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Abstract: Sustainable forest management is a contested concept in the US Pacific 
Northwest, especially on federal forestlands. Over the past three decades, through 
political conflict and negotiation, the term has evolved from a focus on sustained-yield 
timber harvest to include species recovery, ecological restoration, and collaborative 
management. This chapter compares two mechanisms − the Forest Ecosystem Man-
agement Assessment Team and place-based collaboration − that have redefined how 
sustainable forest management on federal land is understood and practiced. Both in-
novations brought new approaches to forest management in the Pacific Northwest, 
ranging from interdisciplinary science-based analysis to a strong culture of participatory, 
inclusive deliberation on federal forestlands at the local level. They have undisputedly 
changed forest management since the Northwest forest crisis of the early 1990s. Yet, 
they operated in a context where older dynamics were in play, including the primacy 
of agency expertise, the role of courts as a venue for conflict resolution, and budget 
structures that make integrated management difficult and limit the capacity of collab-
orative groups to act. The legal frameworks of the federal land-management agencies 
have not changed significantly, creating a complex, hybrid system.
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PART II – Chapter 10

10.1 Introduction

The US Pacific Northwest region − covering 
Washington, Oregon, and northern California 

− is home to the largest trees and some of the last 
remaining virgin temperate rainforests worldwide. 
The region has a productive forest industry sector as 
well as a vibrant community of environmental activ-
ists. During the 1980s and 1990s, the land owned by 
the national government (so-called federal lands) in 
the Pacific Northwest was at the centre of one of the 
most intensive forest policy conflicts in the world. At 
issue was whether old growth trees would continue 
to be harvested or protected. This Northwest Forest 
Crisis ultimately resulted in a dramatic shift in forest 
policy on federal lands in the mid-1990s not only in 
the Pacific Northwest but on all federal forestlands 
across the western United States.

Sustainable forest management has long been a 
central concept to Pacific Northwest forest policy. 
However, as in so many other forest regions, the 
concept has been highly contested and has changed 
meaning over time (Winkel et al. 2011). Varied and 
contested ideas have been institutionalised into the 
processes of forest management over the past cen-
tury, creating a complex mix of new and old ideas 
that drive forest management in the region (Moseley 
1999, Johnson 2007).

Most of the controversy around sustainable for-
est management has been related to the vast federal 
forestlands in the region. For the past three decades, 
the Pacific Northwest has been a laboratory for new 
ideas. Forest management concepts such as ecosys-
tem management, adaptive management, and eco-
logical restoration were developed or tested in this 
region. Later, these concepts significantly influenced 
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forest management in other parts of the world.
Pressure for innovation was also significant in 

forest policy-making. The intensity of conflicts in 
the late 1980s and 1990s triggered the development 
of new approaches to federal forest management in 
the region. In this paper, we discuss two influential 
and innovative approaches to forest policy-making 
that developed at this time. First, the Forest Ecol-
ogy Management Assessment Team (FEMAT) was 
established during the height of the Northwest For-
est Crisis to develop a regional plan for managing 
the wet forests in the western part of the region. 
FEMAT brought together federal land managers 
and university and agency research scientists in a 
new regional-scale approach to land management 
analysis and planning. Second, at the same time, 
local, place-based(1) collaboration and community 
forestry approaches developed in the region. Since 
the early 1990s, an increasing number of place-based 
multi-stakeholder collaborative groups have sought 
to engage diverse stakeholders in processes to solve 
complex problems of restoring ecosystem function 
while creating local economic opportunity. These 
two approaches to forest policy aimed to redefine 
and implement sustainable forest management on the 
region’s national forests. Although they are in many 
ways distinct approaches, both were driven by the 
same stresses and conflicts, and today both are part 
of a complex governance system for national forest 
management in the region.

In this paper, after to a brief chronology of the po-
litical development of sustainable forest management 
on national forests lands in the Pacific Northwest, 
we describe FEMAT and place-based collaboration 
and compare these two strategies as mechanisms to 
address conflict in the Pacific Northwest. We con-
clude with an outlook on major challenges related 
to the Pacific Northwest’s forest policy and the issue 
of sustainable forest management on the region’s 
federal lands in particular.

10.2 A short history of forest 
policy in the US Pacific 
Northwest

10.2.1 The institutionalisation of the 
sustainable-yield forestry paradigm

The US Pacific Northwest is an ecologically diverse 
landscape due to the varied terrain. The west coast 
includes a temperate rainforest created by coastal 
mountains and the volcanic Cascade Mountain range 
(Figure II 10.1). The east side of the Cascades is arid 
and can only support trees at higher elevations, where 
there is adequate moisture. Wildfire is a frequent 
natural disturbance, especially in the dry forests 
in the eastern two-thirds of the region. Forests are 
largely coniferous, with broadleaf species only in 
the understory or in isolated pockets. The particular 
conifer species depend on moisture availability and 
include Douglas-fir, true fir species, cedar species, 
and many species of pine.

Prior to the European settlement in the 19th cen-
tury, the forest landscapes of the Pacific Northwest 
were mostly used by Native Americans. Relatively 
little is known about how extensively and intensively 
Native Americans impacted forests, although it is 
clear that forests were sources of material for hous-
ing and transportation, food, and clothing. Native 
Americans in many places used fire to manage the 
forests (Johnson and Swanson 2007).

In the 19th century, Europeans brought cattle and 
sheep grazing, gold mining, agriculture, fishing, and, 
later, timber harvest and processing to the region. 
At the end of the 19th century, members of the so-
called Progressive movement (a political movement 
that emphasised the importance of government-led 
scientific expertise and long term planning for the 
public welfare) were increasingly concerned about 
the prevalent timber harvest model in the US − clear-
cutting followed by abandonment, which occurred 
in the Great Lakes states in the 19th century (Fries 
1951, Dana and Fairfax 1980, Hays 1999). They 
feared that this practice would also occur in the far 
western United States once the timberlands further 
east were exhausted. These progressives, led by Gif-
ford Pinchot, began to advocate for holding vast parts 
of the remaining forestlands in reserves rather than 
granting them to homesteaders and railroad compa-
nies. In 1897, Congress created the US Forest Service 
to manage forest reserves for, in the words of Pin-
chot, “the greatest good for the greatest number over 
the longest time” (USDA Forest Service 2007). Sub-
sequently, large tracts of the forestlands in the West 
became forest reserves and, later, national forests. 
Today, the US Forest Service and Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) together control approximately 
58% of all (forested and not) lands in the states of 

(1) We use the term place-based rather than local because these 

collaborative groups are organised around a particular geog-

raphy or place but may include participants (such as regional 

interest-group activists) who do not live or work nearby and 

may participate in multiple collaborative groups.
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Oregon and Washington (Figure II 10.2). In addition, 
Indian Reservations account for approximately 4% 
of the land and state ownership is approximately 5%. 
Timber investment management companies (known 
as TIMOs), industrial timber companies (which own 
both forestlands and sawmills), and non-industrial, 
family forestland owners control the remainder of 
the forestlands.

