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Abstract

Covering more than 76 million hectares, America’s national forests witnessed searing conflicts in the 1970s and 1980s over timber cutting vs. wilderness and other uses incompatible with logging. Sometimes called the “timber wars,” these conflicts were fought in Congress, the courts, the media, and—at times verging on violence—in the forests themselves.

One reason for the intensity of the conflicts was that the leading interest groups viewed the debate as a winner-take-all issue with no room for compromise, so they did their best to polarize the situation. But few people recognized that the Forest Service itself was also an interest group. It had a vital budgetary interest in the outcome of the conflicts, so it contributed to polarization to maximize its decision space. The history of these conflicts, and their surprising resolution in the 1990s, offer valuable lessons for those who want to design agencies managing publicly owned resources.

The Forest Service

The United States Forest Service manages more than 76 million hectares of national forests, an area nearly eight times the size of the Republic of Korea (which is about 10 million hectares). Three fourths of this land (57 million hectares) is in eleven western states, another 12 percent (9 million hectares) is in Alaska, and the rest (about 10 million hectares) is scattered among states in the East, Midwest, and South.

In the 1970s and 1980s, these lands, particularly those in the West, were at the heart of severe conflicts that at times verged on violence. Vandals sabotaged logging and roadbuilding equipment; protesters sat in trees that were scheduled to be cut; and angry mobs hung the leaders of opposing groups in effigy. Battles between those who wanted to cut national forest timber and those who wanted to preserve the forests were fought in the halls of Congress, in the courts, in universities, inside the Forest Service, and within the forests themselves. The story of these timber wars, and how they were eventually resolved, offers important lessons to anyone designing the institutions for managing public and private resources.

Conflicts over clearcutting, wilderness, and old-growth forests shocked an agency that, in 1952, Newsweek magazine had portrayed as one of the most popular bureaus in the federal government. “Most congressman would as soon abuse their own mothers as be unkind to the Forest Service,” said the magazine. It added that the agency was relatively immune from presidential interference because, “in 47 years [since the agency was created in 1905], the foresters have been untouched by scandal.”
 Actually, the first chief of the Forest Service, Gifford Pinchot, promoted his conservation agenda by maneuvering President Taft into firing him in 1910. Since this led directly to Taft’s failure to win re-election in 1912, presidents for the next 80 years made little effort to control the agency.

Newsweek offered several explanations for the agency’s popularity. First, “it is the only major government branch showing a cash profit,” returning $10 million more to the U.S. Treasury than the $52.5 million it spent. This profit was on top of the value of recreation, wildlife, fish, clean water, and other unpriced resources produced by the forests. Second, “decentralization” policies put local managers, not central planners, in charge of the forests. Newsweek noted that the agency had only about 50 staff members in its Washington, DC office. Finally, the agency had a policy of “cooperation with anyone who will cooperate.”

The agency described in this 1952 report was unrecognizable to anyone familiar with the Forest Service just two decades later. As early as the late 1960s, members of Congress began challenging national forest timber practices. A 1970 report by University of Montana forestry professors, commissioned by Montana Senator Lee Metcalf, accused the Forest Service of “mining” the forests with timber cutting practices that were biologically and financially unsustainable and that threatened the recreation, wildlife, and watershed values of the forests.

Far from earning a profit, the Forest Service by 1975 was losing half a billion dollars a year managing the national forests, an amount that would increase to more than a billion dollars a year in the early 1980s. Even the timber program, the source of most of the agency’s revenue in 1952, lost money: a 1980 report from the Natural Resources Defense Council revealed that the vast majority of national forests spent more tax dollars administering timber sales than they returned to the U.S. Treasury in timber receipts.

Far from cooperating with anyone who will cooperate, many who dealt with Forest Service officials in the 1970s found them arrogant and unresponsive to public opinion. Ironically, the agency famous for being decentralized responded to criticism by becoming more centralized, moving decisions once made on the ground to officials in one of the agency’s nine regional offices or in Washington, DC. As a result, the Washington office staff ballooned to more than 1,000 people and nine regional offices, which in 1952 had no more than a handful of people, each grew to hundreds of employees as well.

