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Core Group Meeting Summary

July 31, 2003 - Hall of States, Washington, DC

The Core Group (CG) of the Roundtable on Sustainable Forests met on Thursday, July 31, 2003, at the Hall of States in Washington, DC.  Attachment A is the meeting agenda, and Attachment B is a list of attendees.

Co-Chairs’ Opening Remarks

Roundtable Co-Chairs Joel Holtrop and Jerry Rose welcomed everyone to the meeting.  Mr. Holtrop told the group that several events are successfully broadening and deepening the dialogue on sustainable forests.  Chief among these is the eminent release of the National Report on Sustainable Forests, which has emphasized the sustainable forests issue to several people “beyond our dedicated group.”  He said that the Forest Service is moving forward with the National Report, despite a great deal of activity on healthy forest legislation and the additional demands of a busy fire season.  He added that the regional workshops would be another opportunity to advance the dialogue, and he introduced the Forest Service’s regional workshop leads to the group (see bottom of Attachment B).

Mr. Holtrop also reported that the Forest Service has identified four threats to the sustainability of the nation’s forests and grasslands: hazardous fuel build up and catastrophic fire; invasive species; land conversion and fragmentation; and unmanaged recreation.  The Forest Service believes that these factors and the issues embedded in them would benefit from public dialogue, and Mr. Holtrop hoped that the Roundtable might help the broader stakeholder community understand these threats in a holistic context.

After Mr. Holtrop’s remarks, Co-Chair Jerry Rose thanked everyone for their ongoing commitment.  He acknowledged that many people were looking at the release of the National Report as a culmination of many years of work and dedication.  He agreed with Mr. Holtrop that the dialogue on sustainable forests is becoming more important to a wider spectrum of folks in the broad forestry community.  He told the group that he currently serves on a review team that is designing an evaluative framework that will help corporate forest products buyers decide which of the various certification systems meets their specific objectives.  He also said that he has been involved in recent work by the Sustainable Forestry Initiative that is examining the application of sustainable forest guidelines to family farms.  Mr. Rose hoped that such efforts would attract more people to the Roundtable and ultimately help to further our collective understanding of sustainable forests.

At the conclusion of the Co-Chairs’ remarks, Tim Mealey reminded the CG that a draft summary of their June 25 meeting had been circulated, and he invited comments from the group.  He also reported that the Technical Work Group (TWG) had met on July 21 and, based on feedback from the CG, had agreed to put their work plan into a 2-year time frame.  He announced that the Forest and Rangelands Definitions Workshop would be held on Tuesday, August 12, and thanked Paul Geissler and the U.S. Geological Survey for supporting that event.  Finally, he reminded the group that the Communications and Outreach Work Group would meet on August 1.

Update on the National Report on Sustainable Forests

Tim Mealey turned the floor over to Rich Guldin, who updated the group of the status of the National Report.  Dr. Guldin said that the report, currently in the clearance process, is receiving careful consideration from a number of high-level officials.

Dr. Guldin then presented a few selected highlights from the main report.  He began with some notes on the availability of data.  He said that for approximately one-third of the 67 indicators, the writing team felt they had solid data with which to work.  For the rest, data were gathered from multiple sources as a one-time exercise.  He also explained that for some indicators, concepts such as establishing evaluative baselines were still evolving, but that the writing team felt good about their approach for this initial report.  He then mentioned over a dozen highlights, selected to illustrate the kinds of information contained in the main report and presented in a way to stimulate interest from both those interested in sustainability and the general public.  At the end, Dr. Guldin raised the question of how best to institutionalize C&I reporting.

At the conclusion of his presentation, Dr. Guldin took questions and comments.  One participant remarked that the presentation did not mention the invasive species issue.  Given that is one of the Forest Service’s four threats, he was surprised.  Another person agreed with the importance of the omission, but warned the group against thinking of the Forest Service’s threats as the only threats.  Another person agreed, adding that the process would lose credibility if anyone thought that the National Report had been “taken over” by the Forest Service’s priorities.

