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In this highly political situation, native American tribes, recreational climbers, environmentalists, and the local government argue all three aspects of the politics: who gets what, what constitutes the good life, and what does it all mean.  The National Park Service must weigh these competing interests and provide a solution to balance them.  

Tribal interests claim that the tower holds major religious and cultural significance to them, and that climbers repeatedly violate the sanctity of the site.  They want this particular site clear of the climbers and their permanent implements, to better practice and preserve their culture.  They frame Bear Lodge as a holy site akin to a cathedral, and climbing it as desecration.  They promote the restoring the site to restore and reinforce their cultural identity, which they view as a way to solve social ills within their culture and improve quality of life for Native Americans.  

Climbers promote the formation as a world class climbing site.  They want unrestricted access to the tower and the ability to place permanent climbing aids at their own discretion.  They claim that the site provides exemplary climbing opportunities from a technical perspective, and display a disregard for the spiritual practices of indigenous tribes, implying that they should not be taken seriously.  Climbers claim that climbing contains an element of spiritual experience and deserves respect.  

Environmentalists look at the site as a wildlife habitat.  They want to protect the animals and ecology of the site from climbers.  They do not claim that Devil's Tower shelters endangered species or plays a critical role in the ecosystem as a whole.  But they do worry that climbing and the tools for climbing will degrade the Devil's Tower habitat and threaten nesting sites for several raptors.  They regard the preservation of natural resources from human interference as a valuable goal.

The local government views Devil's Tower as a source of revenue as a tourist location, particularly from climbers.  They fear the potential loss of jobs and income if the National Park Service forbids climbing.  They view the climbing industry around Devil's Tower as a profitable and worthwhile exercise, and claim limitations on climbing threaten local community economic vitality.  They are arguing that good work and income improve the quality of life for area residents.

Native Americans have used the site for religious practices since before the coming of European settlers, but the privatization of land accompanying the transition set up the conditions for the problem.  The National Park Service conducted research into the Native American relationship with Devil's Tower suggesting that six tribes had significant historical ties to the site, and that numerous other tribes had related oral traditions (Lloyd Burton and David Ruppert, 1999, 201-247).  In addition, prayer offerings provide evidence of contemporary religious use (Lloyd Burton and David Ruppert).  In contrast with the dominant United States Judeo-Christian tradition, where most sacred sites are privately held, these religious traditions are being practiced on public land, subjecting the regulation of the land to the political realm.  

While this condition has been problematic for the Native Americans, they are attempting to raise awareness of this condition as a problem in a broader polity.  A coalition of Native American tribes has taken on the role of policy entrepreneur.  Previously advocating for the Medicine Lodge site, they have taken on the role of advocating restrictions to public lands to protect the religious uses of those tribes (Lloyd Burton and David Ruppert).  

Of the claims presented, only the Native American claim presents the site as irreplaceably unique.  The climbing interests, the strongest contender, claim that the site is highly valuable, and provides great benefits, but does not claim that it is the sole site that meets those criteria.  A solution satisfying the Native American interests should also appease the environmentalists.  The park service could present such a solution as a new approach for the local economy, relying on a different type of tourism, involving greater cultural awareness and bird watching.  This should be taken into consideration when constructing a solution.  Additionally, any solution should take into account the core tasks of the National Park Service: management and maintenance of public lands.


Initially, the National Park Service should limit climbing access during the times most important to the Native American interests, and allow bolt replacement to accommodate safety needs.  Simultaneously they should work with the climbing advocates to find a suitable site to replace Devil's Tower.  As the new site is developed to serve climber's needs, climbing licenses should be transfered to the new site, eventually removing all climbers from Devil's Tower.  At that point, the National Park Service should work with the tribal interests on restoring the site to accommodate their needs.
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