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Climate change is one of the major challenges we 

face as we fulfill our mission to sustain the health, 

diversity, and productivity of the Nation’s forests and 

grass lands for present and future generations.   

 

Forest Service Chief Tom Tidwell, 2010 

 

The National Roadmap for Responding to Climate Change (“Roadmap”) is the 

official response of the United States Forest Service (“Forest Service” or 

“Agency”) to the issue of climate change.  The accompanying Climate Change 

Performance Scorecard (“Scorecard”) is the means by which the Forest Service’s 

progress in implementing its response is measured.  This document reports on 

observations and experiences I gained during the summer of 2012 when I worked 

in the Helena National Forest in Montana assisting in the Forest Service’s efforts 

to implement and report progress based on the Scorecard.   

 

The Roadmap and Scorecard were developed to aid the Forest Service in 

fulfilling its mission in light of climate change.  The Roadmap expanded on the 

Agency’s existing efforts by integrating land management, outreach, and 

sustainable operations accounting.  It presents a three-pronged response: (1) 

assessing current risks, vulnerabilities, policies, and knowledge; (2) engaging 

Agency partners in creating solutions and building knowledge and educational 

capacity; and (3) managing for adaptation by creating resilience in human and 
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natural systems and by mitigating through carbon sequestration and reduction of 

the Agency’s footprint.  The Scorecard provides direction for response and is a 

yardstick by which to measure progress toward climate change goals.   My duties 

were to aid in implementing the Roadmap and to assist in reporting on progress 

by collecting information relevant to the Scorecard’s ten elements. 

 

 I was afforded this opportunity through the Chief’s Scholars, a program 

developed by the Forest Service aimed toward recruiting graduate students and 

doctoral candidates to the Agency.  Chief’s Scholars is a leadership development 

program designed to foster the skills necessary to be successful in the Forest 

Service and to bring new perspectives that will aid the Agency in fulfilling its 

mission into the future.  The program requires participants to perform 640 hours 

as an Agency trainee.  Trainees usually serve in a traditional management area, 

such as recreation, forestry, business operations, ecology, etc.   

 

 As an official directive, climate change is new to the Agency.  As a result, my 

position was very nontraditional, and there was no preexisting program of work.  

This meant that much of what I did was improvised and required a great deal of 

autonomy and independent problem solving when responding to the challenges 

that arose.   
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The Forest Service Mission 

 

The mission of the USDA Forest Service is to sustain 

the health, diversity, and productivity of the Nation’s 

forests and grasslands to meet the need of present 

and future generations. . . . As set forth in law, the 

mission is to achieve quality land management under 

the sustainable multiple-use management concept to 

meet the diverse needs of people. 

U.S. Forest Service, 2008 

 

Creation and delivery of the Forest Service’s mission has been an emergent 

process formed by policy and regulatory guidance, the knowledge and skills of the 

Agency, and the changing values and concerns of the general public.  The 

interpretation of these various factors forms the basis for defining the Agency’s 

mission and priorities.   

 

In the Nineteenth Century, European-Americans sought to expand the 

country from the Atlantic to the Pacific, from sea to shining sea.  During this time 

of expansion, the seeds of an American conservation ethic began to germinate.  

As Americans traveled west, they were witnessing the same devastations wrought 

by deforestation, human-caused wildfire and the associated soil erosion that had 

occurred in the eastern forests.   As a means to prevent history from repeating 
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itself, Congress directed the U.S. Department of Agriculture to report on forest 

conditions by creating the office of Special Agent.  The duties of this office were 

expanded and the title was changed many times, ultimately becoming the U.S. 

Forest Service in 1905 (Dunsky & Steinke, 2005). 

