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Taking the Long View:
Conservation Investments for Future Generations

Mike Dombeck
THE END OF A TRANSITION

ver the past decade or longer,

the Forest Service has been
characterized as caught in a seem-
ingly endless transition from devel-
opment and production to
conservation and  stewardship.
Between 1960 and 1989, timber
harvests on national forests
remained between 9 and 12 billion
board feet per year. Since then,
harvests have declined by about 70
percent to about 3 billion board feet
per year.

With the recent announcement
of our roads and roadless policies, |
think it is time to recognize that the
period of transition is over. The
roads rule’s emphasis away from
new road construction toward pro-
viding safe and efficient public
access in a fiscally responsible and
environmentally sensitive manner is
emblematic. Similarly, completion
of the roadless rule signifies the shift
away from the timber controversies
of the past decade over roadless
entry and old-growth harvest.

Change is never easy. Just two
years ago, threats of diminished
agency funding to a “custodial
level” were rampant. This year,
however, we received a budget
increase of over 40 percent and plan
to hire as many as 5,000 part-time
and full-time employees. | think this
reflects a deeper understanding and
commitment by Congress and the
American people to protecting the
unfragmented parts of the National
Forest System while targeting
resources to the areas of greatest
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need, such as our deteriorating road
system and fire-prone communities.

Throughout the past hundred
years, even as we have used the land
to build our homes and to feed and
clothe our people, we have created
the most extensive system of public
lands, wilderness and parks, and
wildlife refuges in the world. As cit-
izens of the United States, each of
us owns a share of millions of acres
of land. This is our birthright, the
bequest of our forebears, many of
whom died securing the land and
the freedom we enjoy.

Gifford Pinchot, the first Forest
Service Chief, defined conservation
as “the greatest good for the great-
est number for the longest time.”
How we choose to use and conserve
these resources is a tricky business.
As Pinchot realized well, however,
conservation is nothing if not about
choices left for future generations.

NATIONAL FOREST SYSTEM
GoaALs

he Forest Service has four prin-
ciple goals for the National
Forest System in the coming year.

First, to implement the new
roads policy to provide for safe
public use and access of forests
and grasslands for millions of
Americans in a fiscally responsi-
ble and environmentally sensi-
tive manner.

Second, to implement the new
planning regulations based upon
science and collaboration with
communities of place and com-
munities of interest.

Third, to employ science-based
active management to help
restore fire-adapted ecosystems,
and to protect communities,
habitat, and drinking water sup-
plies. And, as a byproduct of this
work, to provide jobs to com-
munities and wood fiber for
markets.

Fourth, to update and strengthen
our existing old-growth policy
statement.

I would like to take this oppor-
tunity to elaborate on the Forest
Service objectives in accomplishing
the fourth principle goal.

OLb GROWTH

One of the most challenging
responsibilities of conservation

leadership is to take the long view—
to look beyond the crisis of the day
toward the future. This was in part
what drove my decision to conserve
roadless areas.

Gifford Pinchot advocated pro-
fessional forestry for public lands.
Nearly 100 years later, we celebrate
his foresight and legacy. Aldo
Leopold called for the protection of
wilderness areas in the early 1920s
and beyond. Seventy years later, the
Forest Service manages more
wilderness than any other federal
agency.

In the 1930s, Bob Marshall
advocated protection for large road-
less areas. Last week, the Forest
Service protected more than 58 mil-
lion acres of these unfragmented,
wild places.
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Forestry, wilderness and roadless
area protection are all ideas that
were initiated and brought to
fruition through the efforts of pre-
sent and past conservation leaders—
which brings me to the issue of old
growth. Reverence for ancient trees
is ingrained in our culture. Some
trace it back to tree worship in the
ancient old-growth forests of north-
ern Europe. A semblance of that
culture remains in Germany’s mon-
uments to its few remaining ancient
oaks, behemoths that witnessed the
march of medieval armies. It echoes
in our own cultivation of champion
trees, often the sole survivors of
ancient forests populated by giants.

The drive for progress and pros-
perity, coupled with federal largesse
in disposing of the public domain,
led to vast clearcuts by profiteers
who moved from region to region,
confident in the belief that
America’s forests were inex-
haustible. First the eastern forests
fell, next the forests of my home
country, the Lake States. Finally, the
entrepreneurs turned to the South
and West. In their wake remained
miles of slash, fueling enormous
wildfires. Hillsides left bare were
gullied by erosion; downpours
caused flash floods in distant down-
stream communities.

