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Ecosystem Management: An
Uncharted Path for Public Forests

Roger A. Sedjo

hould public [orests be managed o
reduce all traces of modemn human
acrivities o7 to produce goods and
services? Recently, the U.5, Forest Ser-
vice seemed to answer that guestion by
saying that it would like to 1estore the
forests of the northern Rockies 10 preser-
tlement conditions—that is, to the way
the forests were at the start of the nine-
teenth century. This is indicative of the
Forest Service's new philosophy of eco-
system management and reflects its shift
away from multiple-use management,
which has been the practice on public
forestlands since the 1960s.
The impetus [or both approaches is
the desire to sustain forests. Concern
-about the rapid rate of logging on public
lands following World War 1f led to con-
gressional legislation thar called for mul-
tiple-use management. This legislation
explicitly recognized the worthiness of a
range of goods or services provided by
public forests—including market goods,
such as limber, and nonmarket services,
such as habitat for wildlife. Congress
charged the Forest Service with manag-
ing fotests to produce a mix of both
within the context of sustainability.
In recent vears, however, the leader-
. ship of the Forest Service has backed
away from this goal as its attention has
focused on forest ecology—ihe totality of
relationships between forest organisms
and their environment. This concern
with forest ecology is embodied in the
leadership's advocacy of ecosystem man-
agement. In accordance with this philos-
ophy, the service has afl but abandoned
the notion of forests as primarily 2 vehicle
for producing multiple goeds (or “out-
puts”) desired by society. Instead of prac-
ticing muitiple-use management, which
emphasizes the sustainable production of

myriad goods and services, the Forest
Service has embraced ecosystem manage-
ment, wherein the condition of forest eco-
systems——the complex of forest organ-
isms and their environment functioning
as an ecological unit in nalure—is con-
sidered 1o be the preeminent cutput.
Although an ecosystem-based ap-
proach has much to offer in the form of a
broader, more integrated, and more com-
prehensive view of the forest—and thus
contributes to the development of more
effecrive management tools—its defect is
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Ecosystem management
ignores the social consensus
implicit in a legislated
objective of producing multiple
forest outputs and, instead,
attempts to achieve some
arbitrary forest condition
about which society has little

say.

its digregard for certain socially approved
objectives. In essence, ecosystem man-
agemenl aims 1o restore forests to some
bialogical condition that reflects fewer
humar impacts, but just what condition
ig a matter of arbitrary selection. Because
ecosysteny tnanagement has no real leg-
islasive mandate, decisions to seek any
cne of many possible conditions are
being made by the Forest Service rather
than by society at large, which makes irs
wishes known through the legislation of
management chjectives. Mare 1o the
point fror the perspective of taxpayers,

these decisions are being driven almost
exclusively by biological considerations,
with little attenrion paid to econormic and
other concemns. In shorl, when identify-
ing objecrives, ecosystem management
ignores the social consensus implicit in
the eongressionally legislated objective of
producing multiple market and nenrnar-
ket [orest oulputs and, instead, attempts
te achieve sotne arbitrary forest conditien
about which society has litde say.

The comparison of ecosystem man-
agement and muliple-uge management
presented below highlights the pitfalls of
the Forest Service’s new philosophy.
Despite these pitfalls, it would be unwise
simply {0 dismiss ecosystem manage-
ment. It has resulted in the developent
of some highly efiective management
tools and activities and rellects a concern
for the health of ecosystems that tradi-
tional management may not sufficieatly
recognize. Management for multiple-use
objectives should continue to be the
praciice on public lands, but perhaps
with a view to incorporating some
aspects of ecosyslem-based management,

The need for clear objectives

Management of public forestlands re-
quires the idenrification of clear cbiec-
tives and the development of a regime
{procedures and toals) thar will achieve
the objectives without violating the con-
straints imposed by the availability of
resources and the acceptability of actions
and outcomes.

Forest management withoul objec-
tives is meaningiess. In the absence of
stated goals, we cannot differentiate suc-
cess[ul [orestry activities from unsuccess-
ful ones. And in the case of public forest-
lands, the ability to gauge the success of
management efforts takes on added sig-
nilicance because these efforts are being
financed by taxpayer dollars. Moreover,
without specifying objectives, we cannot
ensure thar the preferences of society are
being reflected in the way that our for
ests are managed. These prelerences

continued on page 18
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continued from page 10

should inform goals as well as define the
constraints within which a management
regime will operate.

But where ohiectives dictaze the man-
agement approach under multiple-use
forestry, ends merge with means under
ecosyslenm management, Indeed, in actnal
practice, the objective of ecosystem man-
agement is most often simply the applica-
tion of an ecosystem, or ecosysiem-based,
approach that is concerned first and
foremost with the state of the forest itself,
Thus while the Forest Service has been
embracing ecosystem management as its
operating philosophy for several years,
no clear vision of output goals, ar least as
traditionally underatood, has emerged.
What has emerged is a preocccupstion
with forest condition—that is, with bia-
logical attributes, such as 2 forest’s struc-
ture {mixture of younger and older trees)
and variety of tree species—vather than
with the goods and services (particularly
those consumed by humans) that forests
provide.

