
By John Bailey

Active forest 
management is the 
philosophical and 
practical distinction 
between planned forest 
activities/silviculture 
designed to achieve 
landowner objectives 
versus near-term passive ownership that 
may include monitoring. The latter can 
be appropriate when current conditions 
already are and likely will continue to be 
consistent with one’s objectives. Since 
foresters do not operate on every acre, 
every year, much of our management 
is therefore relatively passive. Howev-
er, most people think of “active forest 
management” as applying it to any areas 
that receive regular silvicultural opera-
tions and associated activities over some 
number of years or decades.

In reality, though, we really should 
consider an active-to-passive continuum 
over time and space. At one extreme, 
active management can be implemented 
as an agricultural model of high-sys-
tem inputs that occurs yearly in young 
plantations to maximize timber pro-

duction in the quickest and least risky 
ways. This is the management approach 
favored by some industrial forestland 
owners and gave rise to the term “tree 
farms.” Similarly, cultural burning uses 
regular low-system fire inputs to cre-
ate landscape conditions that support 
First Foods. At the other extreme is pure 
preservation, the notion that natural pro-
cesses will yield the best outcomes and 
outputs, sometimes called “hands off” or 
“benign neglect.” Beginning thousands of 
years ago, our decisions about managing 
forests regularly fall along this continu-
um depending on current conditions in 
a forest, needs and objectives, and which 
tools and techniques are reasonably 
available. 

Changes in approaches to active 
forest management

Along this active-to-passive spectrum, 
the goals of active forest management 
and how these goals are carried out 
have changed in many ways over recent 
decades, and these changes are funda-
mentally rooted in societal needs and ex-
pectations. We have moved away from a 
focus on timber growth and wood supply 
from publicly owned lands. Small wood-
land owners span an ever-increasing 
range of land management orientations, 
and the forest industry has an updated 
set of state-codified best management 
practices. 

These social changes are also playing 
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Active forest management occurs along an active-to-passive gradient, and the activities 
undertaken are determined by landowner and management objectives. For example, this 
fuels treatment in southern Oregon was conducted with the intent to create heterogeneity 
for broad ecosystem services.
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out on a backdrop of changing 
landscapes and climate: we now 
have uniquely homogenous and 
fuel-laden hillsides experiencing 
increasing drought, heat, tree 
mortality and wildfire. To top it 
all off, we have more humans in 
and around our wildlands to both 
create and be impacted by these 
disturbances.

These trends have driven two 
large changes in active forest man-
agement practices.

• Clearcutting has become less 
ugly and obvious where it occurs. 
Edges are less visually geomet-
ric and abrupt. Site prep is more 
metered and leaves more biomass 
on site. There are more leave trees 
and islands, protected micro-
sites, snags and downed wood. 
Stream buffers are larger and 
visual buffers along roads are more 
common. And there is just less 
clearcutting on public lands, and 
less conversion of ‘natural’ forests 
to plantations. 

• Thinning treatments, partic-
ularly on public lands, are more 
common for objectives of stimulating 
the growth of larger trees for the market-
place, growing mature forest habitat and 
visual/recreational enhancement, and/
or carbon storage–all of which also result 
in more fuel on the landscape. Thinning 
treatments for wildfire risk reduction, 
particularly those in strategic areas, such 
as the wildland-urban interface/inter-
mix, are the only fuel reduction treat-
ments; however, many of them are light, 
from-below, and without the subsequent 
treatment of surface fuels needed to 
reduce wildfire intensity.

Both clearcutting and thinning prac-

tices will continue evolving as new har-
vesting equipment becomes available, 
and ongoing research on silviculture 
treatments yields more data. 

Looking ahead
Active forest management in the fu-

ture likely will focus, out of necessity, on 
four emerging realities of our times. 

1) Maladapted forest conditions—In 
many areas, we do not have the stand 
conditions (composition, structure and 
function) to weather the storm that is our 
future (e.g. increasing drought and wild-
fire activity). Passive management, i.e. 
preservation, will continue to fail since 
it will not remedy our degraded land-

Next Issue: Landscape Changes in the PNW and the Science

Western Forester
Society of American Foresters
PO Box 82836
Portland, OR 97282
(503) 224-8046

https://forestry.org/western-forester/

EDITOR: Andrea Watts
wattsa@forestry.org

Western Forester is published four times a
year by the Oregon, Washington State,
and Alaska Societies’ SAF Northwest Office

The mission of the Society of American
Foresters is to advance sustainable
management of forest resources through
science, education, and technology; to
enhance the competency of its members;
to establish professional excellence;
and to use our knowledge, skills, and
conservation ethic to ensure the continued
health, integrity, and use of forests to
benefit society in perpetuity.

