
flicts that engulfed federal land man-
agement in the 1990s, a major shift
toward restoration-based manage-
ment on federal land took hold in the
early 2000s. Stakeholders who had
fought bitterly for many decades
began engaging in collaborative
processes to find common ground
around management that offered eco-
logical and economic benefits. In the
wetter forests on the west side of the
Cascades, variable density thinning to
accelerate the development of old for-
est structure in plantations and some
mature forests offered a win-win
approach that all partners could agree
upon. In our dry forests east of the
Cascade crest, fuel reduction, dry for-
est restoration treatments, and pre-
scribed fire are the win-win approach
that address forest health and wildfire
risk problems while also keeping mills
alive. Although some foresters were
initially skeptical of these ecological
forestry approaches, they are now
largely accepted and actively being
improved by innovative foresters. 

Effective collaboration
Over the past 20 years, forest collab-

oration on national forests has
become a critical component of build-
ing trust among stakeholders, reduc-
ing conflict and lawsuits, and increas-
ing social support for forest manage-
ment. Forest collaboratives have
emerged across the region and are
mostly embraced by the Forest Service.
Friendships have developed between
people who have very different views
of forestry and span the rural-urban
divide. Collaboration is not without its
challenges and limitations. It is slow,
time consuming, and requires a long-
term commitment. It can fracture as
participants change, if personalities
don’t mix well, or when groups per-
ceive that their interests are not being
served. Outside groups or individuals
can be excluded and feel shut out of
decision making. External political
forces can push policy in a direction
that members cannot support. 

While collaboration works well
when win-win solutions are possible, it
can fail when there is long-standing
conflict over a limited or scarce
resource. Yet collaboration has yielded

real progress and has largely withstood
the increasing polarization of our
political environment. From 2000-
2004, an average of 342 mmbf (million
board feet) per year was offered by
national forests in Oregon and
Washington. From 2016-2020, this
increased to an average of 630 mmbf
per year. The number of restored acres
has significantly increased while habi-
tat conditions and aquatic systems
have improved, often through stew-
ardship contracts that reinvest timber
sale receipts into restoration work. 

Across the region, the trust that has
been built through collaboration, even
if tenuous in many places, has slowly
created the social support to move
beyond restoration and toward a
broader view of ecological forestry and
climate adaptation. After many years
of debate, variable retention regenera-
tion treatments to create early-seral
habitat or restore huckleberry fields
have begun to occur, albeit on a small
scale. In eastern Washington, the
Washington State Department of
Natural Resources’ 20 Year Forest
Health Plan has set the stage for large-
scale management across multiple
ownerships to reduce wildfire risk and
increase forest resilience.  

A similar story has unfolded on
lands managed by local governments,
land trusts, and conservation organi-
zations. These landowners typically
acquired land to preserve it as natural,
open space. The notion of managing
forests to improve habitat and forest
health while also producing wood and
revenue was generally met with skepti-
cism or hostility. The development of
ecological forestry approaches—along
with extensive educational efforts by
extension foresters, small landowner
organizations, and community forestry
groups—has led to an embrace of
active management in this sector.
Although these landowners represent a
small proportion of total forest owner-
ship, their lands are often highly
important to local communities and
heavily used for recreation. Where I
live on Vashon Island, public outreach
efforts and successful forest steward-
ship projects have demonstrated how
management can improve forests and

meet social needs. Similar efforts have
occurred in communities across the
region and have played a major role in
improving public perceptions of
forestry as a tool for sustainable land
management.  
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Editor’s Note
By Andrea Watts

It’s fitting that the theme for the
first Western Forester issue for
2021 is “Forestry Through the

Years.” At least for me, the start of
a new year is a chance to reflect on
what I learned and accomplished
the past year, and what I will carry
forward or discard in the new year,
whether that is household items,
beliefs, or patterns of behavior. 

And that’s what the seven arti-
cles in this issue offer—a reflection
on forestry of the past, present, and
what may be carried forward to the
next generation. Have we made
progress in how we practice
forestry? When it comes to being
better stewards of the environ-
ment, we have, as Derek Churchill
and Julie Dieu highlight in their
articles. Have we fully recognized
those who helped build the forestry
industry in the PNW? More work is
needed, which Carl Wilmsen shares
in his article of the African
Americans loggers and their fami-
lies who made Oregon their home. 

This year, I expect there will be
much restoration, rebuilding, and
reflecting in our lives, whether
through the replanting of burned
landscapes, rebuilding communi-
ties, or in the interactions with
neighbors or ourselves. 

As always, I want to express
gratitude to all the authors who
contributed articles to this issue;
without their volunteering time,
the Western Forester would not be
possible. And many thanks to the
loyal advertisers who continue to
support this publication, as well
as the PNW SAF members. WF

Continued on page 6


