
BY CINDY MITCHELL

y all accounts, 2016 is shaping up
to be a very interesting and

unprecedented presidential election
year. Some say the national election is
between the “establishment” and “out-
siders.” Others say that voters are
channeling anger and frustration with
politics as usual, or that this presiden-
tial election will reshape the American
political landscape. 

In Washington, Democrat Jay Inslee,
the self-proclaimed “greenest governor
in America,” is running for a second
term amidst a host of troubling issues.
The state legislature was held in con-
tempt by the State Supreme Court for
not making enough progress toward
fully funding public education, and
three of the major state agencies, fac-
ing serious issues, are without an
appointed leader, with one recently
ousted by the state senate. While Gov.
Inslee is providing leadership on

important international issues like cli-
mate change, challenges remain back
home with lackluster economic recov-
ery in rural communities. 

Unemployment numbers are still
high, and jobs are being lost in counties
that rely on natural resources. Every
four years, statewide offices are up for
reelection, and uniquely Washington is
one of only five states with an elected
Public Lands Commissioner who over-
sees the regulation of forest manage-
ment activities. Nonfederal forest poli-
cy is governed by elected and appoint-
ed boards, public policy processes, and
extensive public involvement. Addi-
tionally, Washington state is one of only
19 states that has an initiative process
and even has a procedure for citizen-
sponsored legislation. The forest sector
could be dramatically impacted by the
elections of 2016, and politics in gener-
al, but Washington’s forest sector has
worked very hard over the years to
insulate itself from the implications of

election cycles. In a long-term business
like forestry, it is important to base
policies on science and adaptive man-
agement rather than the politics of
short-term elections.

Forest management issues in the
west have been dominated by federal
endangered species and clean water
issues since the federal Endangered
Species Act (ESA) and Clean Water Act
(CWA) were enacted in the 1970s.
Implementation of the federal laws are
heavily influenced by the politics of
the party in control of the White
House, which in turn can impact har-
vest levels in the state, as we’ve seen
with the listings of the northern spot-
ted owl (which reduced federal timber
harvest by 92% in Washington alone)
and Pacific salmon species. 

State and private forest management
has been confounded by the domi-
nance of national forests in the west
and public land management issues,
where management is influenced by lit-
igation from activists groups and tim-
ber production is only a small part of
their overall mandate for preservation
and multiple-use management. 

Wildfire is now shaping how forests
are managed and has put state and
private landowners in a defensive
mode to protect their forestland
investment from neighboring federal
lands which are tangled up in policies
and budget conflicts about the best
way to reduce the impacts of cata-
strophic wildfire. Some foresters have
said it is easier to anticipate and man-
age around natural events such as
wind, rain, fire, insects and disease,
snow, and ice than the uncertainty
stemming from changing regulations.   

Non-federal forests comprise 56% of
Washington’s forested landscape,
which is the largest proportion of non-
federal forests in the west. These forests
provide nearly 97% of the total
statewide timber harvest and therefore
the products, jobs, and economic
backbone of rural resource communi-
ties. However, forest management is
greatly influenced by federal, state,
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local, and tribal policies. Washington is
unique in that treaty tribes are co-
managers of the fishery along with the
state Department of Fish and Wildlife.
If policies were set by politicians and
political parties, then every election
would have a potential to impact the
way we manage our forests. One thing
that timberland owners and investors
covet is regulatory stability, as an
investment in planting a new crop of
trees might take 40-60 years to mature
before harvest and any revenue is real-
ized. As mentioned earlier, Washington
forest landowners have worked over
the years to develop a stable regulatory
environment so science, instead of pol-
itics, drives forest management.  

In response to ESA fish listings,
CWA impaired streams, and tribal
treaty obligations, in 1996 private for-
est landowners took a proactive
approach to define their property
rights and environmental responsibili-
ties. Forest landowners worked in col-
laboration with local, state, and federal
natural resource agencies, tribes, and
small and large forest landowners to
develop a set of forest practices regula-
tions and processes that would meet
the requirements of these federal laws,
provide the tribes with a harvestable
level of salmon, and protect the viabil-
ity of the timber industry.

