
By Sam Wheeler, as told to
Andrea Watts

Forest operations in 
the Pacific Northwest 
have evolved signifi-
cantly over the previ-
ous 150 years, and the 
pace of that evolution 
has never been greater 
than during the past 
quarter century. 

Forest managers, both private and 
public, and the loggers they select to 
implement silvicultural treatments 
carry immense responsibility to ensure 
forest operations protect and/or en-
hance multiple forest ecosystem services 
while getting logs to the mill in a safe, 
cost-effective, and efficient manner. 
The responsibilities of environmental 
stewardship and sustainability, and a 
constant effort to enhance the safety of 
forestry work are the primary catalysts 
for this rapid evolution. 

Historically, logging systems were 
developed mostly out of a necessity to 
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complete the task at hand. Although 
complex to carry out, the main objectives 
of the task were simple: Get logs out of 
the woods to a method of transport to the 
mill, and get yourself out of the woods 
safe and sound at the end of the day. In 
1880, there wasn’t much more to it than 
that, and it was still hard and dangerous 
work. Today, the objective of getting 
logs to the mill has never been more 
multi-faceted or complex, and it’s still 
hard and dangerous work. 

When I think about how forest opera-
tions have evolved in my lifetime, the first 
thing that comes to mind is mechaniza-
tion. The logging sides I grew up around 
in the Blue Mountains of eastern Oregon 
seem ancient now compared to what 
today’s successful logging companies 
are running in the PNW—and that was 
only 25 years ago. Today, the saws, the 
skidders, the processors, and the shovels, 
they’re all safer, faster, comfortable to 
operate and nimbler on the ground. It’s 

not uncommon to see harvesters and 
forwarders in all forest types throughout 
Oregon; and spotting a stroker-delimber 
like those I grew up around on a land-
ing nowadays is about as common and 
believable as a Sasquatch sighting. The 
yarders, tong throwers, and yoders being 
introduced in recent years make the old 
towers and swingers seem like nothing 
more than extra work, more downtime, 
and less production.  

These changes have increased not only 
production and environmental stew-
ardship across the entire industry, but 
also safety, which can’t be emphasized 
enough. Forest operations have become 
so much safer because of these advances 
in technology. On the typical ground-
based logging side today, there isn’t a 
single operator out on the ground. No 
one’s stepping on the ground except from 
the pickup to the cab of their machine, 
and the ergonomically designed interiors 
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Many ground-based logging sides are now fully mechanized with feller bunchers replacing 
hand fallers.
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of today’s forestry machines relative to a 
1990s machine are night and day.

The move toward steep slope timber 
harvest operations becoming fully mech-
anized is also fully underway, with a 
select few PNW contractors successfully 
and safely logging steep slopes with fully 
mechanized yarder and/or shovel sides. 
There is high exposure to injury for work-
ers on steep slopes and getting as many 
pairs of boots off the ground as possible 
has been a focus of the industry for the 
last decade on steep slopes. Many con-
tractors are utilizing winch-assist felling, 
and winch-assist shovel logging in cable 
units, and grapple yarding the cut timber 
without having anybody on the ground is 
becoming more prevalent every year. 

I don’t expect we’ll eliminate the 
need for choker setters or hand fallers 
completely, but reducing workers’ risk to 
injury is key for the industry moving for-
ward; after all, these are two of the most 
dangerous jobs in the world.

Relationships and adaptability 
matter

Even as equipment has changed, the 
foundation of forest operations—the 
relationship between the contractor 

and forester—has remained the same. 
Speaking from my experience, the log-
ging contractors I prefer to work with are 
those who share a mutual respect for all 
forestry professionals and the ground. 
They know whatever the job, wherever 
it is, it’s almost always more than just 
a straight-forward logging job. Regard-
less of the silviculture, there are a lot of 
nuances that come along with logging 
an area, whether that be water or wildlife 
resource protection, soil protection, 
historical or archeological site protec-
tion, limiting residual stand damage, or 
infrastructure maintenance and manage-
ment. Frankly, the loggers who don’t take 
that stuff seriously struggle and typically 
don’t stay in business very long. 

