
Do We Really Have Any “Natural Areas” Anymore? 

Part of the mission statement of the Texas Master Naturalists is “…to provide education, 

outreach and service dedicated to the beneficial management of natural resources and 

natural areas…”  But the question is sometimes asked, “Are there any natural areas 

left?”  And the answer, like the answer to most questions about Nature, begins with “It 

depends…” 

If your definition of a natural area is an area that has been completely unaffected by 

modern man, then the answer is probably no.  There are no areas in Texas that are 

completely unchanged from the time before the first Europeans arrived. There are no 

areas that could be accurately described as “wilderness”. And of course, even the 

Native Americans altered the landscape somewhat. 

Could we return places to their prehistoric condition?  Again, I think the answer is no.  

To do so would require that we eliminate all livestock, since none of these animals are 

native, take down all fences, bring back the bison, the wolves, the bears and all other 

native animals, convert farmland and cut-over forests back to their original condition, 

and probably the hardest of all, replace all of the soil lost to erosion caused by man. 

Then of course we wouldn’t all have enough to eat! 

So we don’t have any truly natural areas left, at least by prehistoric standards.  But we 

do have natural areas by today’s standards.  And these modern habitats, while not 

exactly the same as the earlier habitats, can nonetheless be healthy, sustainable and 

productive. Most all ranchland and other rural land not converted to farmland could be 

considered a natural area. 

Good land stewardship today involves applying basic principles of land management to 

produce habitats as close as possible to the theoretical ideal habitats that existed here 

before Europeans arrived. 

These basic principles have to do with diversity and sustainability. 

Diversity, in its simplest form, means having as complete a collection of native flora and 

fauna as possible.  Aldo Leopold described this as “keeping all the cogs and wheels” 

before we begin tinkering with nature.  In theory, that means that if a certain plant or 

animal was part of the local ecosystem before settlement, a healthy habitat today would 

also include that species.  Obviously, we can’t quite get there as some species are now 

extinct or nearly so and others would not be acceptable to us today, e.g. wolves. But the 

principle still holds, that a healthy habitat today would contain as many of the original 

plants and animals as possible. 



What does not count as healthy diversity is the addition of species that were not present 

in earlier times, exotic plants and animals.  The introduction of non-native species into 

an ecosystem can be as destructive, if not more so, than the elimination of a species. 

Introduction of one exotic species into an ecosystem in which it did not evolve often 

results in the species having nothing to control its numbers, and thus becoming 

invasive. 

Sustainability means consumers of all kinds, carnivores and herbivores, never consume 

more of their food source than can be replaced, that no species is eliminated, and that 

no species becomes invasive.  A habitat cannot be healthy if it cannot exist over a long 

period of time.  The bison, the wolves, and the prairie grasses coexisted for a very long 

time. 

What we know is that landowners who make management decisions based on these 

principles and with an eye on what the land could potentially look like, avoid the 

common problems of overgrazing, overbrowsing, cedar encroachment, erosion and 

exotic invasion, and in time their property becomes a truly healthy natural area. A 

sustainable, productive native habitat. 

Well-managed properties contribute to the local economy, the beauty of the landscape 

and the efficiency of water capture. 

So most all rural property in the Hill Country either is or can indeed become a healthy 

natural area in time if managed properly. Farmland and non-native pastures would not 

be considered natural areas, but of course they provide an important service…we all 

like to eat. 

Until next time… 
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