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Ecosystem M anagement for Private Woodlands?
Ron Mahoney

Thewindsof changeareblowingthroughtheforest,
and public and privateforest owners, managersand
operatorsare aternately confused, inspired, encour-
aged, and threatened. They are concerned about the
proliferation of legal, economic, and socid terminology
that impactsthe definition and operation of al typesof
forest ownerships. They have sifted, sorted and
suffered through effortsto defineand often detain
forest management activitieswith termsincluding new
forestry, adaptive forestry, new perspectives, and
most recently, ecosystem management.

Primarily designed to redirect the management of
national forests, these new terms have made owners
onnon-industrial privateforests (NIPF's) fed inter-
ested but wary. Each of thesetermshasfallen by the
waysideasattemptsto clarify what they mean and
how they affect forestsinevitably led to even newer
verbiageto describeforest management interms
aspiring to universal acceptance.

Most NIPF owners, operators and managerspaid
only passing attention until ecosystemmanagement
evolved asthelatest term to describeideal manage-
ment. Their attentionisriveted to USDA Forest
Service statementsthat Ecosystem Management is
landscape management that involves ecosystems of
100,000 acresto possibly 1,000,000 acresacrossall
ownership boundaries. Political conservatives point to
erosion of our capitalistic economy, landownersfear
lossof private property rightsand “ eco-snoopers’
invading their forests, and sometimber buyersfanthe
flamesof rampant exploitation beforetheright to
harvest timber islost.

Forest landownersand professional s should remember
that all thischangeistheresult of citizeninputanda
real need to redefine how we use our natural re-

sources. Individuascan have considerableimpact on
directing that changein away they seeaspositive. The
sizeof the ecosystem we define may becritica or
irrelevant for specific management decisions. The
riparian zoneaongthelower LochsaRiver in east-
central 1daho isadefinable ecosystem for the unique,
coasta-digunct vegetation it supports, such asPacific
dogwood and red alder, yet for other purposesitis
only asmall part of ahuge ColumbiaRiver basin
ecosystem. For some purposes, theentireglobeisan
ecosystem (and yet we can also seethe earth as part
of thelarger ecosystem of the Galaxy and beyond!)
and for other goal's, a40 acre patch of residual
bunchgrassprairiein themiddle of aPalousewhesat
field can be defined and managed asan ecosystem.
Don’'t wait for the USDA Forest Serviceto figureout
what al of you arethinking—if you are concerned
about the definition and application of ecosystem
management, writeto them or better yet, attend a
public forum on the subject.

Thereisgood reason for concern about regul ation of
unitsaslargeas 1,000,000 acres. Theaverage ldaho
NIPF owner has 35 acres and fearsregul ations based
on cumulative ecosystem effects—wherewhat you
can do depends on what has already been done by
your neighbors. However, ecosystem management is
not much different than forest stewardship or the older
term integrated natural resources management, and
hasmuch to offer NIPF ownerswith new approaches
in education, equi pment and practices.

Ecosystem management can help NI PF owners,
managersand operatorsattain goal sthat havelong
been expressed but only marginally addressed. NIPF
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surveysconsistently show strong desireto protect and
enhance healthy, productiveforest ecosystems. Most
landownersare concerned about theimpacts of timber
harvestsonwildlife habitats, water qudity, soilsand
aesthetics, but they aso want incomefrom timber and
other forest products. One outcome of the surveysis
Forest Sewardship, afederal program designed and
defined by NIPF ownersand the natural resources
professiona swho work with them. Forest Steward-
ship goesbeyond any previous NI PF program be-
causeit targetswildlife, water quality, forest health and
aestheticsaswell as productivetimber management.
However, in devel oping and conducting the Steward-
ship Program, many of usinvolved in NIPF education
and management, and many NIPF owners, discovered
that ecosystem management godsaredifficult to
achieve. Welack the methods and materialsto guide
usinevauating forestsfor the broader ecologica goas
of forest stewardship and ecosystem management. We
alsolack good examplesof timber harvest strategies
and wildlife habitat development that meet our ex-
panded concepts of how we want to manage our
lands.

Oncethese materialsand practices are developed and
delivered, ecosystem management can be anew tool

to build codlitionsand help reach long-held goa s of
NIPF management. We need to * hop on thewagon
and grabthereins’ beforeweareeither run over or
losethisopportunity. We have evolved through many
new termsto describeforest management methods
that merge sustainabletimber productionwith sustain-
ableenvironments. Theargumentsareno longer just
about publiclands. Ecosystem management may
provide opportunitiesor hazardsfor NIPF owners.
We can reject the term but not societies demand for
moreenlightened, sensitiveand thoughtful forest
management. Knowledgeabledecisonsarepreferable
tofearful ones. Check thelisting of available publica-
tionsat your local office of the Cooperative Extension
System. Your local USDA Forest Service offices,
radio, television, and newspaperscan aso giveyou
information on opportunitiesto learn about and
influencethe devel opment of ecosystem management.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 6,
No. 1.
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