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By Shavonne Sargent, CF

I often say 
I became 
a consult-

ing forester 
backwards. 
Many consul-
tants I know 
have had full 
careers and 
come out 
of semi-re-
tirement 
to become 
consultants. 
Yet working 
as a consulting forester was my first job 
after graduate school at the University 
of Maine. I met a forester during my 
graduate project who eventually gave me 
her client base and mentored me as she 
transitioned into retirement. 

When my husband Brian and I moved 
briefly to Rhode Island for his Naval De-
partment Head School, I contacted SAF 
members in the area and found a consul-
tant who hired me for six months. By the 
time we moved west to Everett, Washing-
ton, for Brian’s Department Head tours, I 
had worked as a consultant for about two 
years and found it to be a good match for 
my work style, strengths, and interests. 

After arrival in Everett, I initiated 

another search for a forestry job. Again, 
through SAF connections, I met a 
retired Weyerhaeuser employee and 
he connected me with two women in 
leadership who offered me a six-week 
project at Weyerhaeuser’s Corporate 
Headquarters in November 2010. One 
project evolved into another, leading to 
full-time employment in the Sustainable 
Forests and Products group working on 
issues surrounding forest certification. 
Ultimately, I wanted to have my boots 
on the ground and accepted an offer to 
become an area forester in Oregon. 

My seven years working for a leading 
industrial forest owner was rewarding, 
interesting, and instructive, but my 
unfiltered self knew I would return 
to consulting. I remember just a few 
months into my area forester role 
answering a boss’ question of, “Where 
do you see yourself in five years?” with, 
“Probably working with small, non-
industrial landowners.” 

Transitioning from employee to self-
employed

My decision to leave a full-time 
job with benefits was precipitated by 
need for changes to support my family, 
personal growth, and broader interests 
in forestry. Knowing this, I hired a life 
coach to help me make an action plan 
and I began saving money. I eventually 

left my job with a plan to spend a six-
month sabbatical intentionally resting 
and exploring new career options. I set 
up informational interviews with people 
working in the broader natural resource 
management community: from the 
nonprofit space to a sawmill owner, to 
extension forestry. During these conver-
sations, consulting kept coming up as a 
way to engage many aspects of forestry in 
one role. 

Around the seventh month of my 
sabbatical, a former colleague needed to 
contract a rush project and approached 
me to work on it. This required me to 
create a business and obtain insurance, 
which I did in November 2018. I hired a 
lawyer to help draft and file the doc-
uments necessary to be an LLC. That 
project was the push I needed to strike 
out on my own. 

Finding my niche and clients
As part of my sabbatical and in the 

months after starting my business, I 
spent time exploring what I offer to 
clients that’s unique. My offering became 
the inspiration for my business name—
SilvaSaunterra, LLC. Forest. Land. Saun-
ter. Sauntering has become a guiding val-
ue for my life and by extension, business. 
It is where my strengths lie, as a method-
ical, detail-oriented, and thoughtful type. 
Sauntering to me implies excellence. 
When applied to forest land steward-
ship, my sauntering approach considers 
the interaction of ecological function, 
landowner objectives, and societal needs 
and values. 

When I launched my business, early 
work came from industry contracting, 
referrals, and consulting forester friends 
who were busy enough and generous 
enough to share some of their workload. 
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The advice, mentoring, and encourage-
ment I’ve received from my consulting 
colleagues has been invaluable. 

Within the first year, I worked on my 
credential as a Technical Service Provid-
er (TSP) through the Natural Resource 
Conservation Service (NRCS) and that 
has given me a set of potential clients 
who are pursuing restoration work that 
matches my business philosophy. To 
further advertise my business, I’m in the 
Oregon Forest Industry, Forest Stewards 
Guild, and Certified Forester directories. 
Recently, a woman found me through an 
internet search for certified foresters and 
a visit to my website. I am thrilled to help 
her get started as a new forestland owner. 