Leopold wrote a fitting epitaph
for the last old-growth maple in the
last virgin forest in the Great Lakes
region: “With this tree will fall the
end of an epoch. ... There will be an
end of cathedral aisles to echo the
hermit thrush, or to awe the
intruder. There will be an end of
hardwood wilderness large enough
for a few days’ skiing or hiking with-
out crossing a road. The forest
primeval, in this region, will hence-
forward be a figure of speech.”

For too long, we allowed the
issues of old-growth forests and
roadless areas to serve as poster chil-
dren for both sides of the conflict
industry. In the not-so-distant past,
old-growth forests were viewed as
“overmature” or “decadent” and
targeted for cutting because of their
high economic values. Today,
national forests contain our last
remaining sizable blocks of old-
growth forest—a remnant of
America’s original landscape. In the
future, we will celebrate the fact that
national forests serve as a reservoir
for our last remaining old-growth
forests and their associated ecologi-
cal and social values.

In 1989, Chief Dale Robertson
issued an old-growth policy state-
ment. Chief Robertson’s policy,
issued in the midst of a controversial
debate over spotted owl protection
in the Pacific Northwest, called for
standard definitions and inventories
of old growth by forest type. The
definitions were largely completed,
although some might need revision
based on new science and new infor-
mation. New science and technol-
ogy allows us to map and inventory
the remaining old-growth forests
with more accuracy and precision.

Updating and strengthening
Chief Robertson’s 1989 old growth
policy will be a priority for the
National Forest System in the com-
ing year. | intend to proceed in the
following, orderly manner.

Consistent with the direction
issued in 1989, we will complete
the inventory and mapping of old-
growth forests based upon the
standard definitions and invento-
ries of old growth by forest type
and community that are already
developed. These definitions may
need to be revised based upon

new scientific information.

A request has previously been
issued to each of the Regions to
compile and collect this informa-
tion. Upon compilation of already
existing or new inventory informa-
tion, we will develop manual direc-
tion to guide future revision or
amendment of forest plan direction
and development. Priorities that |
would like reflected in the upcom-
ing manual direction will include:

The manner that we will protect,
sustain, and enhance existing
old-growth forests as an element
of ecosystem diversity;

How we will plan for old growth
within a landscape context;

Direction to determine the
extent, pattern, and character of
old-growth at the time the area
entered the National Forest
System and, potentially, prior to
European contact;

How forest plans will project
forward in time the amount,
location, and patterns of old
growth within the National
Forest System envisioned under
alternative management options.

It is my expectation that all of
these activities may be completed
within a year, and will be subject to
review by the Secretary of
Agriculture and the Administration.

My intention in moving forward
with this direction is twofold: 1) to
recognize and protect the national
importance of old growth on
National Forests; and 2) to focus
scarce agency resources to the areas
where they are most needed such as
reducing fire risk to communities,
municipal watersheds, and habitat,
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as well as addressing our roads and
recreation facility backlogs.

I will anticipate the critics’
charge that protecting old growth
somehow translates into an aban-
donment of multiple use and active
management.

In fact, the opposite is true. In
2000, we had our worst fire season
in years. In response, we developed
a strategy to demonstrate how
appropriate active management—
prescribed fire, thinning and other
mechanical treatments—can enhance
ecosystem health and resiliency in
fire-adapted forests where fire has
been excluded. Many million acres
of already roaded areas in national

forests are at risk from uncharacter-
istic fire effects that can threaten
communities, water quality, soils
and habitat. This is where we must
focus our work.

What we do not need to do to
accomplish our stewardship respon-
sibilities is to harvest old-growth
forests. In some cases, when old-
growth resources and values are
threatened by the risk of uncharac-
teristic fire effects, we might choose
to carefully thin and burn under-
story vegetation while leaving old-
growth forest ecosystem intact.
Restoration will focus on the already
roaded and managed portions of
our landscape. That is where the risk
is greatest to communities, munici-

pal watersheds and habitat for
threatened and endangered species.