Someone else noted that there was much more emphasis on commercial fiber production relative to air and water quality or biodiversity.  While data availability probably contributed to this imbalance, the authors might want to consider a more balanced approach.  Someone else remarked that the acreage that the Forest Service is using to define an intact forest is probably much smaller than what many others would accept as intact.  He also hoped that the comparisons of growth, removal, mortality, and harvest would be interpreted in some natural context.  For example, what is the mortality in forests of 40, 60, 90, and 140 years old?  Without that context, the data could be misleading.

One person supported the key message about values-based dialogue.  Another participant agreed, sharing that his organization found values-based discussions to be an extremely important part of evaluating the Heinz Center assessment process.  He encouraged the Roundtable to engage actively in values-based discussion instead of assuming that it would emerge on its own.  Someone else countered that values-based discussions will take place in each participant’s organization and/or interest group.  A data-driven approach still has merit, and a values-based approach at the national level was, in her opinion, not a priority.

A third person supported the idea of values-based dialogues, but he wanted to raise his concerns about the “untold stories.”  He was concerned that there was real potential for decision makers to capitalize on the compelling parts of the story, while forgetting the important parts that are not presented.  For example, although many eastern forests are moving out of the early successional stage, biological communities that require old forests for long periods of time (e.g. forest salamanders) have not fully recovered.  He also raised the issue of examining more critically whether the current suite of 67 indicators could be improved before they become the basis for important policy decisions.  These concerns prompted another participant to ask whether there was a way to highlight the “significant” data gaps.  The presentation did not mention the large number of indicators that do not have adequate data, and it should not appear that the assessment has “revealed everything.”

For another participant, the discussion about untold stories and data gaps recalled an idea that had been discussed at a previous CG meeting, namely that of having different groups develop alternative interpretations of the assessment.  The National Report Highlight/Summary Document is the Forest Service’s interpretation and is one of several interpretations that would be useful for informing the direction of future dialogue.  Many in the room supported this idea and expressed interest in exploring it further.

One participant stated her appreciation that the presentation raised important issues without being alarmist.  She raised the question of whether the priorities in the presentation reflected a growing sense within the agency that the National Report could indeed influence decision makers.  She also encouraged Dr. Guldin and the writing team to look for crosscutting trends that influence the stories told by large numbers of indicators.  Finally, she questioned how well this draft of the presentation could communicate its key messages to a lay audience and encouraged the editors to keep the general public in mind.

Roll Out Events for the National Report
Ruth McWilliams and Rob Hendricks provided updates on the roll out of the National Report.  Ms. McWilliams reported that since the last Core Group meeting there had been much discussion within the Forest Service and USDA concerning the domestic and international roll out events.  She said that the Forest Service hopes to do domestic event before World Forestry Congress (WFC), and there appears to be some interest in a Congressional hearing serving as the domestic roll out.  However, she noted that time constraints present a considerable challenge and it might not be possible to organize a Roundtable executive-level briefing as had been suggested at the June 25 Core Group meeting.

Mr. Hendricks told the group that the Montreal Process countries would meet in special session at the WFC.  He reported that at the last Montreal Process Working Group meeting, the countries agreed that they had benefited from the process and that they would find ways to move forward together.  Nevertheless, they will discuss whether they should continue to meet and work together collaboratively, given that participating countries had developed their national reports.  He also passed around a pre-publication copy of a document entitled Montreal Process First Forest Overview Report, which is an attempt by the Working Group to show stakeholders what they can expect from the first round of country reports.  The final version of the report will be available at the WFC and on the Montreal Process website once the WFC begins.  The country reports will be available on the Montreal Process web site at the same time.  Mr. Hendricks closed with his opinion that having an international release before a domestic release could potentially feed incorrect concerns in some circles that the National Report is an international report.

There were no questions from the group.  Tim Mealey asked the group to consider whether it would be useful to organize an event where the executive leaders of organizations participating in the Roundtable present and discuss their organization’s take on key messages and next steps.  Given the limited amount of time before the WFC, perhaps such an event could be scheduled for October.  He asked the group to think about such an event and to get back to him with feedback and suggestions.

Discussion of Regional Workshops

After a break, the group settled into a discussion of the three regional workshops.  Roundtable Chair Joel Holtrop began by announcing that the three members of the Forest Service’s sustainable development field liaison team had each received $100,000 to lead an effort to organize a regional workshop in response to the release of the National Report.  One objective of these workshops is take advantage of the momentum generated by the roll out and to have a regional discussion that is reflective of the way the national roundtable works, namely through a commitment to shared leadership and learning.  He also hopes that people working at the national level will learn something from the regional workshops about how to be more useful to people “closer to the ground.”