Pinchot and his peers believed that the best way 
to manage these forests would be for the federal gov-
ernment to hire professional forest rangers as civil 
servants who would work for the long-term common 
good of the nation and be free from the influence of 
industrial timber companies and other local interests. 
Pinchot and those who followed worked to create a 
bureaucratic culture with a strong “can do” attitude 
that allowed the agency to efficiently implement 
management objectives such as fire suppression and 
scientific forestry (Kauffman 1960, Carpenter 2001). 
Yet, in the Pacific Northwest, a vast and sparsely pop-
ulated territory where timber supply seemed infinite, 
there was limited demand for federal timber during 
the first half of the 20th century. Consequently, the 
Forest Service was focused primarily on control-
ling grazing, fire suppression, and building trails and 
roads during the first 50 years of the century, and 
its management approach was mostly described as 
custodial (Dana and Fairfax 1980, Steen 2004).

Yet, after World War II, timber harvest became 
the central focus of federal forest management in 
the Pacific Northwest. With private forestlands cut 
over during the War and in the post-War housing 
boom, especially in California, there was enormous 
demand for lumber, with the federal lands still largely 
unexploited. At the same time, the belief that sci-
entist and professionals could improve upon nature 
was at its peak (Hirt 1994, Hayes 1999, Moseley 

1999). The Forest Service and BLM focused efforts 
on conversion of natural stands into young, produc-
tive plantations. During this period, sustainable forest 
management was conceptualized as sustained-yield 
forestry (Burnett and Davis 2002, Johnson 2007). 
Well-supported by Congress, the Forest Service and 
BLM developed a strong bureaucratic culture and 
financial systems to harvest and convert old-growth 
forests to plantations (Clary 1986, Steen 2004). Tim-
ber harvesting produced low-cost building materials 
to rapidly growing California. The revenue from tim-
ber harvests created well-funded forest management 
agencies, numerous business and jobs opportunities 
in the region, and substantial payments to local gov-
ernment, which limited the needs for local taxation 
(LaLande 1979, USDA Forest Service 2007).

10.2.2 The Pacific Northwest 
Forest Crisis

The Forest Service’s strengths of independence and 
efficiency focused on timber production eventually 
became weaknesses as the nation’s attitudes changed 
about how national forests should be managed. With 
the rise of environmentalism in the United States 
in the 1960s, there was growing controversy over 
federal forest management, especially the practice 
of clear-cutting old-growth forests, which had been 
prohibited at the founding of the Forest Service but 

Figure II 10.1 Precipitation and forest cover in  the 
Pacific Northwest.

Figure II 10.2 Public lands in the Pacific Northwest.
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the agency was practicing widely. Protests and court 
cases followed that sought to change management 
practices. Facing this political pressure and a court 
decision that determined clear-cutting to be incon-
sistent with federal law, Congress passed a number 
of laws to change how national forests were to be 
managed. The National Forest Management Act of 
1976 replaced the original founding act of the Forest 
Service. It legalised clear-cutting on national forests 
but created requirements for forest planning, em-
phasized multiple use, and required protection of 
sensitive species of plants and animals. The National 
Forest Management Act was enacted in a period with 
significant other legislation, including the Endan-
gered Species Act (requiring the protection and re-
covery of threatened and endangered species), and 
the National Environmental Policy Act (requiring the 
disclosure of the environmental impacts of federal 
actions) placed significant new environmental pro-
tection obligations on the agencies (Biber 2009).

Although these laws did increase a focus on en-
vironmental protection and opened the door to new 
forms of public engagement, they did not funda-
mentally change the focus of the agency on timber 
management in the 1970s and 1980s (Hirt 1994, Bur-
nett and Davis 2002). In response to the new legal 
requirements, the Forest Service extensively engaged 
in professional planning in order to substantiate mul-
tipurpose forest management. The computer-based 
FORPLAN model tried to integrate different societal 
demands into bureaucratic decision-making, but it 
was driven by the calculation of the allowable sus-
tained cut (Hirt 1994, Biber 2009). Moreover, with 
the forest products industry still the largest sector of 
the economy in the Pacific Northwest, local econo-
mies reliant on large-scale federal timber harvest 
and local governments dependent on revenue from 
federal timber harvest, there was enormous pressure 
to continue high-harvest levels despite new laws and 
growing environmental protest. Hence, it was not 
until the second half of the 1980s that the logging 
on federal forestland peaked in the Pacific Northwest 
(Moseley 1999).

These new laws did, however, create new lever-
age for environmentalists to begin to force changes in 
the agencies (Moseley 1999). During the late 1980s 
and 1990s, environmental activists used these laws to 
challenge forest management practices of the Forest 
Service and BLM. Grassroots environmental groups 
formed, which would become known as “forest 
watch” groups. They would read the environmental 
analyses for timber sales, write comment letters, ap-
peal, and sometimes litigate them. Over time, many 
of these groups banded together to create the Ancient 
Forest Campaign, which had a political and legal 
strategy to end native forest logging on federal lands 
in the Pacific Northwest (Durbin 1996).

Through a series of lawsuits in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s in which environmental activists suc-
cessfully argued that the federal land-management 
agencies had neither adequately disclosed the en-
vironmental impacts of their actions nor developed 
sufficient plans to protect the threatened northern 
spotted owl, environmental activities managed to get 
series of injunctions halting logging on federal lands 
in western Oregon and Washington (Yaffee 1994).

The land management agencies had written 
numerous plans during the Reagan and first Bush 
administrations, but with enormous political pres-
sure and significant bureaucratic inertia, they were 
unable to develop a plan that would comply with the 
laws and courts and with the political expectations of 
their political allies at the same time (Yaffee 1994). 
With businesses, workers, and rural county govern-
ments highly dependent on federal timber harvest, 
the region found itself torn apart: major controversy 
developed, including social protests from both sides 
and heavy involvement of not only regional but also 
national media and politics.

