Re-inventing the United States Forest Service: evolution of national forests from custodial management, to production forestry, to ecosystem management

2. RE-INVENTING THE UNITED STATES FOREST
SERVICE: EVOLUTION FROM CUSTODIAL
MANAGEMENT, TO PRODUCTION FORESTRY,
TO ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT

Doug MacCleeryl

(Note: The views and perspectives expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the
policy positions of the USDA/Forest Service or the United States Government.)

Forest policy and institutional frameworks in all countries are fashioned according to their larger sociopolitical context,
traditions and history. A major factor in shaping the historical sociopolitical context in the United States has been
decentralization. At the time of their independence from England, the 13 original colonies entered the union as largely

autonomous entities or “states” — and over time they have guarded this status jealously.2 In spite of this, over more
recent decades, many policy and institutional functions have been centralized at national or federal levels. This trend has
been slow at times — and has often been resisted by the states — with occasional attempts to reverse such
centralization.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT LEADING TO THE ESTABLISHMENT OF
THE NATIONAL CONSERVATION FRAMEWORK AND THE
FOREST SERVICE

Throughout the nineteenth century, United States policy encouraged rapid settlement and economic development of its
western territory. To accomplish this, a variety of approaches were developed, including transfer of federal (public
domain) lands to individual farmers, ranchers and corporations, especially railroad companies that built transportation
infrastructure.

After 1850, the population grew rapidly (20 to 25 percent per decade) and settlement of the western territories
accelerated. Concerns began to be voiced over some of the environmental and economic implications of rapid
development, including: (1) accelerated deforestation (forests were being cleared for agriculture at the rate of almost 3
500 hectares per day); (2) massive wildfires due to logging and land clearing (wildfires annually razed 8 to 20 million
hectares); (3) extensive areas of “cut-over” land or “stump lands” remained unstocked or poorly stocked with trees for
decades (estimated at 32.5 million hectares in 1920); (4) significant soil erosion by wind and water in some places; and
(5) major wildlife depletion due to commercial hunting and subsistence use (Trefethen 1975; Williams 1989; MacCleery
1992). It was gradually recognized that these conditions were jeopardizing future economic development, as well as
being concerns in their own right.

Early 1900s: conservation policy framework

A number of policy and institutional changes were put in place during the early decades of the twentieth century
(MacCleery 1992). This conservation policy framework included:

¢ Closing the public domain to further private land disposal and reserving the remaining public lands (most of
which were in the western part of the country) for protection and management, as national forests, national parks
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and national wildlife refuges.

e Promoting and encouraging the protection of forests and grasslands — across all ownership categories — from
wildfire, insects and disease.

e Improving natural resource management by acquiring scientific knowledge on the management of forests and
wildlife and on the more efficient utilization of raw materials.

e Improving the management and productivity of both agricultural lands and forests through technical and financial
assistance to farmers and landowners.

o Adopting and enforcing federal and state wildlife conservation laws.

The rationale for public land reservation in 1900 was watershed protection and timber production. There were major
concerns at the time that forest depletion would lead to timber shortages, even a “timber famine” (Williams 1989). In
1900, wood was considered an essential raw material for both industrial and domestic use.

Given the long time frames associated with tree growth, plus the relatively low timber prices at the time, it was assumed
widely that once the original forest capital was removed private landowners would not make the forest management

investments that would be needed to assure adequate long-term supplies of timber for the nation.2 Therefore national
forests were reserved to secure “favorable conditions of water flows, and to furnish a continuous supply of timber...”
(1897 Organic Administration Act). By 1900, however, about 70 percent of the total national area of productive forests
had already been transferred to private ownership and a decision was made not to transfer the remaining forest lands.

Rather than transferring the remaining 30 percent of forest lands to private ownership or giving administrative
responsibility to the states or local authorities, the United States opted for direct federal administration of much of the
remaining public domain lands. This decision was a significant one which has, over the years, substantially affected the
political dynamics under which these lands have been administered.

