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By Paula Hopkins

My journey has 
not been the 
typical route 

to becoming a forest-
er—I didn’t even know 
this was an option for a 
career. I dropped out of 
school in the 8th grade 
and was pregnant at 19. After earning 
a GED, I obtained a certificate to be a 

medical assistant. After working in this 
field for 15 years, I wanted something 
more, yet having only a certificate meant 
there were no other jobs available in the 
medical field. The solution was earning 
a two-year degree. I looked at Green 
River Community College for technology 
degrees that had the most career oppor-
tunities to maximize my career options 
after graduation. 

The Natural Resources Program had 
multiple job descriptions, so I selected 

that program. I had no idea what I was 
getting myself into, and I hadn’t realized 
how much I enjoyed learning about 
forestry! I have worked in this field for 12 
years, and this has been the best decision 
I could have made. I work as a consulting 
forester with my husband, Dick Hopkins, 
who has many more years’ experience 
than me, and we mostly work with small 
landowners. 

When I began my career, I didn’t think 
my experience as a medical assistant and 
single parent was transferrable to being 
a consulting forester. However, my time 
spent interacting with patients, doctors, 
and family members is as relevant as 
knowing how to conduct a timber cruise. 
Educating patients when they were 
newly diagnosed with diabetes and what 
changes they needed to make to remain 
healthy is surprising similar to speaking 
with landowners about their dying trees 
and how to heal their forest. 

I’ve observed that many foresters are 
very much introverts, which can make 
interacting with clients intimidating, 
especially those clients who respond 
better to emotions rather than numbers. 
Here’s what I have learned over the years 
to make landowners feel that every tree 
they love is going to be cared for.  

Education and personal connection
Caring for the land and the client is a 

long-term process and it can take many 
conversations to build their trust and 
understanding. For an example, we have 
a client who purchases timberland to 
maintain wildlife corridors and pre-
vent development. Although she lives 
in Seattle, far from her land, she is very 
emotional about her forestland and every 
tree. She wants to ensure she is doing 
the right thing for the environment, and 
wildlife for the long term. 

A few years ago, one of her parcels 

Don’t Overlook the Value of Connection
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had forest health issues since a num-
ber of trees were dying. We began the 
discussion explaining that a thinning 
was needed to remove the sick and dying 
trees. Over the course of many conversa-
tions and walks in her stand, we talked 
her through what this stand needed from 
a forest health perspective. Did she really 
want to end up with a huckleberry stand 
and no trees? She agreed that removing 
most of the trees, applying herbicides to 
reduce the competition, and reforesting 
with a mix of species would be the long-
term objective she wanted.

As a forester, my instinct is to get right 
in to explain and fix the problem, yet this 
approach doesn’t work with all land-
owners. It’s important to talk with these 
landowners and understand where they 
are coming from. Why did they decide to 
purchase forestland? What is their long-
term vision of their forest? These insights 
help me tailor my advice to meet their 
management objectives. For our Seat-
tle-based client, understanding why she 
owned this property helped us customize 
our management advice to benefit the 
local wildlife and environment for the 
long run.

Business benefits of connecting
Even as I give my full attention to 

clients during our discussions, I can 
never fully stop from translating my time 
into billable hours; at the end of the day, 
my priority is ensuring our business is 
successful. Sometimes it’s unavoidable 
that the time I invest in developing 
the client-consultant relationship isn’t 
always billable. How I navigate this is 
by allocating certain times of the week 
to answer these client’s questions. I will 
often take their questions instead of Dick 
so he can focus on other projects. When 
interviewing potential clients, we decide 
how much time we might have to invest 
as their consultant. In the end, the reason 
why we prioritize connecting with clients 
is that most clients appreciate the time 
we spend with them and compensates 
us in the long run through no advertising 
costs because our reputation proceeds 
us.  WF

Paula Hopkins is co-owner of Hopkins 
Forestry with her husband Dick Hopkins. 
An SAF member, she can be reached 253-
951-1457 or Hopkinsforestry@yahoo.com.   

A Year of Washington Forestry

After last year’s 
success in 
producing 

the 2021 Tour of 
Washington For-
estry calendar, the 
Washington State 
SAF (WSSAF) and 
the Washington 
Tree Farm Program 
(WTFP) partnered 
to produce its 
sequel—the 2022 
Tour of Wash-
ington Forestry 
calendar!

All the photo-
graphs were taken by
WSSAF members and WTFP tree 
farmers and inspectors. Each 
photograph features an example 
of the pillars of the American Tree 
Farm System: water, wildfire, 
recreation, and wood. Several 
WSSAF members volunteered 
their time to produce this 
calendar, including Marisa 
Bass, Don Hanley, Jenny 
Knoth, Michelle Metcalf, Bob 
Obedzinski, Sara Shaw, and Andrea Watts. 
WTFP volunteers included Patty Vance, David New, and 
Elizabeth Ide. 

If you’d like to order a calendar for your office or to send to family,
visit https://www.watreefarm.org/calendar_sale/.  WF