10.3 New tools for sustainable 
forest management

10.3.1 FEMAT and the Northwest 
Forest Plan

After nearly a decade of conflict over federal forest 
management and federal agencies’ efforts to write 
management plan after management plan that would 
satisfy the courts, environmentalists, and the timber 
industry, newly elected President Bill Clinton held 
a forest summit in early 1993 in Portland, Oregon. 
This conference brought together agency personnel, 
research scientists, and stakeholders to discuss how 
to move forward. Following that meeting, the Clinton 
administration convened the Forest Ecosystem Man-
agement Assessment Team (FEMAT) to create a plan 
to facilitate not only spotted owl and salmon recov-
ery but also protect a large number of other species 
thought to be dependent on old-growth habitat.(2)

(2) In parallel to FEMAT, President Clinton created two other 

teams, one focused on coordination among state and federal 

natural resource and economic development agencies and a 

second whose task was to focus on easing the economic transi-

tions that were going to occur as a result of reduced timber 

harvest on federal forest lands in the region (Hellström and 

Vehmasto 2001). Although this section focuses on FEMAT 

since it was this process where sustainable forest manage-

ment was reconceptualised, these two other committees were 

also central to making the transition away from old-growth 

harvesting politically and economically feasible.
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FEMAT had the task of collecting scientific evi-
dence about ecological, social, and economic con-
ditions and to develop options to meet the legal spe-
cies protections requirements while providing timber 
supply and other resources from federal forestlands. 
In this sense, FEMAT had to redefine sustainable 
forest management and related policies in the re-
gion (Yaffee 1994, Hellström and Vehmasto 2001). 
FEMAT was a departure from previous approaches 
to environmental assessments in that it included non-
agency scientists from the region’s universities. It 
also included a number of prominent natural resource 
social scientists charged with determining the social 
and economic impacts of the new plan on timber-
dependent communities in the region.

Over the course of 90 days, FEMAT processed 
vast amounts of interdisciplinary scientific in-
formation and evidence related to forest ecology, 
potential vulnerable plant and animal species, and 
management. It also brought together information 
about employment and other economic impacts of 
the pending changes as well as likely impacts to life 
styles and cultures of forest-dependent communities 
(Hellström and Vehmasto 2001). It synthesised scien-
tific and professional evidence that had been created 
over the decades of struggle over forest policy and 
transformed this information into new policy and ma-
nagement recommendations. In this sense, FEMAT 
created a new, holistic perspective on forest policy 
that fundamentally departed from the old perspective 
focused mostly on timber (Shannon 2003).

FEMAT drew on a decisionist model of policy 
advice. Scientists analysed the issues and developed 
several management options based on scientific evi-
dence, with policy-makers responsible for deciding 
on one of the options based on a value judgment. 
Yet, FEMAT was constrained by significant political 
dynamics. For example, when the involved scientists 
presented eight policy options that differed according 
to their effects on forest ecosystems and on forest-
based economies and forest-dependent communities, 
the Clinton Administration was concerned that the 
options that would adequately protect species, as 
required by law, would not produce enough timber 
to create a politically viable solution. Political pres-
sure led to the development of a ninth option that 
provided for the legally required and politically de-
manded protection of species dependent on old grow-
th species while enabling a higher annual cut. The 
Clinton Administration selected this ninth option, 
which became the basis for the Northwest Forest 
Plan. This plan covered the federal land in the range 
of the northern spotted owl (western Washington, 
Oregon, and northern California). It created a “meta 
framework revising all the administrative-unit plans 
of the agencies within the analysis area” (Shannon 
2003, p. 264).

FEMAT and the Northwest Forest Plan institu-

tionalized a major shift in the Pacific Northwest’s 
forest policy on public land (Table II 10.1). They 
greatly reconceptualised the former model of forest 
management and policy based on sustained yield. 
Ecosystem management and conservation, including 
ecological restoration of harvested forests and plan-
tations, became the central paradigm of sustainable 
forest management in the Northwest federal forests. 
The Forest Service and BLM’s former concept of 
community stability via continuous timber support 
for the local mills was replaced by a broader concept 
for rural development based on community well-
being. The Plan further foresaw extensive ecologi-
cal monitoring and assessment for all management 
operations on federal forestlands and introduced the 
concept of adaptive management. Finally, broader 
public involvement in forest policy and collabora-
tion with all affected stakeholders was set up as an 
important paradigm for public forest policy.

Following FEMAT, the Forest Service and BLM 
initially sought to continue efforts to engage key 
stakeholders and experts in forest management. With 
a bioregional focus, the agencies created public ad-
visory groups to provide input regarding the imple-
mentation of the Northwest Forest Plan. A central 
challenge of sustaining these agency-led collabora-
tive groups was the Federal Advisory Committee Act 
(FACA). The law was originally designed to prevent 
undue influence of interest groups over government 
decision-making by formalising processes in which 
the federal government asks for advice from nongov-
ernmental individuals and entities. FACA meant that 
agency-led groups, such as these advisory groups, 
were quite formalised, with limited and controlled 
membership. As political focus shifted away from 
wet Northwest forests by the end of the Clinton Ad-
ministration, these groups, along with much of the 
inter-agency collaboration, faded away.

In a similar vein, the concept of adaptive manage-
ment envisaged by FEMAT and the Forest Plan was 
never really implemented. Adaptive management 
sought to establish a management philosophy that de-
parted from long-term, expert-based static planning 
and would replace it with an approach characterised 
by continuous monitoring of management effects and 
continuous societal renegotiation of management ob-
jectives. There is no consensus on why this concept 
did not succeed, but one important reason was that 
planning and management institutions in place still 
favoured upfront planning (such as national forest 
and project planning regulations) and processes that 
inhibited post-activity collective learning and adap-
tion. As Shannon (2003) notes, given the persistency 
of path-dependent institutional and organisation 
cultures, the implementation of rather rationalist, 
technical, or science-based management options and 
tools was more successful than the implementation 
of the more postmodern elements of FEMAT and the 
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Table II 10.1 Shifting goals of forest management in the Pacific Northwest.

Environmental goals Socio-economic goals Governance/ 
public participation  
structure

Pre-1890 Develop western natural 
resources.