The Forest Service, established under the United States Department of Agriculture, became the primary government
agency for administering the national forests and supporting collaborative forest management across the country.

Federally administered lands are concentrated in the western United States and make up about 261 million hectares.
These lands contain approximately 100 million hectares of forest land — or about a third of all forests in the United
States. The Forest Service administers 78 million hectares of land, or about 8 percent of the total area of the United
States (Table 1).

Table 1. Land area and ownership in the United States

Ownership category Land area(millions of ha) Percent of all lands
Private lands 551 60
Public lands
National Forest System 78 8
Bureau of Land Management 106 12
National Park Service 34 4
National Wildlife Refuges 38 4
DOD/Energy/other agencies 6 1
Total Federal 262 29
Indian Trust lands 22 2
State and local 79 9
Total public 363 40
All lands 916 100

Sources: Based on USDA/ERS (2001) and USDA and USDI statistics.

FOREST SERVICE: ORGANIZATIONAL PHILOSOPHY AND
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STRUCTURE

One of the most significant structural re-organizations in the early years of forest management in the United States
occurred when the Forest Service was created in 1905. At that time, management responsibility for the forest reserves

was transferred from the Department of the Interior’s General Land Office to the Department of Agriculture.‘—1 This
signified a major change in organizational culture from the land disposal philosophy of the Department of the Interior to

the production and scientific management philosophy of the Department of Agriculture.2

At the time it was established, the Forest Service was crafted on European models of forest administration and was
characterized by:

e A professional line and staff cadre that was required to pass proficiency exams as a condition of hiring (Roth and
Williams 2003).

e A set of core values and a common approach to problem-solving. These values were reenforced by the curricula
and cultural values taught in forestry schools.

e A decentralized decision-making structure with considerable discretion given to field managers. This reflected
purposeful design, as well as the practicalities of the remote locations and poor communications that existed in
forest areas at the time and the high variability of resources and local conditions. Previous requirements for
upward reporting and approval that had existed under the Department of the Interior were reduced or eliminated
(Roth and Williams 2003).

o The Forest Service becoming the central identity and organizing structure in professional employees’ lives.
Employees were required to move frequently if they wanted to advance professionally. This both expanded

professional experience and reduced the risk of employees becoming “captured” by local economic interests.%
e A “promotion from within” policy, under which the agency prided itself that any professional employee with
enough talent (and luck) could aspire to become the Chief of the Forest Service.

For decades the Forest Service was characterized by a management philosophy established early on in its history. Until
the 1970s, most Forest Service professional employees were foresters with rural American values who had graduated
from forestry schools that taught curricula that re-enforced these values. While the agency had a highly decentralized
decision-making structure, what emerged was a remarkably consistent approach to solving problems and viewing the
world.

In addition to the management of the national forests, the Forest Service was delegated responsibilities for forest
management and wood technology research, and for providing assistance to private forest landowners. In cooperation
with emerging state-level public forestry agencies, the Forest Service geared up to improve wildfire suppression and to
provide technical and financial assistance to small forest landowners.

By the 1920s, the Forest Service’s organizational framework was largely in place. This included three operational

divisions: (1) the National Forest System (NFS); (2) Research and Development (R&D); and (3) State and Private
Forestry (S&PF). This organizational structure remains today (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Organizational relationship of federal land management agencies

The National Forest System has always been the largest of the divisions by far. From inception, it has had four
hierarchical levels:

Ranger districts, subdivisions of national forests, where most fieldwork is carried out.

Supervisor’s Offices — the administrative offices for each individual national forest.Z

Regional Offices, providing an intermediate administrative level below the headquarters (there are nine regional
offices in existence today).

National Headquarters, located in Washington, DC.