The ongoing work of building a 
business

There are always parts of the business 
to develop, and I’ve staggered the invest-
ments of time and money based on ne-
cessity. I had business cards, even before 
I was a consulting forester, that I update 
as needed. I purchased my relascope 
and laser when plot work came in. I re-
searched cruise compiling software and 
GIS when I had cruises to summarize 
and maps to make. I didn’t have a logo or 
website for nearly two years after launch-
ing my business. Although some consul-
tants work entirely on a “I know someone 
who knows someone” basis, I wanted a 
website to communicate my consulting 
niche. It’s another way for people to learn 
about me, especially since the pandem-
ic limited in-person events. I’m in the 
process of getting my logo printed on 
apparel that I can wear out and about or 
when visiting with clients. 

A central strategy to build my business 
is showing up at everything. Attending 
forestry-related or landowner-centered 
events feed my soul, and it’s also a way 
to meet people I might be able to serve. 
I’m obviously an SAF member, but also 
a Forest Stewards Guild member and an 
associate OSWA member. And I recently 
retrained to be an American Tree Farm 
inspector and joined WOWNet.

Financial realities of self-
employment

When you’re self-employed, your 
income can fluctuate depending on the 
time of year and payment structure—
hourly vs. project-based. The fluctuation 
is challenging, especially since I am a 
planner and a worrier. There’s always a 

need to know what’s ahead. Although I 
have work into the first quarter of 2022, 
I’m still thinking about the second 
quarter. That piece is definitely mentally 
challenging. 

To lessen the impact of fluctuating 
income, I always put a significant per-
centage in my reserves, pretending that 
money doesn’t exist. That’s what I draw 
on when there are large payments due, 
such as taxes, insurance or membership 
payments, or business expenses such as 

software, equipment, or website/logo 
design. 

Self-employment is more financially 
feasible because I have health insurance 
through my spouse. Health insurance 
at the quality you receive from a sala-
ried job is expensive, and people often 
express it as a barrier to entry in self-em-
ployment. I was fortunate not to have 
to make that calculation. When Brian 
transitioned from the active military to 
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his next career, I leveraged him for many 
years, and now he’s leveraging the build-
up of my business. 

One aspect of being a consultant that 
my research hadn’t prepared me for was 
how much non-billable work I would do. 
For example, fielding clients isn’t bill-
able, nor is office work, marketing, or my 
continuing education. I’m still refining 
my billing structure and rates to account 
for the work that’s needed to keep my 
business going and promote it. 

Benefits and drawbacks of 
consulting

My primary personal draw to con-
sulting is how it requires a combina-
tion of silviculture, social science, and 
education. I thrive sharing my love of 
forestry with others. Forestry consulting 
is broad—there’s an endless diversity of 
projects because every landowner and 
forest is different. I enjoy variety and am 
motivated to learn new things daily. 

I value flexibility as a workplace 
attribute more than almost anything 
else, which is a key benefit of being a 
consultant. I like to define how, when, 
and where I work. I have two young 
daughters, and prefer spending time with 
them as desired, rather than relentlessly 
managing how many vacation days I 
have left. 

Constantly having new projects is also 
the downside to sole-proprietorship con-
sulting. While I’m always expanding my 
skillset, I’ll never be an expert in every-
thing. New projects often require signif-
icant self-education and process devel-
opment that is demanding on time and 

energy. There’ll be some projects that are 
geared toward my strengths, some that I 
must stretch myself to accomplish, and 
others I will turn down. The diversity in 
consulting I like so much is also what’s 
most challenging. 

What I miss most about corporate life 
is my colleagues (many of whom also 
became my friends); I hadn’t realized 
how much time was spent thinking about 
a problem and bouncing it off someone. 
In lieu of this regular discussion, I often 
call upon my SAF colleagues to stand in 
as my watercooler gang. I may be a sole 
proprietor, but I cannot do this alone. 
I draw so much upon other people’s 
expertise and the relationships I’ve built 
with them.  WF

Shavonne Sargent, CF, is owner of 
SilvaSaunterra, LLC, a forestry consulting 
firm based in Albany, Oregon. An SAF 
member, she can be reached through 
www.silvasaunterra.com, at 603-370-
8585, or silvasaunterra@gmail.com. 
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When deciding upon her niche as a consultant forester, Shavonne Sargent drew 
inspiration from the word “saunter,” which is an extension of her strengths as a forester: 
methodical, detail-oriented, and thoughtful.


