
BY SAMANTHA CHANG

t is hard for me to
overstate the

improbability of the
path that led me to a
career in forestry.
Sometimes when I’ve
found myself in a
group of foresters
talking about how they followed the
footsteps of family or learned to love
the woods from growing up in the out-
doors, I’ve just taken a pass rather
than attempt an explanation.  

I was born and raised in the Los
Angeles area by parents who immi-
grated to the US to pursue higher edu-
cation and opportunity, along with
many of their generation who grew up
after the Chinese Exclusion Act ended
in 1943. The experiences that led me
here seem like pretty small things: a
few camping trips, mostly in the
desert; one week of 4th grade outdoor

school; saltwater fishing with my dad.
But that was enough to instill an
appreciation for the quiet complexity
of the natural world and to imagine
life outside of LA. I was lucky to have
the support of a high school career
center advisor who encouraged my
interest in forestry, lucky again to find
a degree program at Humboldt State
in the California State University sys-
tem, and lucky yet again to connect to
SAF while I was a student at Humboldt.

As a student SAF member I received
a Diversity Scholarship to attend the
National Convention in 2000, held in
Washington, DC. At the convention I
felt welcomed by several longtime SAF
members who gave me a business
card and invitation to call. Although I
never reached out to them, I still
remember their names and the feeling
of being welcomed into the Society as
an unknown student with no connec-
tions. I also remember looking around
at the hundreds of people in the ple-
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Samantha with the winner of the
Best Participation award at the
Darrington Seed Orchard field trip.

LAST CHANCE TO REGISTER!

2020 ANNUAL MEETING
OREGON SOCIETY OF AMERICAN FORESTERS

Forestry:
The Sustainable Solution
April 15-16, 2020 • Keizer Civic Center • Keizer, Oregon

Online Registration: https://tinyurl.com/OSAF2020

• Technical field tours

• Exhibitors, raffle and silent auction

• Kick-off Icebreaker

• Awards Reception

• OSAF Member breakfast and business meeting

• Exhibitors and posters

• Plenary session

• General session

• Concurrent sessions

• OTFS Inspector Training
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nary session, and counting the num-
ber of other women and minorities on
two hands, with room to spare. The
demographics of SAF membership
today deviate less starkly from the
general population than they did then,
but we still have some ground to cover
to understand and represent the pop-
ulace we serve.

In the years between then and now,
SAF and many of its members have
symbolized for me some of the best
things that our profession has to offer.
From policy and advocacy at the
national and state level, to continuing
education and knowledge sharing
among resource professionals, the
dedication I have seen from individu-
als at all levels has grown a sense of
community that I would not have felt
otherwise. I think that SAF and its
leadership have taken some bold
steps, like the Diversity and Inclusion
Policy and profiles in The Forestry
Source, that enable us to move for-
ward.

Looking ahead to the future of
forestry, I believe that the profession
must adapt to methods of public dis-
course that are changing before our
eyes in order to maintain credibility
and relevance, and ensure that deci-
sions made are truly for the benefit of
the greatest number in the long term. I
entered this profession in the after-
math of the timber wars of the 1990s,
the shadows of which still hang over
conversations today. It’s hard to see
what is coming next. The abundance
of free information a few keystrokes
and clicks away does little to diminish
the low quality of much of that infor-
mation. Mistrust of agencies and insti-
tutions of all kinds is part of many
peoples’ personal information filters. I
think it’s a shortcoming of my genera-
tion that the sarcasm and cynicism we
have put so much energy into do not
contribute to a solution. Trust built on
a personal level when scientific cre-
dentials or analytical results are insuf-
ficient will be hard won, and neces-
sary.  

Many of us aren’t attracted to
forestry out of a desire to discuss con-
troversial topics with people of oppos-
ing viewpoints. Some of us would
rather hang out with trees than people.
If that’s the case, I encourage you to
look for a way, small or big, that you

can contribute to a trust-building
effort at any level. A first step might
just be showing up at a community
forestry event like an extension work-
shop, or volunteering at the SAF booth
for a few hours at the state fair. Take an
opportunity to engage in conversation
and share what you know. Introduce a
kid to nature. There are people
throughout SAF who can help you get

involved and will support you along
the way.  ◆

Samantha Chang is a silviculturist for
the USDA Forest Service, and currently
serves as chair of the North Puget
Sound SAF Chapter and secretary for
the Washington State SAF. She can be
reached at northpugetSAF@gmail.com.
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Middle school students explore how leaf shapes and structure influence
tree adaptation to different environments on a Darrington Seed Orchard
field trip made possible by a Foresters’ Fund grant.
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Students learn how the sturdy roots of invasive hawkweeds help them
survive and spread.