STATE SOCIETY CHAIRS
Oregon: Jacob Putney, (541) 523-6418, 
Jacob.putney@oregonstate.edu

Washington State: Luke Semler,
luke.semler85@gmail.com

Alaska: Mitch Michaud, mitchmichaudak@
gmail.com

NORTHWEST SAF BOARD MEMBERS
District 1: Chris Schnepf, (208) 292-1288, 
cschnepf@uidaho.edu

District 2: Ron Boldenow (541) 350-5356, 
rboldenow@cocc.edu

Please send change of address to:
Society of American Foresters, 2121 K Street 
NW, Suite 315, Washington, DC 20037
membership@safnet.org

Anyone is at liberty to make fair use of the material 
in this publication. To reprint or make multiple 
reproductions, permission must be obtained 
from the editor. Proper notice of copyright and 
credit to the Western Forester must appear on 
all copies made. Permission is granted to quote 
from the Western Forester if the customary 
acknowledgement accompanies the quote.

Other than general editing, the articles appearing
in this publication have not been peer reviewed 
for technical accuracy. The individual authors are 
primarily responsible for the content and opinions 
expressed herein.

The Evolving Nature of
Active Forest Management
Continued from page 1

PHOTO COURTESY OF JOHN BAILEY

Increasing drought and wildfire activity will be a 
driver for why active forest management is needed. 
Following the 2020 Holiday Farm Fire in Oregon, 
a 25-year-old thinning treatment survived the fire 
while the neighboring control plots and plantations 
burned as stand-replacing events.
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scapes nor increase their resistance and 
resilience in the future. Multiple active 
restoration and conservation manage-
ment approaches will have to be applied 
differently and adaptively to correct 
these unsustainable forest conditions. 
There is no single approach at one point 
along the active-to-passive continuum 
to fix the problem. Sources of knowledge 
for these efforts will come from the oldest 
traditions on these lands and the newest 
technologies.

2) Challenging climatic condi-
tions—Building resistance and resilience 
to future climate change (continued 
warming and drying) with necessitate 
work at multiple scales from genetics to 
landscape-scale treatments. I see ample 
opportunities for expanded and cau-
tionary planting of diverse species and 
genotypes, increased and regular use of 
prescribed fire for both site preparation 
and fuels management in mature stands, 
and better density management that 
includes earlier and heavier variable-re-
tention thinning treatments, perhaps as 
preparatory harvests for conversion to 
multi-aged management on public lands.

3) Societal perception—Preserva-
tion movements will need to be pushed 
aside by these emerging realities and 
our message about forests, trees, wood 
products and biomass as a major climate 
solution for both carbon sequestration 
and materials/energy substitution. Forest 
conservation is estimated to be about 
half of our future carbon/climate solu-
tion, with reforestation and appropriate 
afforestation making up the other half. 
However, preservation advocates equate 
forest conservation to no harvesting and 
no activities. They send their followers/
funders only images of and data from 
the tree farm end of the spectrum, with 
a focus on how such areas fail to achieve 
one or more natural forest objectives: 
some wildlife habitat characteristic, 
biodiversity in general, or (most recently) 
carbon storage. The new “proforestation” 
movement and such efforts to universally 
define “old growth” is a reincarnation of a 
generations-old preservation movement. 
Those same advocates would never 
promote a single, universal definition of 
what makes a person elderly or a society 
diverse, because context is crucial to 
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Editor’s Note
By Andrea Watts

That forests need to be actively managed was a motivating factor for why I 
returned to school to pursue a degree in forestry. Mike Nystrom, who at the 
time was a stewardship forester with the Washington Department of Natu-

ral Resources, visited the family property to inspect trees on our property line that 
had been inadvertently damaged by a contractor working on the adjacent proper-
ty. During the walkthrough of a stand that was a mixture of 20+’ tall red alder that 
naturally regenerated following a clearcut and planted Douglas-fir, my dad com-
mented that he expected the Douglas-fir would eventually overtop the alder. Mike 
explained that wouldn’t be the case since many of the Douglas-fir were already 
struggling to grow under the dense alder canopy. It would be better, he advised, to 
manage it as an alder stand since that was the site conditions supported. 

I didn’t realize there was a reason why some tree species grew on the stand 
compared to others or that management was needed. The management activities 
I observed my grandfather or dad performing were cutting trees for firewood or 
building trails. If the goal was to grow another stand of Douglas-fir for eventu-
al harvest, we couldn’t just plant the trees and walk away. Now, the property is 
actively managed following approaches described by Dr. Cristina Eisenberg in 
“Traditional Ecological Knowledge and Active Management of Western Forests” 
and in “Active Management and Small Landowners: It’s in the Intention” written 
by Jaal Mann and Rowan Braybrook. Some stands have will little to no manage-
ment activity while others are managed for an eventual harvest. 

These articles and others in this issue explore “What is Active Management?” 
from a variety of management objectives and landscapes. Katie Kosanke shares 
how active management is practiced in an urban forest while Rodney L. Jacobs 
discusses active management on Stimson Lumber Company’s timberlands. As 
always, thank you to all the authors who shared their thoughts in this issue. 

New this year are the pairing of the spring and summer issues. The theme of 
the spring issue is “Landscape Changes and the Science” and the summer issue is 
“Managing for Landscape Changes.” If you have an article you’d like to contribute 
or an article idea to suggest, please email wattsa@forestry.org.  WF
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Editor’s Note: To keep SAF members
informed of state society policy activities,
Policy Scoreboard is a regular feature in
the Western Forester. The intent is to
provide a brief explanation of the policy
activity. You are encouraged to follow up
with the listed contact person for detailed
information.

