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he Society of
American

Foresters (SAF)
Government Affairs
and External
Relations (GAEX)
team at the national
office in Bethesda,
Maryland, acts as a
liaison to the federal
government and
partner organiza-
tions on behalf of the
roughly 12,000 SAF
members across the
country. From our
outreach efforts to
forming coalitions
and partnerships with other natural
resource organizations to our work on
policy research and analysis, the GAEX
team is committed to making sure the
forestry profession has a seat at the
table in Washington, DC. We collabo-
rate with Congress, federal agencies,
and integral forestry stakeholders to
amplify the message of sustainable
management and ensure the contin-
ued health and resilience of forests for
current and future generations. 

So what does this look like in prac-
tice? What does the GAEX team do all
day? Good questions.

People have very different ideas of
what our jobs entail, and those per-
ceptions don’t always align with reality.
Over the years, we have heard all sorts
of interesting views of what we do.
Some think we spend every day on
Capitol Hill talking to legislators. Some
think we split our time between visit-
ing Congress and visiting federal agen-
cies. Some even think we spend all our
time at DC lunches and happy hours.
While receptions and other interesting
events do happen on occasion, we can
assure you that our jobs are much less
glamourous than other policy wonks
depicted in the popular media. One
thing is for certain, though—no day is
exactly the same. 

What we do and how we do it

We have three critical assets that
serve our team and SAF well: 1) credi-
bility; 2) a wealth of information about
forests and forest science gathered
over 120 years; and 3) members from
across the country with unique expert-
ise and experience. While solid science
and knowledgeable and passionate
members are essential to our success,
our credibility is key. These other
aspects certainly strengthen SAF’s
position as a credible source of infor-
mation on forests and forest manage-
ment, but credibility itself can be
gained or lost in an instant. 

Every decision we make to act (or
not to act) is made based on how it will
affect SAF’s credibility now and in the

future. Sometimes this creates frustrat-
ing situations for our allies in Congress,
our partner organizations, and even
SAF members. To preserve this invalu-
able asset of credibility, we often have
to step back and give the less satisfying
answer of “maybe” or “it depends.” As
the political climate becomes more
polarized, these less definitive answers
become more difficult to give, but are
also more important than ever. 

SAF members will note that we do
not often express wholesale support or
opposition to legislative bills or admin-
istrative proposals. Instead, we use sci-
ence and practice to highlight the pros
and cons and advance alternatives.
Public endorsement of legislative bills
in particular is reserved for those ideas
that have the potential to garner wide-
spread, bipartisan support. We do not
feel that it is in the best interest of SAF
or its members for our team to jump
on board when legislators are intro-
ducing “statement bills” designed to
grab attention and push boundaries.
However, we are not disparaging
groups that do sign on and support
these efforts. In fact, they are a neces-
sary part of the broader advocacy com-
munity. All groups have their roles to
play, and SAF will continue to play the
role of the professional society. 

Armed with our credibility, science,
and practice, we work with five main
groups to further SAF goals and objec-
tives: 1) Congress; 2) partner organiza-
tions; 3) federal agencies; 4) SAF
Committee on Forest Policy; and 5)
other SAF members.

Congress

Maintaining and building congres-
sional relationships on both sides of
the aisle is an important element of our
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work in DC. Understandably, this
aspect of the job is often what people
fixate on when thinking about our
team and its contribution to SAF. While
we do keep in contact with legislative
staff on a regular basis and bring Board
members and others to see their repre-
sentatives and raise specific issues, we
do not devote the majority of our time
in meetings on the Hill. Instead, we
look for opportunities to have more in-
depth interactions such as educational
field tours or briefing events that draw
attention to important scientific dis-
cussions. For example, SAF has recent-
ly sponsored and organized congres-
sional field trips to Florida, Georgia,
and Virginia to educate staff on wildfire
funding issues, the importance of
strong markets for wood products, and
programs that help landowners keep
forests as forests. 