After Mr. Holtrop’s opening comments, Robin Morgan of the Forest Service’s Northeastern Area presented their concept paper for a workshop focusing on an emerging multi-stakeholder partnership in the Upper Mississippi Watershed.
  She shared that the Northeastern Area had contracted the Great Lakes Forest Alliance to support planning, facilitation, pre-workshop research on conditions and trends, and developing a workshop summary.  Currently, the Northeastern area envisions a workshop for 150 stakeholders in March 2004 in La Crosse, WI.  She announced plans for an initial planning team meeting in September.

Ms. Morgan’s colleague, Connie Carpenter, added that the Northeastern Area already has a set of regional indicators that the region’s state foresters were going to implement and for which data is available.  She informed the group that there are several other indicator efforts in the Upper Mississippi region, all of which could serve as inputs to the workshop.
  She said that the workshop will be a forum where stakeholders can discuss the ideas in these different sets of indicators and determine if and how they will move forward in the future.

After Ms. Morgan and Ms. Carpenter concluded their presentation, Susan Fox of the Forest Service’s Southern Forest Experiment Station presented the Southern Region’s concept paper.  Ms. Fox began by saying that the Southern Region understands that the process of developing the workshop is as important as the workshop itself and that they view themselves as a catalyst for bringing stakeholders together.  Ms. Fox told the group that the Southern Region would use both the Southern Forest Resource Assessment and the National Report as springboards for developing the workshop content.  They were interested in exploring how decision makers at different levels (i.e., state, county, city) could use the information in the two assessments.  At the same time, they want to focus some time on discussing region-wide threats to forest sustainability.  Ms. Fox distributed a draft workshop committee steering list and asked CG participants to provide feedback.  She reported that the Station was in the process of soliciting bids for facilitation support and that they were currently planning a November 2003 workshop.

Pete Roussopoulos added that he sees the workshop as an opportunity to initiate a discussion of a conceptual framework for understanding the relationships among the indicators.  Some of the indicators report on inputs, and some report on outputs.  Others report on relationships among several variables.  However, there is nothing that helps us to understand what is truly important to measure and to identify what we should be measuring that we might not be measuring.  He hopes that by examining the challenges faced by different sectors of regional society, such city planners, state foresters, and others, the workshop will get closer to understanding the relationships among the indicators.

Scott Bell, Rural Community Assistance Coordinator for Forest Service’s Rocky Mountain and Intermountain Regions, was the last regional lead to present.  He told the group that he had spent a good deal of time over the last two weeks getting familiar with the Roundtable and its history.  He also reported that the West was looking for a value-driven, field-oriented workshop that explored the C&I as a tool for planning and monitoring.  He wants to engage local practitioners and focus the discussion around one or more of the Forest Service’s four threats to forest sustainability.

Mr. Bell said that no decision had been made about the workshop model.  One option under consideration was a one-time, stand-alone workshop open to stakeholders from across the West.  The other model would consist of a series of smaller events that would precede or follow already scheduled meetings that bring together key groups of Western forest sustainability stakeholder groups.  He gave as an example the upcoming Board of Directors meeting of the Inter-tribal Timber Council.  He said that deciding on a model would be a discussion for the steering team, which would be formed over the next few weeks.

After the concepts for the three workshops were presented, Tim Mealey opened the floor to questions.  One participant thought that there needed to be a better balance between top-down and bottom-up processes.  He was concerned that the concept papers were too focused on promoting the C&I, and, in his opinion, the C&I should be thought of as a starting point for a conceptually consistent way of approaching sustainable forest management.  He suggested that the workshops should focus on a more vertically integrated process where the C&I are a starting point for telling us what is wrong and where our management is not working.  Another participant agreed and shared his observation that every group who encounters the C&I for the first time wants to change them.  He hoped that the workshops would not produce three different sets of indicators and that there would be a mechanism for providing unified feedback from the regional workshops to those working at the national and international levels.

