
BY JACOB PUTNEY

Much like a forest, a forester lives a
dynamic and successional life. But that
leaves a broad and difficult question:
What does the future hold? I am a
graduate student in the College of
Forestry at Oregon State University
with a focus in biometrics. Much of
what I do is fitting models to predict
what a future forest stand will look
like. In short, I try to predict the future.
Like any prediction, it comes with a
caveat, usually a metric of error. But to
predict what the future of forestry will
look like, the caveat is a greater one. In
an attempt to fit an estimate, I will use
my current educational and profes-
sional background and make predic-
tions within a reasonable extrapola-
tion and scope of inference.

When I first decided to pursue a
degree in forestry, the first thing my
friends would ask me is: “Why can’t the
forest just take care of itself?” While it
may seem straight forward, I found it
to be one of the more difficult ques-
tions I’ve had to answer. The first steps
in answering this question is evaluat-
ing the personal perspectives of my
friends and assessing the differences
compared to mine, which are shaped
by my education and experience. 

Coming out of a Forest Manage-
ment degree program from one of the
top forestry schools in the world, my
view on why a forest needs to be man-
aged is based on what I have learned
in the classroom and the time I have
spent in the field. Presently, this view
may be trivialized as the result of a

shift I have noticed in college curricu-
lum moving from more forestry-based
content to the areas of natural
resources and environmental sciences.
This swing in curriculum has con-
tributed to a growing disconnect
between industry employers and stu-
dents. I would argue that this dynamic
is the result of changes in the para-
digm of values and personal percep-
tions, which no longer align between
the two entities. Prospective forestry
students strive for a more “generalist”
natural resource degree, and only the
few strive to be the true “boots on the
ground” foresters. Even as I write this
article with a word processing docu-
ment open on one screen and a statis-

tical software program open on the
other, I find it difficult to call myself a
true forester (I prefer the title “quanti-
tative silviculturist”).  

The increased use of technology
and the rate in which that technology
is released will continue to be a chal-
lenge and affect the future of forestry.
Today, I can’t learn one program com-
pletely before the next version is
released. It is increasingly difficult to
keep up with various software that is
used and is exacerbated when differ-
ent companies and agencies use dif-
ferent programs. Subsequently, taking
the time to be fluent in one program
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doesn’t leave time to become fluent in
another. Keeping up with current tech-

nology is a much-needed skill set that
will set others apart in the workforce. 

But this is where I see the future of
forestry heading. Like much of the
world, forestry will soon be technology
driven (it’s hard to say that it isn’t

already). With advances in LiDAR and
remote sensing, we will soon see reduc-
tions in the numbers of foresters on the
ground and more sitting at a computer
analyzing data. Being proactive and
adapting to change is an admirable
skill, but isn’t being out in the woods
why we decided to become foresters? 

Changes in forest policies also play
a considerable role in forestry’s future.
Climate change, deforestation, and
unstable political environments are all
real issues in the discipline and will
ultimately lead to more changes in
how foresters are allowed to operate.
We recognize the threat of a changing
climate and the effects that may be
realized unless we actively attempt to
mitigate them. But barriers to man-
agement implemented through policy
changes may inhibit the ability to
accomplish these mitigation efforts.
An example of this can be seen in cur-
rent federal management policies and
the extent of the federal budget that is
tied up in wildfire suppression fund-
ing. Fire is a natural part of many
ecosystems, but with the growing
severity and intensity of the fires we
see in the West today, and the ever-
expanding wildland urban interface, a
change in priorities will be required.

2 WESTERN FORESTER  ◆ JUNE/JULY/AUGUST 2017

Next Issue: 50 Years of Forest Genetics in the Northwest

What’s a Forest without
a Forester?
(CONTINUED FROM FRONT PAGE)

Western Forester
Society of American Foresters

4033 S.W. Canyon Rd. • Portland, OR 97221 • 503-224-8046 • Fax 503-226-2515
http://www.nwoffice.forestry.org/northwest-office/western-forester-archive

Editor: Lori Rasor, rasor@safnwo.org
Western Forester is published four times a year by the Oregon, Washington State,

Inland Empire, and Alaska Societies’ SAF Northwest Office

State Society Chairs

Oregon: Werner Krueger, 777 NW Garden
Valley Blvd., Roseburg, OR 97471;
541-464-3277; wkrueger@blm.gov

Washington State: Wendy Sammarco,
11707 346th Ave. NE, Carnation, WA, 98014;
206-233-1569; wpsam29@gmail.com

Inland Empire: Bill Love, CF, Inland Forest
Management, 214 S. Center Valley Rd.,
Sandpoint, ID 83864-9542; 208-263-9420;
inlandempiresaf@gmail.com

Alaska: Jeremy Douse CF, Tanana Chiefs
Conference, 122 1st Avenue, Ste. 600,
Fairbanks, AK 99701; 907-452-8251 x3374;
jeremy.douse@tananachiefs.org

Northwest Board Members

District 1: Keith Blatner, Professor and
Program Leader for Forestry, School of the
Environment, Washington State University,
Pullman, WA 99164-99164; 509-595-0399 (c);
509-335-4499 (o); blatner@wsu.edu

District 2: Mike Cloughesy, Oregon Forest
Resources Institute, PO Box 463, Silverton,
OR 97381; 503-329-1014; cloughesy@ofri.org

Please send change of address to:
Society of American Foresters

10100 Laureate Way
Bethesda, MD 20814

membership@safnet.org

Anyone is at liberty to make fair use of the material in this publication. To reprint or make multiple reproduc-
tions, permission must be obtained from the editor. Proper notice of copyright and credit to the Western
Forester must appear on all copies made. Permission is granted to quote from the Western Forester if the
customary acknowledgement accompanies the quote.

Other than general editing, the articles appearing in this publication have not been peer reviewed for techni-
cal accuracy. The individual authors are primarily responsible for the content and opinions expressed herein.

PHOTO COURTESY OF BRENT KLUMPH 

Jake Putney helps with a slash
burning project on Oregon State
University’s Christmas tree farm.
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This all leads to the most important
buzzword in the world today: sustain-
ability. Whether you view it as a philos-
ophy, an overarching goal, or an eco-
nomic inconvenience, managing in a
responsible way should be a staple in
all our ideals. We as foresters owe it to
the world to take pride in protecting
natural resources on all levels. As
experts, we recognize the conse-
quences of our actions and should
hold ourselves to a standard that facili-
tates successful management in the
eyes of sustainability because,
inevitably, this is what the future is
going to call for. 

Even with a reasonable significance
level, the probability of a type-1 error
is still present. My views are based on
what I see in the field of forestry today,
from both an academic and profes-
sional standpoint, but the associated
confounding variables present a chal-
lenge in assessing whether they are
accurate. Gifford Pinchot believed in
the utilitarian view of the greatest
good for the greatest number, a philos-
ophy many believe is how our forests

should be managed today, but our
ideas on how to achieve it are heavily
influenced by our values and percep-
tions. The takeaway from this article is
that forestry will continue to be
shaped by these values and percep-
tions, and ultimately new technology. 

To conclude, protecting natural
resources is the job entrusted in us
when we decided to enter the field of
forestry. Holding true to our values
and striving to manage to the best of

our ability is the direction we should
continue to take. Our tenacity and grit
as foresters will allow us to handle any
challenges we face along the way.  ◆

Jacob Putney is a graduate student in
the Department of Forest Engineering,
Resources and Management at Oregon
State University, Corvallis, Ore. He can
be reached at jacob.putney@oregon-
state.edu.
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