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Comments on the Forest Service’s Draft Strategic Plan (2000 Revision)

I. Introduction
The Forest Service's Draft Strategic Plan (2000 Revision) aims to identify the mission, goals, objectives, and "milestones" (measurable outcomes) for the agency. The plan was written to fulfill the requirements of the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) of 1993, which requires that the strategic plan be “outcome-related” and “quantifiable.” 

When the Forest Service takes an action such as restoring a watershed or building a snowmobile trail, it considers the restoration or the trail to be an output. But in writing GPRA, Congress was not concerned with such outputs; it wanted to know about outcomes. The outcome of a watershed restoration project should be cleaner water or more fish; if it is not, then the project was probably a waste of money. The outcome of a new recreation trail should be more recreation; if it is not, if all the trail does is attract recreationists from one part of the forest to another, then it was a waste of money.

The second paragraph of the strategic plan claims to have met the outcome-related requirement: “The draft 2000 Revision focuses on outcomes or results to be achieved over a period of time.”
 So it is disturbing and disappointing that neither the mission nor most of the goals and objectives in the draft plan are outcome-related and almost none of the goals, objectives, and milestones are quantifiable. 

The failure is disappointing because the Forest Service is one of the few government agencies that can easily identify its outcomes. Outcomes of timber, grazing, recreation, wildlife, minerals, and water are easily quantified and are routinely measured as they are produced by various public and private landowners. 

The failure is disturbing because all of the strategic plans written by the Forest Service before GPRA were highly quantified and outcome-related. The decision  not to write an outcome-related, quantifiable strategic plan, in direct violation of GPRA, may reflect a concern that past strategic plans led to poor results. This comment will argue, however, that the problem with previous strategic plans was not that they were outcome-related but that they chose the wrong outcomes and goals to quantify.

To comply with GPRA and to insure efficient management of the National Forest System and other Forest Service responsibilities, the strategic plan should be rewritten. This comment recommends outcome-related and quantifiable mission, goals, objectives, and milestones that can be used in such a plan.

II. Statutory Authority

Congress passed the Government Performance and Results Act in 1993 with the intention of reducing “waste and inefficiency in Federal programs”
 by “promoting a new focus on results”
 rather than outputs. To achieve this goal, GPRA requires almost all government agencies to write “strategic plans”
 that contain “a comprehensive mission statement,”
 “outcome-related goals and objectives,”
 and “a description of how the goals and objectives are to be achieved.”
 The strategic plans are to cover a period of at least five years and must be updated every three years.
 The first plans were to be completed in 1997; the proposed 2000 plan is the first revision.

The USDA Forest Service is no stranger to strategic planning. In the 1950s through the early 1970s, the agency published a strategic plan of sorts every decade or so.
 In 1974, Congress passed the Forest and Rangeland Renewable Resources Planning Act (usually shortened to Resources Planning Act or RPA), which required the Forest Service to prepare an “assessment” of forest resources every ten years
 and a five-year strategic plan (known as the RPA Program) every five years.

RPA specifies that the assessment is to include “an analysis of present and anticipated uses, demand for, and supply of the renewable resources”
 on both public and private lands in the U.S. The assessment is also to discuss “policy considerations, laws, regulations, and other factors expected to influence and affect significantly the use, ownership, and management of forest, range, and other associated lands.”
 In other words, RPA encouraged the Forest Service to recommend changes in the law to improve conservation of forests and other natural resources. As the nation’s oldest federal land management agency, the Forest Service has long played an important role in writing conservation laws. Indeed, many of the most important laws relating to the agency, including the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act and the National Forest Management Act, were largely written by the Forest Service and passed by Congress with relatively minor amendments.

RPA directed that the Program include “specific identification of Program outcomes, results anticipated, and benefits associated with investments in such a manner that the anticipated costs can be directly compared with the total related benefits and direct and indirect returns to the Federal Government.”
 This language is very similar to the language in GPRA. Because the outcomes of some resources often conflict with others, the Program must also determine “multiple-use and sustained-yield relationships among and within the renewable resources.”
 The law also stated that the program “may include alternatives,” suggesting that the alternatives were not required.

III. Review of the RPA Programs

The RPA assessments and programs were meant to accomplish similar purposes to GPRA. So a brief review of the Forest Service’s experience with the RPA strategic plans is worthwhile. 

The 1975 and 1980 RPA Programs in many respects did what GPRA was supposed to do. The programs projected highly quantified and easily measured outcomes from the national forests and other Forest Service programs. National forest outcomes included:


•
 Board feet or cubic feet of timber volume; 


•
Animal unit months of livestock grazing;


•
Visitor days of at least two different types of recreation; and 


•
Cubic feet of water meeting minimum water quality standards.

The programs did not include wildlife outcomes, but instead quantified acres of fish and wildlife habitat improvement. While this is an output, it is at least quantified. The programs also estimated other outputs as well as program costs and revenues. The 1975 Program included a recommended program and four alternatives while the 1980 Program included five alternatives. 

The identification of projected costs, revenues, and outcomes became performance measures that Congress and the public could use to evaluate the Forest Service. In effect, the RPA Program was a contract between the Forest Service and Congress: If Congress would fund the Forest Service at the projected budgets, the agency would try to produce the projected outcomes. The 1980 Program even included a range of outcomes depending on funding levels.

The early RPA programs, then, met the intent of GPRA in many ways. If there was a problem, it was that neither the Forest Service nor Congress had an incentive to insure that the agency, or the lands that it managed, produced benefits exceeding their costs. For the Forest Service, the goal was to maximize its budget so that it would be able to do all of the things that forest managers thought were worth doing. For members of Congress with national forests in their districts, the goal was to maximize commodity outcomes regardless of cost. Since the appropriations subcommittees with jurisdiction over the Forest Service budget tended to be dominated by members of Congress with national forests in their districts, Forest Service budgets ballooned under RPA. 