The Clearcutting Controversy

The overt source of national forest controversies was a timber cutting practice known as clearcutting, the removal of all trees, regardless of age or size, from a given area of land. In 1952, most Forest Service timber cutting used selection cutting, the removal of mature trees only with immature trees left behind to grow. Financially, clearcutting was less expensive than selection cutting. Biologically, for a forest landowner whose goal is to grow more trees, clearcutting made sense in some forests, but was questionable in others. Regardless of the technical pros and cons of clearcutting, one fact stood out: the bare land left behind after clearcutting was profoundly offensive to recreationists, while after selection cutting many recreationists would be unaware that any trees had been cut in all.

The Forest Service itself had used the aesthetic appeal of selection cutting during the 1920s and 1930s to argue for expansion of its land base through acquisitions, particularly in eastern and southern states. Forest Service photos from this era compared “bad forest practices,” namely clearcutting, on private land, with “sound forest practices,” namely selection cutting, on national forest lands. Recreation maps published by many national forests in the late 1940s and early 1950s proudly stated that each particular “National Forest uses only selection cutting.”
 Yet by 1970 almost all national forests had switched to clearcutting as their predominant harvest method.

In 1973, a federal court in West Virginia ruled that clearcutting on the Monongahela National Forest was illegal under an 1897 law that allowed the Forest Service to cut only mature trees and required that it individually mark each tree to be cut (only the boundaries were marked for clearcutting). When a circuit court affirmed the decision in 1975, the Forest Service and many members of Congress decided that new legislation would be needed to settle the clearcutting controversy.

The Wilderness Debate

Yet underlying the debate over clearcutting was an even deeper controversy over the goals of the national forests. The controversy dated back to the origins of the Forest Service when Gifford Pinchot, the agency’s charismatic founder, argued for conservation, by which he meant that forest resources would be harvested in ways that would protect the value and productivity of the forests in the long run. John Muir, co-founder of the Sierra Club, represented the alternative view, arguing that national forests should be preserved from timber cutting, grazing by domestic livestock, and other extractive uses.

Up through 1952, at least, there seemed to be room for both conservation and preservation on the national forests. Starting in the 1920s, the Forest Service had designated at least 6 million hectares of land as “primitive” or “wilderness areas,” open to recreation but closed to timber cutting and more extractive uses.
 However, as clearcutting replaced selection cutting in the 1950s and 1960s, the Forest Service declassified many of these areas, opening them up to road construction and timber cutting. 

Outraged recreationists and wilderness advocates persuaded Congress to permanently protect 3.6 million hectares of national forests as wilderness in 1964, preventing the Forest Service from building roads in and logging those areas.
 Eventually, this was expanded to cover close to 15 million hectares, slightly less than 20 percent of the National Forest System. Each incremental expansion was bitterly fought as timber companies and loggers wanted to maximize the land open to their activities while wilderness supporters wanted to maximize the land that would be preserved. The law defined “wilderness” as a place that was “untrammeled by man,” so areas that had already been roaded or logged were ineligible for wilderness preservation.
In other words, a debate that was ostensibly over clearcutting vs. selection cutting was really over timber cutting vs. no cutting. The 1964 Wilderness Act suggested to preservationists that they could attain their goals through legislation, so for them the issue became all-or-nothing. Why settle for selection cutting when you could have no cutting at all? Their tactics therefore focused on delaying timber sales in previously uncut and unroaded areas until they could persuade Congress to permanently protect those areas. 

For example, the 1964 Wilderness Act required the Forest Service to evaluate all potential wilderness areas—any area more than about 2,000 hectares that had never been roaded or logged—for possible classification as wilderness. Environmentalists used the courts to stop any roading or logging in these “roadless areas” until that evaluation was complete, and then successfully challenged several successive evaluations of those areas, thus preventing the Forest Service from logging many of these areas for decades.

Meanwhile, wilderness became a literally life-or-death issue for many timber companies. While a few timber companies, such as Weyerhaeuser, Georgia Pacific, and International Paper, owned large tracts of their own timber lands, the West was dotted with hundreds of other companies that purchased most or all of their timber from national forests or other public lands. Each withdrawal of land from the timberland base, each reduction in timber sales, meant that some of those companies would be forced out of business.

In 1952, the Forest Service sold 4.7 billion board feet of timber. But sale levels were rising and by the 1960s it was selling 11 to 12 billion board feet of timber per year.
 Agency managers argued that they could grow trees faster after clearcutting than selection cutting, and since the agency’s “non-declining flow” policy was to cut no more trees today than it could cut at any time in the future, clearcutting allowed it to maximize today’s cutting rates. Taking land out of the timber base and putting it in wilderness reduced today’s cutting rates as well.

