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PIONEERS OF CONSERVATION
O u r  L e g a c y  f o r  G e n e r a t i o n s

THE 

 REPORT
FEDERAL FOREST HEALTH

RESTORING AMERICA’S LARGEST NATURAL CLIMATE SOLUTION

The National Forest System covers 193 million acres in 43 States. The National Forest System was created to provide 
recreation and timber to benefit the whole country, including the rural communities near the National Forests. They 
also provide important wildlife habitat and protect watersheds and our drinking water supplies. These forests are 
suffering from widespread forest health problems due to climate change and a lack of active management. Active 
management can improve wildlife habitat, reduce the risk of large-scale wildfires, improve carbon sequestration and 
create jobs. Federal forests offset 11 percent of the nation’s carbon emissions and could do even more.

Forest health has deteriorated significantly. Over 80 million acres of Forest Service lands are at elevated risk of 
catastrophic wildfires, insect, or disease outbreaks. In California alone last year, 66 million trees are dying or already 
dead. Large scale wildfires—like the 2020 fires in Oregon, California, Washington, and Colorado—cost American 
taxpayers billions of dollars annually to suppress. In other National Forests, such as those in the Lake States and 
Appalachians, passive management has reduced the desired acreage of certain forest habitats, especially young 
forests inhabited by upland birds, deer and elk, reducing opportunities for sportsmen and harming already precarious 
rural economies.

There is a nation-wide housing shortage that can be met using domestically produced lumber. With limited 
exceptions, timber harvested from the National Forests must be processed into lumber in domestic sawmills. Housing 
starts have lagged behind replacement numbers for almost a decade and a half. The rapid increase in housing starts 
in 2020 has spiked demand for lumber, leading to record breaking lumber prices. Active management of the National 
Forests can put significantly more timber on the market to help create jobs and meet housing demand, all while 
sequestering carbon in long-lasting wood structures.

Timber harvests from National Forests are well below forest plan levels. Timber harvests from our National Forests 
are less than half the amount called for in current forest plans. These reductions have devastated rural communities 
where sawmills and paper mills provided some of the only stable, year-round employment. In the far West, over 56,000 
direct jobs have been lost, with tens of thousands of additional indirect jobs lost. The wood using industry has all but 
disappeared from large sections of the interior West. Employers with thousands of family wage jobs in other regions 
hang in the balance.

Bureaucratic analysis eats up over $350 million annually. Due to conflicting laws, regulations, and decades of 
judicial decisions, the Forest Service spends more time and money pushing paper than they do managing the forests. 
Small projects too often require thousands of pages of analysis 

Litigation stalls restoration work. Even after lengthy collaboration and agreement among NGO’s, Tribes and 
stakeholders, litigation by activist groups often prevents the Forest Service and communities from thinning forests 
to reduce wildfire risk in many states. In Oregon, for example, activists sued to stop a thinning 
project on 11,000 acres in the Mt. Hood National Forest, was rejected by the district court judge 
but reversed by the 9th Circuit. The 9th Circuit injunction stopped the “Crystal Clear Restoration 
Project” before any thinning could occur, in spite of four years of environmental analysis by the 
Forest Service. The project was designed to reduce wildfires, especially catastrophic crown fires, 
improve habitat for owls and other wildlife and protect communities and streams. Instead, the 
White River Fire burned the entire project area this August and September. 



WHAT IS TO BE DONE?WHAT IS TO BE DONE?
Understand the context on our 
National Forests. Active forest 
management on the National Forest 
System is primarily intended to create 
specific types of wildlife habitat, or to 
reduce the danger of uncharacteristic 
wildfires that damage watersheds and 
threaten communities. Current forest 
plans call for considerably  
more active management than 
is currently occurring. These 
projects can help reduce the risk of 
catastrophic wildfires by harvesting 
trees, thinning dead and dying trees 
and removing ladder fuels. These 
projects improve the health of our 
forests and support jobs, but they also 
improve wildlife habitat by increasing 
forage and creating more dynamic, 
resilient landscapes.

Use Great American Outdoors Act funding. GAOA provides mandatory funding to USFS and BLM to enhance access 
for management, firefighting, and recreational use. This critical source of mandatory funding can help create rural 
jobs. The focus should be on repairing failing roads that are impairing water quality, providing access for wildland 
firefighters, and improving access for hunters and anglers.

Focus on job creation in rural areas while improving habitat. Focusing on improving forest conditions and wildlife 
habitat can increase timber outputs, while creating wildlife habitat and sequestering more carbon, and reducing 
unwanted carbon emissions from wildfire. The Boone and Crockett Club has supported bi-partisan reforms to support 
active management, including legislation enacted in 2003 expediting thinning in the wildland-urban interface, 2010 
protecting the budget of the Forest Service against the rising costs of fighting wildfires, and in 2014 and 2018 creating 
Good Neighbor and Shared Stewardship authority to administer forest health projects. Full use of these authorities 
will help create rural jobs and improve wildlife habitat.

Start replanting forests and 
accelerate large scale restoration 
projects. There are over 3.4 million 
acres of Forest Service land requiring 
reforestation in California alone. 
Across the National Forest System, 
over three quarters of acres in need 
of reforestation were deforested by 
wildfires. The future of these forests 
requires intensive replanting efforts 
to restore healthy, growing trees 
and ensure current and future jobs. 
Extensive pre-commercial thinning is 
also required on the National Forests, 
potentially creating even more jobs.  
Restoration projects need to be 
offered at scale and more quickly.
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After the Rosland Road Fire on the Deschutes National Forest near La Pine, Oregon. The left 
side of this road is untreated, while the right side was treated with commercial thinning and 
prescribed fire three years ago. The crown fire spotted from the left side into the treated 
area, dropped from the canopy and decreased in intensity. (Photo Credit: U.S. Forest Service)

A recent forest thinning project on the Uncompahgre National Forest 
in western Colorado. (Photo credit: Jodi Stemler)