 

Upon the creation of the Forest Service, Secretary of Agriculture James 

Wilson penned a letter to “The Forester,” Chief of the Forest Service Gifford 

Pinchot.  While discussing conflicts between various uses of the forests, Wilson 

writes what will ultimately become the guiding principle of the Forest Service: 

“where conflicting interests must be reconciled the question will always be 

decided from the standpoint of the greatest good of the greatest number in the 

long run” (Wilson, 1905).  Although signed by Wilson, it is widely accepted that 

Pinchot, rather than Wilson, actually wrote the letter (Forest History Society, 

2012).  This utilitarian management objective, in contrast to the preservation 

management objective of the National Park Service, has guided the Forest Service 

since its inception. 

 

Historians have referred to the first period of Forest Service management as 

the “Custodial Era” (Forest History Society, 2012).  This period was marked by 

the creation and protection of the forests.  Primary threats to the forests were 

wildfire and theft of timber.  Combating these threats required the development 

of a system to detect and fight fires and to resolve forest boundary disputes.  

Other major accomplishments were the development and implementation of 
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basic and applied research projects, timber management programs, recreation 

management, a road system to allow access to the forests, and better 

administration of management objectives.   

 

 The first legislation that would guide implementation of the Forest Service’s 

mission was the Organic Administration Act of 1897, which was enacted to give 

purpose to the lands set aside by the President as forest reserves pursuant to the 

1891 Forest Reserve Act.  The Organic Act decreed that “No national forest shall 

be established, except to improve and protect the forest within the boundaries, or 

for the purpose of securing favorable conditions of water flows, and to furnish a 

continuous supply of timber for the use and necessities of citizens of the United 

States; but it is not the purpose or intent of these provisions, or of the Act, to 

authorize the inclusion therein of lands more valuable for the mineral therein, or 

for agricultural purposes, than for forest purposes”  (U.S. Congress, 1897).  This 

Act continued to provide guidance to the Forest Service for more than sixty years. 

 

 The second period of Forest Service management has been referred to as the 

“Production or Extractive Era.”   This era saw ever-increasing demand for timber 

extraction as a result of the Second World War and the economic boom that 

followed.  Timber production increased from around three billion board-feet 

before 1950 to over twelve billion board-feet in 1969 (Forest History Society, 

2008).  Providing access to timber stands necessitated the building of many 

roads and other means of access to Forest Service lands.  This new infrastructure, 
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coupled with increasing incomes and greater free time of the burgeoning middle 

class meant increased interest from and access by the American public.  The 

increased recreational use of the forests by the public laid bare the results of the 

prevailing timber management activities of the time.  The environmental impacts 

of over-extraction, coupled with changing public values and desires, set the stage 

for the next era of Forest Service management and led to the passage of the 

Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act of 1960 (Williams, 2000).  This was the first of 

many environmental protection laws passed during this period and provided for 

the reinterpretation, and the subsequent changes in delivery, of the Forest 

Service’s mission. 

 

 The Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act of 1960 provided legal guidance 

regarding multiple use management of the forests granting “permissive and 

discretionary authority to administer the national forest for outdoor recreation, 

range, timber, watershed, and wildlife and fish purposes” (U.S. Congress, 1960)  

The intent of this law was such that no single management activity of the Agency 

would favor another (Williams, 2000).  The formalization of multiple use 

planning necessitated the diversification of the Forest Service workforce.  This 

brought specialists such as wildlife biologists and soil scientists into the planning 

process.  Prior to this time, the workforce of the Forest Service consisted 

primarily of trained foresters.  Other important legislation enacted during the 

1960s included the Wilderness Act (1964), the National Trails Systems Act 

(1968), and the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act (1968).  These laws constrained 
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Forest Service policy-making processes, wresting away the full discretionary 

control the Agency used to enjoy (Koontz, 2007).  These laws also limited the 

types and extent of management that the Forest Service can administer on the 

lands it manages.  Additionally, the acts require greater inter- and intra-agency 

cooperation because they impact large parcels of land (Joyce et al., 2008).   

 

 The passage of the Clean Air Act (1963), the Clean Water Act (1972), and the 

Endangered Species Act (1973) also brought about change.  These acts placed the 

environmental effects of Forest Service land management under the scrutiny of 

outside agencies and under the enforcement of the various states (Joyce et al., 

2008).  Environmental policy acts of the 1960s and 1970s set the stage for the 

next period of Forest Service management and delivery of the Agency’s mission.  

