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Refoundation Resolve
ROLF DIAMANT
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OVERLEAF   Sign at Cumberland Island National Seashore.   ROLF DIAMANT

Cipparone ended the interview by offering a few pres­
cient observations on the future of parks and protected 
areas on both sides of the Atlantic. Referencing his 
own government’s promises to revitalize Italian parks 
damaged by years of political manipulation and neglect, 
Cipparone said, “I want to be optimistic. . . .  However, 
I am also realistic. If nothing comes from this, looking 
down the road, no doubt the whole system of protected 
areas in Italy will need a refoundation. I sincerely hope 
this will not be necessary in the United States” [emphasis 
added]. The Letter concluded with me saying that “no 
public institution, even our long-established US national 
park system, can survive intact without strong public 
support—and the will to continually resist efforts aimed 
at the system’s diminution and dissolution.” 

An accelerating campaign of “diminution and dissolution” 
of public lands and waters was launched by the second 
Trump administration almost immediately. My follow-up 
Letter from Woodstock, in the May 2025 issue of Parks 
Stewardship Forum, was simply titled “Refoundation.”2 
In that Letter I chronicled the hollowing out and decon­
struction of key government functions that traditionally 
safeguarded the stewardship of the public estate, calling 
these actions “the most far-reaching acts of civic van­
dalism in the nation’s history.” Recognizing that “even if 
the worst excesses are prevented” I predicted that “the 
human debris field already left in the administration’s 
wake may take a very long time to set right.” I then broadly 
defined the contours of a refoundation: 

The earliest mention of the word “Refoundation” in Parks Stewardship Forum 
can be traced back to my January 2025 interview with Italian park advocate 
Maurilio Cipparone in a Letter from Woodstock entitled “Keep America 

Respected and Loved.” This issue of the Forum appeared just as the second Trump administration was 
taking power.1 Most of Cipparone’s interview dealt with the neglect and politicization of Italy’s once-ascendant system 
of national parks and protected areas. However, he was also clearly worried that the US national parks were entering 
“uncharted territory” with the destructive empowerment of Elon Musk and his DOGE agents. 
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To “refound” something means to lay its founda-
tions anew—not simply restore the status quo. 
The extent of the damage being done, and the 
rapidity with which it has been accomplished, have 
exposed critical vulnerabilities.

Such vulnerabilities can only be fixed by a thoroughgoing 
reconsideration of the laws and funding mechanisms that 
govern our public lands and waters, followed by (and the 
metaphor is especially apt) concrete actions—a process 
that we in the George Wright Society are now referring to 
as “Refoundation” with a capital “R.”

It was soon apparent that Refoundation meant more than 
statutory or budget reforms. In my January 2026 Letter 
from Woodstock, “Humanities in Exile,” addressing 
the beleaguered National Park Service (NPS) Mellon 
Humanities Postdoctoral Fellowship Program, I revisited 
Refoundation in the context of incorporating humanities 
knowledge and expertise into the stewardship of public 
lands and waters.3 Centering humanities scholarship in 
this stewardship mission, I proposed, “is a refoundation 
undertaking of the highest importance.” 

There are moral and ethical dimensions to Refoundation 
as well. The May 2026 Letter from Woodstock, “Stress 

Test,” looked at how a public work force, in this case NPS, 
behaves when subjected to relentless political pressure.4 In 
that Letter I specifically assessed the response of agen­
cy leadership in carrying out executive orders aimed at 
erasing history and suppressing science in the national 
parks. Suggesting something akin to a post-administration 
truth and reconciliation process, the Letter concluded that 
an honest reckoning and self-assessment, closely bound up 
in any Refoundation, would help employees and allies of 
public land agencies be better prepared—legally, ethically, 
and psychologically—should they again have to navigate 
trials of a similar magnitude.

It has become self-evident to many people that a 
considered rethinking and rebuilding of our national 
conservation framework has emerged as a complex but 
necessary task. We have seen new organizations arise, 
such as Ground Shift (https://www.groundshift.us/) and Next 
Interior (https://www.nextinterior.org/home), with this purpose 
specifically in mind. The essays on Refoundation in 
this special issue of Parks Stewardship Forum aim to 
advance and enlarge this essential conversation.

https://www.groundshift.us/
https://www.nextinterior.org/home
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