, and rampant capitalism—thereby making
climate change particularly offensive when it tarnishes the parkland
sanctuary. Melting glaciers, forest fires, hungry polar bears, species
migration and extinctions, diminishing water supplies, depleted
scenery, declining tourism economies—these are what the media
and environmental groups report as the most severe consequences
of  climate change in the world’s national parks. As the Rocky
Mountain Climate Organization and Natural Resources Defense
Council recently asserted, “Human disruption of  the climate is
the greatest threat ever to our national parks.”1

Media accounts and environmental groups’ reports about cli-
mate change in national parks reveal a great deal not only about
climate impacts but also about embedded ideas of  wilderness,

human-nature interactions, and the place of  parks in national
narratives of  nature.2 Journalists and nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs) typically have to—or at least choose to—simplify
their coverage of  climate change in national parks. What they
decide to convey to readers and, more importantly, what they
leave out actually reveals a great deal about their values, ideas,
and perceptions of  both climate change and national parks. In
many cases, the climate change discourse on national parks resem-
bles the declensionist narrative of  environmental degradation
that has long been at the center of the environmental and wilder-
ness preservation movements—a narrative that scholars have also
critiqued.3 When news stories and climate reports simplify human-
environment dynamics, exaggerate global warming impacts, or
avoid discussion of  complex human-nature dynamics, they can
also perpetuate a certain “traditional” view of  national parks.4 I
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thus argue that the last fifteen years of  media accounts and envi-
ronmental groups’ reports on climate change in national parks
actually divulge as much about popular perceptions of  parks and
the relationship between people and nature as they do about cli-
mate change impacts. What’s more, these portrayals that depict
climate change as such a tragic threat may even impede more
effective efforts in climate change adaptation, because they empha-
size tourist wishes and the aesthetics of  park landscapes, or they
portray people as passive victims, instead of  delving deeper into
ecosystem processes, social-ecological systems, human livelihoods,
natural hazards, resource management, social justice, and many
other critical issues affected by global climate change.5

In addition to uncovering these narratives of  national parks
embedded in climate discourse, this essay also strives to break out
of the pervasive and highly restrictive believer/skeptic dichotomy
that characterizes much climate research. After studying climate
change and glacier retreat impacts in the Andes for more than a
decade, I can attest to the fact that climate change has already
unleashed catastrophic consequences that killed thousands of res-
idents around Huascarán National Park. Further, my research
underscores how more marginalized populations often suffer dis-
proportionately from climate-related hazards, resource conflicts,
and biophysical changes stemming from climate change.6 But just
because I understand the deadly effects of  climate change does
not mean I should step into the mold that pits global warming
“believers” against “skeptics.” Clinging to one of these two climate
“camps,” I believe, has derailed scholarship and made it nearly
impossible for scholars to critique any aspect of climate discourse
without coming across as a skeptic.7 What’s more, the language
that refers to believers and skeptics gives the discussion strong reli-
gious overtones, thereby shutting down open, critical analysis of
climate change. Finally, an uncritical adherence to the “believers”

camp out of  fear of  providing ammunition for skeptics runs the
risk of potentially doing social science and humanities research in
the service of Western science or environmentalist groups’ prior-
ities, both of which scholars have long critiqued for being socially
constructed and having embedded agendas of  their own.8

The goal in this essay is to critically examine media accounts
and NGO reports of climate change impacts in Huascarán National
Park in Peru and Glacier National Park in Montana. Both
Huascarán and Glacier are located in high mountain glaciated
environments, are globally high-profile parks, and have received
significant international attention related to climate change. This
analysis involved an exhaustive search for news articles examining
these parks written during the last fifteen years. Media accounts
and news articles influence public views and also offer helpful
insights into popular perceptions. Interestingly, most journalists
tended to cite and quote environmental organizations, rather than
scientists or even park officials, as the climate experts in their news
stories. Therefore, this research also involved analysis of  reports
by influential environmental NGOs—not park officials or scien-
tists—because they are the ones overwhelmingly represented in
the media. Media reports in Spanish from Peru and in English
from the United States and the United Kingdom were consistent
in their portrayal of parks and climate change: they all linked people
and parks in Peru. The Spanish-language sources, however, rarely
mentioned Glacier National Park; therefore, a divergent view
between Glacier and Huascarán was not possible to detect from
this research. Of  approximately 100 news articles and a dozen
NGO reports found on national parks and climate change, about
one-third of  them were devoted entirely or significantly to
Huascarán and Glacier. This research also included historical analy-
sis to help juxtapose past depictions of  Huascarán and Glacier
against more recent accounts. The historical  perspectives show
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A popular tourist destination, the Llanganuco Lakes are located at the base of  Peru’s Mount Huascarán. Media accounts fail to mention the role
of  water rights, reservoirs and dams, and shifting land- and water-use practices that all affect watershed hydrology.
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not only how perceptions changed over time, but also how the
issues identified as global warming impacts also reveal long-standing
cultural values and ideas about national parks.