This period has been commonly referred to as the “Environmentalism and Public 

Participation” period (Forest History Society, 2012).  

 

 The Environmentalism and Public Participation period developed as an 

outgrowth of three environmental laws passed in the early 1970s: the National 

Environmental Policy Act (1970); the Forest and Range Renewable Resources 

Planning Act (1974); and the National Forest Management Act (1976).  These acts 

brought land management activity into the public sphere by requiring public 

input during the planning process (Joyce et al., 2008).   
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The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) required that an 

environmental impact statement (EIS) be prepared when an agency proposes 

“major action significantly affecting the quality of the human environment” (U.S. 

Congress, 1970). Minimally required in an EIS are a description of all proposed 

actions, the alternatives to each proposed action, and a description of the 

consequences of each proposed alternative action.  Additionally NEPA requires 

that the Forest Service encourage public participation in the planning process by 

providing public comment periods and that the agency provides responses to 

public comments that are received.   

 

Closely following the enactment of NEPA was the Forest and Range 

Renewable Resources Planning Act (RPA).  The RPA required the preparation of 

assessment reports on the status and trends of the renewable resources on all 

forest lands.  The RPA assessment includes analyses of and projections relating to 

the future of forests, rangeland, fish and wildlife, biodiversity, water, recreation, 

wilderness, and urban forests (U.S. Congress, 1974).  The assessments are 

designed to be the basis for long-term management plans.   

 

The RPA was amended in 1976 with passage of the National Forest 

Management Act (NFMA).  The Act established a three-level method for 

managing the national forests (Citizens, 2).  The three levels of planning occur at 

the national, regional, and local levels.  At the highest level, NFMA requires the 

United States Department of Agriculture (U.S.D.A.) to establish uniform national 
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regulations to govern the development and revision of regional and local plans 

(Citizens, 2).  The second tier of National Forest regulations consists of land 

resource management plans (LRMPs), also known as forest plans, which apply to 

“Units” of the Forest Service (National Forests and Grasslands).  The third tier of 

regulation consists of site-specific plans.  These plans are prepared for specific 

projects or areas within Units and must be consistent with both the national 

planning rule and the forest management plan (U.S. Congress, 1976).  NFMA 

established the need for and purpose of forest planning, but did not provide 

direction on how to arrive there.  That direction was provided by the 1982 

Planning Rule. 

 

In 1982 the Forest Service produced the Planning Rule which provided 

specific direction on how to implement NFMA through land and resource 

management planning.  The 1982 Rule was designed to result in plans that would 

provide for the multiple use and sustained yield of products and services 

consistent with the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act, by addressing such things 

as desired future conditions, establishing management areas and management 

area direction, establishing monitoring and evaluation requirements, and 

including public input in the planning process (U.S. Forest Service, 1982).  There 

have been two attempts to develop new planning rules, in 2000 and 2008, but 

both were enjoined through litigation brought in the U.S. District Court for the 

Northern District of California.  In both cases the Forest Service was ultimately 

sued over the question of whether the agency had adhered to procedural 
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requirements set forth in NEPA and ESA.  Currently, the Agency is using the 

2000 rule provisions to develop, amend, or revise forest plans until the U.S.D.A. 

approves a new planning rule.  However, the 2000 rule contains transition 

provisions that permit the use of the 1982 Rule provisions in the interim. No 

national forest or grassland has ever used the 2000 rule to amend or revise a plan 

because of that rule’s complexity and cost.  Therefore, all current forest plans 

have been amended using the 1982 Rule. 

 

The next and current period of Forest Service management has been 

dedicated to that of ecosystem management and ecosystem services.  Former 

Forest Service Chief F. Dale Robertson, speaking to the future of the Agency, 

stated that “an ecological approach will be used to achieve the multiple-use 

management of the national forests and grasslands.”  He went on to say that this 

means “that we must blend the needs of people and environmental values in such 

a way that the national forests and grasslands represent diverse, healthy, 

productive, and sustainable ecosystems” (Ward, 1996).   