This required a huge investment by
non-federal forest landowners in
riparian buffers, unstable slopes, and
other sensitive area set-asides in addi-
tion to repairing roads and culverts for
fish passage. The state regulatory sys-
tem was endorsed by the federal gov-
ernment through a 50-year Forest
Practices Habitat Conservation Plan
(FPHCP) and incidental take permit
that provides regulatory certainty for
landowners to conduct forest manage-
ment operations. The FPHCP was set
in motion by the 1999 Forests and Fish
Law and is currently the largest multi-
species HCP in the nation, protecting
all native fish species, seven species of
amphibians, and covering 60,000 miles

of streams on 8 million acres of private
forestland and 1.3 million acres of
state forestland. An on-going Adaptive
Management Program was put in
place to require the use of peer-
reviewed science to change forest
practices rules. Washington is the only
state with a multi-species Habitat
Conservation Plan covering all forest
practices on non-federal forests.  

Environmental results from 2001
through 2013 include landowners
removing 5,641 barriers to fish passage
and restoring 3,893 miles of historic
fish habitat. This is more than two-
thirds of the way to the goal of 100%
completion by 2021, which is on track
to be accomplished. Large private for-
est landowners each develop a Road
Maintenance and Abandonment Plan
(RMAP) to upgrade and repair road
systems where needed. A total of
55,482 miles of roads have been inven-
toried and 8,886 miles of roads identi-
fied as “needing improvement.” Based
on the Department of Natural
Resources’ RMAP Accomplishments
Report, 3,417 miles of road have been
decommissioned and 22,793 miles of
road have been improved. This suc-
cess has been achieved through signif-
icant investments by the state and
large private landowners of more than
$300 million—of which private forest
landowners have contributed $170
million for road improvements
through 2013. Regulatory certainty has
encouraged economic investments in
forestry, which provides stable
economies, products, and benefits to
the public.

Political, public, legal, and scientific
support is necessary to uphold the
assurances committed to in the 50-year
HCP, which is why we communicate
with the public and decision makers
about our forest practices. We let them
know the FPHCP was developed in col-
laboration with stakeholders and has
strong bi-partisan support from the leg-
islature. Keeping the politics and parti-
san swings of the election cycle out of

the forest takes dedicated work. 
Lessons learned from 15 years of

experience is that ongoing collabora-
tion between stakeholders and com-
munication with the public and key
decision makers is essential to long-
term stability of forestry regulations
and the assurance that science, not pol-
itics, will drive forest management.  ◆

Cindy Mitchell is Senior Director of
Public Affairs, Washington Forest
Protection Association, in Olympia,
Wash. She can be reached at
cmitchell@wfpa.org.
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There’s Still Time to
Register for the

WSSAF Annual Meeting

Registration is still open for the
Washington State SAF annual meet-
ing. The conference will feature
expert speakers and exhibitors in the
relaxed, unique historic environment
of La Conner, a former fishing village.
The theme is “A Walk in the Woods.”  

This meeting brings together
experts and professional foresters to
discuss pressing questions in wood
use and supply, collaborative
groups, restoration, forest genetics,
and measurement technology.
Please join us in this discussion,
make new contacts, and renew pro-
fessional relationships. 

Thursday, May 12 is devoted to
the WSSAF Executive Committee
meeting and an icebreaker that
starts at 6:00 p.m.

Kicking off the Friday, May 13, ses-
sion is keynote speaker Tom DeLuca,
director, School of Environmental and
Forest Sciences, University of
Washington. After a full day of indoor
presentations and social hour, we will
adjourn to the awards banquet to
honor our outstanding SAF members
and then listen to banquet speaker
Aaron Everett, Washington DNR state
forester.

After a WSSAF business meeting
on Saturday morning, the group will
take to the field and visit Pilchuck
Tree Farm operations.

For additional information and
to register, visit www.forestry.org/
washington/2016Meeting/.
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