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AF strongly
supports

forester credential-
ing programs. The
“State Programs to
Credential Foresters”
position statement
endorses these pro-
grams as “an important mechanism
to ensure that private and public
goals for forest management are
achieved and that public confidence
in the profession is promoted and
maintained.” 

Rigorous forester credentialing
programs provide for the public
health, safety, and welfare by defining
a level of professional competency
needed for individuals to practice sci-
entifically sound and socially respon-
sible forest management. 

There is no universally required
credential to practice forestry in the
United States. Instead, forester cre-
dentialing includes state licensure
and registration as well as various
professional certifications. Let’s
breakdown the different types of
forester credentialing.

Licensing

There are currently 12 states that

have mandatory forester licensing
laws. In these states, a license is
required to practice forestry. Therefore,
unless explicitly exempted, all persons
who wish to practice forestry or call
themselves foresters must be approved
by the state. 

The laws and regulations regard-
ing forester licensing vary widely
among these states. SAF recom-
mends five key elements: (1) profes-
sional forestry education; (2) exami-
nation; (3) professional experience;
(4) continuing forestry education;
and (5) adherence to a standard of
professional practice. 

Registration

Requirements in states with volun-
tary registration are often very similar
to states with licensing. Four states
(Michigan, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
and West Virginia) currently have
forester registration programs. Again,
the main distinction is whether a
license is required to practice forestry
or not. For example, anyone can prac-
tice forestry in these states, they sim-
ply cannot refer to themselves in
advertising or directly to clients as a
“registered forester.” Interestingly, the
term “forester” is only explicitly pro-
tected in North Carolina. If someone
is reported to be misrepresenting him
or herself, the main recourse is for the

respective administrative body (e.g.,
Board of Foresters, other forester
advisory board, or the state licensing
department) to send a cease and
desist letter. 

In essence, voluntary registration
systems serve as state-sanctioned
certifications—a way to offer profes-
sionals in that field a way to publicly
distinguish themselves among their
colleagues and to potential clients. 

Certification

The main certification available for
forestry professionals in the US is
SAF’s Certified Forester® (CF). There
are also certifications available for
arboriculture-focused professionals
offered through the International
Society of Arboriculture (e.g., ISA
Certified Arborist Municipal
Specialist®). In addition, various certi-
fications are available through the
state or federal government for spe-
cific job functions (e.g., Certified
Pesticide Applicator). 

Other state programs

Similar to voluntary state
registration systems, some states
(including Wisconsin, New York, and
Pennsylvania) have established “coop-
erating forester” programs or other
directories, which provide the public
with a list of “approved” forestry pro-
fessionals. Again, each of these pro-
grams varies widely, but most require
some amount of continuing educa-
tion. Many of these programs are also
tied to tax benefits for landowners. For
instance, in Wisconsin, landowners
must get a Managed Forest Law plan
to enroll in certain state tax programs,
and those plans must be written by
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cooperating foresters that are certified
to write these plans. 

Professional societies

Membership in professional soci-
eties also serves as a credential for
forestry professionals. For instance,
membership in the Association of
Consulting Foresters requires a cer-
tain level of education, professional
experience, continuing education,
and adherence to a code of ethics. 

Why the huge disparities?

The wide variety of forester cre-
dentialing systems exist because there
is not one universally mandated cre-
dential for the profession. Unlike the
medical profession or the engineering
profession, forestry does not have one
set of criteria for entrance into the
profession. Instead, states and even
individual professional societies have
created their own set of requirements. 

But why do some states have elab-
orate systems and others none at all?
To my knowledge, this issue has not
been thoroughly studied. However,
the states that do have licensing and
registration programs also have a high
percentage of privately-owned forest-
lands. Since the main reason for
implementing forester licensing and
registration is to protect the public,
this correlation makes sense. In addi-
tion, western states like Oregon and
Washington have forest practices acts,
which establish standards for forest
practices designed to protect water
quality, fish and wildlife habitat, and
other public resources. 

Trends and concerns

In 2016, Vermont became the
newest state to implement forester
licensing. Although other states have
discussed adding licensure programs,
none have introduced or passed legis-
lation at this time. In fact, through
sunset review processes, several states
(including Maryland, West Virginia,
and Michigan) have questioned the
utility of these programs. Some
reviews were instituted based on a
regularly scheduled review process,
while others were spurred because of
low participation among profession-
als and/or a low percentage or com-
plete absence of ethical claims. Again,
the reasons for the low number of
claims against foresters has not been

thoroughly studied,
but the lack of public
awareness of the process
and the profession in general is
certainly a contributing factor.

As the staff liaison to the SAF
Ethics Committee, one of the unfortu-
nate issues I encounter when fielding
complaints is finding out that the
forester in question is not an SAF
member and doesn’t reside in a state
with licensing or registration. In those
cases, there are very few options
available outside the legal system—
meaning purely ethical issues are
rarely confronted nor addressed. 

As the public continues to become
more aware of and concerned about
natural resources, they will be looking
for trusted voices. As a profession, we
must plan for these changes and be
ready to offer answers. ◆

Danielle Watson is SAF director of
Policy, Communications, and External
Relations. She can be reached at
watsond@safnet.org or 301-897-8720.
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States with Mandatory
Forester Licensing Laws

Alabama
Arkansas
California

Connecticut
Georgia
Maine

Maryland
Massachusetts

Mississippi
New Hampshire
South Carolina

Vermont 

States with Voluntary
Forester Registration 
Programs

Michigan
North Carolina

Oklahoma
West Virginia