Ecosystem management versus
multiple-use management

Jack Ward Thomas, chief of the Forest
Service, has said that ecosystem manage-
ment means sustaining forest resources,
from which will flow many goods and
services. But our public forests have for
decades been managed to sustain multi-
ple uses. Is ecosystem management really
different from multiple-use management?

The mandate [or multiple-use forestry
has been expressed by law since 1960,
when Congress passed the Multiple-Use
Sustained Yield Act, This act acknowl-
edges that {orests generate both market
goods and nonmarket goods. The objec-
tive of multiple-use management is to
produce the mix of these market and
nonmarket goods that maximizes the
value of {orests to society,

If the objective of ecosystetn manage-
ment is simply the management of whole
ecosystems for a variety of purposes,
such management might be viewed as an

The Forest Service would like to return the forests of the northern Rockies {pictared
here) to conditions that predate Furopean settlement in the early 1800s. But why not
aim for conditions that predate all human activity? Arbitrariness in the selection of

desired forest condition is one aspect of ecosystem management that some taxpayers

may find oubling.

expansion of the multiple-use approach.
Under this expanded approach, the set
of outputs under consideration would
broaden o include the biclogical condi-
tion of the forest itself. In addition, the
boundaries of the mapagemment unit
would enlarge, becanse changes in for-
ests affect the geographic area around
forests. Finally, the potential uniqueness
of each forest ecosystem would be recog-
nized and new management techniques

would be introduced. Canceptually, these

conhsiderations represent modest exten-
sions of multiple-uze management. The
job of the public forest manager would
continue to be producing the mix of out-
puts that would maximize the social
value of the forest.

But proponents of ecosystem manage-
ment are reluctant to (eeal such manage-
ment 45 2 mere extension of multiple-use
forestry. Unlike multiple-use manage-
ment, which focuses on distinet forest
outputs, many of which are consumed

directly by humans, ecosystem manage-
ment focuses on forest condition as the
dominant forest “eurput.” In this con-
text, timber, recreational opportunities,

Unlike multiple-use
management—which focuses
on distinct forest outputs,
many of which are consumed
directly by humans—
ecosystem management focuses
on forest condition as the
dominant forest “output.”

and other traditional forest goods are
merely by-products of managing forests
to achieve one of many possible [etest
conditions. Production of these othet
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outputs is tolerable as long as it does not
conflict with the primary objective of
achieving one of these conditions. Thus,
for example, timber harvests that im-
srove the condition of a lorest are
acceptable. But while under multiple-use
management such harvests could be
decreased in order to increase recre-
ational opportunities, under ecosystem
management such opportunities would
nct be augmented if they resulted in
what was perceived as an undesirable
change in forest condition. Under
ecosystem managaiment, Iorest condi-
tign—as the preeminent forest outpur—
is not subject 1o trade-ofis with other for-
est outputs, as it is under multiple-use
management.

A clear statemnent of the objectives of
eCOSYSEEM Managetent appears in the
Forest Service’s proposed regulations
dated April 13, 1995, In the proposed
regulations, the management objective is
gated as follows: “The principal gosl of
managing the Nadonal Forest System is
to muintain or restore the sustainability of
ecosystems...” (italics added). By this
articulaton, the goal of management is
very sitilar to the constraints of other
forest management syterns: sustainability.
The proposed tegulation goes on to sug-
gest that the achievernent of this goal will
result in “...multiple benefits to present
and future generations.”

The implications of ecosystem
management

Given ecosystern management’s focus on
forest condition, the first question that
arises is whether a given forest's currant
condition should be maintained or mod-
ified to some specified extent. Once such
a decision is made, the vagueness of the
management objective disappears. But,
as I suggest below, the selection of
desired ot acceptable condition is essen-
tially arbitrary. As a vesult, the objective
chosen today may be sadly cutdzted in
perhaps a few years,

Although not ceadily apparent, arbi-
trariness Is reflected in the Farest

Service’s apparent preference for restora-
tion, rather than maintenance, of forest
condition. This restoration entails the
retum of forests to some state character-
ized by fewer human impacis—/lor
examnple, the retam of the forests of the
northern Rockies 1o presewlement condi-
tionss. But why not aim for a forest condi-
tion that predates human activity?
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Should European forests be
returned to their pre-Roman
condition, to their Medieval
condition, or what? This
question raises more questions:
Is less human impact always
preferable to more human
impact? If so, why? These
questions do not have scientific
answers.
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On 2 philosophical level, such arbi-
trariness is perhaps easier 1o show i we
compare the selection of desired condi-
tion for European forests with that for
American forests. In the United States,
landscape conditons before and after
Furppean settlement are teadily distin-
guished, and the landscape conditions
before European settlement ofien func-
tion ag a model for desived forest condi-
tion. In Furope, however, the distinction
between forests before and after human
settlement is virtually impossible to
make, and, as a resuli, determining
desired forest condition is more difficudr,
Should forests there be returned o their
pre-Celtic condition before about 1300
B.C., to their pre-Roman condition, o
their condition in the Middle Ages, or
what? This question inevirably raises
more fundamenta! questions—namely,
whether less human impacrt is always
preferable to move human fimpagt, and, if
so, why, These questions do not have
scientific answars.