THE EVOLVING USE AND MANAGEMENT OF NATIONAL FOREST
SYSTEM LANDS (1905-1970)

National forest lands traditionally and statutorily have been managed for multiple objectives such as timber, recreation,
wildlife, water, grazing, mining and wilderness. The advantages of multiple use are that: (1) it provides administrative
flexibility to shift management over time in response to changing public demands and preferences on public lands; and
(2) it sets the stage for significant debates over preferred use, especially as competing demands become intense.

In the 1970s, Forest Service Chief John McGuire remarked that the management of millions of acres of federal lands for
multiple objectives in a modern, pluralistic democracy was a “grand experiment” and that “the jury is still out” with
regard to the success or failure of the experiment. These words still hold true today. The management of the national
forest lands — established in the midst of controversy — remains controversial to this day.

The early history of national forests

National forest management from 1900 up to the Second World War was mostly custodial in nature. An early focus was
to establish the boundaries of the national forests and to prevent, or respond to, unauthorized uses (such as illegal timber
felling, unauthorized mining, agricultural encroachment).

Another main focus of Forest Service efforts was reducing uncontrolled wildfires that were common prior to the 1930s.
Curtailing the 8 to 20 million hectares that consistently burned annually, mostly on private lands, was considered a
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prerequisite for the long-term management of forests and grasslands — both public and private.

The focus of these efforts was on protecting all lands from wildfire, regardless of their ownership; but systematic control
became effective only during the 1930s, when large public employment programmes were established. By the 1960s,
the area burned by wildfire had declined by 90 percent compared to the 1930s (Figure 2). This was accomplished

through highly successful federal, state and private landowner cooperation.§ Within the Forest Service, the State and
Private Forestry Division was responsible for this coordination.

U.S. Wildfire Trends, Area Burned,
1930-2000
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Figure 2. Area burned by wildfire (1930-2000)
Source: U.S. Wildfire Statistics, USDA/Forest Service.
Increased demands on national forests after the Second World War

After the Second World War, there was substantial expansion in the demands placed on federal lands for a variety of
products and uses. After the war, as millions of service men and women returned home and started families, demand for
timber for housing rose dramatically. The nation increasingly looked to the national forests in the western United States
to meet this demand (Steen 1976).

National forest timber sale levels increased from a range of 9 to 13.5 million m? in the late 1940s to 45 to 50 million m>
in the 1960s. By the 1970s, national forests were meeting about 14 percent of the nation’s total wood needs, and over 30

percent of softwood sawtimber — the primary source of lumber and plywood for housing (USDA/Forest Service 2004;
Howard 2003).

This substantial increase not only served to meet a critical national need for timber, it also took pressure off private
forest lands, many of which had been heavily logged to meet war-effort demands (Fedkiw 1989).

The Forest Service’s response to increased timber demands

In order to gear up to expand national forest timber sales, the late 1950s and 1960s witnessed a major increase in Forest
Service employees (Figure 3). From 1955 to 1975, the number of Forest Service employees more than doubled, from 9
100 to over 19 500 (Williams 2004a; OPM 2006). Most were foresters, with an increasing number of civil engineers
after 1965, who were hired to prepare and administer timber sales and build roads.
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Figure 3. Changes in permanent full-time Forest Service employees
Sources: Williams (2004a); OPM (2006); HRM (2006).

By the 1960s, each individual national forest had developed a management plan that specified the maximum annual
allowable timber harvest. Commercial harvest of timber from national forest lands has subsequently been carried out
primarily using short-term (one to five years duration) contracts for logging and road building only. Among other tasks,
Forest Service managers designate the timber to be harvested, locate and design forest roads and specify the logging
systems to be used. Timber sale contracts specifying the requirements for harvest of timber and construction of roads (if
needed) are also prepared by Forest Service employees. Such contracts are advertised, competitively bid and awarded to

the qualified private contractor submitting the highest bid (often a wood processing mill or logging contractor).