Polarization

Both sides viewed the debate as winner-take-all. Once a part of a national forest was cut, it could no longer be considered wilderness. Once an area was designated wilderness, it could no longer be cut. The goal of both sides was to capture as much national forest land as possible.

A variety of organizations represented the two sides. Groups such as the National Forest Products Association, Western Forest Products Association, and Associated Oregon Loggers defended the timber industry. Groups such as the Sierra Club, Wilderness Society, and Oregon Wilderness Coalition defended roadless areas and opposed clearcutting. These membership-based groups soon learned that taking extreme views was the key to attracting members and contributions. 

For example, in 1980 a new environmental group formed called Earth First! With a motto of “no compromise in defense of mother earth,” its strategy was to be more extreme than any other group for the express purposes of moving the perceived “middle-of-the-road” position in the direction of wilderness preservation. In 1988, an even more extreme group called the Native Forest Council formed whose goal was “zero cut.” Unlike Earth First!, which merely advocated preservation of all available undeveloped lands, the Native Forest Council opposed any timber cutting on any national forests or other public lands anywhere in the United States. These groups were very popular, whereas groups that considered compromise tended to whither away.

The threat of losing members to a more extreme group foreclosed the option of any compromise that would divide up national forest lands into conservation and preservation areas. For timber companies, any concession of lands to wilderness meant the closure of one or more sawmills, so the associations representing those companies could not be seen conceding lands to the other side. For wilderness advocates, any concessions of lands to timber cutting meant the aesthetic, if not ecological, devastation of an area loved by some or many recreationists, so the environmental groups representing those recreationists could not be seen conceding lands to timber.

To resolve the clearcutting controversy, Congress passed the National Forest Management Act in 1976. This law required every national forest to write a forest plan that would determine what lands were suitable for timber cutting in general and clearcutting in particular.
 The Forest Service itself drafted the law, and though Congress heavily amended it, the authors of both the original bill and the amendments fundamentally viewed the Forest Service as a neutral party that could objectively mediate the disputes between loggers and wilderness advocates.

The Agency as a Special-Interest Group

The assumption that the Forest Service was a disinterested party was wrong. As the agency proceeded to write comprehensive plans for every national forest, it became clear that Forest Service itself had at least as much at stake in the outcome of those plans as the timber industry and wilderness advocates. Decisions the Forest Service made about how to manage the national forests—how much timber to cut, whether to use clearcutting or selection cutting, how and where to build roads, and so forth—could have profound effects on national forest budgets.

Some of the most significant effects resulted from a little-known 1930 law, the Knutson-Vandenberg (K-V) Act, which allowed the Forest Service to keep a share of timber sale revenues to reforest the land.
 In 1947, the Forest Service decided that a share of K-V funds could be spend on administrative overhead, so every time a forest manager spent a dollar on reforestation, every level of the Forest Service hierarchy above that manager would automatically receive a few pennies to a few dimes. Initially small, eventually overhead consumed about a third of K-V money.

As much as anything else, the K-V law pushed the Forest Service from selection cutting to clearcutting. Selection-cut forests reforested themselves; clearcut forests required expensive site preparation, seeding, planting, and other activities to insure reforestation. During the 1950s and 1960s, Forest Service managers learned that more clearcutting meant more money to spend on their forests and more money for administrative overhead. Once proud of earning a profit for the U.S. Treasury, managers soon began to view any funds they returned to the Treasury as losses. 

This did not mean anyone in the Forest Service said, “I am going to switch to clearcutting in order to get more K-V money.” Instead, the agency in 1952 had advocates of both clearcutting and selection cutting. But managers who used clearcutting got bigger budgets for their programs as well as their superiors’ offices, and thus were more likely to be rewarded with promotions. Eventually, through a process akin to natural selection, those who believed in clearcutting came to dominate the agency.

The K-V law also prodded the Forest Service to open up primitive and wilderness areas to timber cutting. Even if the timber in these areas was of marginal value or expensive to reach, cross-subsidization of timber sales allowed the Forest Service to increase its share of the revenues. Managers would include negatively valued timber in one area in the same sale as positively valued timber elsewhere, thus insuring that reforestation would be needed on more hectares than if they only sold the positively valued timber.

