







Feb. 9, 2000

CAET- USDA

Attention: Planning Rule

USDA Forest Service

200 E. Broadway, Room 103

P.O. Box 7669

Missoula, MT 59807

There are many good points and principles raised in the both the Committee of Scientists report and the proposed planning regulations.  However, I have serious concerns in general about the direction of these regulations in terms of the appropriate use of scientific expertise in a democratic society about decisions that affect our shared public lands.  The history of forest planning suggests that any plan decisions can change more quickly than the process can handle.  In the long run, the National Forests cannot be managed any better than the relationships between its employees and the public.  The Forest Service needs an ethic and approach to dealing with people that is as high-minded as its stated land ethic.  A forest planning process can work toward this goal, or against it. 

I would offer the following criteria for a future planning process (not necessarily in priority order):

1) Builds trust and good relations among the Forest Service and other participants in the process:

a) Planning process is clear and easily understood.  What problems will be addressed at what level, in what timeframe, and what the role of the public will be in each process is clear. 

b) The decision space of the decision-maker is understood by the public.  It is clearly an important part of the political and judicial system that there are opportunities for individuals to express disagreement with a decision and to reverse it.   A realistic view of the process is the key to the public being able to make wise investments of their time and effort. 

c) Concepts are clear and easily explained.  As little as possible technological or scientific or philosophical jargon is used.

2) Treats all participants respectfully, including communities of place, communities of interest, Forest Service employees, other government groups, and experts. All available knowledge is considered and used effectively.  This means promoting civil dialogue and discussion, and not legitimizing one particular set of experts at the expense of others.  Knowledge is shared by practitioners, local communities, community researchers, FS scientific experts (including those employed by National Forests, State and Private, and Research), NGO, industry and academic scientists, legal experts, and historians. 

a) All debate and discussion occur in a public venue, including scientific debates

.

b) Framing of questions is a joint responsibility of all parties.

c) Time of the participants is treated with respect, and used effectively.

d) Different groups have different access to meetings, commissioning research, and scientific expertise, due to finances.  This is taken into account in the process so that it is not unduly influenced by those with greater financial resources.

3)   The process uses human and financial resources in an efficient and effective manner. 

COMMENTS ON SPECIFICS IN THE PLANNING REGS 

 1. The Committee of Scientists and the Role of Scientists  

I would like to address both the regulations themselves, and the process that led to their development.  It is my understanding that the task assigned the “Committee of Scientists” was to improve the planning process.  Saying that a group of good thinkers have been gathered to give advice on the new planning regs would be more correct than that somehow “Science” has spoken.  On the other hand, to claim the legitimacy of science for the results of this group is misplaced, and actually dangerous to the real meaning of science and scientists. For example, if the goal is to improve some process, current thinking in management science is that the workers who deal with the process on a daily basis are essential, and in fact improvement teams are composed of them, customers, and suppliers.  Instead of doing it in this manner, a group of scientists with backgrounds of various kinds , only some of whom had studied the planning process as part of their work, were chosen to address this question. Again, whose science and how it is to be used is a political choice.  Why not management scientists, experts in FS culture, academics with knowledge of other planning processes?  Their science would be equally legitimate and might lead to different conclusions.   For example, if a sociologist of science were on the Committee, they would point out that while we don’t understand whether people choose a discipline because of their own worldviews, or are indoctrinated through training, that different disciplines can have very different worldviews (e.g. ecologists and molecular geneticists on environmental effects of genetically engineered crops) .  Some have even argued that by the time the topic is hot enough to call in scientists, it is too late- scientists basically come up with scientific information which confirms or refutes philosophical differences.

 It is true that forest planners and partners, the public and others with direct experience in current forest management and forest planning were part of the process, but looking at it as a process, it is clear that rather than have a team of individuals experienced in the process trying to improve it directly (calling academic experts in as consultants as needed), somehow the planners’ knowledge was indirectly captured by the Committee and then used.  Clearly this is a delegitimization of experiential knowledge and a legitimitization of academic knowledge.  Not surprisingly, given the composition of the COS, their report argued for a broader application of these concepts throughout the forest planning process. 