Northwest Forest Plan Federal 
Advisory Committee

The Forest Service has released a re-
quest for applicants for a federal advisory 
committee for the revision of the North-
west Forest Plan. The committee will 
consist of 20 members selected by the 
USDA. The committee’s intent is to serve 
as a broad-interest advisory committee 
for the U.S. Forest Service as it under-

goes the plan revision. OSAF and WSSAF 
submitted a joint nomination of OSAF 
member, Mike Bechdolt, a retired senior 
O&C forester (Oregon and California 
Railroad Revested Lands) at the Bureau 
of Land Management National Office. 
In addition, we have the concurrence of 
California SAF, and the three State Soci-
eties will cooperate on this matter. 

OSAF Plans Field Trip for 
Legislators

An OSAF committee has been orga-
nized to plan and implement a spring 
2023 field trip for new members of the 
congressional delegation and their 
forestry/natural resources staff. Oregon 
has three new members of Congress: 
Val Hoyle, Lori Chavez-DeRemer and 
Andrea Salinas. Tentatively, the tour will 
visit the burn scar of one of the northern 
2020 Labor Day fires and will focus on 
management requirement to create fire 
resistant and resilient forests, particularly 
on federally managed lands.   

Forester Confirmed as Committee 
Chair

Bruce Westerman, who represents 

Arkansas’s 4th congressional district, has 
been confirmed as the chairmanship of 
the House Natural Resource Commit-
tee in the 118th Congress. Westerman 
earned a master’s degree in forestry from 
Yale University and is the only forester 
in Congress. He has been an outspoken 
proponent for active management of 
federal forests.

Update on the Working Forest 
License Plate

Only a few hundred more signatures 
are needed to meet the Washington State 
Department of Licensing’s threshold for 
creating a “Support Working Forests” 
plate for sale to vehicle owners. This 
plate is one new way the public can see 
visible support for the essential role 
managed working forests play in achiev-
ing Washington’s goals. A portion of sales 
will go to the Washington Tree Farm pro-
gram which certifies small landowners 
who practice sustainable forestry. 

To sign the petition for this new 
license plate, visit https://www.work-
ingforests.org/forests-and-fish-license-
plate/.  WF

such concepts, so their motivations are 
suspect. Criticisms of fuels treatments 
are similarly distorted; their arguments 
do not acknowledge the continuum of 
which tree farms are only a (small) part.

Preservation advocates and organi-
zations hold deeply rooted beliefs that I 
can respect (if they are not huge hypo-
crites). But I would rather they have an 
informed perspective of the continuum 
and the science on which it is based. In a 
great irony, the last decades have clearly 
demonstrated that preservation does not 
work in a dynamic and ever-changing 
world: hundreds of thousands of acres 
of “protected” habitat and ancient trees 
have been lost to wildfire, millions of 
acres of preserved/reserved forests have 
succumbed to drought mortality (e.g. 
“Firemageddon”), and thousands of 
miles of steam-side riparian ‘manage-
ment’ zones (mostly preserves) have 
been lost to wildfire, post-fire flooding 
and erosion, hydrologic changes and 

exotic vegetation. This is the world in 
which we live and have lived for millen-
nia; not all fire, drought, and flooding are 
bad, but current unnatural damage and 
trends are not sustainable. 

Preservation is a failed land manage-
ment model. I tell students that there are 
very good reasons for preserving pickles 
in small jars and eating them within a 
few years; preservation only works on 
the smallest spatial and temporal scales. 
We therefore need to constantly remind 
the public that conservation is achieved 
through active forest management, and 
that deforestation and harvesting are 
not synonymous. In fact, preservation 
and any move away from growing and 
harvesting wood, and thereby toward 
non-renewable materials, accelerates 
us down the climate change highway 
through both forest loss and increased 
fossil carbon emissions.

4) Landowner objectives/con-
straints—Active forest management 
both on public and private lands will 
still function and must be sustainable 
within a global marketplace and a more 
populated, consumptive world. Forest 
science, management, policy, and public 

relations (and advertising) must all rec-
ognize the non-ecological dimensions of 
sustainability, draw knowledge from ev-
ery available source old and new, speak 
openly and respectfully about the failures 
of preservation to fix degraded ecosys-
tems or save forests, address social and 
environmental justice, and thereby work 
cohesively across our diverse landscapes 
to broadly provide for our communities 
now and into the foreseeable future.

The practice of forestry has always 
grappled with the question of what is 
active management. Over 30 years ago, 
the Pacific Northwest region had that 
discussion on the spotted owl. Now we 
are revisiting the discussion on wildfire 
and climate change. And we have to be 
nimble to respond to these current reali-
ties and what may come next.  WF

John Bailey is a professor of Silviculture 
and Fire Management in the College of 
Forestry at Oregon State University. An 
OSAF member and past member of SAF’s 
Committee on Forest Policy. Bailey can be 
reached at john.bailey@oregonstate.edu 
or (541) 737-1497.
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