PARKS AND PEOPLE IN PERU
The iconic Huascarán National Park in the Peruvian Andes has
attracted significant international attention related to climate
change. In fact, international NGOs have petitioned the World
Heritage Committee more than once to designate Huascarán—
along with a handful of  other parks such as Glacier and
Sagarmatha (Mount Everest)—as an “endangered” site precisely
because of  the effects of  global warming. The climate discourse
about Huascarán reveals several things about perceptions of
national parks in Peru. First, nature is generally portrayed, or ide-
alized, as static scenery, and Huascarán is often cast as a place pri-
marily for recreation and tourism. Second, environmental
processes and socioenvironmental dynamics are usually simplified,
while certain societal or environmental changes are misattributed
to climate change. Third, deterministic predictions about future
climatic/environmental changes tend to minimize human agency
and ignore past adaptation accomplishments, thereby turning
Peruvians into passive victims. Despite many similarities in the
depiction of  climate change in Huascarán and Glacier National
Parks, the conceptualizations of climate impacts in the two parks
also illuminate a fundamental difference in the perceptions and
meanings of  U.S. and Peruvian national parks. In Peru, the parks
are not discursively separated from people as they are in the United
States. Rather, Huascarán National Park is inextricably connected
to human populations through natural hazards, natural resources,
the tourism economy, and water supplies.

Huascarán National Park was created in 1975, and it remains
one of  the country’s preeminent parks. It protects a significant
part of  the upper elevations within the Cordillera Blanca, a 200-
kilometer-long mountain range that includes twenty-seven peaks
above 6,000 meters, including Peru’s highest, Mount Huascarán
(6,768 meters). Huascarán became a UNESCO biosphere reserve
in 1977 and was first inscribed on the World Heritage list in 1985.
The Cordillera Blanca is the highest and most glaciated tropical
mountain range in the world, and parkland varies from 2,500
meters to 6,768 meters above sea level, offering a host of ecological
life zones, ecosystems, plant and animal diversity, and climatic
variation within the park. The park also protects the puya raimondi,
the world’s largest bromeliad, and is home to animals such as the
spectacled bear and Andean condors.9 Yet the park also has strong
foundations in recreation, tourism, and mountaineering. The
roots of  the park’s creation, in fact, lie in tourism promotion as
much as plant and animal conservation.10 Interestingly, the early
proposals and recommendations for the park barely mentioned
the park’s glaciers; instead, they focused on its lakes, flora and
fauna, forests, high mountains, and geology.11 Today park descrip-
tions focus on the glaciers themselves, as in Glacier National Park.

With shrinking glaciers highlighted as the principal climate
change impact in Huascarán National Park, media accounts imply
that glaciers and other aspects of  the natural environment in
national parks should remain as static scenery primarily for tourists
to enjoy. Many articles focus on the effects that glacier retreat will
have or has had on tourism and mountaineering, and they cite a
20 to 35 percent loss of  Cordillera Blanca ice since the late 1970s
as evidence of  this impact.12 Some also lament the loss of  the ice
caves, which were a beautiful feature of  Huascarán’s Pastoruri

Glacier before they melted.13 Another complained, “The glacier
looks like a patient dying of a virus.” But the real problem expressed
in this news story is that the glacier terrain is “not normal” because
it is unstable and problematic for mountain climbers.14 Accounts
also tend to exaggerate the rate of  future glacier retreat, thereby
making a statement about how changing park scenery is lamen-
table. Some accounts suggest twenty years for the disappearance
of  glaciers, and one journalist lamenting ice loss in Huascarán
National Park and other World Heritage sites noted that Peru will
lose “almost all [glaciers] within the next 7 years.”15 The claim that
Cordillera Blanca glaciers will disappear even in fifty years cannot
be found in scientific literature, and informally I have heard glaciol-
ogists say total ice loss in the Cordillera Blanca would likely be on
the scale of  centuries, not decades.16