Administration of these contracts is overseen by Forest Service employees.g

The Forest Service seen as a model public agency

After its first 50 years, the Forest Service generally was looked upon as a stunning success — an agency known for high
morale, a strong sense of purpose and administrative excellence. A 1952 Newsweek magazine article stated, amongst
other factors, that due to its sterling reputation, “The Forest Service is one Washington agency that doesn’t have to
worry about next fall’s election. Nor will the next administration have to worry about the Forest Service. In 47 years, the

foresters have been untouched by scandal”. Because of this, “Most Congressmen would as soon abuse their own

mothers as be unkind to the Forest Service”.12

A 1960 book on public administration, The forest ranger, documented the Forest Service as a case study example of an
efficient and effective public institution (Kaufman 1960). Kaufman attributed the Forest Service’s success to a sense of
shared purpose, values and a common culture. Ironically, however, two decades later, the reputation of the Forest
Service would be in tatters.

Congressional endorsement of managing NFS lands for multiple objectives

The 1950s witnessed a substantial increase in demand for non-timber uses, outputs and values from national forests and
other federal lands. Per capita personal incomes rose rapidly after 1940, rising from about US$2 000 annually in 1940 to
US$26 000 in 2000 (adjusted for inflation) (U.S. Department of Commerce 2001). An increasingly mobile and affluent
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population began to look to national forests for outdoor recreation. Visits to national forests had increased from about 5
million in the early 1920s to 18 million in 1946, but surged to 93 million visits in 1960 and 233 million in 1975 (Census
1975 and 1994).

The increased demands on national forests led to an interest in legislatively expanding their authorized uses from
watershed protection and timber production as elaborated in the 1897 Organic Act. The Multiple Use-Sustained Yield
Act of 1960 (MUSY A), which was hailed by the Forest Service as a significant accomplishment, gave the agency
permissive and discretionary authority to administer national forests “for outdoor recreation, range, timber, watershed,
and wildlife and fish purposes”.

The passage of MUSYA created the impetus for multiple-use planning and the hiring of new specialists, such as soil
scientists, to assist in integrating uses on the ground (Fedkiw 1999; Williams 2002). These multiple-use plans often
zoned national forests into general administrative emphasis areas, but still required considerable on-the-ground
coordination with regard to where specific uses (timber, recreation, wildlife, mining, grazing) were to occur and how
conflicts were to be resolved (Fedkiw 1999).

1960s recreation and wilderness legislation

In the 1960s, a growing segment of the public began seeking statutory protection for maintaining federal lands in their
“natural” condition. The Wilderness Act, passed in 1964 after much debate, provided for the designation of significant

areas of federal land in their natural and “untrammeled” condition.lk Most commodity uses were prohibited from these
areas. The Wilderness Act set the stage for much of the controversy and antagonism over the use and management of

national forests that remains today.ﬁ

In 1968, the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act and the National Trails System Act were passed. These acts created separate
systems within which rivers and trails with outstanding scenic, recreational, geological, cultural, historical, or other
values could be designated by Congress into national systems, often after being proposed for such designations by
federal land-managing agencies (DPC 1988). A Land and Water Conservation Fund was established, financed by oil
revenues, to help finance the purchase of land in nationally designated areas.

The environmental movement of the 1970s — a new agenda

The growing environmental awareness of the 1960s continued to evolve into a general concern over the deterioration of
air and water quality and the negative environmental and health effects of industrialization. Industrial air and water
pollution were significant in and around most cities. Rachael Carson’s Silent spring galvanized public concern over
pesticide use (Carson 1962). The first Earth Day (1970) successfully raised public awareness on environmental issues.
Congress responded to these concerns by passing a variety of laws that addressed air and water quality as well as toxic
control and endangered species.

A primary focus of the environmental legislation of the 1970s was to reform the way federal agencies made decisions
affecting the environment. The National Environmental Policy Act of 1970 (NEPA) required federal agencies proposing
actions that could have a significant effect on the environment to evaluate a range of alternatives to the proposed action
and come to a reasoned choice after providing the public with an opportunity for comment. Although only a procedural
law, NEPA has had a profound impact on federal decision-making.