As table one shows, the Forest Service budget (in 1995 dollars) grew from $2.6 billion in 1975, when the first RPA program was being written, to $4.0 billion in 1990. National forest costs grew faster than receipts, so losses to the Treasury steadily increased from about $850 million in 1975 to more than twice that in 1995.

Since Congress did not allow the Forest Service to charge fair market value for any resources other than timber, oil & gas, and a few other minerals, some losses are to be expected. But the RPA process became an important tool for the Forest Service to obtain more funds from Congress despite increasing controversies over national forest management during the time period shown.

Table One—National Forest Receipts and Costs in Selected Years

(millions of dollars adjusted to 1995)


1975
1980
1985
1990
1995

National forest cash receipts
$1,127
$1,608
$1,274
$1,644
$970

Receipts kept by Forest Service
196
362
421
557
514

Receipts returned to Treasury
931
1,247
853
1,086
465

Forest Service budget
2,594
3,586
3,121
3,995
3,361

National forest costs out of taxes
1,784
2,331
2,014
2,657
2,226

National forest net to Treasury 
–$853
–$1,084
–$1,161
–$1,570
–$1,760

Source: Forest Service, Budget Explanatory Notes for Committee on Appropriations (Washington, DC: Forest Service, 1977, 1982, 1987, 1992, and 1997). Each year’s Budget Explanatory Notes presents final figures for receipts and expenses from two years before. Receipts do not include revenues from national forest mineral resources managed by the Bureau of Land Management, which are beyond the Forest Service’s control. Costs do not include revenue sharing with states, which get 25 percent of most national forest revenues.

In 1976, Congress amended the RPA with the National Forest Management Act (NFMA). NFMA required the Forest Service to prepare plans for each national forest, which the agency was already doing. In its 1979 planning rules, the Forest Service tied the RPA Program to the NFMA plans by requiring that the forest plans in each of the nine Forest Service regions produce outcomes of timber and other resources equal to the outcomes projected for that region in the RPA Program. Regional foresters unable to meet their outcome targets, particularly for timber, were required to negotiate with the Washington office of the Forest Service for a reduction in their targets. 

As a result, the 1985 RPA Program identified timber, recreation, and other outcomes from each national forest region, not just for the National Forest System as a whole. The program also included true outcomes for wildlife: wildlife and fish user days—analogous to recreation visitor days—and pounds of commercial fish harvest. The 1985 RPA was also the first to estimate the market value of recreation and other resources for which the Forest Service was not authorized to collect fair market values. This concluded that recreation, including wildlife recreation, was worth twice as much as all other national forest resources combined. 

Tying RPA’s strategic planning to national forest planning proved disastrous. The Forest Service claimed that planning was not a top-down process, that the outcome targets were based on planners’ estimates of what the forests could produce and if the new plans revised those estimates the target could be changed. In actual practice, most national forests and regions dutifully wrote plans that met their prescribed RPA timber outcome targets even though—or perhaps because—the value of the timber was far less than the cost to taxpayers of achieving those outcomes. 

The Pacific Northwest Region—which had traditionally been the Forest Service’s major timber producing region—was the only one to negotiate lower outcomes with the Washington office. But by 1991 it was clear that many national forests and most of the regions had vastly overestimated the amount of timber their forests could produce. Throughout the 1980s, national forests had consistently offered around 11.5 billion board feet of timber for sale each year. But in 1991 sale offerings suddenly fell to 6.2 billion. By 1994 they were below 4 billion and have never recovered above 4.2 billion since.

There were many reasons for this decline, but one of the most important ones is that on-the-ground forest managers realized soon after the forest plans were completed that the RPA timber targets were based on obsolete and faulty information. When forest planners gathered data refuting the RPA information, the new data were ignored by Forest Service officials who felt pressure to produce plans that met the RPA targets. If RPA-NFMA planning was intended to be a two-way flow of information from top to bottom and from the ground to the top, the Forest Service bureaucracy prevented the upward flow of information from taking place.

In 1995, Congress was upset enough with the failure of RPA-NFMA planning that it directed that the Forest Service spend no money on the RPA Program for NFMA forest plans in fiscal year 1996. The Forest Service was allowed to spend money on the RPA assessment and the GPRA strategic plan. This prohibition remained in effect for three years. After that, Congress has allowed the Forest Service to engage in national forest planning and the RPA assessment, but it still prohibits the agency from spending money on the RPA program.

The failure of the outcome-oriented and quantitative RPA programs may explain why the Forest Service has elected to prepare a GPRA strategic plan that is not outcome-related or quantitative. But this comment will show that RPA-NFMA planning failed not because it was outcome-related but because it used the wrong outcomes and the wrong methods for implementing the objectives.

IV. The Draft 2000 Strategic Plan

The strategic plan includes:


•
A mission statement;


•
Four major goals;


•
Eighteen objectives;


•
Nearly two dozen milestones “for evaluating progress toward the goals”
;


•
A description of the planned program evaluation process.

A. Mission

According to the plan, “The mission of the USDA Forest Service is to sustain the health and productivity of the Nation's forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and future generations.”
 This is virtually identical to the mission in the 1997 strategic plan. It is also very similar, though wordier, to the mission in the 1990 RPA Program, which was “caring for the land and serving people.”

However, these missions are quite different in tone from the mission implied by the 1979/1982 national forest planning rules. According to those rules, the purpose of the plans—and, by inference, the mission of the national forests—was to “provide for multiple use and sustained yield of goods and services from the National Forest System in a way that maximizes long term net public benefits in an environmentally sound manner.”
 

The emphasis of this older mission is on producing outcomes in a way that maximizes net benefits. In contrast, the new mission says nothing about outcomes and instead is largely output-oriented: “caring for the land,” “sustain[ing] the health and productivity” of the forests. The possibility of outcomes can only be inferred from “meeting the needs of” or “serving people,” yet such inferred outcomes are at best secondary to output-oriented land management. Given a mission that is output-dominated, it is not surprising to find that the strategic plan’s goals and objectives are also output-dominated.