Agency biases towards timber cutting were strengthened by the National Forest Management Act of 1976, which expanded the use of K-V funds to include recreation, wildlife, watershed, and other forest “improvements” in the vicinity of the timber sale that generated those funds. This meant that agency specialists in those fields, some of which nominally conflicted with timber cutting, bought into the timber sale process in order to get funds for their budgets. Staff members who wanted to improve wildlife habitat, restore watersheds, or build recreation trail merely had to support a nearby timber sale to get the funds to do so.
Between the K-V fund and several similar funds, timber receipts retained by the Forest Service typically boosted the agency’s forest management budget by 20 percent or more. Although the timber on many national forests was of marginal quality, many more national forests lost money on their timber programs because the Forest Service kept most of the revenues. The only forests that made a profit were those whose timber was so valuable that the Forest Service could not consume all of the receipts with reforestation and other sale-area improvements.

The policies resulting from this budgeting process frustrated both timber companies and recreationists. Wilderness advocates objected to cross-subsidization because it allowed the Forest Service access lands that were more valuable left alone. Timber companies called the money-losing parts of cross-subsidized sales “punishment units” because they had to cut those areas at a loss in order to gain access to more valuable timber.

Timber companies were also upset by the Forest Service’s adherence to the non-declining flow policy. Economists agreed that this policy was not economically optimal, and few if any private landowners followed it. The Forest Service argued that it promoted local community stability, but the timber companies pointed out that most private owners had rapidly cut their trees and now were waiting a few decades for them to grow back. Community stability could be maximized if the Forest Service rapidly cut national forests in the interim, then relied on private timber cuttings while the public forests grew back.

What really motivated the Forest Service was Forest Service stability. A policy of variable harvests would leave the Forest Service with fewer jobs when national forest timber cutting rates were low. Besides, under the non-declining flow policy, faster growth meant more cutting today, a result known as the “allowable cut effect.”
 The policy thus justified Forest Service requests for more appropriations (or more spending out of K-V funds) for thinnings and other management practices that would make young trees grow faster.

As an interested party, the Forest Service manipulated the forest planning process in order to benefit itself. For example, each forest plan typically considered five to seven alternatives. At one extreme, a maximum timber alternative put every possible hectare under intensive timber management. At the other extreme, a maximum wilderness alternative not only put every possible hectare into wilderness, it also placed severe limits on cutting of trees outside of those wilderness areas. 

On some national forests, it was possible to devise an alternative that would maximize wilderness without reducing timber sales. This would be done by maximizing timber management on all of the hectares outside of wilderness. Such an alternative was not considered in any of the forest plans, even though people sometimes suggested it to the Forest Service in their public comments. 

As if the situation wasn’t polarized enough, the resulting all-or-nothing design of alternatives only served to polarize the public even further. Timber and wilderness interest groups quickly learned to use the forest plans to motivate their members to write letters and attract new members from people polarized by the planning process. By designing forest plan alternatives to promote such polarization, the Forest Service maximized its decision space; that is, it allowed the agency to pick almost any alternative between the two extremes and claim to be in the middle, where a neutral mediator should be.

The Ancient Forest Debate

Polarization grew in the 1980s. Members of Congress who held field hearings on proposed wilderness bills could expect to be greeted by a parade of log trucks protesting any reductions in timber cutting. People inspired by Earth First! chained themselves to logging equipment and sat in trees, sometimes for years, to keep loggers from cutting the trees. In towns throughout the West, people boycotted stores and other businesses that did not openly support their views.

During the late 1970s and 1980s, the West was swarming with conflict resolution specialists and consensus institutes hoping to make names for themselves by solving these problems. But the incentives for polarization were far too strong for any of these efforts to work, and none of the players—timber industry associations, environmental groups, or the Forest Service itself—seemed interested. The one national forest that claimed to use a consensus process to write its forest plan was the White Mountain National Forest in New Hampshire, whose timber cutting and wilderness potential were both fairly limited.