Partner organizations

Without a doubt, our real strength
and impact lies in our work with part-
ner organizations and coalitions. As
with many things in life, it is difficult
to get important things done alone.
Partner organizations and coalitions
facilitate opportunities and provide
platforms for discussion that would
not otherwise exist. 

SAF’s voice is amplified and credi-
bility is gained when a broad range of
diverse organizations are willing to
stand behind and speak up for our
shared principles. With such diverse
perspectives, consensus can be elu-

sive. But our team prides itself on
bringing groups back to the table and
finding common ground. Not only do
we work with long-time partners like
the American Forest Foundation,
National Association of State Foresters,
and The Nature Conservancy, we also
work hard to identify untapped part-
nerships and are hoping to build con-
nections with other professional soci-
eties, wildlife groups, sportsmen asso-
ciations, parks and recreation groups,
and urban forestry leaders. 

For example, SAF is starting to get
more involved with the Sustainable

Urban Forests Coalition to build
awareness and support for programs
and research related to urban and
community forests and their benefits
to storm water management, air quali-
ty, property values, energy savings, and
human health and wellness. 

Federal agencies

We also consider federal agencies as
valuable partners in our work on behalf
of SAF. Not surprisingly, we spend most
of our time in this realm working with
the Forest Service, but we are also in
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What about Interns?
Because our policy

team is small, interns play
an important role in our
day-to-day work. Our team
employs at least two policy
interns per year to assist
us at the national office. 

The Henry Clepper
internship program is
named in honor of the late
Henry Clepper, who was a
forester in the Pennsylvania
State Forest Service and
US Forest Service. He also
served as executive direc-
tor of SAF, managing editor
of the Journal of Forestry,
and was an active member
of the Penn State/Mont Alto
Forestry Alumni Association.

Our current policy intern
is Brian Bartels, a recent
graduate from the University of Florida with a degree in natural resources and con-
servation and a minor in agricultural/natural resource law. Brian hopes to use the
invaluable experiences he has gained as an intern at SAF to shape public policy
regarding our shared environment. 

Our policy interns serve for approximately the length of an academic semester
and undertake a variety of assignments. These include, but are not limited to,
preparing background reports, monitoring legislation, serving as a liaison to other
natural resource organizations, and writing articles for the Forestry Source. We
also encourage interns to take advantage of the national office’s close proximity to
Washington, DC and attend congressional hearings and visit historical sites and
museums. Aside from a monthly stipend, the internship offers interns an opportuni-
ty to interact with a variety of different professionals in the natural resources field
and facilitates essential networking prospects. 

Applications are accepted on a rolling basis with the aim to acquire a diverse
set of young professionals from across the country to participate in the program
each year. Whether majoring in forestry or political science or a graduate student
or recent graduate, all can learn valuable lessons and make even more valuable
connections through this internship experience. Past interns have gone on to pur-
sue graduate studies, found jobs with partner organizations or congressional
offices, or returned to work in more traditional forestry sectors.

PHOTO COURTESY OF SAF  

Past SAF intern Bridget Bobick (left) and Danielle
Watson participated in a Sustainable Forestry
Initiative tree planting event in Baltimore.
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have an interest
in forestry
and natural
resources when
they can see
that it involves
science, math,
and technology.

Two-person
Visiting
Forester teams
rotate every
week at
Philmont’s
Demonstration
Forest begin-
ning in early
June through
mid-August.
You spend your
days meeting
and talking
with crews as
they hike north
or south by the Demonstration Forest
pavilion, which overlooks the scenic
Cathedral Rock and Cimarroncito
Reservoir. At the pavilion is a wealth of
information about the forests, plants
and animals at Philmont and forestry
tools—everything you need to talk
with young people about forest ecolo-
gy, fire, insects and diseases, silvicul-
ture, and more, including a 400-year-
old cross section of a ponderosa pine
with the years marked when fires
occurred.  