B. Goals

The strategic plan identifies four major goals:





1. Ecosystem Health: Promote ecosystem health and conservation using a collaborative approach to sustain the Nation’s forests, rangelands, and watersheds.





2. Multiple Benefits to People: Provide a variety of uses, values, products, and services for present and future generations by managing within the capability of sustainable ecosystems.





3. Scientific and Technical Assistance: Develop and use the best scientific information available to deliver technical and community assistance and to support ecological, economic, and social sustainability.





4. Effective Public Service: Ensure the acquisition and use of an appropriate corporate infrastructure to enable the efficient delivery of a variety of uses.

Goals 1, 2, and 4 are virtually identical to the three goals in the 1997 strategic plan. Goal 3 is new to the 2000 plan and is the only goal focused mainly on the non-national forest parts of the Forest Service’s activities: research and state & private forestry.

Three of these four goals are predominantly output-related. Once again, the only outcome-related goal, goal 2, is subordinate to goal 1, ecosystem health. In other words, the primary goal is to sustain the health of the national forests. Benefits to the taxpayer are a secondary consequence.

This is not to say that ecosystem health is unimportant. But the reason it is important is because national forest ecosystems produce things of value to people. If ecosystem health produced nothing of value, then there would be no reason to maintain it. Ecosystem health would also be a questionable goal if the cost of maintaining it were greater than the benefit. 

In short, the draft strategic plan substitutes “ecosystem health at any cost” for the RPA-NFMA goal of “meet timber targets at any cost.” Neither goal makes sense.

Goal 3, scientific and technical assistance, is similarly output-oriented. “Developing information” and “delivering assistance” are outputs. What are the outcomes associated with these outputs? The goal implies that “sustainability” is the outcome. But the draft forest planning rules define “ecological sustainability” as “The maintenance or restoration of ecological system composition, structure, and function.”
 Once again, this is an output.

Some possible outcomes from “developing information” could be:


•
“Increasing forest production of outcomes at no extra cost”;


•
“Maintaining forest production of outcomes at reduced cost”;


•
“Producing outcomes of one forest resource with lower impacts on another resource”;


•
“Increasing the value of existing forest outcomes.”

Some possible outcomes from “delivering assistance” could be:


•
“Increasing production of forest resources from state and private lands”;


•
“Reducing the cost of producing forest resources on state and private lands”;


•
“Reducing conflicts between various forest resources on state and private lands”;


•
“Increasing the value of existing forest resources on state and private lands.”

None of these are even implied in the goal or, as will be seen, in its associated objectives.

Finally, goal 4, effective public service, is clearly output-, not outcome-related. Unlike goals 1 and 3, at least this goal clearly states that the purpose of “an appropriate corporate infrastructure” is to insure “the efficient delivery of a variety of uses.” But as the discussion of objectives will show, the Forest Service largely sees this as output-related and not closely associated with efficiency or resource delivery.

C. Objectives and Milestones

The strategic plan identifies nineteen objectives, four for goals 1 and 3, five for goal 2, and six for goal 4. With one or two weak exceptions, these goals are neither outcome-oriented nor do they lend themselves to easy quantification. Each of the objectives are associated with one or two milestones. While some of these milestones are superficially quantitative, in fact they are largely qualitative and are almost completely output-related.

Here is a summary of the objectives and milestones, with a brief commentary on each one. 

Goal 1: Ecosystem Health

Objective 1.a: Improve and protect watershed conditions.

Milestone: A 20-percent increase in the number of watersheds having restored or improved watershed conditions.

Comments: The RPA programs focused on the quantity of water meeting water quality standards. Here, the focus is on outputs to restore or improve watershed, regardless of water quantities or quality. While “a 20-percent increase” sounds quantitative, the strategic plan does not identify the number of watersheds being restored before the 20 percent increase, much less the costs or benefits involved.

Objective 1.b: Increase the amount of habitat capable of sustaining viable populations of all native species.

Milestones: Increase habitat capacity by (percent to be identified) to sustain economically appropriate level of populations of species with viability concerns.



(Amount to be identified) of threatened and endangered species with viability concerns that have reached population objectives or achieved a known or estimated positive trend toward recovery.

Comments: This is one of the few goals that is remotely outcome-related since it deals with maintaining all native species (which are outcomes) and recovering threatened and endangered species (more outcomes). The objective still places an undue emphasis on the outputs needed (“increase amount of habitat”) needed to produce these outcomes. 

Objective 1.c: Increase the amount of forests and rangelands restored or maintained to a healthy condition with reduced risk and damage from fires, insects and diseases, and invasive species.

Milestones: A 20-percent decrease in acres of extreme risk from wildfire, insects and disease.



Acres infested with targeted invasive species remain unchanged or are diminished.

Comments: Restoration and maintenance are outputs. Instead of focusing on quantifiable outcomes, such as a 20-percent reduction in acres burned or infested with insects or disease, this objective and its first milestone deal with outputs: the number of acres treated. The invasive species milestone is outcome-related.

Objective 1.d: Increase collaboration with, and the participation of, a greater diversity of people and members of underserved and low-income populations in planning and implementing programs and activities.

Milestones: A 15-percent increase of outreach contacts to diverse peoples and underserved and low-income communities.



Distribution of participation of diverse people and underserved and low-income communities is comparable to relevant demographics.

Comments: Forest planning and implementation are outputs and people’s participation are outputs to the outputs. 

Goal 2: Multiple Benefits to People

Objective 2.a: Improve the capability of the Nation’s forests and rangelands to provide diverse, high-quality outdoor recreation opportunities.

Milestone: A 5-percent increase in user satisfaction with recreation programs and facilities.