Iconic species also appear prominently in climate discourse,
suggesting how the nature in national parks is often identified as
charismatic flora and fauna—even if  news stories provide little
evidence of climate impacts on these species. As one representative
news article mentions for Huascarán, “the Andes are home to
many rare species. The mountains are populated by llamas which
can be found living at high altitudes, predominantly in Peru and
Bolivia. The South American condor, the largest bird of  its kind
in the Western hemisphere, is also found here as are pumas,
camelids, partridges, parinas, huallatas (geese), and coots.”17 The
article’s focus on climate change impacts leads the reader to believe
these species are actually affected by climate, but there is no evi-
dence provided. Moreover, the statement that llamas are a rare
species would be like suggesting that white-tailed deer are rare
in Massachusetts or cows unusual in Iowa. Of  course, climate
change does threaten species inhabiting national parks, and in
some cases species might migrate outside park boundaries, thus
creating new dilemmas for park managers.18 But when climate
change news stories claim that climate change affects bears, llamas,
condors, and other symbolic species without offering any evidence
of  those impacts, then the articles reveal a tendency to associate
national parks with iconic species and charismatic fauna rather
than other lesser-known species or ecosystem processes.

Most media accounts of climate change impacts in Huascarán
National Park reveal a very different perspective than exists for
Glacier National Park in the United States: local people in Peru
are shown to be intimately tied to the national park, unlike the
common portrayal of U.S. parks that (mis)depict them as standing
in isolation from all surrounding populations. The two contrasting
popular narratives of  people connected to parks in Peru and of
vacant wilderness parks devoid of nearby populations in the United
States are thus affecting the ways in which people learn about cli-
mate change impacts—and vice versa. One way the link between
people and nature in national parks comes up for Huascarán is
through an emphasis on natural hazards associated with climate-
induced glacier retreat. In the United States, in contrast, the disaster
narrative for parks often centers on the natural environment: dis-
appearing glaciers or threatened plant and animal species that
must migrate or go extinct. In Peru, climate change has already
caused catastrophic consequences in Huascarán from glacial lake
outburst floods (GLOFs) that have killed thousands of residents.19

Glacial lakes formed at the foot of retreating glaciers after the end
of  the Little Ice Age in the mid-nineteenth century. As the ice
retreated, lakes formed that were precariously dammed behind
unstable moraines. In 1941 Lake Palcacocha burst through its
moraine dam and killed 5,000 people in the city of  Huaraz. Two
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additional GLOFs occurred in 1945 and 1950 that killed nearly
1,000 people and destroyed one of the country’s largest hydroelec-
tric stations at Cañón del Pato. Other types of  glacier disasters
originating in the park have caused even more deaths, including
the 1962 glacier avalanche that killed 4,000 people in Ranrahirca
and the 1970 earthquake-triggered avalanche in Yungay that killed
at least 6,000 people (based on studies completed since official doc-
uments put the death toll at 15,000).

News stories about climate change in the park generally mention
this history of  disasters and the potential for more in the future,
though they sometimes exaggerate the potential impacts. A 2007
report written by a variety of  international NGOs and published
by UNESCO exemplifies these views. The section of the case study
report on Huascarán asserted that “the livelihood of two million
people living within the immediate vicinity of  the Huascarán
National Park is threatened by high-altitude glacial lakes with the
combination of climate change, local seismic activity, and increased
glacier and hill slope instability.”20 Another news story offers a sim-
ilarly high number, suggesting that “millions of  people in the
Peruvian Andes live under threat from catastrophic floods caused
by global warming.”21 Recent census data and GIS spatial analysis,
however, reveals that fewer than a half million people live in all the
surrounding areas. And the portion of  those people exposed to
potential glacier and glacial lake hazards is much smaller.22 Media
reports make other exaggerations by claiming, for example, that
70,000 people died in the Yungay glacier avalanche in 1970.23

