
BY JOHN D. BAILEY

he forestry
profession has

been working with
ecological forestry
concepts for
centuries. Here in
the US, we have had
the preservation vs.
utilization vs. conservation debates for
over a century now, classic debates
played out for President Teddy
Roosevelt by John Muir, the father of
the preservation movement, and
Gifford Pinchot, the father of
American forestry. Those arguments
led to the creation of our National
Forest System and set the tone for the
Society of American Foresters!  

I was introduced to conservation
and stewardship during my under-
graduate studies at Virginia Tech via
Aldo Leopold. He wrote that we
resolve the conflict over preservation
vs. utilization, and release the evolu-
tionary process for a (land) ethic, if we:

“…quit thinking about decent land-use
as solely an economic problem.
Examine each question in terms of
what is ethically and aesthetically
right, as well as what is economically

expedient. A thing is right when it tends
to preserve the integrity, stability, and
beauty of the biotic community. It is
wrong when it tends otherwise.”
(“New” forestry as articulated in 1949.)

So “ecological forestry” in our pro-
fession and my field of silviculture is
an evolution, NOT some revolution.

The New

The “revolutionary” changes here in
the West have been in forest manage-
ment policy and implementation,
beginning in the 1980s (the span of my
career), and arise from big changes in
our society. Colleagues with more
knowledge than I can debate the ori-
gins of those societal changes, but this
revolution has been primarily played
out on public lands (with major
impacts on private forestlands and
industry). Some have characterized this
revolution as a collapse of the mutual-
ism, the iron triangle, that existed
between the public (including indus-
try), Congress as the keeper of federal
forest policy, and the land management
agencies; I see it as a loss of identity
and mission in many cases. This col-
lapse of basic mission and loss of unity
around the idea of sustaining resources
for the future persists (surprisingly)

even in light of amazingly impactful
and binding issues like wildfire risk.

Does ecological forestry in the 21st
Century build and maintain multiple
triangles or some three-dimensional
pyramid that would return some stabili-
ty and acceptance of forestland man-
agement?  In other words, will we have
multiple publics, each with their own
influence on and revision to forest poli-
cy, creating some new balance of com-
peting forces? No. I don’t think that a
new balance among competing, polar-
ized forces will come to pass—I see bal-
ance among cooperating forces. I
believe the future of this finite planet in
the age of climate change and wildfire is
in the tolerance of diversity and plural-
ism in politics, ethics and forest policy.  

The challenge

I believe this more cooperative
future will require three new “under-
standings” by the public, the profes-
sion, Congress, and agencies:  

1) A unifying mission built on sus-
tainability of natural and social sys-
tems. Decisions and actions are right
when they tend to maintain a sustain-
able natural resource base and sur-
rounding society; they are wrong if
they tend otherwise. Foresters under-
stand that trees and forests are nearly
ideal for societal sustainability (for
wood, shelter, food, water, livelihood,
education, and spiritual growth)
unlike many non-renewable resources.
Trees are the “interest” that grows on
the “capital” that is the land.

2) Decentralization of agencies and
decisions. The first rule of silviculture
and ecological forestry is “know your
system.” The beauty of the land is in its
variability; it is unrealistic to think that
one can manage land unseen, un-“tast-
ed” and unlived. Proper management
must be sufficiently flexible to maxi-
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mize site potential, even if that poten-
tial is for aesthetics and recreation, and
this requires deep knowledge of the
land and a mission of stewardship. That
is why local individuals, partnerships,
and organizations will be THE sustain-
able managers of the future.

3) Active, adaptive management.
Preservation is a failed model in a
dynamic world; it works only at the
smallest temporal and spatial scales.
To maintain a sustainable society that
includes sustainable forests will
require manipulations at variable
intensities across large landscapes.
That management will tend toward
longer rotations and/or multi-aged
management on public lands,
increased diversity at many spatial
scales, and more active manipulations
of tree density and structure to bal-
ance objectives for fiber, wildlife, fire
risk, and forest health. With a require-
ment for sustainability comes a
renewed emphasis of maintenance of
nutrient capital via the soils, which is
in the best interest of all sustainable
objectives on all lands.

Some of these challenges are new,
but, in many ways, they are the same
as a century ago with the founding of
our profession. Hence, history holds
many lessons for us. To evolve into
21st Century ecological forestry will
require a commitment to conserva-
tion, best-available science, coopera-
tion, professionalism, and (ultimate-
ly) action to do what is right.  ◆

John D. Bailey is the Maybelle Clarke
MacDonald Professor of Teaching
Excellence in Silviculture and Fire
Management at Oregon State
University in Corvallis. An active SAF
member, he serves on the national SAF
Committee on Forest Policy and is an
OSU Student Chapter Co-Advisor. He
can be reached at john.bailey@oregon-
state.edu.
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John Bailey under-burning in a Douglas-fir stand on OSU’s MacDonald Forest
outside Corvallis. Ecological forestry will include prescribed fire in many
areas to reduce wildfire risk, manipulate stand density/structure, and stimu-
late plant and animal diversity.

Alaska SAF to
Meet in Juneau

The Alaska Society of American
Foresters will hold their annual
meeting April 2-4 at the
Travelodge by Wyndam in Juneau.

The Alaska SAF executive com-
mittee will meet on Thursday,
April 2, followed by the opening
icebreaker and reception. Friday
the third will start with a breakfast,
leading to a day of indoor presen-
tations on a variety of topics of
interest to members including for-
est health in Southeast Alaska,
Landsat-based change detection,
conservation forestry, emerging
science and trends, and updates
on BIA Alaska Programs and NRCS
Southeast Alaska Conservation.
After the annual Alaska SAF mem-
bership meeting, the day will con-
clude with a banquet. Saturday,
April 4, will be filled with a field
trip viewing forestry and natural
resource sights of interest on the
Juneau road system.

Additional information and link
to online registration can be found
at www.forestry.org/alaska. 
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