The Endangered Species Act of 1973 (ESA) provided a statutory mandate for protecting species in jeopardy. It
prohibited federal agencies from carrying out actions that might adversely affect a species listed as threatened or
endangered. The ESA became a powerful tool that mandated that primacy in federal decision-making be given to
endangered species protection, and, by extension, to biodiversity. More than any other law, the ESA was the genesis of
the move toward “ecosystem management” on lands managed by the federal government.

In 1974, the Forest and Rangelands Renewable Resources Planning Act (RPA) required the Forest Service periodically
to assess the national long-term demand and supply situation for all renewable resources, and to plan how agency
programmes would address projected resource demands and needs. In 1976, the National Forest Management Act
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(NFMA) provided detailed guidelines for the management of national forest lands and for increased participation of the
public in national forest decision-making. Both the RPA and NFMA were intended to encourage planning and
stakeholder involvement (Fedkiw 1999). It was hoped that the process could help to resolve the differences between
environmentalists and timber, mining and livestock-grazing communities. This did not transpire.

Many environmental laws in the 1970s authorized and encouraged individual citizens and NGOs to bring lawsuits to
require federal agencies to enforce the laws. This encouragement included federal financing of citizen and NGO

lawsuits against federal agencies.!2 These statutory provisions substantially increased the role of NGOs as an element of
environmental law enforcement and of United States courts in interpreting the “intent of Congress” in passing these
laws. As many of these laws contain vague goals and standards, this has sometimes put the courts in the de facto
position of setting environmental policy through judicial interpretation.

The 1960s—1970s environmental movement had other subtle effects. One was generating interest among affluent young
urban people in careers in conservation and natural resources. These “Earth Day graduates™ have subsequently moved
into influential positions in most federal and state land-managing agencies.

Another major shift since the 1960s has been the movement of urban people to many rural areas adjacent to national
forests. These former “urbanites™ have caused a significant change in the preferences expressed by local people for how
national forests should be managed.

EFFECT OF THE 1970s ENVIRONMENTAL AGENDA ON NATIONAL
FORESTS

Hiring of resource specialists

One of the responses of the Forest Service to the environmental laws enacted in the 1970s was to rapidly increase the
hiring of resource specialists — wildlife biologists, soil scientists, hydrologists, archeologists and other experts. Such
specialists were required to prepare environmental analyses under NEPA and forest plans under NFMA, as well as to
carry out soil and watershed evaluations, archeological investigations and related activities to enable timber sales to
progress in compliance with the new environmental legislation (Fedkiw 1999). Between 1980 and 1985, Forest Service
permanent full-time employment rose from about 21 400 to 29 200 employees (Williams 2004a; OPM 2006; HRM

2006).14

Many of these specialists were Earth Day graduates; although they were hired to assist in assuring compliance with
applicable environmental laws, they also helped change the culture and values of the agency itself. These new
employees eventually had a profound impact on the Forest Service.

Concerns over land management practices and resulting expansion of protected areas

The use of clear-cutting timber harvest practices increased dramatically in national forests after the Second World War.
By the 1970s, an increasingly vocal and well-organized public disliked the visual and other effects of prevailing timber-
harvesting activities and sought political remedies to reduce them. Concerns over clear-cutting led to Congress
recommending guidelines for the application of clear-cutting on federal lands, and eventually to the passage of the

NFMA .12 Later, as clear-cutting greatly diminished after 1990, the focus of many environmental groups shifted to
oppose commercial timber harvesting more generally.

In addition to clear-cutting concerns, a second major public thrust was aimed at designating significant areas of national
forest land as statutory “wilderness” or similar statutory categories emphasizing protection of natural values, recreation
and other uses, and limiting or prohibiting commodity production. Between 1980 and 1985, Congress passed omnibus
state-wide wilderness acts for 25 states (including most of the states containing national forest lands).