Another way news stories connect the national park to sur-
rounding populations—and thus blur nature and culture together
in ways that discourse about Glacier does not—is by noting the
effects of climate change and glacier retreat on the tourism economy
around Huascarán National Park.24 But in many cases, the media
reports misrepresent or oversimplify the human impacts. In one

confusing example, the author mentions the loss of “picturesque
glaciers” and then refers to local testimony from an elderly man
who said, “We used to walk to those glaciers from my school. It
would take six hours. Today I can walk there in two and a half
hours. Some of  the glaciers will be gone forever.”25 It is unclear
how the glaciers got closer to this man’s community—since every-
one lives on slopes at elevations below glacier tongues—unless gla-
ciers had advanced, not retreated. Such “evidence” to illustrate the
effects of climate change impacts in and around Huascarán National
Park actually undermines the point and clouds understanding of
climate change and glacier shrinkage impacts. Another article argues
that “the drastic melt forces people to farm at higher altitudes to
grow their crops, adding to deforestation, which in turn undermines
water sources and leads to soil erosion and putting the survival of
Andean cultures at risk.”26 It’s unclear why people would be forced
to move higher because the glacier shrunk, especially because the
water still runs downhill. But the insistence on linking park changes
to human changes demonstrates the close connection between
local residents and Huascarán. This also occurs when media
accounts refer to so-called climate refugees, people around the park
who will be displaced by climate change.27 Articles about climate
refugees near Huascarán do not definitively show how climate
change affects the economic drivers of migration, which are usually
identified as the most influential for triggering migration.28

Nevertheless, the focus on human migration, the tourism economy,
natural hazards, and human vulnerability demonstrates how depic-
tions of the national park include people, which is a sharp contrast
to the more common U.S. view of  parks as isolated wilderness
where nature and culture usually do not discursively connect.

Even though the climate discourse helps link people with parks
in Peru, the media articles still present a view of nature and envi-
ronmental processes that is devoid of human influence, behaviors,

Mount Huascarán as seen from the Carhuaz-to-Chacas road that crosses through the park. Unlike their descriptions of  Glacier National Park,
the media depicts local people in Peru as intimately tied to the national park.
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and decision making. This view is particularly notable in the por-
trayal of climate change impacts on freshwater supplies. Many arti-
cles note the potential negative effects of  glacier shrinkage on
regional water availability, which would also have a major effect on
hydroelectricity generation and industrial-scale irrigation on Peru’s
Pacific coast.29 There is little doubt that long-term continued glacier
shrinkage will affect water supplies, but the media accounts often
ignore the critical role that people play in the hydrologic cycle in
and around the national park. They fail to ever mention the role
of water rights, reservoirs and dams, and shifting land- and water-
use practices that all affect watershed hydrology. For example, one
article recounts the perspectives of a local resident who said that,
as a child, he played in rivers that were too large to cross by foot
but that are now easy to jump over “without ever touching the
water.”30 He blames this river change on the retreating glaciers that
are vanishing because of climate change. But it seems just as likely
that this supposed river change could have resulted from fluctuations
in upstream water-use practices (new water withdrawals), rather
than glacier retreat. Another local resident living next to Huascarán
National Park lamented, “We all get our water from there. But if
the ice disappears, there won’t be any more water.”31 This framing
suggests that 100 percent of the region’s water comes from glaciers,
which is not the case. Other articles expand the impacts well beyond
the national park by noting that glacier retreat in Huascarán is caus-
ing an “irreversible crisis because of water scarcity.”32

But glacier runoff  is a lot more complicated than these media
accounts indicate, and the way journalists simplify hydrology
unveils important insights about how they view human-environ-
mental processes. Most scientific studies, in sharp contrast to the
media accounts, suggest that glacier runoff  has not yet begun to
decline and that water flow from glaciers may, in fact, be in a
period of  increase, not decrease. These studies project a decrease
of  water flow of  up to 23 percent by the year 2080 or 21 percent
by 2050–59.33 One new study, however, reports that seven of nine
studied watersheds surrounding Huascarán National Park have
seen reduced dry-season discharge that probably began around
1970. But the study maintains that even once these watersheds
lose 100 percent of their glaciers—which will not occur for a long,
long time—water flow for the western half  of  the Cordillera
Blanca will decline between 2 and 30 percent, depending on the
watershed.34 This is a significant proportion of water, but a much
smaller percentage than many news accounts imply when they
suggest the imminent disappearance of  all water in the region as
glaciers shrink. The media and NGO reports also tend to overlook
the important role that groundwater supplies play in the region’s
hydrology.35 Moreover, they ignore how people affect those water
supplies through subsistence and large-scale agriculture, human
consumption, hydroelectricity generation, mining, reservoir man-
agement, and social action and protest.36 News stories miss the
ways in which these upstream water-use practices affect the rest
of  the watershed and interact with climate impacts.

