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The complex and large-scale nature of many of today’s challenges has led to a 
proliferation of landscape-scale planning initiatives. Building the understanding and 
engagement needed to integrate the ecological, cultural, and economic values of a 
diversity of stakeholders into collaborative decision making is no easy task, however! 
One group used a focus on the first two steps of structured decision making—problem 
framing and objectives specification—to build a strong foundation for ongoing 
collaboration. 
 
Straddling the California-Nevada border, the Lake Tahoe region boasts rich forests, rugged 
mountains, and North America’s largest alpine lake. Millions of visitors a year come for skiing in 
winter, hiking, biking and water sports in summer, and natural beauty all year round.  Yet the 
region’s ecosystems show the effects of stressors such as wildfire, drought, and insect 
infestations, all of which are expected to worsen under climate change. 
 
In 2016, fueled by a desire to for a landscape-scale approach to address these challenges, a 
group of public agencies and non-governmental organizations convened the Lake Tahoe West 
Restoration Partnership to develop a restoration strategy covering 60,000 acres on Lake 
Tahoe’s west shore. The governance setting was complex, involving state, federal, and non-
governmental groups as well as a plethora of stakeholders. Lacking a single decision maker, 
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the Partnership’s ability to take action and 
make progress depended on members’ 
ability to trust each other and the process. 
 
The project manager, Dorian Fougeres, had 
seen first-hand how easily well-intentioned 
landscape conservation efforts could go 
astray. He had worked on an earlier project 
that began with a small group of decision 
makers quickly writing a plan and getting a 
grant. Funding in hand, they held a 
stakeholder meeting and found that 
stakeholders disagreed with many of the 
assumptions made by the initial project team, 
commenting that “you are asking us to go 
somewhere next and we don’t even know 
why.” As Fougeres put it, “the process had 
fallen victim to the belief that stakeholders 
had a shared understanding of ‘the 

problem’… Rather than the jumbled steps forward and steps backward in the [earlier] 
process...I wanted to help the [LTW] avoid jumping into action simply because of a political 
and managerial excitement to ‘get something done.’”1  
 
To set the LTW up for success, then, Fougeres wanted to begin at the beginning: developing a 
shared understanding of the problem LTW was addressing and what values were important to 
the people involved.  
 
Fougeres felt it was important that the initial elicitation of values and concerns happen on an 
individual level rather than in a group. This gave all stakeholders a chance to express 
themselves and to be heard, and avoided the risk that a few strong voices would determine the 
direction of discussions. Fougeres interviewed almost 50 stakeholders over the course of two 
months and documented both his process and his findings in a written stakeholder assessment. 
The assessment captured the range of issues, interests, and concerns in a way that could serve 
as a touchstone as problem framing and planning progressed.  
 
The next step, building on the stakeholder assessment, was to develop a statement outlining 
the core aspects of the decision problem that all stakeholders could agree on. Because of the 
number of agencies and interests involved, the LTW core team also wanted a clear, mutually 
agreed-upon statement of the roles that various parties to the process would play. Over the 
course of many months and with much consultation, they created a 24-page Agency and 
Stakeholder Charter that “explains how the participants… will work together, including 
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representation, roles and responsibilities, 
decision-making, and operational protocols.” It 
includes, among other things, a description of the 
organizing agencies and stakeholders, the LTW 
governance structure, and discussions of 
authority and collaboration, information sources, 
and scientific dispute resolution. 
 
The first paragraph of the Charter’s Goals 
statement serves as an initial problem statement 
for the LTW, capturing the essence of who is 
trying to accomplish what: 

“Lake Tahoe West is an interagency, 
multi-jurisdictional initiative that includes 
stakeholder participation and a science 
team. Its primary goal is to restore and maintain the resilience of the forests, 
watersheds, recreational opportunities, and communities on Lake Tahoe’s 
western shore within 10 years. Resilience refers to managing the landscape in 
ways that enhance its capacity to withstand drought, climate change, wildfire, 
increased visitor use, bark beetles, and other stressors, without the loss of its 
ecological processes and its cultural, recreational, and economic values. The 
role of science in Lake Tahoe West is to provide objective, impartial information 
that informs decision-making.” 

 
The Charter created a framework within which LTW would function, but the group wanted 
further clarity on the scope of the problem and the values that would inform future decisions. 
They accomplished this by developing a set of Essential Management Questions (EMQs) that 
are meant “to identify the primary issues of concern and bound the scope of inquiry for the 
LTW.” In addition to the questions themselves, the EMQ document included a purpose 
statement addressing some of the assumptions, challenges, and priorities behind the EMQs. A 
particular challenge was balancing the multiple and varied concerns brought forward by 
stakeholders with the core focus of the LTW organizing agencies. Rather than shying away from 
this, the purpose statement tackles this directly, stating: 

 “LTW’s goal is to restore the resilience of west shore forests and watersheds, 
hence forest and watershed restoration constitutes the organizing principle for 
LTW work…There are numerous additional important values on the west shore, 
including but not limited to the protection of life and property, recreation, 
business, water infrastructure, transportation, and visual quality. If LTW 
restoration plans might have a negative impact on these values, or there is an 
opportunity for LTW restoration plans to simultaneously benefit these values, 

Problem statement  
A problem statement provides a 
“sketch” of the decision problem that 
represents the shared understanding of 
all participants. It describes the context, 
key decision makers and stakeholders, 
constraints, goals and values, the 
general types of alternatives to be 
considered, and any other critical factors 
or information related to this decision. A 
problem statement may be revised one 
or more times, and helps keep decision 
makers oriented as they go through the 
decision process. 
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then LTW will include them in its deliberations. However, LTW is not setting out 
to promote these other values (or organizing principles) in and of themselves.” 

 
There was one final issue to be resolved before LTW was ready for on-the-ground action. 
Throughout the problem framing process, resilience had emerged as a central, unifying 
concept. To operationalize this objective for planning and decision making in the context of 
LTW, however, its meaning needed to be clarified: resilience of what to what? Defining threats 
to resilience such as drought, flood, or fire, is primarily a scientific endeavor; defining the 
landscape values and services whose resilience is of concern is primarily a non-scientific 
endeavor. Thus, the team charged with developing the final set of values, disturbances, and 
associated indicators used an iterative process involving both the Stakeholder Community 
Committee and the Science Team. The group arrived at a set of six broad landscape values 
and services (upland ecosystems, meadow/riparian ecosystems, aquatic ecosystems, public 
health and safety, cultural landscapes, and recreation) and nine disturbance type (fire, flood, 
drought, insects and disease, climate change, 
erosion, air pollution, human presence and 
activity, and the built environment), some of 
which were further subdivided for clarity2. 
Based on these values, services, and 
disturbance types, the Design Team developed 
an initial set of 21 indicators that could be used 
to evaluate resilience. 
 

The level of emphasis on group process and 
problem framing in this example is not essential 
in all situations. The PrOACT framework can 
help us think about which steps in the decision-making process pose the biggest barrier to 
effective decision making, which in turn can help us allocate our time and energy more 
effectively. In this case, the multi-stakeholder nature of the initiative meant that problem 
framing and objective-setting were critical. The time and effort that went into getting this right 
set the initiative up for future success. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Endnotes 
1 Learned the Hard Way: Landscape Process Design. https://resilientlandscapes.blog/2017/07/09/learned-the-hard-
way-landscape-process-design/  
2 2017 Lake Tahoe West Restoration Partnership - Landscape Resilience Assessment 