The 1980s and the “War in the Woods”
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The 1980s saw a merging of focus and linkage between concerns over national forest land management practices and
wilderness designation generated by language in virtually all omnibus state-wide wilderness acts. This language
prevented the Forest Service from considering any more additions to the National Wilderness Preservation System after
completion of the first round of land management planning under the NFMA, but required such consideration when
forest plans were revised ten to 15 years later. This dramatically shifted the focus of many environmental groups from
“wilderness” designation per se to seeking to protect as much undeveloped and unroaded land as possible for potential
designation as wilderness in the future.

Issues emerging strongly in the 1980s that reflected this changed focus included concerns that the Forest Service was
selling timber in some areas below its cost of production and the old-growth/ northern spotted owl issue in the Pacific
Northwest (Fedkiw 1999). While both of these issues reflected important public policy issues, they also acted as
wilderness “proxies” designed to protect the inventory of undeveloped and roadless areas.

The late 1980s and early 1990s were characterized by increasing administrative appeals and lawsuits charging that the
Forest Service was violating the NFMA, the ESA and other environmental laws. Such legal challenges became common
and were successful often enough to delay several proposed timber sales and other projects and create uncertainty over
national forest timber and other commodity programme outputs (Fedkiw 1999).

Dissent from within the ranks of the Forest Service

In addition to public conflict, debate over the use and management of national forest lands was growing within the ranks
of agency employees. In the mid-1980s, the Forest Service installed a new electronic communication system that linked
its various field offices and line organizations. The electronic communications system, which was very innovative for
the time, allowed for greatly improved internal communication vertically between organizational levels as well as
horizontally among Forest Service employees. Soon several informal networks were established that allowed like-
minded employees to share information and ideas on national forest activities and policies.

These network dialogues became fora for internal debate and fostered a growing sense of solidarity and democracy
within the ranks of Forest Service employees who disagreed with official policy and trends (and also among employees
willing to debate the dissenters). Several of these fora became institutionalized such as the so-called “Eco-Watch”

dialogues.® To its credit, Forest Service leadership, although it may not have liked how official communications
equipment was being used, did not systematically seek to stifle such dialogue.

Other dissent was growing within the ranks, especially among forest supervisors. In 1989, at what was to become
known as the “Sunbird” conference, 14 forest supervisors from the Northern Region (Montana and northern Idaho)
provided an “open letter” to Chief Dale Robertson stating their view that existing national forest timber harvest levels
were jeopardizing important resource values such as water quality, and were out of step with many national forest
stakeholders. The letter was leaked to the press and created considerable attention in the media and in the environmental
community.

Additional internal dissent came from lower-level employees. For example, Jeff DeBonis, a Forest Service timber sale
planner and an Earth Day graduate, broke ranks with the agency in 1989 by sending a seven-page letter directly to Chief
Robertson (copied to several members of Congress) raising concerns over Forest Service timber-harvesting policies in
the Pacific Northwest. DeBonis later resigned from the Forest Service, but before doing so he established the

Association of Forest Service Employees for Environmental Ethics (or AFSEEE), with a self-proclaimed role as

“environmental conscience” on Forest Service policies and practices.1Z

Dissent from within the ranks of the research community and its culmination in the northern spotted owl controversy

By the mid-1970s, research studies began to reveal that late-successional and old-growth forests provided essential
habitats for a suite of wildlife and plant species. In 1981, a summary of this research by eight Forest Service scientists

was published in Ecological characteristics of old-growth Douglas-fir forests (Franklin ez al. 1981).18

Scientists such as Jerry Franklin and Chris Maser began to promote a “new” style of forestry (or “New Forestry”) that
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would reflect the concepts behind this emerging research (Franklin and Forman 1987; Franklin 1989). This new forestry
approach involved, among other concepts, leaving downed logs, standing dead trees, clumps of trees and other
“biological legacies” within cutting areas. Franklin and Maser developed a broad media and environmental group
following as they began to speak out publicly against the existing national forest timber-harvesting policies.