These depictions of climate impacts and hydrologic fluctuations
without much regard for the role of  people reveals a broader
trend that Mike Hulme refers to as environmental reductionism
in climate change scenarios. As Hulme explains, this “new climate
reductionism is driven by the hegemony exercised by the predictive
natural sciences over contingent, imaginative, and humanistic
accounts of  social life and visions of  the future.”37 In short, the
increasing dominance of  predictive quantitative models fails to
account for social change and human ingenuity. This climatic

reductionism is playing out in the media coverage of  Huascarán
National Park, and the rendering implies that Peruvians are simply
passive victims waiting hopelessly for climate change to ruin their
lives—whether through shrinking glaciers, glacier disasters, or
evaporating water supplies. As one article exemplifying this view
puts it: “The ice loss means less water, less food, and less hope
for our future generation.”38 A more accurate interpretation of
climate-glacier-water dynamics would suggest that Peruvians
may be forced to change their water management strategies, and
this will likely cause unequal impacts because some people are
more (or less) vulnerable. And these impacts will be conditioned
based on a variety of  social, political, economic, cultural, and
environmental factors that all intersect as the climate changes.

The portrayal of Peruvians as passive victims is also ahistorical.
For one, it denies seventy years of successful Peruvian engineering
and science to prevent GLOFs from within Huascarán National
Park. Peruvians were enormously effective in adapting to the threat
of  outburst floods, although these accomplishments are rarely
conveyed in media reports. Peruvian engineers have drained and
dammed thirty-four glacial lakes in the park since 1951, and they
developed flood prevention strategies that they are now increasingly
sharing with the rest of  the world, especially in the Himalayan
region.39 Categorizing Peruvians as waiting passively for their water
to run out also overlooks how they have increased water use from
Huascarán National Park rivers dramatically over the past half
century. They expanded hydroelectricity generation, increased
irrigated agriculture, and provided drinking water for a growing
population. Human ingenuity, new technologies,  economic invest-
ments, shifting management practices, and changing laws have all
shaped historical water use in the region—and these factors no
doubt will affect the future, even though most climate models and
media accounts ignore them. This is not to say, of course, that cli-
mate change impacts in Huascarán National Park will not cause
significant consequences. Rather, the point is that climate change
does not occur in a social vacuum. Understanding the effects of
climate in a national park (or anywhere) thus requires a much
deeper analysis of human forces and the interconnected dynamics
between coupled natural-human systems—precisely the kinds of
insights that environmental historians have been offering for
decades. Climate discourse does link parks and people in Peru,
but only to a limited degree given these simplifications of  the
hydrosocial cycle and other environmental processes.

STATIC SCENERY IN GLACIER
Glacier National Park has also attracted worldwide attention in
the face of  climate change. It was here, in 1997, where Vice
President Al Gore hiked to the base of  the shrinking Grinnell
Glacier and pledged to fight against global warming.40 Since then,
the park’s disappearing glaciers—among other climate impacts—
have attracted consistent and increasing national media attention.
While these news stories point to real climate-related problems
in the park, they also reveal three trends in the conceptualization
of national parks: the emphasis on lost scenery for tourists rather
than the inclusion of  local populations; the portrayal of  static
nature; and the misattribution of  climate change impacts that
perpetuate simplistic depictions of  social-ecological systems.

The U.S. Congress established the 1-million-acre Glacier
National Park in 1910 to protect its rugged and unparalleled
 mountain scenery. In 1932 Glacier National Park combined with
the adjacent Waterton Lakes National Park on the Canadian side
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of  the border to form the world’s first International Peace Park.
Glacier became a UNESCO biosphere reserve in 1976. Since 1916,
Glacier has been managed by the U.S. National Park Service,
which was created “to conserve the scenery and the natural and
historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the
enjoyment of  the same in such manner and by such means as
will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of  future genera-
tions.”41 This law and the 1910 enabling legislation for Glacier
National Park set up contradictory objectives: to preserve nature
but to manage wildlife and the natural and cultural scenery for
tourists more than ecosystem health or scientific objectives. From
the outset, the park founders also evicted Blackfeet Indians from
Glacier, thereby establishing and perpetuating popular narratives
(and policies) of  national parks as devoid of  people, even if  that
meant actively dispossessing Native peoples.42 Such portrayals
have spilled over onto other neighboring populations because, in
the case of  Glacier, the discourse rarely mentions how the park’s
natural resources help local populations as depictions in Peru do.