Contractors also must be willing to 
embrace the high-tech nature of pres-
ent-day logging. There is an expectation 
that operators have georeferenced map 
capabilities on their phones or a tab-
let in their equipment so they can see 
locations of unit and buffer boundaries, 
streams, skid crossings and habitat reten-
tion areas. 

When I’ve spoken with members of 
the public on field days and shown them 
around today’s logging sites, they are 
surprised that technology plays as signifi-
cant of a role in our work as it does. 

Fully mechanized and to the skies
Although they are already widely 
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employed by many forestry profession-
als, I also anticipate more frequent use of 
drones. I’ve had a consumer-grade drone 
for about a year, and while I don’t use it 
every day, or even every week, there are 
times when a drone comes in handy for 
monitoring forest health issues, survey-
ing regeneration, stand typing, wildfire 
suppression, and basic road assessment. 
Those are simple tasks that can be com-
pleted using a variety of consumer-grade 
drones, but logging sides around the 
PNW are using purpose-built drones to 
string haywire layouts ahead of jobs, and 
there are ventures utilizing drones for 

seedling establishment, herbicide appli-
cation, and LiDAR flights. The future of 
drones in forestry is very young and one 
that’s bound to grow exponentially. 

Future considerations
In the northern California and south-

west Oregon wood baskets I’ve worked, 
trucking has become a constraint. There 
are plenty of trucks but not enough 
drivers. Of the truck drivers I know, 
most are close to retirement; yet there 
doesn’t appear to be a succession plan at 
individual trucking companies for getting 
the younger generation into trucking. It 
takes know-how and skill to drive a log 
truck in the Pacific Northwest. There are 
a lot of steep grades, narrow roads, and 
unpredictable driving conditions that log 
truck drivers in this region encounter on 
a daily basis. Those everyday challenges 
are compounded by high fuel prices and 
long days to make driving log truck a 
hard job to attract help for. The industry 
needs to work together to optimize the 
trucking capacity we have, and grow it by 
attracting young drivers.  WF  

Sam Wheeler is the forest operations 
manager for Murphy Company in 
southwest Oregon. A SAF member, he 
is also a member of the Pacific Logging 
Congress and director on the board of 
the Western Region Council on Forest 
Engineering. Wheeler can be reached 

at sam.wheeler@murphyveneer.com or 
(541) 499-1470.
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Editor’s Note
By Andrea Watts

For my first contractor profile for 
TimberWest, I was overwhelmed 
by the unfamiliar terms casually 

mentioned by the logging contractor. 
Processing head. Yarder. Loader. Al-
though my silviculture class included 
several site visits to active logging 
operations, forest operations weren’t 
covered in my undergraduate classes 
or even graduate classes.  

Forest operations are the “physical 
actions which change the forest, alter-
ing structure, composition, condition, 
or value in order to meet society’s 
needs for clean air and water, forest 
products, wildlife, recreation, and 
other benefits” (USDA Forest Ser-
vice). However, when selecting topics, 
I didn’t want to focus solely on the 
physical actions; I saw value in ex-
ploring forest operations’ aftereffects. 

To that end, the articles in this 
issue explore forest operations from 
different lenses. Andrew Addessi, 
Lindsay Chiono, and Gerald Middel 
share how forest operations fur-
ther the Confederated Tribes of the 
Umatilla Indian Reservation’s goal 
of promoting huckleberry, while 
James Rivers provides an update on 
the latest research of forest opera-
tions’ effects on pollinator habitat. 
Jason Dorn details how Port Blakely 
is adapting its harvest operations to 
fulfill a new market need, and Deb-
orah Page-Dumroese explains that 
producing value from logging slash is 
now feasible. 

Thank you to the authors who 
contributed to this issue, and the SAF 
members and advertisers who make 
producing the Western Forester possi-
ble. Even as you’re reading this issue, 
I’m already prepping spring’s issue 
“Exploring K-12 Forestry Education.” 
If you know of topics that may interest 
readers, please email me at wattsa@
forestry.org.  WF
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In spite of their hefty price tag, drones are 
proving their worth by making work more 
efficient and safer out in the woods.