Comments: The RPA programs all easily dealt with recreation outcomes: visitor days and (in the later programs) wildlife and fish user days. Yet this objective deals solely with outputs: “improve the capability . . . to provide . . . opportunities.” While “user satisfaction” might be considered an outcome, it is difficult to measure, whereas actual recreation use—or, better yet, the revenues derived from that use—are easy to measure outcomes.

Objective 2.b: Improve the capability of wilderness and protected areas to sustain a desired range of benefits and values.

Milestones: Baseline information is established for all NFS [National Forest System] wilderness areas and other protected areas.



All wilderness and other protected areas have management plans.

Comments: The objective and milestones are all output-related; see comments to 2.c.

Objective 2.c: Improve the capability of the Nation’s forests and rangelands to sustain desired uses, values, products, and services.

Milestones: Information is available for determining sustainable quantities of goods and services.



Total estimated economic value of goods and services from NFS.

Comments: As with 2.b, the objective and milestones are all output-related. There is no indication that the Forest Service seeks to actually produce more “uses, values, products, and services,” only that it wants more dollars to “improve the capability” to do so. 



Nor is there any test of whether these outputs are worthwhile. With sufficiently large outputs, such as fertilizers, irrigation, prunings, and so forth, the national forests could sustain much larger outcomes of timber and livestock grazing. The strategic plan gives no guidance for whether such outputs or outcomes are worthwhile. While “economic value of goods and services” sounds like an outcome, what this milestone seeks is funding so that the Forest Service may estimate those values; it does not promise any change in the value of those outcomes. 



It must be noted that the RPA programs used quantified outcome measures for timber, grazing, and minerals. Far from using any quantified outcome measures, the strategic plan barely mentions that these outcomes exist except in a postscript to the milestones, which says“Goods and services include such items as timber, minerals, livestock forage,” and so forth. 

Objective 2.d: Increase accessibility to a diversity of people and members of underserved and low-income populations to a full range of uses, values, products, and services.

Milestones: A 5-percent increase in number of diverse people and underserved and low-income communities expressing satisfaction with uses, values, products, and services.



A 5-percent increase in number of partnerships and contracts that include federal, state, and tribal governments and other entities.

Comments: “Accessibility” and “partnerships” are outputs and “satisfaction” is difficult to quantify. This objective does not even measure whether such “underserved” people actually increase their use of the national forests. 

Objective 2.e: Improve delivery of services to urban communities.

Milestones: A 5-percent increase in green space within urban areas.

Comments: This is an outcome-related measure but one that is largely beyond the control of the Forest Service. 

Goal 3: Scientific and Technical Assistance

Objective 3.a: Increase capacity of tribal governments, rural communities, and private landowners to adapt to economic, environmental, and social change related to natural resources.

Milestone: A 25-percent increase in communities working under broad-based local strategic plans.

Comments: The clear presumption here is that “broad-based local strategic plans” will increase local adaptivity to changing resource needs. If anything, the experience of the Forest Service with planning over the last thirty years proves exactly the opposite: Strategic planning tends to lock bureaucracies into dated programs based on obsolete data and conditions. Although the Forest Service has undergone tremendous change in the last decade, almost all of that change has been in spite of, not because of, RPA and NFMA planning. Essentially, this objective consists of the Forest Service exporting its failed processes to other sectors of the economy.

Objective 3.b: Increase the effectiveness of scientific and technical assistance delivered to domestic and international interests.

Milestone: A 20-percent increase in customers having incorporated new technology in product design or implementation.

Comments: “Effectiveness” is measured by “implementation of new technology.” But the real outcome is whether that new technology is worthwhile. Does it result in higher-valued forest products, lower dollar costs, or lower environmental costs? Such questions are not considered by the strategic plan.

Objective 3.c: Improve the knowledge base provided through research, inventory, and monitoring to enhance scientific understanding of ecosystems.

Milestone: An expert review process for the Research and Development program is developed and fully implemented by September 30, 2005.



A 10-percent increase in customer satisfaction with research products and services.

Comments: The Forest Service research division is one of the most reputable and credible research programs in the nation. A peer review process never hurts, though it is hardly a high priority and it is strange that it would take five years to implement. Considering that the agency has such capable researchers, it seems that they should be able to come up with better measures than a peer review process and the ever-subjective customer satisfaction.

Objective 3.d: Broaden the participation of less traditional research groups in research and technical assistance programs.

Milestone: A 5-percent increase in opportunities for participation of ethnically identified institutions and organizations in research and technical assistance programs.

Comments: Affirmative action for minority researchers and extension programs may be commendable, but it hardly seems one of the Forest Service’s top priorities.

Goal 4: Effective Public Service

Objective 4.a: Improve financial management to achieve fiscal accountability.

Milestone: Clean audit for FY 2000 and thereafter.



Removal of GAO “high-risk”designation.

Comments: In 1998, the GAO reported that the Forest Service was fiscally irresponsible and had failed to keep accurate track of how it spent its funds.
 What the GAO did not report was that, in large part, most of the problems were due to perverse and poorly designed incentives within the agency’s budgetary process. 



For example, the typical national forest is given a budget with fifty to seventy line items and told to spend the funds in each item only on that item. By comparison, the typical national park receives a budget with only about a dozen line items. This means that, near the end of each year, national forests are much more likely to run short of funds in certain line items while having a surplus in others. If the forest were to stop spending on the items whose funds were short, important work would not get done. If the forest were to end the year with a surplus in other line items, it would probably get its budget cut the next year. So naturally the forest tends to transfer funds from one item to another. This has long been an open secret within the agency. 



The GAO reports suggest that forest managers are irresponsible. But the real problem is that the budget is overly micromanaged. Efforts to get the number of line items reduced have been opposed by interest groups who view appropriations to “their” line items as victories and want to be able to track such victories. A clean audit is likely to result in poorer land management because it means that money will be spent where Washington, DC, interest groups dictate rather than where on-the-ground managers think it is needed.

Objective 4.b: Improve the safety and economy of Forest Service roads, trails, facilities, and operations.

Milestone: A 10-percent increase in firefighting capability.