When President Reagan took office in 1981, he named John Crowell, an executive of Louisiana-Pacific—which purchased the largest amount of national forest timber of any company by far—assistant secretary of Agriculture in charge of the Forest Service. He pushed hard for more timber sales, even suggesting that annual sales should be increased from 11 to 20 billion board feet. But he had the misfortune of presiding over the agency during the nation’s (until then) worst recession since the Great Depression. Not only were timber companies not buying national forest timber sales, they were clamoring for the Forest Service to buy back sales that the companies had purchased but could not afford to cut.

Still, with an industry-leaning Republican in the White House and, after 1983, Republicans in charge of the U.S. Senate, wilderness advocates realized they had pushed the wilderness issue about as far as it could go. So they promoted a new issue: the preservation of old-growth forests, which—depending on the ecosystem—typically meant forests older than 300 years. For public-relations purposes, these were sometimes dubbed “ancient forests.” Like the roadless areas, such ancient forests were uncut, but could be roaded and in patches much smaller than the 2,000-hectare legal threshold for wilderness.

In western Oregon and western Washington, the ancient forest issue was spurred by research showing that the spotted owl depended on old-growth forests for its survival. Though these forests held some of the most valuable timber in the National Forest System, under the Endangered Species Act, the spotted owls’ needs trumped economic values. Environmentalists in other parts of the country began combing the literature for species in their regions that also depended on old-growth forests. 

The ancient forest issue upped the ante for the timber industry. Now environmentalists didn’t want just the roadless areas, but any land that had never been cut. For all practical purposes, saving ancient forests meant shutting down that portion of the timber industry that depended on national forest timber sales. 

The debate reached a crescendo in the early 1990s as timber workers and entire towns realized their futures were on the line. T-shirts and bumper stickers proclaimed, “I like spotted owls—fried.” The timber wars received so much publicity that, during the 1992 presidential election campaign, candidate Bill Clinton promised that, if he won, he would return to Oregon to hold a “forest summit” to resolve the issues.

The Issue Resolved

And then, suddenly, it was over. Actually, it only seems sudden in retrospect; at the time, even people close to the issues did not realize what was happening. In 1990, the Forest Service offered 11 billion board feet of timber for sale, about the same volume as it had offered in each of the previous 30 years. But, stunningly, offerings fell to 6 billion board feet in 1991, the lowest since 1953. They fell again to 5 billion in 1992, and hovered around 4 billion for most of the rest of the 1990s. By 2000, the agency offered just 1.7 billion board feet. Sales in the last 10 years (2000-2009) averaged just 2.1 billion board feet, or 25 percent of the lowest level of timber sales in the years 1960 through 1990.

The timber industry blamed the spotted owl, but the owl lived on only a dozen or so of the more than 100 national forests, and timber sales dropped on national forests everywhere. Still, in April 1993, newly installed President Clinton kept his campaign promise to hold a forest summit on the spotted owl issue in Portland, Oregon. This summit was so important that he brought the vice president and several cabinet members to listen to a carefully selected group of wilderness and ancient forest advocates, then a group of industry leaders, and finally a group of forest scientists. 

When the one-day meeting was over, Clinton directed four of the forest scientists, two of whom worked for the Forest Service, to write a “Northwest Forest Plan,” again making the mistake of thinking that agency officials could be neutral mediators. Not surprisingly, the plan developed by the “gang of four” dedicated millions of hectares and millions of dollars to scientific research, while it did not do very much for the timber industry.

Clinton then unceremoniously fired the chief of the Forest Service who had presided over a 40 percent decline in timber sales for not being environmental enough, and replaced him with one of the gang-of-four scientists. This was the first time a president had dared replace a Forest Service chief since Taft fired Pinchot in 1910. The new chief suggested that, instead of timber production, the goal of the Forest Service was now “ecosystem management.”

The Revolution Within

As late as 1999, the New York Times opined that the Forest Service was “a notoriously stubborn agency that has long favored the harvesting of timber in the national forests at the expense of wildlife protection and other environmental values.”
 In fact, the spotted owl summit and other Clinton administration actions were largely irrelevant, for the Forest Service had already reformed itself through a bottom-up process of transformation. The causes of this internal revolution were entirely unexpected and could not have been controlled or influenced by any consensus builder or conflict resolution expert.

The revolution started in the Forest Service’s research branch. In 1970, the conventional wisdom among forest scientists was that old-growth forests were “biological deserts” because the closed canopies of trees did not let enough light onto the forest floor to support vegetation or wildlife. Researchers also thought that clearcutting was essential to obtain reforestation of Douglas-fir and other valuable timber species. By 1980, researchers, led by a Forest Service ecologist named Jerry Franklin, began to publicly question these beliefs.