Recent climate change discourse about Glacier National Park
reflects this historical legacy of  the park in a key way: it portrays
the park primarily as scenery for tourists. A typical news story
lamenting climate change notes that glacier loss should motivate
tourists “to take a road trip through Glacier National Park,
Montana this summer before it is gone.” After mentioning the
likelihood of  complete glacier loss in Glacier by 2020, the article
concludes by noting that “with mountains not snow-capped as
much or as long into the summer, the scenery that draws most
visitors to Glacier—including stunning waterfalls and lakes—
would be affected.”43 Glaciologists recognize that glaciers are indi-
cators of  long-term changes in the climate system because the
ice responds to various climatic conditions.44 But news articles do
not always draw this connection. Instead, it is common for articles
to focus on the mere loss of  the ice as the main climate story,
which then conveys the idea that visible scenery is more important
than water supplies or habitats. Often these articles note how the
number of park glaciers has decreased from 150 in 1850 to twenty-
six in 2006, and so, as one article mentioned, the ice “simply faded
away to expose bare mountainsides.”45 The article does not detail
the consequences of  this glacier retreat, nor does it suggest that
glacier retreat is an indicator of climate change. Instead, the article
primarily laments the loss of ice, implying that it is the replacement
of ice with “bare mountainsides” that is tragic. This point of view,
of  course, is very subjective, because a rock aficionado might
appreciate the elimination of  glaciers, just as ecologists were
thrilled to establish Alaska’s Glacier Bay National Park nearly a
century ago precisely because the glaciers were retreating, which
allowed them to study plant colonization and succession on newly
opened landscapes.46 Lamenting glacier retreat is a point of  view
that demonstrates how journalists value the tourist scenery in
national parks.

This cultural construction of glaciers in recent years stands out
when compared to past representations of glaciers in the national
park. An analysis of  a dozen guidebooks written about Glacier
between 1910 and 1995 shows how past commentators did not
apply such value judgments to glacier changes. For one thing, gla-
ciers have only come to be the focus of  Glacier National Park in
the past decade or so. Previously, commentators remarked on the
glaciers as one among many other remarkable features of the park.
The geologist Marius R. Campbell pointed out in 1914 that glaciers
“can hardly be considered [the park’s] most striking feature. The

traveler passing through it for the first time is generally impressed
more by the ruggedness of  the mountain tops, the great vertical
walls which bound them, and the beauty of the forests, lakes, and
streams, than by the glaciers.”47 Robert Sterling Yard noted in 1920
that “Glacier National Park is so named because in the hollow of
its rugged mountain tops lie more than 60 small glaciers, the remain-
ders of  ancient monsters which once covered all but the highest
mountain peaks.”48 Most guidebooks focused on the lakes, water-
falls, and majestic mountain vistas, not glaciers, in their description
of tourist destinations in the park.49 Whenauthors did discuss gla-
ciers, they usually portrayed them as dynamic, ever-changing
bodies of ice that come and go, carving the magnificent landscape
in the process.50 As one wrote in 1963, “The growth and decay of
the early glaciers was uneven and interrupted. There were numer-
ous fluctuations and periods of  little change. The ice may have
completely disappeared from the area even within historic times.”51

The point to note in these depictions of Glacier’s glaciers up until
the late twentieth century is their recognition of glaciers that retreat
and advance, even disappear—and they explain this without value
judgment. In fact, these authors recognize that it is precisely because
of significant glacier retreat that the park’s scenery exists, thereby
contrasting with today’s lament for lost ice as if glaciers were static,
unchanging living things.

When journalists underscore the rate of  glacier retreat and
show deep nostalgia or longing for the supposedly good old climate
of the past, they convey a belief that national parks should remain
static and unchanged. Commentators talk about “losing” parks
to climate change, while others mention how climate change cre-
ates “an ecosystem out of balance” or how it upsets “intact ecosys-
tems.”52 Some refer to past climatic conditions as allowing parks
to be “healthy” or having “undisturbed ecosystems.”53 Global
warming, on the other hand, causes national parks to lose their
“natural condition” and become “an ecosystem out of balance.”54

This suggestion that past environmental conditions were static
can occur with discussions of species migrations in national parks.
Researchers note that global warming will drive species to higher
areas to maintain their ecological and climatic niche. Few of  the
media accounts, however, indicate that climatic shifts have always
occurred; they neglect to say that the real issue is the rapid rate of
change in recent decades. Without discussing the various rates of
change, readers are left to (mis)assume that static landscapes and
climates existed until the last few decades. Still others talk about
seeing Glacier and other parks threatened by climate change and
melting ice as destinations to see “before they [the parks] die.”55