We know that the COS debated concepts like what is the first priority for National Forest lands.  The scientists may not have been asked to question (or may have been asked not to question) thoughts by the Administration that nothing is currently wrong with the array of apparently conflicting and contradictory legislative mandates for the National Forests.  Many others outside the Administration, on the other hand, would argue that it would be useful for Congress to take a look at these and propose priorities through a political process.  Framing the question as a science question, and using scientists to answer it, may serve a political purpose (not opening the debate to a wider group).  Every time a question is framed as science, I believe the question should be asked,  “why is this not open to broader debate and discussion?  Whose interests are being served by this framing of the question?” And as would be asked if discipline used was policy analysis, “who wins and who loses from framing this issue as scientific?”  If this is a policy question, why wasn’t the issue framed using the concepts and approaches of policy analysis?  

To summarize, some aspects of these regulations and the COS report were written apparently without benefit of the science of sociology of science.  Science is taken at face value to be some kind of legitimizing or truthful influence.  Everyone would agree that the best available information should be used to develop forest plans, within some cost constraints, but this approach is only one of many that could be chosen to achieve that goal.   

2. Process Improvement- Thoughts from Management Science 

The basis for the new planning regulations could have been some kind of analysis of the last planning process based directly on experience of Forest Service employees, partners, the public and others who were involved, with the support of experts as needed.

The first question might be “were previous forest plans successful?” But first we would need to decide how we would know success if we saw it?  How would we judge success?  In places, for some things, plans may have been successful, but in other places, they probably were not. I would doubt that most people would think that they were a cost-effective use of resources.  Most of the forests are not now following their plans, and there has been an increasing lack of trust between the public and the Forest Service.  Why was this?   A simple analysis of successes, failures, and what expectations are reasonable, would certainly inform forest planning. 

 One reason for difficulties may be that political tendencies and initiatives shift faster than the planning process can.  One current example is the roadless area policy.  People can work together, dialogue and develop local solutions, but this can be swept away by a listing of a new endangered species, another ruling by a regulatory agency or another initiative by Congress or the Administration.  This is difficult to deal with, but whining doesn’t help.  Change and uncertainty are fact of life that must explicitly enter into the design of any process.

Given these conditions, and the fact that the speed of these changes seems to be increasing, what is the value added, if any, of a formalized forest planning process?  Were any alternatives considered by the Committee of Scientists?  What are the minimal plans that need to be done for a forest to function well?  Have a range of models been considered (is this the Ford or the Mercedes model?)

One of the reasons that the planning process may not have been successful is that it was unnecessarily  technically arcane.  For example, linear programming models became the decision model of choice. Other planning models or ways of viewing the world were not considered.  People who understood the model became a technical aristocracy and this led to difficulty explaining decisions to the public, e.g. “we are doing that because the model  shows…”.   One reading of the new regulations is that the primacy of a planning model, and a technical aristocracy around that, has been replaced by a technocracy of “scientists.”

Along with a critical look at “why do we need forest planning?” a critical look needs to be taken at bioregional assessments.  They seem to have been done, and victory has been declared, without an in-depth analysis of whether, how much and in what ways they have contributed to improving federal land management.   They have been expensive, and have been managed in such a way as to cause serious stressors on some of the people involved.  One reading is that such assessments simply highlight issues that people already know about that have tough political consequences to resolve.  What good results have come from them? What is not so good? How have they contributed to real-world outcomes? In the new regs, why are they led by a “scientist”?  One of the fundamentals of policy analysis is that how the question is framed determines the answer.  What gets studied at what level are all social and political questions.  Involvement of communities in this framing and the use of local knowledge and involvement has been successful in some assessments but is not addressed in these regulations.  All that is clear is that it is framed as a science issue, so that scientists are in charge. 