Provide families and businesses 
with access to resources; 
develop transportation infra-
structure. 

Use land grants to families and 
railroad companies to encour-
age resource exploitation and 
economic development. Hired 
federal employees via patron-
age rather than training/skill.

1890s–1945 Conserve resources for 
future generations; suppress 
fire to protect forests; protect 
particularly beautiful land-
scapes as national parks.

Protect citizens from monopo-
listic corporations; provide 
controlled access to resources.

Involve public through rep-
resentative democracy (via 
Congress). Employ technical 
professionals for government 
work for the common good.

1945–1970 Improve upon nature through 
scientific forestry and fire 
suppression, protection only 
in national parks and (later) 
wilderness areas.

Provide logs to sawmills to cre-
ate economic stability; provide 
recreation opportunities for 
urbanising population.

Involve public through rep-
resentative democracy (via 
Congress). Employ technical 
professionals for government 
work for the common good.

1970s–1990s Improve upon nature through 
scientific forestry and fire 
suppression; protect special 
places via protected areas; 
protect species and water; 
limit negative impacts of 
management via planning and 
disclosure. 

Provide logs to sawmills to 
create economic stability; offer 
opportunities for urbanising 
population.

Involve public via Congress 
and direct public comment on 
proposed plans and activities, 
lawsuits to oppose.

1990s–present Protect and restore ecologi-
cal functions and processes 
and species protection on all 
national forestlands.

Provide forest products as 
by-products of ecological 
restoration, ecosystem service 
provision, and recreation.

Encourage public participation 
via multi-stakeholder collabo-
ration; public comment and 
appeals, and Congress.

 

Forest Plan. In that way, it was not only − or even 
not so much − FEMAT and the Forest Plan but also 
the subsequent implementation process that led the 
whole instrument, to a certain degree, to reinforce 
the hegemony of professional expertise and science-
based management in the region. Yet, the science that 
drove the new policy was dramatically different from 
the forest economics and silvicultural models that 
had coined management before the change.

Despite these shortcomings, FEMAT and the re-
sulting Northwest Forest Plan were the decisive tools 
and catalysts for a tremendous policy change that 
resulted from a major forest policy crisis. The policy 
concepts developed and legitimised by FEMAT were 

able largely to stop the cutting of remaining old-
growth forests in the region. The new policy ended 
the era of timber orientation of the Forest Service 
and destroyed the iron/wooden triangle that had 
dominated forest policy for several decades. With 
the federal forests being designated primarily for 
species recovery and ecological restoration being 
the management paradigm, the annual timber cut in 
the Pacific Northwest’s national forests decreased 
sharply from about 6 billion board feet at the end of 
the 1980s to well below 1 billion board feet in the 
second half of the 1990s, where it remained.

Although the Northwest Forest Plan effectively 
protected the remaining old-growth forests in the 
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region, the agency never achieved the timber har-
vest envisioned in the plan. Even with federal funds 
to support economic adjustment and the booming 
economy 1990s, some communities suffered con-
siderable economic decline (Charnley et al. 2008). 
FEMAT and particularly option 9 − the option the 
Northwest Forest Plan was based on − turned out 
to be too optimistic in what it could accomplish in 
terms of trade-offs between conservation and timber 
production. This was especially true as the agen-
cies responsible for implementing the plan had lost 
most of their credibility. Moreover, these agencies 
were confronted not only with sustained political 
polarisation and continued environmental litigation 
but also severe budget cuts, caused in large part by 
the loss of timber revenue (Shannon 2003). Hence, 
timber harvest from public lands never achieved the 
desired output, and even the measures that had been 
established by the government to compensate timber-
dependent counties and communities for the loss of 
revenues and industrial capacities were not able to 
avoid the decline of some rural communities where 
alternative economic activities could never be estab-
lished (Haynes et al. 2006, Charnley et al. 2008).

Nearly 20 years later, the Northwest Forest Plan, 
especially its management direction and species pro-
tection components, have proven remarkably dura-
ble. The Plan has been institutionalised into agency 
management. Arguably, it has created significant ri-
gidities in forest management in the face of changing 
scientific understanding of the forests and growing 
understanding of some of the ecological shortcom-
ings of the plan, as well as the desire, especially from 
timber companies and county governments and their 
allies, for increased timber harvest.

It is interesting to note that, given its political 
importance, FEMAT was unique. Although there 
was a similar process in the Sierra Nevada in Cali-
fornia that successfully created a regional manage-
ment plan, similar efforts to create large-scale plans 
based on intense interdisciplinary scientific assess-
ments, for instance in the arid region of the Pacific 
Northwest east of the Cascades Mountains, failed. 
During the 2000s, the second Bush administration 
attempted to revise the Northwest Forest Plan on 
BLM lands within the Northwest Forest Plan area. 
Despite significant resources that have been spent on 
analysis and planning in these processes, they were 
abandoned when either legal or political consider-
ations came into play. Hence, one may conclude that 
FEMAT was possible only in the specific climate of 
major political crisis and stalemate.

10.3.2 Early place-based collaboration

Beginning in parallel to FEMAT were the rise of 
grassroots, bottom-up efforts to resolve conflicts in 
federal forest management and identify activities that 
could at once, improve ecological conditions and 
provide economic opportunity for local workers and 
businesses displaced by the decline of federal timber 
harvest. These were place-based, multi-stakeholder 
groups that included local community residents, 
environmental activists, and timber industry rep-
resentatives. Such processes engaged non-experts 
more deeply than previous efforts. In addition, they 
conceptualised the role of science and knowledge 
differently, to include not only science but also local 
knowledge as a legitimate basis for forest-related 
decision-making. These efforts were similar in some 
ways to the community forestry movements in other 
parts of the world. Some of the early leaders in the 
Pacific Northwest were connected to the interna-
tional community forestry efforts through their own 
international experience, scholars at the University 
of California, Berkeley, and program office from the 
Ford Foundation.(3)

Among the first of these in the Pacific Northwest 
was the Applegate Partnership, which was founded 
in 1992 in southwest Oregon. A number of commu-
nity leaders believed that if they could work together 
across interest groups along with the Forest Service 
and BLM, they could develop new forest manage-
ment projects that would manage all lands − public 
and private − to improve wildlife habitat while send-
ing logs to the sawmills. The Applegate Partnership 
formed at the peak of the Northwest Forest Crisis, 
while the injunctions were still in place. This group 
met weekly for several years and has continued to 
meet monthly for 20 years (Applegate Partnership 
2013).

