
6 WESTERN FORESTER  ◆ MARCH/APRIL/MAY 2016

BY RON WOLFE

ire and ice are national issues that
will impact Alaska in 2016 and into

the future. Wildfire policy and suppres-
sion costs will affect private, state, and
federal foresters, possibly dramatically
depending on the severity of the fire
season. And the ice of climate change
will not go away and will continue to
be controversial, especially at the
national level, and Alaska will unavoid-
ably be embroiled in it too. For our
state legislature, the budget shortfall
from low oil prices and declining oil
production has already dominated this
legislative session and this will contin-
ue. The election year promises to keep
the politics lively.

Both issues represent threats and
opportunities for foresters. Wildfire
suppression crews are an important
source of employment in rural Alaska
and elsewhere. Who will pay for these
costs and how they will be able to pay
are key threats. On the national scene,
the debate of what to do about climate
change will continue, and here in
Alaska we are squarely impacted as sea
ice melts and the public worries about
polar bears and other things that are
near and dear to our Alaskan hearts. 

Forest management offers carbon
sequestration opportunities that have
the potential to be financially reward-
ing, especially for private landowners.
A closely related issue is ecosystem
services and these concepts for
forestry are early in development with

much to be done. Opportunity lies in
voluntary, willing buyer and willing
seller free-market transactions. This
idea is quite different than wholesale
government taking, without any com-
pensation, as a result of the Bald Eagle
Protection Act, Clean Water Act,
anadromous fish stream protection,
and other unfunded government man-
dates that impact the management of
Alaskan forests. Price per ton of carbon
sequestered and entry to regulated
markets will need to be sorted out to
attract Alaskan landowners.  

In Southeast Alaska the drama is
enhanced by the never-ending debate
over the Tongass, which is intertwined
with broken federal legislation and pol-
icy that includes National Forest
Management Act (NFMA), National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA),
Clinton Roadless Rule, Resource
Advisory Committee (RAC) recommen-
dations, Tongass Land Management
Plan (TLMP) amendment Record of
Decision (ROD), and the list goes on. 

But in the aftermath, huge issues
remain about the ability of a Tongass
timber sale program based on harvest
and manufacture of young growth to
succeed at this time, regardless of the
proposed TLMP amendment alterna-
tive actually selected. This transition
from predominately old-growth har-
vest to young growth will happen, but
the timeframe is the issue and whether
the industry will be afforded sufficient
opportunity to retool. Some would like
for Southeast Alaska’s timber industry
to dry up and go away. This view leaves
those who live, work, and call
Southeast Alaska home vulnerable to
political trading where the Tongass, or
timber in general, gets traded for other
climate change, carbon-emitting inter-
ests, and possibly even the ever-impor-
tant oil.  

We foresters are frustrated over our
inability to move the needle during
elections, yet these issues so strongly
impact us as we manage Alaskan
forests. This situation will not change
in 2016, but today a unique opportuni-
ty exists for foresters to help with long-
term solutions. Historically, foresters

have held their noses to the ground,
working hard to do their jobs. All
efforts and resources have been
focused on our respective missions
that have been relatively independent
of each other. Commerce and indus-
tries such as timber, fishing, tourism,
retail, mining, and others have all
worked independently as well.

Can we create a climate
change wind for new, long-term
opportunity?

Today there is a paradigm change at
the local community level as these
communities are threatened by state
budget shortfalls, failing economies,
and the loss of state funding and other
revenues. Local community revenue
sharing from federal timber sales has
already disappeared. The dominant
debate over the Tongass will continue
to threaten communities. Coffman
Cove, Whale Pass, and other commu-
nities are shadows of what they once
were when timber harvest was higher.
Thorne Bay, Craig, Wrangell, Petersburg,
Ketchikan, and other communities
that have fared relatively better as they
diversified their local economies will
struggle as federal and state issues
worsen.  

It has been said that all politics are
local and this will be especially true for
us to prosper in the future. In the short
term, community annual budget
shortfalls will create huge stresses. In
the long term, local population fore-
casts for the year 2030 predict every
community in Southeast will lose pop-
ulation, except Juneau and Sitka.
Smaller communities will face the dev-
astation of population losses, some as
high as 50%. Community leaders face
changing demographics as young fam-
ilies continue to leave due to lack of
jobs and opportunity that go with
shrinking economies. Schools will get
smaller or close, and all local services
are threatened. 

Local grass roots collaboration is a
new paradigm that is an opportunity
for a pathway through these danger-
ous times. The potential for stability
and prosperity exists for village com-
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munities. Village economies combine
for a Southeast regional economy.
Natural resource industries have
worked independently of each other,
and sometimes at odds against each
other, but we are all facing a difficult
future. Communities will look to these
industries for crucial contributions for
their mutual benefit and survival; their
future will depend on it.  

Local planning and cooperative
efforts such as the Hoonah Native
Forest Partnership represent this para-
digm shift to the future. This partner-
ship represents a science-based, land-
scape scale, community forest
approach to watershed planning. Its
roots are founded on project imple-
mentation with an overall goal to
achieve a measurable and resilient
blend of timber, salmon, and deer pro-
duction, local economic diversifica-
tion, and improved watershed health.
This effort represents both cash
economies and utilization of subsis-
tence resources, a combination that is
so very important to our villages and
rural Alaska.  

Core partners are Sealaska, Huna
Totem, The Hoonah Indian Association,

The City of Hoonah, The Nature
Conservancy, Alaska Department of
Fish and Game Subsistence Division,
and US Forest Service. The 150,000-acre
project area is a model for providing
long-term benefits to landowners,
managers, and community residents
that can be replicated in similarly-situ-
ated locations throughout Southeast
Alaska. For additional information on
the partnership, visit http://sustainable
southeast.net/hoonah-native-forest-
partnership/.

Local grass roots collaboration
efforts with resource stakeholders,
local officials, and agency and
landowner representatives collectively
offer benefits to the entire community
of Southeast Alaska. As foresters we
offer the stability of sustainable forest
management to meet the future multi-
ple-use demands of our forests: tim-
ber, fish, wildlife, mineral develop-
ment, and commercial and subsis-
tence uses can be managed for the
future to benefit locals. Previous col-
laboration efforts such as the Tongass
Futures Roundtable were not suffi-
ciently grounded at the local level and
this powerful opportunity failed. The

jury remains out on the recent Tongass
Resource Advisory Committee effort.
Strength through unity of multi local
planning stakeholders will be difficult,
but it is a powerful and important
opportunity that must not be lost. We
foresters should lead the way. Vote
your conscience, but remember the
larger issue. While elections are clearly
important, leadership in local collabo-
rative planning means maintaining a
relationship with whomever is elected,
and that transcends office terms when
planning is founded on local, multi-
stakeholder collaborative efforts. ◆

Ron Wolfe has been a Southeast Alaska
forester since 1982 and has worked for
tribal government, an Alaska native
village corporation, and Sealaska, the
Southeast Alaska native regional corpo-
ration. He is currently on the Alaska
Board of Forestry and has been active
in Forest Practices Act issues since 1989.
A 25-year member of SAF, he can be
reached at 907-789-3353 or ron.wolfe@
outlook.com.
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