Eliminate 95 percent of identified safety concerns posing immediate threats to users.



A 10-percent increase in the number of facilities maintained and meeting safety standards.

Comments: Here is one more objective for which outcome-related measures are easy to quantify: numbers of accidents, numbers of fires, and so forth. Instead, all of the measures used are strictly output-related.

Objective 4.c: Improve and integrate informational systems, data structures, and information management processes to support cost-efficient program delivery.

Milestone: A 50-percent increase in share of Forest Service information services and data structures accessible to employees and the public.



A 50-percent reduction in information system downtime.

Comments: The objective and all milestones are output-related.

Objective 4.d: Improve the skills, diversity, and productivity of the workforce.

Milestone: Accomplish affirmative action objectives on schedule.

Comments: Improving workforce skills and productivity can be important to increasing outcomes and improving efficiency. Unfortunately, the milestone and most of the related language deals solely with affirmative action. 

Objective 4.e: Ensure nondiscrimination in the delivery of all program services and equal opportunity in employee practices.

Milestone: A 15-percent increase in resolution of internal and external complaints.

Comments: Another equal opportunity objective.

Objective 4.f: Provide appropriate access to NFS lands and Forest Service programs.

Milestone: Maintain trend in acquisition of rights-of-way for roads and trails acquired for access to NFS lands.



A 10-percent increase in diversity of public participating in Forest Service programs and using NFS lands and facilities.

Comments: Of the many equal opportunity or affirmative action objectives in the strategic plan, this is the only one that measures whether “underserved” people are using the national forests. Yet the measure is problematic: How is “diversity” to be measured? Will an increase in the number of wealthy Asians count as diversity or does it have to be poor people?

It is worth noting that six of the objectives, almost a third of the total, deal with equal opportunity, affirmative action, or low-income people. In contrast, one deals with watersheds, one with wildlife, one with recreation, one with wilderness, and one with all other forest and range resources, for a total of five dealing with resources. Clearly, the plan regards the egalitarian distribution of resources as far more important than any of the resources themselves. This does not seem to be an appropriate set of priorities.

A review of the 1997 strategic plan reveals that, while the goals and objectives are similar to those in the draft 2000 plan, many of the milestones (which were called “performance measures” in the 1997 plan) were far more quantitative. Examples include:


•
Improve soil and water conditions on about 125,000 acres. 


•
Improve inland/anadromous fish habitat on about 8,500 stream miles and 40,000 lake acres.


•
Complete revisions of land and resource management plans for about two-thirds of the national forests. 


•
Reduce hazardous fuels on about 5 million acres of NFS lands and provide technical assistance to State and private landowners.


•
Take response actions at 375 CERCLA sites that pose the greatest threat to public health, welfare, or environment.


•
Complete conservation agreements with other Federal and State agencies for 50 percent of the identified sensitive species to prevent listing. 


•
Reconstruct approximately 1000 miles of wilderness trails to standard. 


•
Complete NEPA analysis on grazing allotments according to the schedule developed in response to direction in the FY 1995 Rescission Bill. 


•
Process an average of 13,000-14,000 energy and non-energy operations annually. 


•
Publish an average of 1,000 scientific papers in refereed (peer reviewed) journals each year. 


•
Survey and mark 63 percent of Forest Service boundaries to standard. 


•
Conduct appropriate maintenance activities on an average of 40 percent of the road system each year. 


•
Obliterate an average of 1,500 miles of road each year. 

All of these performance measures are output-related. But unlike nearly all of the milestones in the 2000 plan, they are easily measured; as GPRA intended, members of Congress and the public can see whether the objectives were attained. For example, one of the measures in the 1997 plan was:


•
The agency will receive "clean" audit opinions on its financial statements for FY 1999 and each year thereafter.

The Forest Service evidently did not achieve this milestone. It may be that the agency’s failure to achieve such measures led it to de-quantify the milestones in the 2000 plan. This de-quantification may be disguised with such terms as “customer satisfaction,” but three years from now it will be nearly impossible for anyone to tell whether the Forest Service has achieved the milestones in the 2000 plan.

V. Other Problems with the 2000 Strategic Plan

A. The Plan Does Not Interface with the RPA Assessment

Much of the 2000 RPA Assessment has not been published in time for the public to review it when commenting on the 2000 strategic plan. Although the authors of the plan may have had draft versions available, there is little indication, other than a brief summary in the plan, that they used the assessment. 

The draft plan’s brief summary of the RPA Assessment is misleading and self-serving. The plan claims that "preliminary findings of the 2000 RPA Assessment" are that "Projected increases in population and discretionary income will, in turn, increase demands for renewable resources."
 The strong implication is that the Forest Service will need increased budgets to meet these increased demands.

In fact, this is not what the RPA Assessment says. Those portions that have been released tell very different stories.


•
The 1997 assessment for timber, which was published in 1999, says that U.S. timber growth exceeds harvests by 48 percent.
 For every two board feet cut, three are grown every year. Per capita demand for timber is much less than it was several decades ago.


•
The assessment for water shows that the use of water for many purposes has “peaked” due to increased efficiency in industry and irrigation. “Aggregate withdrawals [of water] in the U.S. over the next 40 years will stay below 10% [above] the 1995 level, despite a 41% expected increase in population.”


•
The assessment for recreation shows that, due to an aging population, the demand for outdoor recreation is also growing more slowly. The forms of recreation that are increasing the fastest, such as skiing, snowmobiling, sightseeing, and nonconsumptive wildlife activity, are either not land intensive or need no significant government actions.


•
The assessment for wildlife shows that most forest and rangeland wildlife resource trends are stable or improving.
 Unfavorable trends are most strongly associated with farm and grasslands. 

All of these indications suggest that there is little need for increased government action or Forest Service funding to meet demands for renewable resources. 