In 1973, Franklin and a colleague wrote a paper challenging the belief that clearcutting was required for reforestation. “Biologically, no types or species appear to require large clearcuttings for successful regeneration—by ‘large’ we mean clearcuttings that exceed 10 acres [4 hectares].”
 This demolished the argument often used by national forest managers when recreationists objected to clearcutting.

In 1981, Franklin was the lead author of a report by eight scientists that had an even more profound effect on the Forest Service. Refuting the claim that old-growth forests were biological deserts, they found that old-growth forests of the Pacific Northwest were essential habitat for more than 100 species of animals. The spotted owl became most famous of these species because it was most sensitive to timber cutting and was thus an “indicator” for all the other species. Old-growth forests also produced the cleanest water, helped maintain forest productivity, and provided many other values. The closed-canopy, biological deserts found by earlier research turned out to be forests that were only 80 to 200 years old.

National forest managers who joined the revolution were led by younger staffers influenced by Wisconsin Senator Gaylord Nelson’s 1970 “national environmental teach-in” (later called Earth Day), in which high school and university students could learn about environmental issues. Up until that time, most students entering forest school were rural residents with a “conservation” land ethic aimed at wisely using, but still extracting, resources from public lands. The 1970 teach-in inspired many urban high-school students to go to forestry school, so starting in 1974 a majority of forestry school graduates had an urban land ethic aimed at preserving forest resources. By 1990, Forest Service hirees from 1974 were reaching positions of power within the agency.

The post-Earth Day staffers who were rising in the ranks of the Forest Service read Franklin’s 1981 report with interest, but initially could do little about it. In the mid-1980s, however, the Forest Service installed a computer system that gave every Forest Service employee an email address. Prior to this time, communications within the agency were mainly vertical, from the Washington office to regional offices to forest offices to district offices. The email system allowed horizontal communications, so employees who were more oriented to the preservation view could support one another in their efforts. One low-level timber sale planner, Jeff DeBonis, sent an email to the chief of the Forest Service protesting old-growth timber sales and copied it to his friends. Within days, everyone in the agency had read the letter and people outside the agency realized for the first time that there was dissension in the ranks.

The dissenters were assisted by the fact that even ardent timber advocates within the agency felt betrayed by the timber industry in the early 1980s. Since the late 1950s, the Forest Service and timber industry had an unspoken agreement: the Forest Service would sell about the same amount of timber each year, receiving high prices during economic booms and minimal prices during recessions. The timber industry would cut that timber, thus keeping money flowing into the K-V fund and the administrative offices that relied on K-V overhead.

The severity of the 1981 recession led the timber industry to break that agreement. The housing market crashed, timber prices plummeted, and national forest timber cutting rates declined by more than a third. With far less money flowing into the K-V fund, the Forest Service had to lay off thousands of employees. Quietly, many Forest Service officials decided the agency should never again be so dependent on one industry, and even timber staffers cheered when the spotted owl reduced Northwest timber sales even as forest managers reduced sales almost everywhere else.

Successful environmental lawsuits may have contributed to the willingness of forest managers to reduce the agency’s dependence on timber cutting. One lawsuit virtually shut down timber sales on the Mapleton Ranger District in Oregon’s Siuslaw National Forest, which had been selling more than 100 million board feet of timber per year. The district ranger was transferred to a staff position on a forest in Utah that sold less timber each year than the Mapleton sometimes sold in a day. The lesson this taught was that cutting too much timber could be as bad for an employee’s career as cutting too little.

I like to think that my own research on the effects of the Knutson-Vandenberg Act on forest policies also had an influence on agency managers. Many forest officials have told me that, when they read my 1988 book, Reforming the Forest Service, they were at first angered that I seemingly accused them of crassly managing the forests for their own gain. But then, they added, they remembered that they themselves had signed off on timber sales that promised revenues for a project they wanted to do. 

In 1988, eight months after my book was published, Robert Redford’s Sundance Institute, a group specializing in conflict resolution, sponsored a meeting of environmental leaders, timber company executives, and Forest Service officials in an effort (that would prove another failure) to reach a consensus about national forest management. After a long debate between the environmentalists and industry leaders, Forest Service Chief Dale Robertson asked for an opportunity to speak.

