Green certification would validate state management practices 

Doug Sutherland and Bruce Bare 
At the start of the 21st century, we have an opportunity to embrace a new land stewardship ethic of sustainable forestry for our state's 2.1 million acres of forest trust lands. These lands are managed for uses which include timber production, outdoor recreation, watershed protection, conservation and wildlife habitat. 

As land steward, the Washington State Department of Natural Resources manages these forests to ensure that these benefits are in a balance that provides working landscapes, healthy ecosystems and benefits for all the people of Washington.

To meet these goals, DNR receives guidance from law, science and the public.

The state constitution set aside millions of acres of land to be managed for the benefit of school construction and, nearly 115 years later, these lands provide almost $100 million each year to build and upgrade schools.

Other beneficiaries include counties and universities. Even earthquake repairs to the state capitol are being partially paid for with revenue generated from these lands.

The federal Endangered Species Act and other environmental laws also guide the department when managing these lands to ensure that our forests provide habitat for fish and wildlife and sustainable forests to benefit many generations to come.

And, of course, state forests like Tiger Mountain and the Capitol State Forest provide opportunities for the people of the state to enjoy the beautiful scenery and recreational opportunities our forests offer.

The Legislature requires that the DNR responsibly generate revenue from trust lands, while case law holds that the trusts be managed with undivided loyalty for the beneficiaries - like schools and universities. Longstanding requirements to practice sustainable timber production and multiple-use management provide the overall management direction.

Balancing these competing objectives is a difficult task. Many Washingtonians depend on our state's forest trust lands for their family incomes, while many others use the lands for drinking water, recreation or vacation getaways.

Seeking the proper balance is a challenge, and sometimes we find that there are trade-offs between these uses. For example, DNR is currently removing forest roads to improve salmon habitat in our forests. Many of these roads, however, are popular with hikers, horseback riders and others who recreate there.

Growing urbanized populations and a shrinking forestland base have increased the pressures and tensions among these and other competing uses. To place trust land management on a solid footing for the future, we believe the DNR should adopt sustainable forestry to guide future land management activities.

Sustainable forestry seeks to balance the environmental, economic and social impacts of forest practices to meet the needs of society today and for future generations. Conservation, protection, restoration and responsible management of forest resources are all undertaken to ensure that our forests will continue to sustain all components of the forest ecosystem.

We believe that sustainable forestry, and finding the right balance for all of these uses, provides the proper context within which to discuss and resolve these issues. Keeping the state's forest trust lands environmentally and economically sustainable by adopting socially acceptable forest practices and policies are, we believe, worthy and attainable goals.

For the past decade, battles over spotted owls, old growth and salmon became heavily politicized and often lost sight of the real goal: sustainable forests that achieve many goals in a balanced manner.

Sustainability is a cornerstone concept that applies equally to working forests and natural area preserves. While some areas may favor one use over another, all lands must be sustainable, and all of these forests must offer economic, environmental and social benefits.

An interesting means of recognizing forests that are well managed and sustainable is to seek "green" certification. We believe that our well-managed state forest trust lands already meet these requirements and could be certified. This will send a strong signal to the residents of our state, and it will ensure that forest products produced from our trust lands continue to flow into a broad range of domestic markets now and in the future.

The forestry practiced on Washington state lands is some of the best in North America, providing perhaps the highest level of environmental protection. Applying for certification can be a way to receive credit for this good work.

There are about 80 certification systems worldwide, but DNR is looking at two of the largest, the Sustainable Forestry Initiative and the Forest Stewardship Council, to see if either system is applicable to our trust lands.

Restoration and protection of our forest trust resources are other key components of sustainable forestry. The uncontrolled wildfires sweeping the Western forests are but one sign of the need for sustainable forest protection and restoration activities. Last year's forest firefighting expense in Washington was one of the highest in our state's history.

We believe that the adoption of sustainable forestry practices such as restoration of forest ecosystems by reintroducing prescribed fire and thinning trees and underbrush are prudent courses of action.

We believe Washingtonians endorse this form of land stewardship and fully recognize the need to create working forests, healthy ecosystems and benefits for all the people of Washington in a proper, sustainable balance.

We also believe that a balance that seemed elusive only a few years ago can be reached. Our role as members of the Board of Natural Resources is to adopt forest policies that do just that.
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