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he American
Tree Farm

System® (ATFS) was
founded in 1941 as a
program to recognize
private forest owners’
commitment and
capacity to produce
sustainable timber supplies while
conserving and enhancing the multiple
non-timber benefits that forests pro-
vide to their owners and the public.
Since 2008, ATFS has also offered family
forest owners a low-cost pathway to
third-party independently verified
forest certification. 

Throughout the United States, there
are 18.9 million acres of certified fami-
ly forests (“Tree Farms”) managed by a
network of over 70,400 landowners.
Landowners must have between 10
and 10,000 contiguous forested acres
to be certified. In the Western Region,
Washington, Oregon, California, Idaho,
Montana, Wyoming, Colorado, and
South Dakota operate certified Tree
Farm programs. New Mexico has
opted for a recognition-based program
in which members are recognized for
their outstanding stewardship under

the American Forest Foundation’s
Standards of Sustainability for Forest
Certification (“Standards”)
[https://bit.ly/1HAjsLO] but do not
undergo external third-party monitor-
ing. Certified acreage in the Western
Region surpasses 2.3 million acres. 

The ATFS Standards are endorsed

by the Programme for Endorsement of
Forest Certification Systems (PEFC)
and renewed every five years. ATFS
certified programs engage in rigorous
internal and external monitoring pro-
tocols. Internal monitoring consists of
recertifying a required sample of Tree
Farmers within a state every year; sev-
eral states go beyond the required
sample with a goal of recertifying every
Tree Farm in their program at least
once every six years. The external mon-
itoring process is conducted by a third-
party independent assessor. One to
three states from each region are
selected for an assessment each year.
The assessment involves a review of
the state program’s internal monitoring
process, verification that plans meet
the requirements of the Standards, and
visits to a sample of Tree Farmers to
verify that practices match what is rep-
resented in their plans. 

ATFS is focused on growing certifica-
tion where there is a market for certi-
fied wood supply or for verifiable units
of conservation such as carbon seques-
tration, biodiversity, or water quality
protection. In the West, these places are
traditional wood baskets, areas with
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American Tree Farm System Certifies
Family Forests
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The American Tree Farm System recognizes landowners who adhere to the
highest standards of sustainable forest management. Tree Farmers are a
community of forest stewards with diverse interests who enjoy access to
exclusive educational and networking opportunities as well as opportunities
to qualify for cost-share programs to help them achieve their goals for their
forestland.
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BY NADINE BLOCK

he Sustainable
Forestry

Initiative® (SFI) Inc.
is a collaborative
community commit-
ted to high standards,
conservation of our
forests, sustainable
communities, and an understanding
that environmental education can
empower a world that values and bene-
fits from sustainably managed forests.
We partner with a diverse network,
including the forest sector, brand own-
ers, conservation groups, resource pro-
fessionals, landowners, educators, local
communities, Indigenous Peoples, gov-
ernments, and universities to provide
solutions to local and global sustain-
ability challenges. SFI is governed by a
three-chamber Board of Directors with
equal representation from the social,
environmental, and economic sectors. 

SFI has evolved since its founding to
become a solutions-oriented sustain-
ability leader that demonstrates a com-
mitment to forests through our work in
standards, conservation, education, and

community. This article offers a snap-
shot of our current and future work—
for more information, visit www.sfipro-
gram.org. 

Standards:
SFI’s forest certification standards

are based on core principles that pro-
mote sustainable forest management,
including measures to protect water
quality, biodiversity, fish and wildlife
habitat, species at risk, and forests with
exceptional conservation value. There
are over 366 million acres certified to
the SFI Forest Management Standard
across the US and Canada, and tens of
millions more are positively influenced
by the SFI Fiber Sourcing Standard. 

SFI on-product labels help con-
sumers make responsible purchasing
decisions—and are increasingly being
used by major brands, including 25% of
Fortune 100 companies. Architects and
builders are asking for wood products
from responsible sources, with numer-
ous green building rating programs,
including LEED and Green Globes,
offering credits for products certified to
SFI.

specialty markets requiring certified
material (e.g., cross-laminated timber),
or locations where landowners can
offer verifiable units of conservation to
those in a position to purchase them.
Of course, ATFS remains open to any
family forest owner outside of these
areas that simply wishes to join a com-
munity of like-minded people commit-
ted to sustainable management recog-
nized independently and international-
ly, and an organization that offers
resources to help them reach their
management goals. 

None of this would be possible with-
out Tree Farm inspectors. The ATFS
inspector corps is made up of industry
foresters, consultants, state agency
foresters, and conservation organiza-
tion employees with professional back-
grounds in forestry who have received
training in the Standards and internal
monitoring processes. Inspections are
voluntary but are invaluable in building
relationships between foresters and
landowners (who often become clients)
and providing landowners with profes-
sional advice. Inspections are also a
rewarding way to stay “in the woods”
after retirement. If you are interested in
becoming a Tree Farm inspector, please
contact me for more information.  ◆

Angela Wells is Western Region Tree
Farm manager for the American
Forest Foundation. She can be
reached at 406-830-8619 or
awells@forestfoundation.org.
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SFI: Envisioning a World that
Values and Benefits from
Sustainably Managed Forests
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Inspectors are critical to the
success of the American Tree Farm
System certification process. The
relationships between landowners
and Tree Farm inspectors are often
built over the course of many years,
and inspectors serve as a key
source of reliable technical advice.
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