Given the severe strife and resulting low trust in 
the Pacific Northwest at the time, participants spent 
considerable time working to build civil dialogue 
and trust. Frequently potluck meals and field tours 
were centrepieces for building trust and identify-
ing common ground. Participants sought to identify 
common values and areas of agreement and avoid 
interest-based negotiation that so dominated regional 
forest politics. They developed a motto, “practice 
trust, them is us” (Moseley 2001). When the Clinton 
administration was looking for models to help solve 
the Northwest Forest Crisis, the Applegate Partner-
ship became an example of the kind of approach that 
could both improve the environment and provide 
wood products.

(3) Key informant interviews conducted by the first author and 

her colleagues at University of Oregon in 2012 with various 

collaborative group participants.
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Initially, the Applegate Partnership developed 
projects at the forest-stand level, where the group 
carefully negotiated timber harvest prescriptions 
that incorporated goals for habitat improvement 
and other priorities. Over time, the partnership in-
creased both the scope and scale of their efforts. 
As the agencies’ declining staffing made it difficult 
to implement innovative environmental analyses to 
match the group’s agreements, they experimented 
with collaborative environmental analysis. The work 
in forestry developed a collaborative culture that led 
the partnership to be among the first in Oregon to 
engage in collaborative fisheries recovery work. In 
addition, the group also was among the first in the 
nation to create a watershed wide “fire plan” consist-
ing of a landscape analysis of forest conditions and 
fire risk. The fire plan, along with a handful of other 
plans helped to shape the first Bush Administration’s 
Healthy Forest Restoration Acts’ wildfire planning 
provisions (Applegate Partnership 2011).

Despite the Partnership’s innovative efforts, on-
the-ground success in forest management proved 
difficult to achieve at times. This was for a wide va-
riety of reasons, often having to do with institutional 
limitations such as declining staffing, budgets, and 
the limited decision space created by the Northwest 
Forest Plan. In addition, the ongoing regional politi-
cal conflicts over timber harvest on federal lands, 
continued lawsuits, and the limited organisational 
capacity of the Partnership itself hampered its im-
pact. Consequently, successes and accomplishments 
have ebbed and flowed over its two decades of ex-
istence.

10.3.3 Maturing place-based 
collaboration(4)

Over the next decade following the Applegate Part-
nership’s founding, collaborative groups expanded 
across the Pacific Northwest, including the arid east-
ern Oregon and Washington (Figure II 10.3). These 
more arid regions have faced similar conflicts over 
forest management and endangered species protec-
tion. By the late 1990s, timber harvest had dramati-
cally declined, and many of these communities had 
fewer economic alternatives due to their isolation 
than communities in the wetter, more populous west-
ern part of the region. In some places, the sense of 
shared fate led to the creation of collaborative groups 

that focused not only on forest management planning 
and analysis but also on protecting the last remaining 
sawmills in their communities or building new types 
of small-scale manufacturing capacity to utilise the 
by-products of thinning and other forest restoration 
projects.

In the late 1990s, residents of Wallowa County in 
northeastern Oregon started to come together to see 
if they could reduce conflict and find a way forward 
for their county. Wallow County historically relied on 
grazing and timber harvest on public lands. Its rug-
ged beauty also attracted nature tourists and artists. 
Although outside of the spotted owl area, Wallowa 
County saw the near end of timber harvest on its 
federal lands by the late 1990s due to court injunc-
tions associated with the protection of threatened 
and endangered salmon, the culturally and economi-
cally most important fish in the Pacific Northwest. 
More physically isolated from transportation corri-
dors and urban areas than the Applegate Valley, and 
more natural-resource dependent, sawmill jobs were 
the only manufacturing jobs in the county. By the 
late 1990s, all but the last sawmill had closed, and 
long-time residents were moving away. Remaining 
residents were pessimistic about their future.

After local protests against reduced timber harvest 
became increasingly divisive, a number of residents 
came together to try to identify common ground. 
Over time, the local county government began to 
sponsor this nascent collaborative group and they 
developed a basis for on-going collaboration. Local 
residents quickly realised that their efforts would re-
quire a nongovernmental organisation to facilitate the 
collaborative work and implement the agreements 
that the group developed. Community leaders, with 
the assistance of Sustainable Northwest, a regional 
organisation focused on fostering conservation-based 
economic development and place-based collabora-
tion, founded Wallowa Resources. This organisation 
became a major source of organisational capacity 
to foster agreement around federal forest manage-
ment and rural economic development and to work 
toward implementing those agreements. Community 
residents and their partners developed ideas and strat-
egies that went well beyond what could have been 
implemented through volunteer efforts of community 
residents.

From the beginning, Wallowa Resources and 
its community partners simultaneously pursued 
strategies and activities that would at once improve 
ecological conditions and create economic oppor-
tunity via land management. For example, working 
closely with the Forest Service, they developed a 
detailed watershed analysis that covered both pub-
lic and private lands and included not only forest 
resources but also rangelands, water, and fisheries. 
This process identified a number of restoration ac-
tivities to improve ecosystem conditions. In paral-

(4) This section is based on research by the convening lead 

author and her collaborators, Emily Jane Davis, Autumn El-

lison, and Branda Nowell.
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lel, they discovered that local businesses were not 
competing effectively for restoration work on the 
federal lands, and embarked on an effort to increase 
the skills and competitiveness of local contractors, 
in order to increase the local economic benefits from 
the restoration work.

In parallel, Wallowa Resource began to purchase 
and modernise the last remaining saw mill. This ef-
fort ultimately they could not save the saw mill, but 
their efforts evolved into a strategy that was less 
capital intensive and focused more on local wealth 
creation, not only for local citizens but also as a 
strategy for generating revenue for local government, 

which experienced dramatic declines in revenue due 
to the decrease in federal timber harvest. Because 
available material was small logs and chips from fire-
hazard reduction and forest restoration projects, they 
focused on a strategy to create multiple value added 
products using this low-value wood. They created 
an integrated wood-utilization campus that includes 
value-added manufacturing and bioenergy produc-
tion using low-value logs and other woody material. 
Today, the campus includes a wood-fired boiler, a 
commercial kiln for drying firewood (producing 
disease-free firewood that can be transported out of 
the county), and capacity to create densified fuel 

Figure II 10.3 Collaborative groups in Oregon.
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products (e.g. biobricks) and posts and polls. They 
also worked to convert the local school to wood-
fired heating, which created significant savings over 
heating with oil.