Glaciers, pikas, and forest fires will likely undergo dramatic alter-
ations from climate change.56 But nature is also in constant flux,
and the idea of static, unchanging nature is inaccurate.57 The media
accounts do little to clarify these differences, even if  they are likely
referring to the stunning rate of changes and the value of anything
that is lost. Without such explanations, their messages convey the
sentiment that national parks are unchanging—indeed, that they
are places where the scenery and environments should not change.
In many ways this view corresponds to the 1916 enabling legislation
that created the National Park Service and set out to preserve parks
“unimpaired for the enjoyment of  future generations.” Critics of
wilderness have since pointed out that nature in national parks is
as much a cultural construction as it is “wild,” while they have also
shown that nature is never static.58 These traditional views of
national parks as static wilderness, however, continue to exist, and
the global warming narrative exemplifies how the static wilderness
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ideal both reflects this view and is perpetuated through such media
accounts of  climate change in Glacier.

Perceptions of  the impact that glacier retreat in Glacier
National Park will have on freshwater supplies helps illustrate
the different views of  parks in the United States and Peru. In
Montana the impact of  glacier shrinkage on human societies is
largely absent, except for tourists, as news stories instead refer
vaguely to environmental impacts. One news article about that
process explained the rate of  past glacier loss in Glacier, as well
as the predicted outcome of  having no glaciers by 2030. But the
article never mentions any effects of  these shrinking glaciers
except to report that “climate change is eliminating glaciers and
harming the park environment.”59 Another account explains that
“there’s more to glaciers than just beauty. They also play a crucial
role in the ecosystem, and their disappearance may have wide-
spread consequences.”60 It says glaciers provide water and help
with the health of aquatic and riparian ecosystems, just as another
article claims the disappearing glaciers are “endangering the
region’s plants and animals.”61 But how? Most articles do not
explain precisely how, even though a few scientists have been
studying climate-glacier-hydrology dynamics in Glacier.62 Despite
their studies, the U.S. Geological Survey still explains on its website
that “few measurements of  glacier volume or mass have been
made. Measurements of  area alone can be misleading; changes
in mass and/or ice flux can result in significant changes to the
glacier and to streamflow below the glacier even when glacier
area remains stable. Though hydrologic changes such as these
can have important ecologic effects downstream of  the glaciers,
the nature and extent of  changes in runoff  volume, and stream
temperature have not been measured or analyzed.”63 In fact, it
is not even clear what percent of  the water supplied to Glacier

National Park and surrounding areas comes from glaciers, or
how much water supplies will decline if  glaciers vanish altogether.
This lack of  evidence makes it difficult to determine if  glacier
shrinkage will, in fact, result in “losing an important source of
fresh water.”64 Without much data available or analysis of  the
complex ways in which glacier volume affects downstream water
supplies, it seems the media reports might be exaggerating the
worries about glacier retreat for downstream hydrology.

But more relevant for what this climate discourse says about
perceptions of national parks is the way the concerns about  glacier-
water fluctuations rarely mention local people—even though tens
of thousands of people live outside Glacier National Park, includ-
ing those on the Blackfeet Indian Reservation, and even though
the Hungry Horse hydroelectric station outside Glacier generates
more energy than the Cañón del Pato station outside Huascarán.
Still, the discourse about Glacier largely overlooks the presence
of  local people, which contrasts markedly to portrayals of  the
national park in Peru. These views of  climate change impacts
thus illustrate how U.S. national parks can be viewed as an isolated
landscape, where static nature is separate from people but pre-
served—preferably unchanged—for tourists. Despite a few decades
of  critical scholarship on national parks and wilderness, the tra-
ditional views of  parks as untarnished by and disconnected from
human beings remain prevalent, embedded in depictions of  cli-
mate change impacts and continuing to drive NGO and environ-
mental group agendas in parks.

