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By Jessica A. Homyack and
Mike Rochelle

When you hear 
the word 
balance, you 

might think of the scale 
of justice, with equal 
weights suspended on 
either side. Similar to 
the idea of balancing 
the truth on two sides 
of a legal argument, pri-
vate timberland owners 
search for reasonable 
ways to manage timber 
production along 
with providing habitat 
for fish and wildlife 
and other ecosystem 
services. Sustainably 
managed forests can provide all of these 
values for perpetuity, yet they require 
continual attention through changing 
external conditions, such as climate 
change and shifting public perceptions 
of forestry.  

Weyerhaeuser, as a large landowner 
and publicly traded company, must 
consider all three arms of sustainabili-
ty, including economics, environment, 
and social, to continue their success for 
another 120+ years. With sustainability 
as a company core value, Weyerhaeus-
er foresters and operational staff make 
forest management decisions that also 
consider environmental aspects of own-
ing timberlands, such as ensuring habitat 
for wildlife at multiple scales. State 
Forest Practice rules, the formal conser-
vation agreement of Forest and Fish in 
Washington and the future agreement 
associated with the Private Forest Accord 
in Oregon provide strong direction for 
managing timberlands for fish and 
wildlife habitat. For example, regulatory 
measures include retaining large trees, 
snags, and downed wood following a 
harvest, protecting water quality through 
established riparian management zones, 
limiting heavy equipment use in environ-
mentally sensitive areas, and restricting 
where chemicals are applied. And, state 
and federal Endangered Species Acts 

support guidelines around protections of 
species or special resources, such as nest 
trees for eagles and other raptors. There 
are continual opportunities, however, to 
go beyond the regulations, and improve 
the ways the forest sector manages fish 
and wildlife.

How to achieve sustainability
One of the primary ways that Weyer-

haeuser better ensures protection of fish 
and wildlife resources on our timber-
lands above and beyond regulatory 
requirements is by surveying for species 
of interest to confirm presence or ab-
sence. Weyerhaeuser commits significant 
resources each field season to survey 
fish, spotted owls, raptors, and other 
species of interest to ensure up-to-date 
knowledge of where these organisms use 
our forests. With that information, we 
can make and refine harvest planning 
decisions that balance protection of 
these important resources with econom-
ic objectives.  

Aspirations for continual improve-
ment are strong at Weyerhaeuser and 
are realized in part through our envi-
ronmental research organization that 
develops and integrates applied science 
into decision making. Our goal is to be 
both proactive to anticipate changing 
information needs and responsive when 
extreme events occur. Weyerhaeuser’s 
environmental science staff engages in 

collaborative research, often with univer-
sities and agencies with the end goal of 
improving sustainable management. We 
recognize that developing and executing 
research with partners brings additional 
expertise and funding, builds credibility 
and creates other pathways to turn scien-
tific results into management action. 

As an example, the Oregon Labor 
Day fires of 2020 impacted more than 
100,000 acres of Weyerhaeuser’s forests. 
The fires devastated people’s lives and 
timberlands, but also presented opportu-
nities to learn and improve management 
options for enhanced ecological recov-
ery for future disasters. Weyerhaeuser 
quickly developed a portfolio of research 
projects, many focused on streams and 
riparian zones, which we know are 
critical areas for fish and wildlife. Only 
two years have passed since the embers 
cooled, but we have learned a great 
deal about the fires’ impacts along with 
our partners at Oregon State University 
and the National Council for Air and 
Stream Improvement (NCASI) among 
others. Initial results demonstrated that 
overall, streams did not exceed critical 
temperatures for aquatic species during 
the fire, and in some cases, temperatures 
actually cooled because of dense smoke 
that blocked the sun. Ongoing research is 
documenting the variation in impacts of 
fire to riparian overstory and understory 
plant communities and the upper extent 
of fish distributions. Together, Weyerhae-
user and the forest sector will use these 
and other research results to develop 
best management practices that balance 
silviculture, worker safety, and fish and 
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Weyerhaeuser had approximately 130,000 acres affected by the combined Labor Day fires 
and replanting is occurring across multiple years. Here, Weyerhaeuser wildlife biologists, 
Matt Hane, Mike Rochelle, and Jessica Homyack view an area that was affected by the 
Beachie-Riverside Fire in Oregon.
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wildlife habitat for salvage operations 
and replanting near streams.

Often, novel or changing technolo-
gies provide the spark for new research 
projects to better understand their in-
teractions with fish and wildlife habitat. 
As Weyerhaeuser developed increased 
capacity for tethered logging (also known 
as cable-assisted logging), the science 
team developed research and published 
results on this innovative mechanized 
technology. 
The results 
confirmed 
that cable-as-
sisted logging 
had minimal 
impact on soil 
disturbance, 
including near 
streams. And 
a past project 
documented 
how mechani-
cal harvesting 
equipment 
could top live 
trees to create 
snags that soon 
had extensive 
wildlife use by 
cavity nesting 
birds. 