B. The Strategic Plan Revision Does Not Correct Problems in the 1997 Plan

As noted, nearly all of the problems with the mission, goals, and objectives described for the 2000 plan are also found in the 1997 plan. The performance measures in the 1997 plan were much more quantitative than the milestones in the 2000 plan, but otherwise are similarly output- rather than outcome-related. 

Since this is the second strategic plan, the above problems should have been identified during implementation of the first. Yet they were not. This could be because the Forest Service has not taken GPRA seriously enough to identify and evaluate appropriate outcome-related goals, as GPRA requires. It could also be because the Forest Service is more interested in subverting GPRA to its own goals. Such goals might be to emphasize increased funding for outputs without being held responsible for producing any measurable outcomes. The truth may be a mixture of these two explanations.

VI. Fixing the Strategic Plan

This paper has suggested that the lack of outcome-orientation or quantification in the strategic plan is a direct outgrowth of the Forest Service’s disillusionment over the highly outcome-related and quantitative RPA programs. But the problem with the programs was not that they were outcome-related and quantitative; it was that they were based on the wrong goals and that the RPA-NFMA process tended to fix obsolete data into policy rather than adapt to new information.

The Forest Service can solve these problems and comply with GPRA’s legal requirements by using a proper set of goals and measures in the 2000 strategic plan. This paper will show how by presenting an alternative mission, goals, objectives, and performance measures.

In 1999, a group of industry, environmental, and Forest Service leaders calling itself the Forest Options Group published a proposal that the Forest Service do pilot tests of five different institutional arrangements aimed at producing better outcomes at lower costs with less polarization.
 The alternative proposed here is similar to pilot 1, Entrepreneurial Budgeting.

The premise of this alternative is simple: National forest managers respond to incentives in their budgets. If those budgets are influenced by the fees they collect, they respond to incentives from those fees. Historic conflicts over national forest resources are often derived from perverse incentives in the budgets or user fees. 

For example, the Forest Service has historically been allowed to charge fair market value for timber and to keep an unlimited share of timber receipts. But it has not been allowed to charge fair market value for other resources or to keep most of the fees it does collect for those resources. As a result, the agency has tended to emphasize timber even where timber loses money and other resources are clearly more valuable.

This alternative seeks to correct this by:


•
Increasing the number of marketable resources which produce user fees;


•
Insuring that the Forest Service keeps the same share from all resources; and


•
Dedicating a fixed share of receipts to protection of nonmarketable resources.

A. Mission

The mission of the Forest Service is to manage the National Forest System and assist other forest landowners to meet the needs of the American people by producing renewable resources at sustainable rates and by maximizing the net value of all forest and rangeland resources. 

B. Goals

Goal 1. Production of Marketable Goods and Services

Manage the National Forest System and promote the management of other forests and rangelands to maximize the net value of sustainable levels of marketable resource outcomes.

Goal 2. Production of Nonmarketable Goods and Services

Manage the National Forest System and promote the management of other forests and rangelands to preserve minimum viable populations of all native plants and wildlife and the protection of other nonmarketable resources.

Goal 3. Institutional Arrangements

Promote the implementation of improved incentives aimed at rewarding national forest managers and other forest landowners and managers for achieving goals 1 and 2.

Comments: Goals 1 and 2 are strictly outcome-oriented. Goal 3 creates or enhances the institutional structures that make goals 1 and 2 possible.

C. Objectives and Performance Measures

Goal 1. Production of Marketable Goods and Services

Objective 1.a: In general, aim for a system in which the costs of marketable resource management are covered by no more than half the receipts from each resource. One-fourth of the receipts should go to ecosystem restoration and one-fourth should go to counties or the U.S. Treasury, depending on Congress’ actions on the county payments legislation.

Performance measures: The net cost to taxpayers of running the national forests should steadily decline as receipts are increased and costs are reduced.

Comments: Most marketable resources on the national forests are already being marketed by private landowners. Existing below-cost programs represent unfair competition to those landowners and discourage sustainable management of those private lands. Ending the below-cost programs will improve ecological and economic results on both the national forests and other forest lands. The 50-25-25 formula was developed by the Forest Options Group based on the following premises:


•
One-quarter of national forest receipts had historically gone to counties;


•
Half of receipts should be more than adequate to fund marketable resources since Washington and Oregon state forest agencies fund their activities out of less than half of their receipts;


•
The remaining receipts should be dedicated to protecting non-marketable resources.

Objective 1.b: Insure that each national forest timber sale program is both sustainable and produces net benefits for the American public.

Performance measures: The revenues returned to the Treasury by each national forest timber sale program should exceed the costs to the Treasury.



Individual green timber sales should be designed to so that all of their costs are less than half of the receipts. One-fourth of all receipts will be spent on ecosystem restoration and maintenance on the district that sells the timber and one-fourth will go to counties. Any additional receipts will be returned to the Treasury.



Individual salvage sales need not cover all of their costs, but each national forest salvage sale program should cover all of its costs each year. 



No national forest should sell more timber during any decade than can be sustained in any future decade.

Comments: These performance measures are designed to insure that timber sales are both ecologically and economically sound. While they will encourage the sale of timber where the benefits exceed the costs, they will not—as the current system does—promote the sale of timber where the costs exceed the benefits.

Objective 1.c: Insure that each national forest and national grassland livestock grazing program is both efficient and sustainable.

Performance measures: On ranges that have been overgrazed in the past, range betterment funds should be solely dedicated to restoration, not to maintaining existing levels of grazing.



Range conditions on all national forests should be stable or increasing.

Comments: See also objective 3.c.

Objective 1.d: Revenues from minerals and oil & gas should be pooled among forests that have mining or oil & gas operations and applied to ecosystem restoration projects on those forests.

Performance measures: Each national forest with mining operations shall publish an annual checklist indicating how those mining operations have influenced wildlife habitat, water quality, and other environmental resources in the previous year. The checklist will also indicate how the forest is using ecosystem restoration funds to mitigate damage or restore ecosystems.