Missing from the approach of the COS is the history and knowledge of past efforts and practices., e.g., monitoring has been the target of task force reports and earnest endeavor since the first NFMA.  Some cultural, budgetary or other phenomenon is clearly a barrier (even the barriers have been identified in previous reports, I’m sure).  Exhortatory language, while helpful, is probably not as helpful as a more targeted approach at understanding and breaking down the barriers.

3.  Why This Approach to Science and Scientists?

Another whole question is “who is a scientist for these purposes”?  It seems to be implied that this person is an academic or a researcher.  Neither may have the skills necessary to lead what is essentially developing the information for a planning process.  

First, most management science would say that if you only have so much technical expertise, it will do more good on the shop floor.  If the science hasn’t been good enough in forest plans, why not have the national forests hire more, or better scientists?  But you could also read the history of the previous forest planning effort as a philosophical difference among interest groups, each having its own roster of scientists, or another reading might be levels of cutting effectively set by Congress regardless of scientific, technical or other input.  To do better at something, you have to analyze what it is you wanted to do, and what went wrong the last time you did it.  No one would argue that having current science available is a not a good thing.  However, having the forests do their plan and then reviewing it requires double the scientific expertise that simply funding them to hire scientists of their own and then researchers providing advice to those scientists would.   This would seem to be a more effective use of time by both NFS employees and researchers.  If the scientists are on site on the national forests, local communities can be empowered to participate more in the scientific process.  According to this model, everyday decisions would have input by scientists as well, not just the big decisions.  Would that make for better natural resource management?  By having scientists in local communities, hypotheses developed from local knowledge could have scientific studies done on them.  High school students and others would have ongoing science efforts in their communities.   From the standpoint of rural communities, this may have numerous advantages over a review by a researcher at a state university who may have never done work nor lived in that community.  For better decisions, local science would also have numerous advantages.  Were the advantages and disadvantages of different approaches to incorporating scientific and other expertise discussed by the Committee?  Why was the “national forest does it, and researchers review it “ option selected among others?

It turns out that many researchers are not familiar with the area, they are not used to working in teams, and FS research simply doesn’t have the scientists available in the wide range of disciplines needed (especially social sciences).  If work is peer reviewed one discipline at a time, then this doesn’t really help interdisciplinary decisions.  If teams of reviewers are composed to review each plan, then the “mating dance” that precedes work of anyone in a group needs to be worked through each time.  Is this the most efficient use of these people’s time?

During the last planning process, many forests had full time economists, wildlife biologists, forest ecologists and a host of other experts.  Did they lack enough education to do the job?  Were they pulled away by program management duties?  Were there not enough funds for them to keep up in their fields?  Was there an anti-intellectual bias in national forests’ organizational culture?  If we want to have better expertise this time, what went wrong last time? And why couldn’t we fix that rather than simply putting on another layer of review?

Using a manufacturing analogy, instead of improving cars by working on improvements on the shop floor, we will not speak to the workers directly, but have them send all the cars to a test facility.  Then if they do not meet our specifications (which we can’t specify in advance because we don’t know the composition of the science consistency team), we will send them back.  This would be a good example of a place where another science, psychology may have had something to contribute.  Would you want to work in the factory under these conditions?  Most management science as well as practical experience would suggest that if you want a good product, you get the best people you can afford, empower them to do the work by providing the support and expertise, and support a quality control program with input and help of customers, suppliers and workers.  

In addition to being needlessly expensive, the idea that somehow a group of knowledgeable scientists will be willing and available to do all this does not seem very practical.  Where are we going to find, for example, social scientists experienced in understanding communities in the Blue Mountains?  But who knows specifically about Joseph, Oregon?  Who decides what kind of specialties are important to have on the team?  Given most of the scientific communities, if there are only two or three scientists they may well disagree over how to do things.  This is good for science, as progress comes from these kind of debates.  But what happens to a forest that does an assessment according to its judgment that Scientist A’s way is the best, when Scientist B is appointed to do a science consistency check