Research is 
often iterative. The next phase of this 
work is quantifying how landscape 
position (retained green trees and snags 
in the harvest unit versus attached to the 
riparian zone, for example) influences 
the longevity of created snags and other 
retained trees and diversity of understory 
plants and small mammals. In short, the 
work answers the question, “If retaining 
trees is an investment in biodiversity, 
how can we maximize the value return?” 
This ongoing collaboration with NCASI 

and universities is a key example of 
how research helps forest landown-
ers manage biodiversity along with 
operational and safety constraints. 

Ongoing monitoring to achieve 
balance

Beyond research, biodiversity 
considerations undergo annu-
al review from Weyerhaeuser’s 
third-party certification body 

under the Sustainable Forestry Initia-
tive (SFI). Sustainability certification 

provides feedback on how landown-
ers adhere to an evolving set of per-
formance measures on many metrics, 
including biodiversity at multiple 
spatial scales on managed forests. 
Habitat for wildlife occurs across a 
huge range of spatial grains—includ-
ing a single log that may support all 
the life history needs of a terrestri-
al salamander to entire managed 
landscapes providing habitat for elk 
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Patches of retained overstory trees provide habitat for plant and animal species 
associated with mature forest.

Continued on next page
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This Keen’s mouse 
(Peromyscus keeni) was 
captured and marked with 
ear tags as part of a research 
study in Washington State 
with Michigan State University 
and the National Council for 
Air and Stream Improvement.
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herds, for example. SFI offers an inde-
pendent audit on how forest manage-
ment operates across these scales and 
considers endangered species, water 
quality and quantity, and diversity of 
forest structure at landscape scales. 
Application of harvesting and silvi-
cultural practices along with natural 
disturbances produce the matrix 
of habitat conditions that support 
wildlife on Weyerhaeuser’s managed 
forest.

We suggest the balance between 
wildlife and timber production can 
be assessed by persistence of habitat 
on timberlands. Forests grow and 
are altered by human and natu-
ral disturbances alike but keeping 
timberlands economically viable 
drives the ongoing active manage-
ment that creates a perpetual matrix 
of habitat conditions for fish and 
wildlife populations. When we look 
back 10 years to the 2013 Western 
Forester article about this very topic, 
this author (MJR) identified future 
challenges to forest wildlife interac-
tions from wildfire, forest health, and 
riparian conditions. The challenges of 
the future are still connected to these 
issues, with climate change serving as 
the over-arching impact exacerbating 
some of the greatest risks to today’s 
forests in the Pacific Northwest. From 
the blast zone of Mount Saint Helens 
to the footprint of the Labor Day 
Fires, the forest sector can focus on 
being nimble and adaptable to future 
and changing conditions and finding 
balance therein.  WF

Jessica A. Homyack is a Certified 
Wildlife Biologist® and director 
of Environmental Research and 
Operational Support at Weyerhaeuser. 
A WSSAF members, she can be 
reached at jessica.homyack@
weyerhaeuser.com or (360) 330-
1740. Mike Rochelle is Manager, 
Western Environmental Research and 
Operational Support at Weyerhaeuser. 
He can be reached at Mike.Rochelle@
weyerhaeuser.com or (541) 801-2316.
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on the Tomanamus include a commer-
cial thinning program that treats several 
hundred acres per year to improve un-
gulate habitat; avoiding harvest activities 
in identified calving areas during the 
months of elk calving; using a weed-free 
elk forage seed mix in commercial thins 
and on exposed soil after major road 
projects; deployment of visual slash 
blockages along public travel corridors; 
precommercial thinning game corri-
dors to promote animal movement; a 
reforestation program that 
incorporates red cedar, 
yellow cedar, and red alder 
in addition to Douglas-fir, 
noble fir, and grand fir for 
cultural use and climate 
resistance benefits; aggres-
sive noxious weed control 
program; and implemen-
tation of the Manulife 
stewardship policies and 
procedures, including Sus-
tainable Forestry Initiative 
certification of the Tribes 
forest properties.

Without active manage-
ment on the Muckleshoot 
Indian Tribe Tomanamus 

Forest, wildlife would be faced with 
boom-and-bust cycles of seral habi-
tat. Changing these patterns involves 
tradeoffs among objectives with spatial 
redistribution of harvest patterns to 
result in similar stand age distribution 
among each of the elk management 
areas.  WF

David J. Vales is a wildlife biologist, 
Muckleshoot Indian Tribe Wildlife 
Program. A WSSAF member, he can be 
reached at david.vales@muckleshoot.nsn.
us. SAF member Nathaniel Hayden is 
the North Cascades region manager with 
Manulife Investment Management Forest 
Management Inc. He can be reached at 
nhayden@manulife.com. 

PHOTO COURTESY OF DAVID VALES

A commercial thin opened the canopy and promotes 
understory forage yet retains enough canopy to provide 
some snow interception.

Balancing for Elk and 
Timber on the Muckleshoot 
Tomanamus Forest
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The Salish Elk Management Area summer range prior to Muckleshoot ownership had 
extensive clearcuts of similar ages, which led to temporary forage booms followed by 
large-scale reductions in elk habitat capacity as the canopy closed. This legacy landscape, 
which dates from the early implementation of the Timber, Fish, and Wildlife Agreement 
and Forest and Fish Agreements, led to the development of the Elk Forage Index to guide 
management and will take multiple rotations to fully realize those objectives.