Comments: Currently, the Forest Service is allowed to charge fair market value only for oil & gas (most of which is extracted from one national forest, the Custer) and for minerals on some eastern national forests, such as the Mark Twain. Until legislation is enacted allowing other forests to charge (see objective 3.d), revenues from those forests that collect them should be pooled among all mineral producing forests. The Forest Service may need to ask Congress for permission to use mineral proceeds in this way (see objective 3.d, performance measure 2).

Objective 1.e: Revenues from the national forest recreation program should entirely cover its costs after ten years.

Performance measures: The share of recreationists paying fees should increase by 10 percent of all national forest recreationists each year.



Recreation fee projects should be designed so that all of their costs are less than half of the receipts. One-fourth of all receipts will be spent on ecosystem restoration and maintenance on the district or districts that set up the recreation project and one-fourth will go to counties. Any additional receipts will be returned to the Treasury.

Comments: This depends on Congress expanding the recreation fee demo program as described in objective 3.e.

Objective 1.f: Revenues from hunting and fishing on national forests should cover costs of game management, with state cooperation, within ten years.

Performance measures: The share of hunters and anglers paying fees should increase as national forests form cooperative agreements with state fish and wildlife agencies. 



Hunting and fishing fee projects should be designed so that half of all receipts will be spent on game management, one-fourth on non-game management, and one-fourth returned to counties.

Comments: The Sikes Act allows national forests to charge for hunting and fishing provided they have reached cooperative agreements with states. Only a few have done so. See objective 3.f.

Objective 1.g: Forest Service experiment stations should begin to contract to do fee-based research for clients such as national forests, other government agencies, and private landowners and forest product users.

Performance measures: By September 30, 2000, the Forest Service research branch should determine what legal authority it has to charge for research and begin to negotiate to do research projects. If necessary, seek legislative authority for fee-based research (see objective 3.g). 



By September 30, 2001, all Forest Service research shall be classified as marketable or nonmarketable research. Marketable research is research that produces increased revenues or reduced costs for other land managers or forest products users. The Forest Service should then begin to phase out doing marketable research projects except on a fee basis. 



By September 30, 2003, all marketable research should be done on a fee basis. One-fourth of the fees from marketable research should be dedicated to doing nonmarketable research. 

Comments: Much of the work done by the research branch is excellent, but its benefits often accrue largely to private parties. The agency could easily compete with private research firms for fee-based research contracts. Such competition would be much more fair to the private firms than the current situation in which the research is done for free.

Objective 1.h: Explore ways to design incentives into Forest Service state & private forestry programs aimed at reducing costs and increasing benefits.

Performance measures: By September 30, 2000, the Forest Service State & Private Forestry branch should set up an incentive team aimed at finding ways to reduce costs and increase benefits of state & private forestry.

Comments: The Forest Service State & Private Forestry branch is a hodge-podge of cooperative fire programs, pork barrel programs benefiting a few states, and Forest Service empire-building efforts such as international forestry and urban forestry. 

Goal 2. Production of Nonmarketable Goods and Services

Objective 2.a: Aim to produce water quantities at natural flow regimes and water quality at high standards appropriate to downstream water users.

Performance measures: Each national forest shall publish an annual checklist of all watersheds indicating how past and present human activities have influenced flow regimes and water quality. The checklist will also describe how the forest is using ecosystem restoration funds to protect or restore affected watersheds.

Comments: See objective 3.h.

Objective 2.b: Protect viable populations of all native plant and animal species.

Performance measures: Each national forest shall publish an annual checklist of all native species indicating which populations are healthy and which are sensitive, threatened, or endangered. The checklist will also describe how the forest is using ecosystem restoration funds to protect or restore the sensitive, threatened, or endangered populations.

Objective 2.c: Reduce risk of fire to minimize the combined costs of fire prevention and fire suppression and apply similar measures to insects, disease, and invasive species.

Performance measures: Each national forest shall publish an annual checklist of all watersheds indicating fuel levels and risk of fire, insects, disease, and invasive species. The checklist will also describe how the forest is using ecosystem restoration funds to reduce risks of fire, insects, and disease and eliminate non-native pests.

Goal 3. Institutional Arrangements

Objective 3.a: Seek legislation that will give the Forest Service flexibility in its budget to carry out objective 1.a. Until that legislation is passed, use the flexibility that already exists in the budget to carry out objective 1.a as far as possible.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress a legislative proposal changing the agency’s budgetary process.



By September 30, 2000, issue rules and directives to national forest offices using existing authority under the Knutson-Vandenberg Act and other laws to divide national forest receipts, as far as possible, as described in objective 1.a and other objectives. 

Objective 3.b: Seek repeal of the Knutson-Vandenberg Act, the salvage sale fund, the brush disposal fund, the cooperative road maintenance fund, and any similar funds, and replacement with legislation meeting objective 1.b. Until that legislation is passed, use the flexibility that already exists in the budget to carry out objective 1.b as far as possible.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress a legislative proposal changing the agency’s timber sale funding process.



By September 30, 2000, issue rules and directives to national forest offices limiting expenditures on individual green timber sales to half of the anticipated receipts from those sales and forest-wide expenditures on salvage sales to half the annual receipts from such sales.

Objective 3.c: Seek permission from Congress to negotiate grazing fees with ranchers on a case-by-case basis. With or without such legislation, change the rules governing grazing permits to change the incentives facing permittees.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress a legislative proposal allowing forests to negotiate grazing fees on a case-by-case basis. Individual fees are not to exceed fair market value but may be below fair market value as an incentive to ranchers to practice sound range management. Revenues from fees are to be divided as specified in objective 1.a.



By September 30, 2000, issue new grazing rules that (1) eliminate the base-property requirement, (2) eliminate use-it-or-lose-it requirements, and (3) extend grazing permits to thirty years. 