In addition to this focus on restoration and eco-
nomic development, Wallowa Resources also pro-
vides nature-based education to local school children 
on Fridays, when no public school is offered due 
to lack of funding (most US schools have five-day 
school weeks; Wallowa County has only four). Fi-
nally, by partnering with several universities, they 
have developed field classes that integrate learning 
about natural lands, wildlife, and rural livelihoods.

Wallowa Resources and the collaborative efforts 
in Wallowa County and across the region have em-
barked on integrated strategies around forest resto-
ration and stewardship and rural economic devel-
opment. They have focused on building agreement 
around federal forest management activities and 
have used these restoration projects and the wood 
they produce to create local economic opportuni-
ty. In communities with limited local capital and 
human resources, these organizations often act as 
conduits between regional and national grant and 
loan programs. They have also worked regionally 
and nationally to change federal forest policy to cre-
ate an environment more favourable to place-based 
approaches to forest management.

Despite the longevity of place-based collabora-
tion, these efforts continue to face significant barri-
ers. One of the most notable has been the massive 
disinvestment in federal land management in the re-
gion over the past two decades, just as problems have 
become more complex legally, socially, and ecologi-
cally. Moreover, federal land management agencies 
retain decision-making authority over national forest 
management, so that, unlike many other contexts 
where community forestry is practiced, there are no 
formal co-management arrangements. In addition, 
these collaborative efforts are dependent on commu-
nity volunteers and people whose employers can pay 
for them to participate, which means that participants 
are often professionals or residents with leisure time, 
such as retirees. Along with the democratic short-
comings of this arrangement, it can also limit the 
capacity of these collaborative groups to implement 
their agreements, especially as the financial resources 
of the federal land management agencies continue 
to decline. Finally, in many places, the economic 
conditions are so poor that the necessary human and 
financial resources to integrate conservation and de-
velopment are difficult to attract.

10.4 Comparing FEMAT and 
place-based collaboration

Both approaches to national forest management de-
scribed in this chapter − FEMAT and place-based 
collaboration − share some similarities (Table II 
10.2). Both depart from traditional forest policy-
making in the Pacific Northwest in that they place 
greater emphasis on mutual understanding across 
new and different distinct scientific disciplines (FE-
MAT) and local stakeholders groups (place-based 
collaboration) and on collaboration among govern-
ment and non-governmental actors. In both cases, 
the processes have sought to simultaneously improve 
ecological conditions and provide economic benefits 
from national forest management. Both processes 
were initiated in response to major problems of the 
dominant forest policy-making paradigm. And both 
approaches developed with a primary focus on na-
tional forestlands.

Yet, the tools are also fundamentally different. 
First, FEMAT and the institutionalisation of the 
Northwest Forest Plan were sudden and abrupt. The 
Plan was established ‘top down’ via a presidential 
direction to catalyse and legitimise a major forest 
policy change. It bypassed the established forest 
policy subsystem, which was unable to organise the 
change within the traditional institutional setting. 
Even though the knowledge foundation of FEMAT 
has been slowly generated over decades, the process 
itself worked quickly. FEMAT had to do so given 
its mandate to contribute to the solution of the For-
est Crisis at its peak. Under conditions of enormous 
political and time pressure, FEMAT channelized 
the complexity of the issue into a small set of con-
crete policy options, thereby transforming scientific 
knowledge into (possible) policy road maps.

Although the Plan’s species protection focus 
marked a dramatic change in the way biophysical 
sustainability was conceived, FEMAT and the result-
ing Northwest Forest Plan also meant a continua-
tion of the professional, top-down decision-making 
system that has been so central to forest policy on 
federal lands in that region. Some of the participatory 
and adaptive policy tools of the plan could not be 
implemented as some plan writers had hoped. The 
Northwest Forest Plan continued and even reinforced 
other old mechanisms as well. For example, the rise 
of ecosystem management was focused on achieving 
multiple goals on the same patch of ground − si-
multaneously managing for owls, salmon, aesthet-
ics, and timber. The plan also continued and even 
strengthened the long-standing practice of zoning 
the national forest to meet particular primary ob-
jectives.

FEMAT also increased the influence of science 
on forest management decision-making or, at least, 
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Table II 10.2 Comparison of FEMAT and place-based collaboration − patterns of governance.

FEMAT Place-based collaboration

Scale Regional (whole wet forest, Pacific 
Northwest public forestland)

Local (watershed/community/forest 
district)

Political aspiration Solve the Northwest Forest crisis
Legitimise/catalyse policy change

Legitimise/reinstall a certain degree of 
active management, including timber 
harvest, on public land; integrate local 
demands into decision-making

Discursive Supremacy of science; institutionalized 
in 1970s’ federal laws and supported 
by federal judges, requiring more and 
recent scientific knowledge

Participation discourse originat-
ing from societal movements in the 
1960s as well as experiences of 
innovators in social and community 
forestry internationally

Type of knowledge  
that counts

Scientific knowledge, including, to a 
lesser extent, social science

All types of knowledge, including local 
knowledge; scientific knowledge still 
important

Major rationale Conduct comprehensive interdisciplin-
ary scientific analysis of the current 
situation; develop options for future 
development/solving the crisis

Develop a legitimised/sustainable 
option for forest management at the 
local level based on local agreement 

Forest management  
paradigm

Ecological (and social) scientific forest 
management

Community forest management 

Mode of decision-making Scientific evidence crucial, argumen-
tative/interdisciplinary assessment/
decisionist (developing options for 
policy-makers to decide)

Deliberative/consultative (develop 
consensus, prepare/legitimise deci-
sions by managers), although science 
still with a key role to play

Most powerful groups Federal judges (setting the frame), 
scientists and national policy-makers

Diverse, depending on the local 
power structures/leadership and col-
laboration culture

Innovative potential/ 
achievements

Policy change: creating new pathways 
via interdisciplinary assessment/com-
bining different paths of evidence

Depolarisation, creating new path-
ways via local negotiation/deliberation 
processes

Important limitations Restricted to scientific knowledge and 
evidence, reduced to a focus given by 
both the president and the court’s 
interpretation of relevant legal institu-
tions, including agency regulations 

