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By Will Putman, CF

Years ago, when 
I emerged from 
my schooling 

with freshly minted 
degrees in forestry 
and natural resource 
management, it was 
quite unclear where I 
would spend my career. The most likely 
outcome was probably as an employee 
of a federal or state agency, so it came 
almost as a surprise when my first em-
ployment as a professional forester was 
with Tanana Chiefs Conference (TCC), a 
nonprofit tribal organization headquar-
tered in Fairbanks and serving 42 tribal 
communities in rural interior Alaska. 

Much of my time at TCC has been 
strongly based in field work, which has 
afforded me the opportunity to exten-
sively travel across the region, working 
on the rivers and forested landscapes 
that are the home of the communities 
we serve. In the process, myself and my 
coworkers have essentially functioned as 
consulting foresters to a variety of Native 
Alaskan clients, providing forest manage-
ment services to tribal councils, Alaska 
Native corporations, and individual Na-
tive allotment landowners. After 36 years, 
I find I am still with TCC, having discov-
ered that working for an organization like 
TCC can be an incredibly rewarding and 
satisfying experience.  

Consulting in Alaska
TCC is a large organization with about 

900 employees, and we offer a wide 
variety of services to the tribes of interior 
Alaska. The bulk of TCC’s service are in 
the realm of health, social, and commu-
nity support services, but there are a few 

programs at TCC dedicated to services 
related to natural resource management, 
including our Forestry Program. Our for-
estry staff consists of several professional 
foresters, who are certified under SAF’s 
Certified Forester program, and several 
experienced wildland fire staff. 

Our primary clients are tribal councils 
and tribal members in our region, and 
the services we are expected to provide 
include technical and professional 
assistance with forest management and 
wildland fire issues. The core funding 
that supports a basic level of services 
provided by our Forestry Program comes 
through a self-governance compact with 
the Bureau of Indian Affairs, which is 
intended to support forest management 
services on federally managed trust 
lands on Native allotment parcels in our 
region. Beyond that, we are also expected 
to provide technical assistance to Alaska 
Native village corporations, although 
there is no dedicated funding for that 
purpose.

When I started at TCC, the Forestry 
Program was focused on conducting 
forest inventory projects on Native lands, 
but over the years we extended those 
services to include a wider array of forest 
management activities. Organizational 
stability in the form of low staff turnover 
and a stable core budget added to the ca-
pacity of our Forestry Program to provide 
forest management services. Engage-
ment with emerging technologies like 
Geographic Information Systems and 
Global Positioning System also allowed 
us to extend services and increase our 
capacity.

In recent years, we have also become 
more engaged in wildland fire manage-
ment activities. That side of the program 
has evolved to the point where we are 
now supporting a Type 2 IA wildland fire 
crew through a Cooperative Agreement 
with the State of Alaska, and a Type 2 
wildland fire crew supported through 
a contract with the BLM/Alaska Fire 
Service. 

Development of these crews has re-
sulted in the capacity to deliver wildland 
firefighter training services to our tribal 
members and contracted out to other 
wildland fire crew contractors. Being able 
to deliver these wildland fire manage-

ment services adds to the overall capacity 
of the Forestry Program and contributes 
to TCC’s overall goals of providing oppor-
tunities to tribal members and enhanc-
ing the economic development of our 
tribal communities.

The capacity that we have developed 
while providing services to our tribal 
clients allows us to extend those consult-
ing services to other “external” clients 
including municipal, state and federal 
agencies, corporations, academia, and 
other tribes and tribal organizations in 
Alaska. In turn, extending those services 
to a broader array of clients increases 
revenue and our capacity to provide 
quality services back to our primary 
clients—the tribes and tribal members in 
the region we serve. There is a synergy at 
work here that allows us to increase the 
capacity of our Forestry Program to pro-
vide services to the tribal communities 
and tribal members who are the reason 
we exist as a Forestry Program in the first 
place.

The one thing that we have to be sure 
of is that we do not wander from our 
primary mission of providing services to 
the tribes in our region. At the very least, 
any projects or activities that we engage 
in should not detract from the ability 
to deliver services to our primary tribal 
clients, and the hope is that the services 
provided to external clients enhances our 
ability to provide services to the tribes.

Projects over the years
The opportunity to engage as forestry 

consultants is enhanced by the fact that 
there are few operating private consult-
ing foresters in Alaska, and none based in 
interior Alaska. As a result, projects and 
clients looking for these services end up 
on our doorstep with little active recruit-
ing required on our part. Here are some 
examples of the kinds of projects we have 
gotten involved.