By September 30, 2000, issue directives to forests specifying that, until grazing fee legislation is passed, at least 50 percent of the range betterment fund must be dedicated to range ecosystem restoration and not to improvements simply aimed at maintaining or increasing livestock levels. On allotments where range indicators are declining, 100 percent of the range betterment fund must be spent on range ecosystem restoration.

Comments: A consensus group consisting of environmentalists and ranchers facilitated by Karl Hess of the Thoreau Institute agreed to the proposals described by performance measure 2: (1) eliminate the base-property requirement, (2) eliminate use-it-or-lose-it requirements, and (3) extend grazing permits to thirty years. These proposals would substantially alter grazing incentives and lead to improved range without harming ranchers or provoking serious controversy.

Objective 3.d: Seek legislation allowing all national forests to collect royalties from miners determined on a case-by-case basis and allocating those royalties as specified in objective 1.a. Until such legislation is passed, seek permission to use existing mineral receipts as specified in objective 1.d.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress a legislative proposal allowing forests to negotiate mineral royalties on a case-by-case basis. Individual royalties are not to exceed fair market value. 



Also by February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress an appropriations rider allowing forests to use existing mineral receipts as specified in objective 1.d.

Objective 3.e: Seek legislation making the recreation fee demonstration process permanent and expanding that process to an unlimited number of projects (currently limited to 100). Until such legislation is passed, use existing authority to divide recreation receipts as specified in objective 1.e.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress a legislative proposal allowing forests to charge fees for all sorts of recreation and allowing division of the receipts as specified in objective 1.e. 



By September 30, 2000, issue directives to national forests requiring that one-fourth of existing recreation fees be dedicated to ecosystem restoration.



By December 31, 2000, set up a recreation team consisting of selected national, regional, forest, and research recreation staff to discuss ways to increase recreation receipts and reduce costs. 

Objective 3.f: Seek cooperative agreements with state fish and wildlife agencies to charge hunters and anglers on national forests and divide the revenues as specified in objective 1.f.

Performance measures: By December 31, 2000, all regional offices shall begin negotiations with state agencies that do not yet have Sikes Act agreements with the Forest Service.

Objective 3.g: Seek legislation, if necessary, allowing the Forest Service research branch to charge fees for its work.

Performance measure: See objective 1.g.

Objective 3.h: Develop innovative ways to turn water into a marketable resource or to find incentives to protect watersheds and water quality. 

Performance measures: By December 31, 2000, set up an watershed incentive team consisting of selected national, regional, forest, and research watershed staff and research economists to find ways to create markets or incentives for water.

Comments: Two possible markets for water are municipal watersheds and national forest water rights. 



1. Many cities, including Portland, Seattle, and Tacoma, get their water from national forests. Forests could write incentive contracts with the cities agreeing to provide water at certain quality standards. If they meet the contracts, the cities would pay the forests. If they fail to meet the standards, the forests would pay the cities to clean the water. 



2. In some states, such as California, national forests have authority to claim water rights. It may be possible for them to claim such rights and then sell the water to downstream users, thus creating incentives to protect water quality.



These and other incentive-based water policies should be explored.

Objective 3.i: Evaluate ways of reducing Forest Service bureaucracy and overhead.

Performance measures: By September 30, 2000, convene a team of Forest Service officials and other interested parties to consider the elimination of Forest Service regional offices. The team could also consider other means of reducing bureaucracy and overhead.

Comments: The nine regional offices consume well over 10 percent of the Forest Service’s budget. Yet in this age of electronic communications, many consider them to be obsolete and redundant. The decentralized Forest Service contemplated in this alternative would make that especially true. The main obstacle to their elimination is political: The regional offices employ a high percentage of people in some cities, particularly in Juneau, Alaska, and Missoula, Montana. 

Objective 3.j: Experiment with alternative institutional arrangements that seek to improve incentives and make national forests more responsive to the public.

Performance measures: By February 1, 2001, develop and submit to Congress legislation giving the Forest Service authority to try pilot projects such as the pilots described in the Forest Options Group report (http://www.ti.org/2c.html). 



If such legislation does not immediately pass, use the Forest Service’s existing authority to begin pilot experiments on selected forests by September 30, 2001.

Comments: The Forest Options Group proposed five pilots: 

1.
Entrepreneurial budgeting (which is similar to this alternative);

2.
Collaborative management (in which a national forest reports to a collaborative board of directors);

3.
Collaborative planning (in which a collaborative board writes the forest plan);

4.
Forest trust (in which the forest become the corpus of a trust and the forest supervisor or a board of directors is the trustee); and

5.
Gross receipts/rate board (in which the forest keeps all of its receipts but user fees are set by a rate board directed to take equity considerations into account).



The Forest Options Group estimated that all of these pilots except pilot 4 could be tested by the Forest Service under its existing authority. The group recommended that Congress pass legislation, both to allow pilot 4 and to provide adequate superstructure to test the pilots. 

VII. Conclusions

GPRA was designed to improve efficiency and eliminate waste in government by insuring that federal agencies would be oriented to outcomes, not outputs, and that their performance could easily be measured and evaluated against the promises they have made. Yet the Forest Service’s strategic plan focuses on outputs, not outcomes, and obscures measurement of agency performance by using nonquantifiable or difficult-to-quantify measures.

In fixing these problems, the Forest Service should not make the mistake made in the RPA programs, which was to focus on physical quantities of outcomes. Nor should it make the mistake made in the “effective public service” goal of its strategic plan, which focuses on increasing agency funding without asking whether those funds are spent effectively.

Instead, strategic plan goals should focus on the net value produced by the Forest Service. Strategic plan objectives should focus on creating institutional incentives that will reward managers for increasing the net benefits they produce and penalize managers for reducing net benefits. 

The alternative described in these comments is not the only way of accomplishing this. But it does emphasize the net value of marketable resources while providing safeguards for nonmarketable resources. It should also lead to a multi-billion dollar savings to taxpayers while giving both managers and forest users incentives to cooperate and to increase forest benefits.
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