Localised decision-making, tending 
to downplay demands that originate 
from outside the region, yet those 
activities should be guaranteed by the 
given institutional framework

 

dramatically changed the kind of scientific evidence 
that was seen as valid for decision-making. Hence, 
the timber-production-focused silvicultural and engi-
neering sciences were replaced by conservation biol-
ogy and, to a lesser extent, social science analysis. In 
the plan, the professional ethos of foresters who had 
been focused on timber primacy was replaced by new 

types of scientific expertise on conservation. In this 
way, FEMAT and the Northwest Forest Plan did not 
only paradigmatically change forest policy on federal 
lands but also shifted decision power from forest-
ers to ecologists, hydrologists, and others. Although 
FEMAT itself lasted less than a year, the Northwest 
Forest Plan that it created has been remarkably du-
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rable, even in the face of legal challenges, attempts 
at law-making, and growing scientific knowledge 
suggesting that some of the management strategies 
are not achieving their attended species-protection 
or timber-production goals.

In contrast, local collaboration emerged over a 
longer time period and did not have the unique politi-
cal momentum and impetus that FEMAT had. The 
process of institutionalising collaboration has been 
incremental, occurring initially in isolated places 
without active support from actors and institutions 
operating beyond local places − only over time lead-
ing to realignment of institutions operating at higher 
scales. It is much harder to capture the diversity of 
approaches presented in this chapter in analytical 
categories. What is common to place-based collabo-
ration is a greater departure from an experts-only 
decision-making mode that has determined forest 
policy-making on federal lands since the Progres-
sive Era; it places greater emphasis on deliberation 
among people with a wide set of ways of knowing. 
At the same time, these approaches aimed to rede-
fine the level of decision-making down to the local 
level. In other words, they pushed decision-making 
downward while, at the same time, broadening the 
notion of what acceptable knowledge was.

Driven by a combination of supporting factors, 
including local communities that felt excluded by 
capitalist or expert-based decision-making at higher 
policy levels, social scientists and activists that shared 
a desire to improve democratic policy-making, and 
diverse local interest groups, local collaboration grew 
in frequency, abundance, and reach. In many places, 
local collaboration has become a “commonly ac-
cepted way of doing things” (Abers and Keck 2103). 
Yet, collaboration is institutionalised largely through 
creation of culture and habit rather than via law and 
policy. Consequently, advocates of collaboration 
cannot use the courts to ensure that the Forest Ser-
vice will collaborate or act on the desires or will of 
collaborative groups. The successes of collaboration 
often come through the ability of participants to cre-
ate solutions that are socially appealing, allow the 
agency to avoid environmental lawsuits, and/or align 
with agency priorities. Although regional policy-
makers have long supported place-based collabo-
ration rhetorically, re-aligning Forest Service poli-
cies, practice, and funding to support place-based 
collaboration has come much more incrementally. 
National forest managers at the local level have re-
sponded to these efforts in inconsistent and conflict-
ing ways, due to a mix of institutional pressures and 
norms about professional expertise and democracy. 
Collaborative groups are often thwarted by larger, 
more deeply institutionalised dynamics such as le-
gally mandated planning and budget processes that 
often do not prioritise collaborative agreements. In 
addition, the primacy of scientific knowledge con-

tinues to be of central importance partly because it 
is embedded in the legal mandates and culture of the 
federal forest management agencies and because of 
its strong support by some interest groups, especially 
environmentalists.

However, both the Forest Service and Congress 
found the promise of collaboration among diverse 
stakeholder groups politically compelling, especially 
with their focus on conflict reduction and solutions. 
Over the past 20 years, there has been slowly growing 
institutionalisation of these collaborative approaches 
in national forest management, accelerating in the 
past five years. Examples of recent laws and policies 
that are focused on increasing community engage-
ment include the Secure Rural Schools and Com-
munity Self-Determination Act, which created local 
resource advisory committees to select restoration 
projects for funding; national guidance for steward-
ship contracting, which requires collaboration for 
certain types of forest restoration projects; Healthy 
Forests Restoration Act, which reduced planning/
analysis requirements for fire-hazard reduction proj-
ects that were collaboratively agreed upon; Collab-
orative Forest Landscape Restoration Act, which was 
designed to fund collaborative landscape-scale forest 
restoration; and the new national forest planning rule, 
which requires upfront collaboration. However, the 
political organisation of already active collaborative 
groups has driven these laws and policies rather than 
the other way around.

To conclude, both FEMAT and place-based 
collaboration have redefined how sustainable for-
est management on federal lands is understood 
and practiced. Yet, they operate in a context where 
older dynamics are in play, including the primacy 
of agency expertise, the role of courts as a venue 
for conflict resolution, and budget structures that 
make integrated management difficult and limit the 
capacity of collaborative groups to act. The legal 
frameworks of the federal land management agen-
cies have not changed significantly, creating a com-
plex, hybrid system. Yet, both innovations brought 
new approaches to forest management in the Pacific 
Northwest, ranging from interdisciplinary science-
based analysis to a strong culture of participatory 
inclusive deliberation on federal forestlands at the 
local level. They have undisputedly changed forest 
management since the Northwest Forest Crisis. To-
gether with the traditional forest policy-making and 
management paradigms built in the era of timber pri-
macy, they build the pillars of the Pacific Northwest’s 
public forest governance: ecosystem science, local 
collaboration, professional expertise, and global 
timber markets.
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10.5 Outlook − challenges for 
the future

The massive transformation of federal forest policy 
in the Pacific Northwest came largely without signifi-
cant new legislation but happened in a legal frame-
work that was established in the 1970s (Moseley 
1999, Cashore and Howlett 2007). Although there 
have been small changes in laws and congressional 
funding, it was first and foremost a combination of 
lawsuits, political campaigns, new science (conserva-
tion biology, landscape ecology, social science), and 
collaboration, as well as economic development, that 
has triggered the dramatic change in the operating 
definition of sustainable forest management. Sus-
tainable forest management on national forestlands 
is no longer defined as sustained-yield forestry (as 
a practice and paradigm) or multiple-use manage-
ment (as a paradigm). Instead, de facto sustainable 
forest management on federal lands increasingly 
involves (1) multi-stakeholder participation; (2) 
management focused on ecosystem, watershed, 
and landscape; (3) species protection; (4) wildfire 
management, community protection, and hazardous 
fuels reduction; (5) economic opportunity only as a 
by-product of conservation, restoration, and steward-
ship of public lands and the natural amenities that 
this conservation-oriented management creates. The 
Northwest Forest Plan and local-level collaboration 
have together helped drive these changes. As a re-
sult, the forest-production-oriented term sustainable 
forest management is rarely used anymore in the 
region, with conservation, ecological restoration, 
and ecosystem management dominating the forest 
management rhetoric on federal lands. Yet, regard-
less of this shift in rhetoric, the content of sustainable 
management of the region’s vast federal forestlands 
remains contested.

