
BY SETH A BARNES

n politics, as is the
case in forestry, the

least glamorous
issues are often the
most important.
While the Presidential
race will likely domi-
nate Oregon’s 2016
election cycle, three races on a
statewide level could prove to be more
impactful, particularly for the natural
resource sector. 

All three positions on the State
Lands Board (governor, secretary of
state, and state treasurer) are up for
election this year as a result of political
re-shuffling. The board serves as
trustee for Oregon’s Common School
Lands and oversees the Department of
State Lands. In the governor’s race,
newly appointed incumbent Kate
Brown will be seeking voter approval
for the remainder of her first term.
Brown’s swift ascendancy provided her
an opportunity to appoint a new sec-
retary of state, filling her own just-
vacated position. Secretary of State
Jeanne Atkins will not be seeking re-
election, however, leaving the position
wide open and incumbent-free. And to
round out the trio, Treasurer Ted
Wheeler, subject to term limits him-
self, leaves the treasurer’s race wide
open as he seeks office as Portland’s
next mayor.

While these races are certainly
worth watching, other aspects of
Oregon’s 2016 election also warrant
close consideration from forestry pro-
fessionals. Over the past several
months, certain groups have been
working to build support to amend
Oregon’s Forest Practices Act, focusing
primarily on stirring up fear around
aerial application of pesticides. Much
of the fear plays on misunderstanding
the use, regulation, and oversight of
pesticides in forestry. 

Beginning in late 2014, concern
over herbicides in forestry began gain-
ing traction with some legislators in
Oregon, leading to myriad bills in the

2015 legislative session. These bills
included everything from all-out bans
on pesticide use to increased restric-
tions on aerially applied pesticides in
forestry. In the end, a compromise was
struck, and a bill was passed that
strengthened agency budgets for over-
sight, increased penalties for non-
compliance, created an additional
applicator’s license for pilots applying
pesticides, and added no-spray buffers
around homes and schools. This legis-
lation acknowledged the depth of
existing regulation that ensured proper
and safe use of these products and
sought to address concerns regarding
non-compliance or “bad actors.” A
broad spectrum of moderate leaders
put in a lot of work to find this solu-
tion, but it did not satisfy groups wish-
ing to see pesticides banned altogeth-
er. Community activism continued
through the summer and fall, where
small anti-herbicide and anti-forestry
groups banned together and sought
greater support for their message.

As foresters and natural resource
professionals know, these products
can be effective and useful options for

a number of management objectives,
including the control of noxious
weeds, maintaining forest roads, and
establishing vigorous and healthy new
forests. Simply stated, without the use
of pesticides as a tool for foresters,
many of these challenges would be
exacerbated and establishing vigorous
young conifer forests in western
Oregon would be infinitely more diffi-
cult, and in some areas, nearly impos-
sible.

As 2015 drew to a close and the
2016 election cycle came into sight,
activists’ focus on the use of pesticides
expanded into a broader conversation
about other forest management prac-
tices. In late December, the Secretary
of State’s office reported the filing of
three new statewide initiatives. These
initiatives, filed by similar groups,
build on one another. The first com-
pletely bans aerial applications of pes-
ticides in forestry. The second includes
the ban on pesticides and adds severe
restrictions on logging practices on
hillslopes. The third includes both pre-
vious elements and further adds a
complete ban on harvests that result
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A working forest landscape in the Douglas-fir region of Oregon. A movement
in Oregon wants to ban the practice of clearcut harvesting, a common
practice that provides sun-loving Douglas-firs the open sunlight they need
to thrive.



in openings larger than one acre
(clearcuts). As I write this article, these
initiatives have yet to receive 1,000 sig-
natures, the required threshold needed
to kick off the ballot title process. It
appears increasingly unlikely that vot-
ers will see these initiatives on the bal-
lot this November. That being said,
these three ideas are monumentally
impactful to forestry in Oregon and
likely signal 2017 proposed legislation
and a 2018 statewide ballot effort.

Forests, and the professionals that
work in them, primarily reside in rural
areas separated from the population of
urban communities and urban voters.
This divide has always presented a
political challenge to professional
foresters as they seek to have informed
conversations with voters and urban
representatives regarding complex
issues. Never has this been truer than
it is today, as Oregon’s urban centers
continue to grow and its rural commu-
nities struggle to survive. 

To understand the political land-
scape in Oregon, it’s helpful to have an
appreciation of some of the history
surrounding forestry in our state.
Oregon’s first-in-the-nation Forest
Practices Act was not the only ground-
breaking legislation in the 1970s that
targeted conservation. In 1973,
Oregonians also passed the Land
Conservation and Development Act,
paving the way for rigorous land-use
planning aimed at protecting forest-
land and other rural land uses from
conversion. This act was very success-
ful, and as a result forests in Oregon
are in less peril of being lost to com-
peting uses. In fact, since 1974 only 2%
of non-federal forests in Oregon have
been converted to other uses. Oregon’s
forests continue to grow, helping keep
our water clear and our air clean. The
success of forestry in our state has
been a primary factor in attracting
many outsiders to migrate to Oregon
in search of these “greener” pastures.
As the population continues to grow,
however, urban centers swell and vot-
ers become increasingly removed from
life in rural communities. The actual
details of forest management are lost
on much of Oregon’s current popula-
tion. 

As resource professionals, it is
increasingly important that we find
ways to help fill that gap. Many organi-

zations, including SAF, have success-
fully engaged in this work and their
efforts are ongoing. As I write this I am
reminded of opportunities I have per-
sonally taken to visit classrooms and
host field tours with children and
adults. These were priceless encoun-
ters where I felt I had a chance to give
back to society and use my knowledge
to educate others. Whether it be school
children or legislators, it’s important to
seize these opportunities and help re-
connect the urban-rural divide.

Election cycles will come and go, but
the challenges facing forestry are bigger
than any election cycle. The debates
and ballot initiatives of today will affect
our ability to sustainably manage
Oregon’s forests for decades.  ◆

Seth A Barnes, an SAF member, is direc-
tor of Forest Policy for the Oregon Forest
and Industries Council in Salem. He
can be reached at 503-586-1243 or
seth@ofic.com.
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Aerial application of herbicides in forestry is a common and effective way to
control competing vegetation and allow young conifer forests to establish
themselves. Despite constant oversight and regulation, groups in Oregon want
to ban this practice altogether.