Philmont provides all your lodging
and food at the Hunting Lodge camp,
a short walk from the Demonstration
Forest. When you first arrive at
Philmont base camp around noon
on Saturday, Jim Sawyer and other
Philmont staff provide a first-class
orientation to all Visiting Foresters.
The co-leaders of the Visiting Forester
program are Mary Stuever, Chama
District forester for New Mexico State
Forestry and Southwest SAF member,
and Mark Anderson, Philmont

Director of Program.  
Are you interested in being a Visiting

Forester at Philmont? Several weeks in
2016 still have openings and planning
is underway for the 2017 season as well.
For more information and an applica-
tion, please contact Mary Stuever at
mary.stuever@state.nm.us, 575-588-
7831 (office) or 575-756-4406 (cell); or
Mark Anderson at mark.anderson@
scouting.org or 575-376-2281.

For more background and history
of the Visiting Foresters program see
Mary Stuever’s Forester’s Log at
http://bit.ly/1piUc5Y. ◆

Andy Mason, SAF Fellow and Certified
Forester, is a retired US Forest Service
employee in Carefree, Arizona. He can
be reached at 571-214-5536 or acma-
son1954@gmail.com. Stephen Johnson
is a retired US Forest Service employee
in Fort Collins, Colorado. He can be
reached at 970-568-6806 or sejoh-
son210@gmail.com.
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Let Us Know What’s
on Your Mind

The SAF Northwest Office
Committee will meet in June
to determine themes for the
2017 and 2018 issues of the

Western Forester. We’d like to
hear from you, our grassroots

members, on what you would like
to read about in this publication.

Please submit your ideas
to your chapter chair,

state chair, or the editor
at rasor@safnwo.org.

BY JOHN BAILEY ANDCHRISTOPHER DUNN
Changes to anentrenched para-digm generally followthe accumulation ofanomalies over timethat reflect inconsis-tencies in systemfunction, challengethe existing systemstructure, and ulti-mately lead to crisisor revolution. Thecurrent state of wild-fires in the West sug-gests our US firemanagement systemis indeed approach-ing crisis. We havenever been able toextinguish all fires despite essentiallylimitless suppression funding. Eachpassing year wildfires are becominglarger and more intense, increasingrisk to valued resources as the “perfectfirestorm” develops due to a changingclimate, accumulated fuels at land-scape scales, and the ever-expandingWUI and other human infrastructure.  The emerging paradigm questionswhether we should even attempt toextinguish all fires across all owner-ships—policy discussions and deci-sions have largely recognized the eco-logical role of fire and its usefulness asa management tool, particularly onfederal lands. But our current firemanagement system tends to extin-guish potentially “good” fires under

modest weather conditions, whichwould burn more consistent with his-toric burning patterns and ecosystemeffects. It is simply easier to suppressfire under those conditions, and it isthe safest decision when viewed singu-larly and simply as “suppress or not.”Ironically, by default, this singular andsimple decision tends to create the“bad” fires under extreme weatherconditions that have no historic paral-lels. This is an odd and destructivepathology often referred to as the“wildfire paradox” or “firefighters trap.” Such self-destructive behaviors grad-ually develop over time and they persistvia socio-political inertia until some-

thing happens to break the dysfunc-tional cycle. That break in this specificpathology might be forced by the ongo-ing changes in our climate, federalbudgets, and/or workforce constraints.Nonetheless, we will need to end ourreluctance to actively manage/use wild-land fire for resource benefit, whichnecessarily requires the sustainablemanagement of all natural resourcesthat comprise the fuel for fire. Thequestion is whether this fundamentalchange will precede or follow the ulti-mate crisis.
There is little doubt about the his-toric role of fire in forests throughout

From Smokey Bear to Smoky Air: Wildland Fire
Management at a Crossroads
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Ponderosa pine forest in Central Oregon with a history of thinning and repeat-

ed prescribed fire, demonstrating a contemporary open-forest condition.
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Participants in Philmont’s STEM program get a lesson
from Andy Mason on how to measure tree heights with a
clinometer.