CONCLUSIONS
Key similarities stand out in the analysis of  popular media about
Huascarán and Glacier National Parks. In both parks, climate dis-
course reveals embedded ideals about static nature and the way
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Glaciers have only become the focus of  Glacier National Park in the past decade or so. Most guidebooks used to focus on the variety of  landscape
features such as wildlife and high peaks. Now media accounts exhort readers to visit soon before the glaciers disappear, giving the impression that
there is little of  interest beyond the glaciers in the park’s one million acres.
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parks should preserve scenery primarily for tourists. Yet this dis-
cursive analysis also shows how perceptions of  national parks in
the two countries are also quite distinct. Unlike the discourse
about Glacier that characterizes the park as an isolated, island
wilderness area separate from human societies and culture, por-
trayals of Huascarán National Park tend to focus on its inextricable
interconnections with surrounding societies. In particular, media
and NGO accounts reveal that Huascarán is the source of  many
natural hazards that affect Peruvian populations; they also note
how the park is central to the local tourism economy and a vital
source of water and other ecosystem services. The severe human
impacts of  climate change that journalists discuss for Huascarán
also reveal how much more acute climate effects are in the Andes
than in northern Montana. What’s more, nature and culture do
not seem nearly so discursively divided in Peru as in the United
States. Despite blurring nature-culture boundaries, however, jour-
nalists do nonetheless reveal a type of environmental reductionism
for Huascarán that overlooks the role of cultural ingenuity, ignores
the possibility of  human adaptation to climate change in the
future, and minimizes past Peruvian accomplishments. Overall,
though, this utilitarian view of  the socioeconomic and natural
resource dimensions of  Huascarán National Park contrasts
markedly with the representation of Glacier National Park, which
is portrayed primarily as tourist scenery and a place of biodiversity,
with only limited mention of  surrounding human populations.

Cautiously using these two parks as representations of national
parks in Peru and the United States suggests key differences in the
purpose and meaning of  parks in the two countries, at least as

uncovered in the popular media. The principal distinction lies at
the heart of the U.S. Yellowstone model: evicting local people (both
physically and discursively) from national parks to create supposed
pristine wilderness landscapes.65 In Latin America park developers
have, to a degree, avoided this Yellowstone model through time.
Instead, national parks with human residents have been common,
and parks for utilitarian purposes—such as watershed conservation
for urban populations—have been the norm.66 Fortress conservation
that blocks out everyone except tourists through policies and rhet-
oric has been the main practice in the United States. But in Peru
as elsewhere in Latin America, national parks have never been as
divorced from local populations as in the United States.

The analysis of  climate discourse in national parks also has
implications for responses to global warming. Many of the media
accounts do not discuss broader implications of  glacier retreat
and species changes in these two parks. Nor do they recognize
and convey the complexity of human societies or the role of both
human and nonhuman variables that can cause environmental
or societal changes. National park narratives thus penetrate the
discussion of  climate change impacts and affect the types of
responses or solutions that might emerge. In Huascarán, a change
in the representations could bring human variables into the climate
change equation even more explicitly and meaningfully than they
have been. More realistic identification of  populations exposed
to glacier hazards could target the placement of disaster prevention
programs and direct attention to issues of  socioeconomic and
political inequality that exacerbate vulnerability and lead to dis-
proportionate impacts of  climate change. Recognition of  past

T. 
J.

 H
IL

EM
AN

, G
LA

CI
ER

 N
AT

IO
N

AL
 P

AR
K 

AR
CH

IV
ES

Changes in Iceberg Glacier in eastern Glacier National Park are noticeable when comparing these photos taken in 1940 (left) and 2010 (right). 
It is common for media accounts to focus on the loss of  the ice as the main climate story.
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Peruvian achievements in the prevention of  GLOFs could assist
other regions. Finally, the acknowledgment of  human water
 management practices alongside discussion of  climate-glacier-
hydrology frameworks would link societal and environmental
forces while also projecting future scenarios that actually have
people in them. In Glacier the discourse tends to focus on more
cosmetic issues such as glacier (scenery) loss, rather than trying
to discern the effects of  glacier shrinkage for downstream water
users, or the impacts of ice loss on stream ecology, or the potential
impacts on the tourism economy. Media reports tend to recapit-
ulate the same themes about lamentable glacier shrinkage without
digging deeper into other human or ecosystem issues, such as
species migration, forest fires, or precipitation and snowpack
changes. A different narrative could shift the climate discourse
toward actual impacts that require the implementation of adaptive
measures. This different approach to climate change adaptation
might be impossible, however, without first generating fresh nar-
ratives of  nature and new perspectives on national parks.

Mark Carey is professor of  history and environmental studies in the
Robert D. Clark Honors College at the University of  Oregon. This article
first appeared as a chapter in Adrian Howkins, Jared Orsi, and Mark
Fiege, eds., National Parks beyond the Nation: Global Perspectives
on “America’s Best Idea” (University of  Oklahoma Press, 2016). The
work is based in part on research supported by the National Science
Foundation grants No. 1010550 and No. 1253779.
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