By the mid-1980s the northern spotted owl took centre stage as the “poster child” for species thought to need large areas
of old-growth and late-successional forest. As conservation biologists estimated that 1 000 or more nesting spotted owl
pairs would likely be required to maintain a viable species population, protection of millions of hectares of old-growth
forests was potentially needed to accomplish this objective.

In March 1989, federal district court judge William Dwyer issued an injunction on the harvest of virtually all national
forest timber within the range of the northern spotted owl (i.e. western Washington and western Oregon and northern
California), and subsequently ordered the Forest Service to revise its standards and guidelines by March 1992 “to ensure
the northern spotted owl’s viability”. This created an economic and political crisis.

In October 1989, the Forest Service, the Bureau of Land Management and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service formed the
Interagency Scientific Committee (ISC), chaired by Forest Service research biologist Jack Ward Thomas. The resulting
ISC report, which was issued in May 1990, provided a framework for federal agencies to determine how much federal

forest might need to be preserved as owl habitat given various ratings of risk to owl viability (Thomas et al. 1990).ﬁ

In June 1990, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service listed the northern spotted owl as “threatened” under the ESA, which
required federal agencies to avoid any action that might jeopardize the species regardless of the opportunity costs or
economic effects associated with not taking that action.

In April 1991, the House Agriculture Committee convened its own panel, the Scientific Panel on Late Successional

Forests, also chaired by Jack Ward Thomas, which issued its report in October 1991 (Johnson ez al. 1991).22 The
Scientific Panel report provided a number of management options with estimated timber sale levels and risk to the
northern spotted owl and several other species associated with mature forests.

The news from these reports was not good for stakeholders who wanted to maintain a high level of jobs in rural, timber-
producing communities while also protecting the viability of the owl and other species. The earlier presumption of a
high degree of compatibility between production forestry and the viability of all forest-dependent species was being
unraveled by these panels.

The political response to the scientists’ findings

In April 1993, shortly after he assumed office, President Clinton convened a Forest Conference in Portland, Oregon, to
consider ways to address the impasse that had existed in the Pacific Northwest for four years. The result was to
commission yet another scientific team headed by Forest Service research scientist Jack Ward Thomas. In May 1994, a
final proposal was submitted by the Forest Ecosystem Management Team (FEMAT) to Judge Dwyer who lifted his
injunction in June 1994. In December 1994, Judge Dwyer affirmed that the plan met the requirements of the ESA,

NFMA and other laws.2L

Under the final decision flowing from FEMAT, now called the Northwest Forest Plan (NWFP), of the 9.9 million

hectares of Forest Service and BLM land covered by the plan, only 16 percent would be available for sustained timber
harvesting (another 6 percent would potentially be available in so-called “Adaptive Management Areas”). Timber sale
levels in the Forest Service’s Pacific Northwest Region, which had averaged about 62.5 million m? of timber annually

between 1977 and 1989, dropped to an average of just 1.5 million m> annually between 1999 and 2004 — a 93 percent

reduction.22

The adoption of the NWFP affirmed a process that had been ongoing for at least a decade, the gradual transfer of

significant amounts of power in the Forest Service from line officers and foresters to scientists and agency resource
specialists — and from the Forest Service itself to federal regulatory agencies and the courts.
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The “Perfect Storm”

The 1980s and 1990s were particularly difficult for the Forest Service. Strong dissent came from external sources and
from within its own ranks, both on national forests and within its research community. In the Pacific Northwest, protests
became particularly strident, with vocal public demonstrations and acts of civil disobedience (such as tree sittings and
vandalism of logging equipment and tree spiking). Between 1985 and 1993, environmental NGOs were successful in
nationalizing (and even globalizing) the spotted owl/old-growth issue (Fedkiw 1999).

On the other hand, the Reagan and the George H.-W. Bush administrations resisted reductions in timber sales levels, as
did the Congressional Appropriations Committee and other committees to which the Forest Service reported.

