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Forestry is at a
crossroads, both pro-
fessionally and politi-
cally. There’s growing
interest among poli-
cymakers at all levels
of government to
address issues such
as forest health, catastrophic wildfire,
climate change, and the plight of
forested, rural communities. These
issues have also helped elevate public
awareness and recognition of the
forestry profession.    

But while there’s momentum to
bring silvicultural expertise and sound
science back to the management of
public lands, there’s also pressure to
perpetuate legal and administrative
processes that have tied the hands of
managers through arbitrary, one-size-
fits-all policies. 

Where we go from here depends far
less on who is elected in 2016 than on
how foresters and forestry profession-
als engage in the political process
overall.  

The art of politics is the ability to
get decision makers to want what you
want, to advocate for your priorities,
and to champion your cause. That’s
not an easy task, especially when key
decision makers are not personally or
politically inclined to support your pri-
orities. It is even more difficult when
decision makers are uninformed about
your profession or industry.

Foresters and forestry professionals
are all too familiar with this challenge.

Forest policy is a complex issue that
rarely receives national attention—
unless it’s summer and wildfires are
threatening homes, lives, or public
safety. The forestry profession is highly
technical and poorly understood by
politicians. How many members of
Congress know the difference between
a regeneration and a variable retention
harvest? (Hint: you can count them on
one hand.)

Yet, foresters can and should have a
prominent place at the table when
helping design solutions to some of

our nation’s major natural resources
challenges: catastrophic fires, bug and
disease infestations, climate change,
and drought. Foresters and forestry
professionals have the perspective,
expertise, and experience to help solve
these problems but are rarely engaged
by key decision makers and leaders.

The 2016 election cycle provides an
extraordinary opportunity to change
this dynamic—at every level of govern-
ment. Now is the time for foresters and
forestry professionals to raise public
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Pinchot Partners, a forest collaborative, visit the Pinto Stewardship Sale in
the Gifford Pinchot National Forest. The project is a result of the Partners’
efforts on huckleberry restoration.



awareness about our issues, to educate
and engage candidates and decision
makers on forestry-related policies,
and to establish forestry professionals
as constructive, solutions-oriented
partners.

Of course, that’s easier said than
done—especially at the federal level.
For example, how does a forester con-
vince a liberal, urban Democrat from
the East Coast to support active forest
management on public lands? Similar-
ly, how do forestry professionals con-
vince a conservative Republican, who
wants to cut the budget, to support
increased funding for the Forest
Service to do more work in the woods?

The key—and forestry profession-
als’ biggest challenge—is creating a
reason for politicians and decision
makers to be interested in our issues.
How do we make forestry politically
and economically relevant? This

requires understanding the priorities
and motivations of the decision mak-
ers we seek to influence.

The liberal, urban Democrat might

not prioritize active forest manage-
ment as a policy goal. But, that same
liberal, urban Democrat likely cares
about climate change. Linking active
forest management to healthier
forests, carbon sinks, and reduced car-
bon emissions from fires possibly
turns an adversary into an advocate.

The conservative Republican budg-
et hawk may view increased spending
for a public agency as counter to his or
her policy goals. But, the message can
easily be adapted to fit within the con-
text of the decision-maker’s agenda:
Would Congress rather spend $1.7 bil-
lion to put out wildfires? Or, would
Congress rather invest $100 million of
that $1.7 billion in proactive forest
management to reduce the risk and
cost of wildfires, improve forest health
and resiliency, create private sector
jobs, support the local infrastructure,
and provide revenues to counties and
the US Treasury? That’s a no-brainer.

Forestry professionals have a huge
advantage in making their issues rele-
vant to politicians and decision mak-
ers because foresters have a com-
pelling narrative. Think about it.
Forestry touches on major political
and social themes important to local,
state, and federal leaders: sustainabili-
ty, economics and budgets, job cre-
ation, clean water and air, recreation,
hunting and fishing, infrastructure,
trade, and more. It is not difficult to
see how a Democrat, Republican, or
Independent who knows nothing
about trees can be engaged on forest
policy—forestry surely touches at least
one of their priorities.

Even if you don’t have time for or
interest in national politics, numerous
opportunities exist at the local level to
engage and influence decision makers.
In fact, given the dysfunction and
hyper-partisanship of Washington,
D.C., local participation may be the
most important use of your limited
time. Attending a local debate or town
hall, sending an email to a public
agency to express your opinion, writ-
ing a letter to the editor, or responding
to a bad fact in the newspaper are all
meaningful actions that foresters and
forestry professionals can be taking to
advocate for and bring legitimacy to
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A huge, old pine tree in western
Oregon is being threatened by
competing Douglas-fir.