• A Tanana River Erosion Study 
conducted through a collaboration with 
the State of Alaska, Division of Forestry. 
This was essentially a GIS-based change 
analysis of the Tanana River, document-
ing changes in riverbank location over 
a 20-year period with available forest 
inventory data to quantify and locating 
erosion and large-woody debris recruit-
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ment along the entire river. The sheer 
scale of this project proved to be a real 
challenge: Our naivete led us to think we 
were capable of doing this analysis for 
the entire 824-km length of the Tanana 
River, but our research later indicated 
that nobody had ever attempted any-
thing like this at that scale. However, with 
our partnership with the State of Alaska, 
we managed to keep from being com-
pletely overwhelmed by the project and 
complete a very interesting report.

• We contracted with the Alaska Native 
Tribal Health Consortium to prepare 
woody biomass harvest plans for villages 
in interior Alaska, both within and out-
side the TCC region. These plans were re-
quired to accompany the development of 
woody biomass energy projects that were 
popping up around interior Alaska and 
came with many substantial challeng-
es. These challenges included trying to 
determine what to recommend for small 
remote communities with no existing 
capacity for commercial wood harvest, 
no pre-existing forest management 
planning, and very little available forest 
inventory data. One thing we learned 
was each community had its own unique 
circumstances, making it impossible to 
use anything approaching a one-size-fits-
all approach. 

• We partnered with researchers 
at the University of Alaska (UA) on a 
project monitoring and assessing the 
effectiveness of hazardous fuel mitiga-
tion projects that were implemented 
around a number of TCC villages. This 
project builds on work we did with UA 
researchers and will help us plan future 
fuels projects by building data collection 
capacity with the affected communities 
and strengthening our connections with 
the academic community.

“Consultation” as described in these 
projects usually involves working with 
other agencies and organizations, and 
as such could often be considered as 
“partnering” as much as it is “consulta-
tion.” But whatever label one puts on it, 
engaging in these activities benefits all 
parties involved and allows us to deliver 
better services to the tribes that are our 
primary clients.

Parting thoughts
We work in a region that is not domi-

nated by a forest products industry, and 
the opportunities for forestry consultants 

coming from this sector are not as abun-
dant as they may be elsewhere. However, 
there are certainly many other issues 
driving our work, such as climate change 
and wildland fire in the boreal forest, 
and the need for economic opportunities 
and energy independence in rural Alaska 
communities. The work is varied and in-
teresting and has us working extensively 
across interior Alaska, which is rewarding 
in and of itself. Most of the career options 
that I have seen elsewhere do not offer 
that breadth of experience and variety, 

leaving with me with no regrets as I 
reflect back on a long career.  WF

Will Putman, CF, is the forestry director 
for the Tanana Chiefs Conference, which 
is based in Fairbanks, Alaska. A member 
of the AKSAF Yukon River Chapter, 
Putman can be reached at 907-452-8251 
x3373 or wputman@tananachiefs.org. 

Why Join SAF?
Wildlife biologists, restoration ecologists, forestry technicians, policy makers, 

urban foresters, research scientists, and foresters. The membership of the Society 
of American Foresters is as diverse as the professionals who are charged with man-
aging our nation’s and the world’s natural resources for now and the future. 

SAF is a 9,000-member community that has held true to its original objective to 
bring forestry and natural resources professionals together and keep them in-
formed about the latest advances in forest science and management. 

As a member of SAF, you have access to benefits that help you stay current with 
the latest science and connect with other professionals. 

• At the SAF Career Center, you can search for jobs and post your resume.

• Working Groups provides opportunities for you to connect with other mem-
bers in a particular field of interest. 

• Internship programs help our student members get started on their career 
path. 

• Local chapters hold monthly meetings that feature engaging scientific con-
tent, and state society annual meetings provide opportunities to learn more about 
statewide activities.

What is the value that Clare Doig, CF, a consulting forester
in Alaska, gains from SAF?

When I got my first position as a forester with a timber compa-
ny in northern California, I rapidly became aware of the diver-
gence of public opinions regarding the management of forests. 
I soon realized the need to establish professional credibility, 
and the best available option was joining SAF. SAF membership 
included foresters from timber companies, the university, the 
county, the state division of forestry, and the U.S. Forest Service.

After I became a consulting forester, in many instances the 
only contact I had with other professional foresters was through SAF publications 
and meetings. The Western Forester provides important news and developments to 
inform foresters in the Pacific Northwest including Alaska.

SAF, through meetings, conventions, and the Journal of Forestry provides mul-
tiple opportunities to learn about the many changes in forestry, both as a result of 
scientific research and changing public perceptions.

Throughout the years, I have come to appreciate the many acquaintances with 
SAF foresters who have broadened my knowledge and ability to provide services to 
many landowner clients in Alaska. I thank SAF for being the foundation of our pro-
fession, and for the Continuing Forestry Education and Certified Forester programs 
that enable SAF members to be true professionals.