But even without this political resistance in Washington, Forest Service leadership knew only too well the economic and
social pain being suffered by scores of rural communities whose economies depended on national forest timber. Such
economic pain was real and, in many cases devastating to the same communities that the Forest Service had encouraged
to locate and grow next to national forests in the late 1950s and early 1960s, based on Forest Service promises of
reliable supplies of timber for harvesting and processing. Tens of thousands of jobs in small rural communities were at
risk.

It can be claimed that the Forest Service’s sensors and early warning systems were not functioning well during this
period — that they were not properly picking up signals from the urban public, environmental groups, internal agency
sources and its own research community that substantial management changes were needed. Or if such signals were
being received, perhaps the Forest Service was simply too inflexible to respond effectively to them. In reality, a
cacophony of mixed and often conflicting signals was being heard — not just from those seeking change, but also from
timber-dependent communities, the timber industry, ranchers, members of Congress and their staff, scientists and the
duly appointed officials of the Executive Branch of which the Forest Service is a part. The challenge for Forest Service
leadership in sorting through these signals — the “fog of war” — was indeed daunting.

Forest Service re-invention under Chief Dale Robertson — setting the stage for major change

When Dale Robertson became Chief in January 1987 during the second term of the Reagan Administration, he
expressed more interest in meaningful organizational re-invention than previous Forest Service Chiefs. He recognized
that the Forest Service was under siege and needed to change.

Chief Robertson began to openly encourage experiments in innovation and elimination of institutional hurdles by

establishing re-invention pilots to reduce red tape and improve customer service.22 He allowed field units — if they
adopted efficiencies that saved the agency money — to keep those savings to advance their own local priorities, even if
those activities fell outside the budget line items where the savings had occurred (Kennedy School 1994). He often said
that, “there are no failures, only learning experiences”.

Dale Robertson further saw “New Forestry” ideas being advocated by Franklin, Maser and other scientists as a way to
shift the course of the agency. He sought to institutionalize applicable parts of this evolving science and make it part of
a Forest Service initiative. This came to be called “New Perspectives” (Salwasser et al. 1993; Kessler et al. 1992).
Under “New Perspectives,” Robertson encouraged field managers to work with scientists to put practical shape and
substance in field applications to the somewhat amorphous New Forestry concepts.

Robertson was also concerned about the level of clear-cutting in national forests and the consequent erosion of public
support. In early 1991, he made commitments to Congressional leaders to curtail the amount of clear-cutting in national
forests.

New Perspectives and limits to clear-cutting, became linked in 1992 on the eve of the United Nations Conference on
Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro. The Bush Administration wanted to announce initiatives
related to domestic forests prior to the president’s arrival at the conference. Dale Robertson saw in this a major
opportunity to obtain an official sanction for both New Perspectives and limits on clear-cutting (Steen 2000). Thus, in
coordination with the Administration, on 4 June 1992 Chief Robertson announced that an “ecological approach” would

http://www.fao.org/3/A1412E06.htm[5/20/2020 2:53:13 PM]



Re-inventing the United States Forest Service: evolution of national forests from custodial management, to production forestry, to ecosystem management

subsequently govern management of the national forests (Robertson 1992). He indicated:

... that we must blend the needs of people and environmental values in such a way that the National Forests and
Grasslands represent diverse, healthy, productive, and sustainable ecosystems.

The details on what this implied were to be drawn from the ongoing work on New Perspectives and also included a
commitment to eliminate clear-cutting as a “standard practice” for all national forests

After 1990: National forest timber sales drop precipitously

National forest timber sales had been relatively consistent between 1960 and 1989. After 1989, however, as a result of
court decisions, public pressure and management plans imposed to protect the northern spotted owl and other
endangered species, national forest timber sale levels went into free fall. Between 1989 and 2004, they dropped by more
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than 80 percent, from about 50 million m® annually to between 9 million and 13.5 million m® annually?# (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. National forest timber sales (1960-2004)
Source: U.S. Wildfire Statistics, USDA/Forest S