 

The next Chief, Jack Ward, further defined the Forest Service’s approach to 

ecosystem management as the “integration of ecological, economic, and social 

factors in order to maintain and enhance the quality of the environment to meet 

current and future needs.  It is a holistic approach to natural resource 

management.  To use it, we must step back from what foresters call the stand 

level and focus on the broader landscape” (Thomas, 1996).  Ecosystems and the 
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services provided by them represent the mission of the Forest Service today.  This 

is reflected in actions such as the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration 

Program, the Watershed Condition Framework, the Integrated Resource 

Restoration Budget, and many other systems-level restoration projects.   

 

Climate Change and Sustainability 

 

The most recent challenge to fulfilling the mission of the Forest Service has 

been the inclusion of climate change in that mission.  Amendments to the 

Resource Planning Act in the 1990s required that federal assessment of 

renewable resources include impacts of climate change on resource condition and 

opportunities for mitigation of the atmospheric carbon dioxide buildup (U.S. 

Congress, 1990).  Despite the existence of twenty years of data courtesy of the 

RPA, and despite the evidence of the impact of climate change on forest resources 

as reflected in that data, adaptation and mitigation activities are still in their 

infancy (Joyce et. al, 2008). 

 

Direction was given through Executive Order 13148, “Greening the 

Government by Leadership in Environmental Management,” signed by President 

Clinton on April 21, 2000.  The order designated that “the head of each Federal 

agency is responsible for ensuring that all necessary actions are taken to integrate 

environmental accountability into agency day-to-day decision making and long-

term planning processes, across all agency missions, activities, and functions” 
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(Clinton, 2000).  Executive Order 13148 set the stage for sustainability efforts 

that are pivotal to current Forest Service goals. 

 

Further direction came from the Energy Policy Act of 2005.  The act set the 

stage for improved energy efficiency in federal buildings and the federal vehicle 

fleet across all agencies.  It also directed the procurement of energy star 

appliances, energy savings performance contracts, and other footprint 

considerations of federal agencies (U.S. Congress, 2005).   

 

Executive Order 13423, “Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and 

Transportation Management,” was signed by President Bush on January 24, 

2007, and was designed to strengthen key goals for the Federal Government.  It 

set more challenging goals than the Energy Policy Act of 2005 (EPA Act 2005) 

and superseded earlier energy efficiency executive orders (Bush, 2007). 

 

This policy act was quickly followed by the Energy Independence and Security 

Act of 2007.  This new act expanded and strengthened the 2005 initiative.  

Federal agencies now had concrete footprint reductions and timelines within 

which to comply.  These included fleet fuel reduction, increased use of biofuels, 

and the purchase of hybrid and alternative fuel vehicles.  The act further requires 

all lighting and appliances in federal buildings to be energy star qualified (U.S. 

Congress, 2007). 
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In 2008, the Strategic Framework for Responding to Climate Change was 

released by the Chief of the Forest Service.  It provided seven broad climate 

change goals as they relate to the Forest Service.  The Framework was a result of 

the governmental policies requiring sustainability and the recognition that 

climate change is impacting the Agency’s ability to implement its mission.  

 

Executive Order 13423 was superseded by Executive Order 13514, “Federal 

Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance,” which was 

signed by President Obama in 2009.  This Executive Order requires federal 

agencies to set a 2020 greenhouse gas emissions reduction; increase energy 

efficiency; reduce fleet petroleum consumption; conserve water; reduce waste; 

support sustainable communities; and leverage federal purchasing power to 

promote environmentally-responsible products and technologies (Obama, 2009). 