Seen from a broader perspective, the policy 
change of the 1990s led to a sharp division of for-
est management across different ownerships. Today, 
forestland in the Pacific Northwest is divided in pub-
lic land managed for conservation and recreation 
values, private industrial forestlands managed for 
commodity production and equity investment, and 
non-industrial forestlands managed for a diversity 
of purposes. With some of its private forestlands 
among the most productive temperate-zone timber 
plantations on earth, and some highly efficient and 
globalised forest product firms being located in 
the region, Oregon and Washington continue to be 
among the top forest products/producing states in 
the United States. Global wood demand, publically 
traded companies, and the investment decisions of 
large institutional investors such as retirement funds 
increasingly drive private land harvest and process-
ing decisions in the region. The relative importance 

of forest products to the economy and culture of 
the region has, however, declined significantly. At 
the same time, growing and changing population, 
urbanisation and in-migration is moving rural and 
urban communities socially and culturally further 
apart because the economic ties between them are 
increasingly obscure. Urban economies have diversi-
fied to include high technology, among other sectors. 
Natural amenities associated with large protected 
areas and a “sustainability” culture attracts young, 
recreationally minded residents to the urban areas in 
the region. Many isolated rural areas, however, are 
economically depressed, with few economic options 
beyond recreation and tourism. Many of these trends 
are related to a complex set of social and economic 
developments, not simply effects of the shifts in fed-
eral forest management. Yet, the Northwest Forest 
Plan and its implementation, could not prevent or 
even accelerated these trends, including the eco-
nomic decline of isolated communities surrounded 
by public lands.

Although movement towards comprehensive 
sustainable forest management and a related forest 
policy has been substantial over the past two de-
cades, with growing citizen engagement and col-
laboration, a focus on landscape-scale restoration, 
and local economic development efforts, there are 
many open questions about what the future holds for 
the people and forests in this region. In conclusion, 
we raise several questions that those engaged with 
forest management in the region grapple with:

◆ How can place-based collaboration, which has 
been based largely on interpersonal relationships 
and trust at the community scale, co-evolve with 
the increasing focus on planning and managing 
at geographic scales well beyond those of the so-
cial relationships and economic relationships and 
patterns that exceed even regional and national 
boundaries?

◆ Much of the success in collaboration has been 
in dry forests where the socio-ecological need to 
manage wildfire has coincided with the economic 
desire for logs. In the wet western forests, the link 
between needs for restoration and timber harvest 
is more complex and less clear, especially out-
side of the plantations. Consequently, the path 
to conflict resolution between those who want to 
see environmental restoration and those who want 
continued timber harvest is less clear in the wet 
forests than in the arid areas. How will collabora-
tion evolve as it grows in these wetter areas?

◆ With growing agreement about how to manage 
public lands in complex multidimensional ways, 
there is a growing need for funds to implement 
projects. With the decline in timber harvest lev-
els and an unchanged budget system, the Pacific 
Northwest saw dramatic declines in funding, 
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which resulted in greatly reduced staffing even 
as forest management became much more com-
plex. During the 1990s, the number of agency 
personnel working on national forests was cut in 
half, largely due the decline of timber revenue. 
Where will the money come from to implement 
restoration and stewardship of public lands?

◆ Should timber harvest beyond what is required 
for restoration be a part of federal forest man-
agement? Social agreement has coalesced around 
plantation restoration and fire-hazard reduction. 
But, after 20 years of restoring plantations, some 
national forests and BLM districts in the wet-
ter parts of the region are coming to the end of 
their plantation restoration activities. How much, 
if any, timber harvest should come from public 
lands once the restoration is done, and how will 
stakeholders in the region reach agreement?

◆ How will increasing demand for timber in Asia and 
other rapidly growing economies exert pressure 
and create opportunities for the Pacific Northwest 
forest products industry? What kinds of pressures 
will it create for access to timber from federal 
lands? And what role, if any, should public policy 
and federal forest management play in helping to 
sustain wood processing capacity?

◆ How will climate change and other disturbances 
change forests and, in turn, change social agree-
ment about how forests should be managed? The 
Forest Service is increasingly incorporating cli-
mate considerations into is forest and project plan-
ning processes, but there are unanswered ethical, 
scientific, and policy questions about the climate-
change adaption strategy for the future (Spies et 
al. 2010).

◆ Isolated forest-dependent communities have 
growing poverty and limited economic opportu-
nity. Although many have sought to participate 
in the economic opportunities from ecosystem 
management by developing business capacity to 
undertake restoration and manufacturing of value-
added wood products, for many communities this 
has not replaced the losses caused by the transfor-
mation of the timber industry (Jungwirth 2000). 
How can isolated rural communities reverse the 
trend towards multigenerational poverty?

◆ Although economic development via forest resto-
ration has been a major focus of the adaption of 
the Northwest Forest Plan as well as place-based 
collaborative efforts, some forest restoration jobs, 
such as manual thinning, are often conducted by 
Hispanic immigrants who are vulnerable to ex-
ploitation (Sarathy 2012). How can the region 
ensure that restoration jobs are high-quality jobs 
and avoid conflict between native-born and im-
migrant workers?

Obviously, responses to these questions will to a 
large degree depend on larger social, economic, and 
ecological forces that originate beyond the influence 
of the region’s forest policy stakeholders. Yet, the ex-
perience of more than 30 years of conflict and debate 
over federal forest management in the region has not 
only led to polarisation (a problem not only for forest 
policy but also for the overall US society) but has 
also created a rich pool of concepts, tools, and col-
laborative processes to deal with social, economic, 
and ecological challenges. In this sense, the people 
of the Pacific Northwest created not only competing 
expectations towards the region’s rich forests but 
also invented tools to overcome the cleavages. With 
this rich social capital in place, there is no reason 
for pessimism regarding the future of this beautiful 
forest landscape.
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