Another participant said that she did not see the connection between the regional workshops and a national Roundtable, a point she had raised at the previous CG meeting.  She said that she would like to see the National Report and how it might be used as a more prominent feature of the workshop concept papers.  Another person agreed that he was struggling to see the connection between the regional concept papers and the National Report or the national Roundtable.  He said that the workshops should examine the National Report against the question of whether its findings and conclusions contribute to on-going work at the regional, state, and/or local levels.

These comments prompted another participant to comment that the emphasis of the regional workshops should be on teaching people how they might use assessments like the National Report or the Southern Forest Resource Assessment.  He said that you cannot just assume that if you “put them on the table” folks in the field know how to use them.  Most importantly, it is only through practitioners using these assessments that we will learn about important and useful changes that need to be made.  In this context, he said, it would be premature to discuss changes to the indicators at the regional workshops.

Someone commented that for a long time Roundtable participants have talked about the utility of the C&I framework beyond the compilation of data.  The issues of scale and the top-down / bottom-up dynamic were always in the background and are now moving to the fore as the we think about the utility of the report.  Scale is especially important when you think about the Forest Service’s four threats.  The regional workshops are a first step in making these links and might be a good place to discuss the local-level pilot projects that emerged as possible next steps from the Community Indicators Workshop (April 21-22, 2003, Denver).  Several people appreciated this insight.

One person was concerned that while he was hearing a lot about promoting sustainable forests, he was not hearing any talk of seriously evaluating whether our public and private forests are being managed in a sustainable way.  He wondered if the workshops were actually evaluating how things should be done differently or just setting up a process to do another assessment.

Regarding the relevance of the National Report to forest managers, one participant suggested that examining important data gaps and how to fill those gaps would be a valuable way to approach the issue.  In other words, what are the key pieces of information that managers need that the National Report and the assessment behind it still do not provide?  She suggested that if the workshops could stay focused on the practical aspects of managing a forest, the contribution to sustainability would follow.  This comment reminded another participant that in his organization’s process, a state forester had raised concerns about budget cuts in cooperative forestry.  At that time he had also expressed the hope that national-level C&I efforts would help state foresters defend their agencies’ activities and help them to demonstrate the relevance of their work to national interest and to the citizens of their states.

Someone else said that she hoped the workshops would address the issue of scale in making the data relevant at the local level and for improving communication at regional, state, and local levels.  She also urged the workshop organizers to invite participation from “outside of the box,” such as harvesters of non-timber forest products, and challenge themselves to think about the types of questions that would be interesting to such groups.  Another person agreed and added that the workshop needs to be relevant to all stakeholder groups.  The organizers need to ask themselves what is different about this workshop, how will it meet people’s need, and what will they gain by participating.

Someone else suggested that the organizers get regional data on the table for participants to review prior to the workshops.  The idea of discussing the utility of the National Report at a sub-national level is interesting in the abstract, but with some data to provide a springboard for discussion, the exercise could be more useful.  This comment prompted another participant to say that in his opinion, 90% of what will appear in the National Report will likely not be relevant at the regional level.  However, the raw data that went into the report is useful.  He suggested that the interesting question from a long-term sustainability perspective is what form that information needs to have to be useful across multiple scales.

Another person added that it seemed like the social aspects of sustainable forests were not emphasized in the regional workshop concept papers.  She hoped that those dimensions and issues would not be lost.  She also raised a concern that the integration of national and sub-national indicators was somewhat misdirected.  In her opinion, national indicators report on national trends and more local indicators help guide on-the-ground management decisions.  They have two distinct uses.  In her opinion, the appropriate discussion about the use of the national report is how it will integrate with other countries’ national reports to create a global picture.

Tim Mealey closed this discussion by urging everyone to contact the individual workshop leads.  It is especially important that organizations with national representation in the Roundtable thus far use these workshops as an opportunity to include their colleagues and partners that focus on more regional interests.  Before turning to the Co-Chairs for closing remarks, he told everyone to expect a Roundtable meeting in Washington, DC during late October or early November.