At the same time, however, and
despite assertions to the contrary, the
PETSPECtiVE L'.If F_‘CC!SYStEm managemem is
almost purely biological, with no serious
attention given Lo social values and litle
real attempt made to relate forest curpurs
10 human and social needs and desires. A
critical question that is not being asked is
whether achieving a particular forest
condition is a sensible use of public
funds. 1t is one thing o justify taxes to
produce outputs, market or nonmarker,
that are consumed directly by the public,
bur guite another for society to nse s
scarce tax dollars to achieve a binlogical
objective that may or may not be valued
by the majority of the raxpaying public.

Generating benefits for
EVEI'YOHE

Public forests were established to gener-
ale benefits for all citizens, and in the
past the objectives of forest management
reflected a degree ol political consensus.
In recent decades, these objectives have
been codified in congressional legisla-
tion: the Multiple-Tse Sustained Yield
Act of 1960, as well as the Resources
Planning Act of 1974 and the National
Forest Management Act of 1976, By con-
trast, forest management as practiced by
the Forest Service in the mid-1990s has
no clear political or sogial mandate.
Indeed, ecosystem management marks a
sharp shift away From legislatively sup-
peorted multiple-use forestry—which
recognizes many biological, social, znd
economic values—I[locusing instead on
an arbitrary forest-condition cbjective
that, in essence, is defined by biological
considerations only.

while the Forest Service's adoption of
ecosystemn management may be inconsis-
tent with legisiation mandating mulriple-
use mmanagermnent, it is not inconsisteht
with the Endangered Spectes Act (ESA). In
facr, recent court rulings that earlier Forest
Service actions were contrary 1o the ERA
do provide a rationale for the service’s shift
f0 ecosysiemn management, These nulings
do not, however, provide sufficient jusifi-
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cation for jettisoning the multiple-use
objectives called for in existing, legisla-
tion, at least antil such ime as a national
COonsensus on new forest management
objectives is codified by Congress.

The practice of goosystem manage-
ment, however, has arisen parily as a
result of the difficulties inherent in multi-
ple-use [orestey. Achieving the optimal
social mix of outputs is, shviously, ne
easy task. The selection of outputs has
beer complicated further by court inter-
pretations of the ESA that constrained
marnagernent decisions. In this context,
the current administration and the new
Forest Service chief have promoted the
shilt to an ecosysiemn management
approach.

Changes in the administration or the
ESA are likely to alter the way that
ecosystem management is practiced,
however, perhaps making the forest con-
ditions managed {or today undesirable
tomorrow. And changes are likely, Ad-
ministrations come and go, after all, and
with them the leadership of the Forest
Sexvice, Moreover, the ESA is expected
o be amended. In rhe ahsence of any
kind of legislative mandate, then, ecosys-
tem management could go by the way-
side or it could constanly alter the goods
that forests provide and do so without
referenice to pubilic opinion.

If ecosystem managemerl is o be
practiced on public lands, the applica-
tion ol democratic principles suggests

Under multiple-use management, imber harvests could be decreased to intrease recre-
ational opportunities; but under ecosystem management, such recreations] opportunities
would not be enhanced if they resulted in an “undesirable” change in [orest condition.
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that such management be made law. In
the ahsence of new congressional direc-
rives, however, management {or multiple
forest outputs should continue on public
lands. But ecosystem-hased managernem
should not be dismissed aliogether. Dis
tools and activities could and prebably
shouid be used by the Forest Service to
achieve the objectives of multiple.use

Forest mandgement ds being
prdcticed by the Forest Service
in the mid-1990s has no clear
political or social mandate.
Indeed, ecosystem manage-
ment marks a sharp shift away

from legislatively supported

multiple-use forestry.

forestry. And if there appears to be some
public support for retuming forests to a
specified condition of fewer human
impacts, this condition could be added
1o the list of existing management objec-
tives, such az producing tmber and pro-
viding recreational opporrunities.

The advantage of mulliple-use man-
agement is that it thes to accommodate
additional chjectives and make trade-offs
among them in order to increase social
values. Such an approach, alibough
sometimes flawed, is much more likely
to benefit all members of society than
ecosystem management, which makes
one ohjective dominant and essentially
impervious 1o trade-offs. In retrospect,
we can see that multiple-use manage .
ment's chief strength Hes in its flexibility
and in its respomnsiveness to changing
social desires. By comparison, ecosysiem
managerment is rigid in identifving objec-
tives and essentially arbitrary.

Roger A, Sedjo is a senior fellow in the Energy
and Natural Resources Diviston at Résouiis
for the Future.