We will work with local commu-
nities to prioritize and implement
restoration projects. That means
local jobs. It also means a new way
of doing business, a changing focus
for our timber program. In the
future, timber harvest on national
forests will serve as a tool for pro-
tecting watersheds, for creating
habitat for threatened and endan-
gered species, for restoring our ail-
ing ecosystems to health, for
protecting communities.

Taking the long view, our central
challenge in the coming millennium

(continued on page 11)

BeEcOME A PINCHOT ASSOCIATE

You can help us achieve the vision—namely, Gifford Pinchot’s vision of advancing conservation to protect
and manage forests “for the greatest good, for the greatest number, in the long run.” To achieve this goal,
the Pinchot Institute collaborates with people, from rural landowners to federal policymakers, and offers

them a full array of resources and services that promote well-managed forests and, in the end, sustain both

natural and human communities.

The Pinchot Institute is continuing Gifford Pinchot’s legacy of conservation leadership. You can be a part
of this enduring legacy by becoming a Pinchot Associate. Through your tax-deductible contribution of
$100 or more, your gift will provide critical support for the Institute’s policy research, education, and tech-
nical assistance programs while bringing you news of your program investment through The Pinchot Letter.
You will also receive advanced notification of the Institute’s new policy reports and discussion papers, as
well preliminary information on upcoming workshops, seminars, and conferences. And that’s not all! To
acknowledge your visionary commitment to forest conservation, your name will be listed in our annual
report, and you will receive invitations to special events the Institute hosts in your local community,
Washington, DC and at Grey Towers.

For more information on how to join this group of insightful conservationists,
please contact Kendra Miller at (202) 797-6580 or kmiller@pinchot.org.
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Pinchot Distinguished Lecture Series Available to the Public

Conservation, in conjunction

with Grey Towers National
Historic Landmark, inaugurated
the Pinchot Distinguished Lecture
Series. This series was created to crit-
ically examine many of the historical
and present day issues facing the con-
servation community. Comprised of
diverse intellectual viewpoints, these
lectures feature many of today’s lead-
ers in conservation policy and
thought. Grey Towers Press recently
published three of the previous
Pinchot Distinguished Lectures. The
following six lectures are now avail-
able:

I n 1986, the Pinchot Institute for

Rethinking Public Land Governance
for the New Century
by Daniel Kemmis, 2000

A More Perfect Union: Democratic
and Ecological Sustainability
by Hanna J. Cortner, 1999

Whither, or Whether, the National
Forests? Some Reflections of an
Unreconstructed Forest Economist
by Perry R. Hagenstein, 1995

Gifford Pinchot with Rod & Reel &
Trading Places: From Historian to
Environmental Activist,Two Essays in
Conservation History

by John F. Reiger, 1994

The New Face of Forestry: Exploring
a Discontinuity and the Need for a
Vision

by Dr. John C. Gordon, 1993

Gifford Pinchot: The Evolution of an
American Conservationist
by Char Miller, 1992

Adventure in Reform: Gifford
Pinchot, Amos Pinchot, Theodore
Roosevelt and the Progressive Party
by John A. Gable, 1986

The Institute is offering the
printed version of these lectures for
$6.00 each If you would like more
information on the Pinchot
Distinguished Lecture Series, or
would like to purchase a copy of a
lecture, please contact Ane al-Sayyed
at (202) 797-6580 or at
alsayyed@pinchot.org.

A MORE

PERFECT LTMIOMN
DEMOCRATIC AND
FOOLOGICAL
SUSTAIMABILITY

Taking the Long View: Conservation Investments for

Future Generations
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will be to demonstrate our resolve
to protecting roadless areas and old-
growth forests while building sup-
port for the need to restore
fire-dependent landscapes. In the
process, we can diminish the contro-
versy surrounding national forest
management, provide more jobs
and more wood fiber through
restoration, and build a constituency
for active management based on sci-
entific and ecologically conservative
principles.

Mike Dombeck is former Chief,
USDA Forest Service. This essay is
excerpted from a speech given by
Mike Dombeck at Duke University
on January 8, 2001, and a January
9, 2001 memorandum to Forest
Service senior staff elaborating on
the agency’s policy regarding the
management of old-growth forests on
the National Forest System. The
complete text of the speech can be
found at www.fs.fed.us.
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