4.  Clear Conceptual Foundation

 One of the basic concepts of land management is that while doing an activity anywhere (building a campground, using a road, fishing, cutting firewood, harvesting mushrooms) has some impact on the environment, there is a point at which the resource is being damaged, and at that level, the activity is not sustainable.  Better scientific information tells us the many impacts of each activity and possible negative consequences.  But somehow, someone has to draw the line between the social good of recreating, mushrooms or firewood, and potential damage to the resource that might result.  Whether you call this sustainability, or something else, this is the same concept as what has been in place throughout the history of the FS.  Our knowledge of effects is more sophisticated today, and the political climate is different than the heyday of timber management, but the concepts are the same.  Balancing (a moving target, as conditions change) can occur through decisions at the national level (no OHV’s on national forests, for example) but in most cases, the actual effects of what people do vary by site, by elevation, by soil and by a host of other factors that cannot be summarized on a national level.  That is why the local people and communities have an important role in determining that balance.  If, on the other hand, like the FS’s sister agency the Park Service, the presumption is that people’s activities are generally negative and are to be kept to a minimum, then local knowledge and input is not as important.  If Congress chooses the resource management philosophy, then special attention needs to be given to ensuring that local people’s balances are not overridden by outsiders, however well-intentioned, who are not familiar with the local 

situation. This is Congress’s prerogative, however, and not the FS’s choice to make.  The tension between local and national interests is another real-life situation that must be considered in the design of the process.  Like the role of an expert in a democracy, these are ongoing tensions in governance of this country, and natural resource management should acknowledge and reflect the legitimacy of these tensions. 

One can read the whole history of “ecological sustainability”, “ecological integrity” and “range of historic variation” as a target, to reframe the debate so that scientists become the experts on what should be done.  This gets away from the messy conflicts over policies, such as who wins and who loses.  This does not build trust.   “I don’t like OHV’s because they disrupt a species of wildlife on this watershed”  is meaningful.  “Roads disrupt ecological integrity” does not pack informational content and in effect obfuscates the terms of the tradeoffs or balancing of interests.

If “ecological sustainability” and pre-European North America are the targets, then the planning questions are “how quickly can we afford to shut down existing roads and campgrounds, and can we afford the law enforcement to lock people out of the NF’s? “  We will ignore fire threats and fuel buildup close to adjacent landowners because there were lots of massive fires prior to European settlement (although there were not enclaves of million dollar homes).  Clearly then, there are parameters within which pre-European will guide FS thinking and others where it will not.   No where is it clear in exactly what kinds of decisions the authors of the document think that this criterion will be relevant.  

If the FS is to reestablish trust, I think a few things need to be in the regs and the regs are an important place to carry this out. First, the concepts, steps in the process, and decision space itself need to be so clear that any FS employee can explain them to any member of the public.  Anyplace where ecological science expressions such as “functioning of ecosystems” occurs in the text, it needs to be translated so that the non-technical public can understand it.  Everyone knows we’re not reintroducing grizzlies to the central Sierra, or closing ski areas, or replacing all exotic grasses with natives, so clearly there are distinctions and priorities.  There is no reason they can’t be clearly stated, e.g.  “water quality and quantity is #1 priority and while there were massive fires and sediment flows within the range of historic variation, we acknowledge that these levels of sediment are not desirable today.”

SUMMARY

I have concerns over the process used in developing these regulations and the regulations themselves.  I recommend that serious analysis be done by the planners, communities of place and of interest, and others as to whether new formal comprehensive forest planning requirements are needed, what they can do that is helpful to partners and communities, and what the roles of the public and experts will be.  For this purpose, experts include practitioners, communities and academic scientists.  The next time the planning regulations are sent out for public comment, at a minimum, the concepts behind them and the process proposed should be clear and specific as to the decisions and analysis done at each level.

Sincerely,

Sharon Friedman

Subject Area Representative, Decision Sciences

Forest Science and Technology Board

Society of American Foresters

And

USDA Forest Service

Vegetation Management and Protection Research

Washington, D.C. 20090-6090
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