Co-Chairs’ Closing Remarks

The Co-Chairs thanked everyone for their time and thoughtful feedback.  Jerry Rose said that in his mind, the need to always think about where decisions are made had emerged as a key issue in the afternoon’s discussions.  He reminded everyone that the Roundtable has always rallied around the slogan “better data lead to better dialogue, which leads to better decisions.”  However, now that we understand how to approach the data and dialogue, but are by no means finished there, the time has come to think about how the Roundtable can help decision-makers make better decisions.  He also hoped that people would support the regional leads and be proactive in providing feedback and suggestions on participants and the like.  He reminded everyone that organizing regional workshops would be an iterative learning process and that we should all be comfortable if we disagree on the best way to get the desired results.

Joel Holtrop said that the meeting accomplished a lot of what it was intended to achieve.  He said that he heard a strong desire for the regional workshops to help us move ahead on national reporting.  However, it seems that we still need to find the healthy tension between what is needed at the national and regional levels in order to gain those insights.  He agreed with Jerry Rose’s comment about the regional workshops being an iterative learning experience.  Finally, he said that he hoped to see everyone at a fall Roundtable meeting, where a larger group of people could talk about progress on the regional workshops and the National Report.

At the conclusion of the Co-Chair’s remarks, Tim Mealy adjourned the meeting.

ATTACHMENT A.  MEETING AGENDA

Core Group of the

Roundtable on Sustainable Forests

Hall of States, 444 North Capitol St., NW, Room 383

July 31, 2003

1:30 p.m.
Welcome, Introductions and Opening Remarks from the Co-Chairs – Joel Holtrop, USDA Forest Service, and Gerry Rose, NASF

1:45 p.m.
Agenda Review – Tim Mealey, Meridian Institute, Roundtable Facilitator

1:50 p.m.
Update on National Report on Sustainable Forests and Opportunity for Comments on the Executive Summary – Rich Guldin, USDA Forest Service

2:50 p.m.
Status Report on Planning for a September 8, 9 or 10, 2003 “Roll Out” Event – Ruth McWilliams, USDA Forest Service

3:15 p.m.
Break

3:30 p.m.
Update on Planning for the Regional Workshops – Joel Holtrop and Representatives from the USDA Forest Service Field Offices with Lead Responsibility within the Forest Service for the Events

4:15 p.m.
Facilitated Discussion of Coordination of Roundtable’s Involvement in Planning and Preparation for the Regional Workshops – All

4:45 p.m.
Summarize Outcomes and Clarify Next Steps – Co-Chairs and Facilitator

5:00 p.m.
Adjourn

ATTACHMENT B.  PARTICIPANT LIST

Joel Holtrop, Roundtable Co-Chair, USDA Forest Service

Jerry Rose, Roundtable Co-Chair, National Association of State Foresters

Mila Alvarez, American Forests

Keith Argow, National Woodland Owners Association

Tom Bancroft, Wilderness Society

Nadine Block, American Forest & Paper Association

Nick Brown, Nature Serve

Paul Geissler, US Geological Survey

Michael Goergin, Society of American Foresters

Anne Heissenbuttel, National Association of State Foresters

Rob Hendricks, USDA Forest Service

Wendy Hinrichs Sanders (by phone), Great Lakes Forest Alliance

Jerilyn Levi, USDA Forest Service

Kenny McDaniel, Bureau of Land Management

Ruth McWilliams, USDA Forest Service

Robin O’Malley, The Heinz Center

Dave Radloff, USDA Forest Service

Pete Roussopoulos, USDA Forest Service

Laurie Schoonhoven, Sustainable Forestry Partnership

Regional Workshop Leads (Invited)

Scott Bell, USDA Forest Service, Northern and Intermountain Regions (R1 and R4)

Robin Morgan, USDA Forest Service, Northeastern Area

Connie Carpenter, USDA Forest Service, Northeastern Area

Susan Fox, USDA Forest Service, Southern Research Station

Jennifer Crawford, USDA Forest Service, Southern Research Station

� The workshop concept papers were circulated by email prior to the CG meeting.


� Some of the other indicator efforts Ms. Carpenter mentioned include: the community indicators work of the Great Lakes Forest Alliance; the involvement of the nearby Ottawa National Forest in the Forest Service’s Local Unit Criteria and Indicators Development Project (LUCID); and the set of indicators that have emerged from the State of the Lakes Ecosystem Conferences.
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