“We can talk a lot of philosophy about how the national forests ought to be managed,” said Robertson, “but let me tell you it is the budget that energizes the Forest Service.” 

Former Washington Senator Dan Evans, who chaired the meeting, seemed shocked that Robertson admitted that the Forest Service was influenced by its budget and not solely by the “greater good.” “If Congress changed your budget so that it had no relationship to outputs,” Evans asked the chief, “would that change your operations?”

“I think it would change,” Robertson quietly replied.

In 1989, the supervisors of the nineteen national forests in Oregon and Washington made a videotape for the chief of the Forest Service saying, “It’s time to reconsider [our] program emphasis.” On the video, one supervisor who had a reputation as a proponent of more timber sales told the chief that the timber targets the forests had been given were too high. “I understand why the targets are emphasized and how those targets generate dollars,” he said, but unless they were reduced, “I can't be the steward of the public lands that you depend on me to be.”
 Forest supervisors from California and Alaska signed on to the video, and supervisors from forests in the Rocky Mountains signed their own memo to the chief saying “our annual sale quantities are unrealistic even with full funding.”

By 1990, then, almost everyone in the Forest Service was prepared to abandon the timber program that had formed about 40 percent of the agency’s budget for at least three decades. The reduction of national forest timber sales turned hundreds of communities that once depended on sawmills for their primary livelihoods into virtual ghost towns, abandoned by all but a few diehard residents. But the balance of power in the West had shifted from rural areas dependent on extractive uses to urban areas dependent on the high-tech industry, so political leaders did little more than pay lip service to the plight of the timber industry and timber towns.

Successful Consensus Projects

Curiously, it was only after the timber industry had largely lost the timber wars that consensus-building efforts began to work. Timber companies came to the table because they were desperate for any timber sales at all. Environmentalists came to the table because they didn’t trust the Forest Service to permanently avoid cutting timber in areas they wanted to preserve. In many cases, the Forest Service did not participate.

In 1993, timber company officials and environmentalists in Quincy, California formed the Quincy Library Group to write a plan for the Plumas, Lassen, and Tahoe national forests that would preserve roadless areas and lots of old growth yet maintain some timber production.
 The Forest Service itself refused to come to the table, and national environmental groups accused the local environmentalists of selling out, but in 1998 Congress directed the Forest Service to adopt the group’s plan.

Since then, more than a dozen consensus groups have formed in various parts of the West.
 Lacking trust in the Forest Service, most of these groups seek to enforce the plans they develop through legislation.
 One of the largest efforts covers six national forests in eastern Oregon. Despite initial hostility towards the Quincy Library Group from some environmental groups, even the more radical groups fullly support the eastern Oregon program.

Lessons

The timber wars offer several useful lessons for people designing institutions dealing with resource allocation. Most important, don’t assume that government agencies are neutral bystanders. They are just as much special-interest groups as any outside associations.

Second, don’t rely on a comprehensive planning process to settle disputes. In fact, all parties in the dispute are likely to use the planning process to polarize the situation even further.

Moreover, don’t imagine that consensus-building or conflict-resolution specialists can overcome political polarization. Often, the incentives to polarize are simply too strong.

The most important lesson is to design institutions in ways that give people incentives to work together. Once the system is polarized, it is much harder to solve the problems. 

One way to promote cooperation is to use markets rather than politics to allocate resources. The national forests never experienced conflicts between users of resources that were marketed by the Forest Service, such as timber, forage for domestic livestock, and minerals. Instead, the conflicts were between marketed resources, such as timber, and resources that were not marketed, such as wilderness recreation and water. There were also conflicts between different resources that were not marketed, such as hikers and off-road vehicle users or cross-country skiers and snowmobilers.

Markets encourage people to cooperate rather than polarize because market prices encourage consumption only when people are willing and able to outbid other users. Political allocations of resources encourage polarization because they allow people to seek winner-take-all solutions at little or no cost to themselves.

The timber wars themselves ended only when a unique confluence of events led the Forest Service to go against its own interests and favor one side over the other. No one can count on similar events helping to end other resource debates, nor can anyone say that the conclusion of the timber wars was economically or environmentally optimal. Yet they are a fascinating example of resource conflicts exacerbated by the political systems that were supposed to resolve them.
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