   

This is an attempt to lead by example; the U.S. government is the largest 

energy user in the nation, occupies 500,000 buildings, operates 600,000 

vehicles, employs 1.8 million people, and purchases over $500 billion in goods 

and services (Press release, 2009).  The Executive Order directs agencies toward 

well-defined reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, describes a process by 

which an agency’s goals will be set and reported, and also defines energy, water, 

and waste reduction targets, including: 

 

• 30% reduction in vehicle fleet petroleum use by 2020; 
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• 26% improvement in water efficiency by 2020; 

• 50% recycling and waste diversion by 2015; 

• 95% of all applicable contracts will meet sustainability 

requirements; 

• implementation of the 2030 net-zero-energy building 

requirement; 

• implementation of the storm water provisions of the Energy 

independence and Security Act of 2007, section 438; and 

• development of guidance for sustainable federal building 

locations in alignment with the Livability Principles put forward 

by the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the 

Department of Transportation, and the Environmental 

Protection Agency. (Press release, 2009). 

 

These policies helped to guide the creation of the 2010-2015 Strategic Plan of 

the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  Goal 2 of the Strategic Plan, to “[e]nsure our 

national forests and private working lands are conserved, restored, and made 

more resilient to climate change, while enhancing our water resources,” places 

climate change directly in the Forest Service area of management (U.S.D.A., 

2010, v).  The goal is further defined to state that the Forest Service will “lead 

efforts to mitigate and adapt to climate change” (U.S.D.A., 2010, 14).  This 

includes sequestration of carbon in forests, soils, grasslands, and other plants.  

The Plan makes explicit the U.S.D.A’s intent that its constituent agencies, 
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including the Forest Service, become leaders in the nation’s response to climate 

change.   

 

As Units began to implement the Climate Change Response Framework, it 

became evident that the Forest Service needed to provide a clearer vision on what 

success meant.  In 2010, the Forest Service released the “National Roadmap for 

Responding to Climate Change” and the associated “Climate Change Performance 

Scorecard.”  Through a series of newly added short term goals which were 

directed toward longer-term goals to make climate change adaption part of the 

culture of the Agency, the Roadmap was meant to guide Units based on what was 

already being done.  Based on regional guidance, the Scorecard, which 

accompanied the Roadmap, enables Units to track and implement the individual 

components of the Forest Service’s response to climate change. 

 

The Climate Change Performance Scorecard 

 

The Climate Change Performance Scorecard was designed to help Units 

develop organizational capacity and readiness to adapt to a changing future and 

to aid in implementing the Forest Service’s mission.  The Scorecard is implicit in 

its direction.  It provides goals and measurements, but does not dictate the means 

by which to achieve those goals.  The Forest Service manages 193 million acres 

across 155 national forests and twenty national grasslands.   Lands managed by 

the Forest Service encompass ecosystem types ranging from tropical forests, to 
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grasslands, to deserts, to subalpine forests, and everything in between.  Given 

this diversity, a one-size-fits-all approach to climate change would surely fail; 

there is not a single solution to the array of challenges the Agency faces.   

 

The Scorecard (2011 version 1.3) is divided into ten action elements that 

reflect the Forest Service’s mission as it relates to climate change.  The elements 

of the Scorecard – yes or no questions – are meant to provide guidance and 

establish a tracking system to assess a Unit’s progress.  The Scorecard is meant to 

be addressed over a four year period, 2011-2015.  Fiscal year 2011 provides a 

Unit’s baseline compliance.  Success is measured by whether a Unit can answer 

“yes” to at least seven of the ten elements by 2015, the end of the four-year 

reporting period.  Following is a description of the ten Scorecard elements, what 

is expected of a Forest Service Unity in regards to the elements and how the 

Helena National Forest responded in fiscal year 2012. 

 

Table 1: Helena National Forest Scorecard 
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Organizational Capacity Elements 

 

The first three elements of the Scorecard deal with Organizational Capacity.  

The intent of this dimension is to “engage employees through training and 

integrate climate change into program of work” (U.S. Forest Service, 2010).  

There are three elements under this dimension. 

 

 Element 1: Employee Education.   “Are all employees 

provided with training on the basics of climate change, 

impacts on forests and grasslands, and the Forest Service 

response?  Are resource specialists made aware of the 

potential contribution of their own work to climate 

change response?”    

 

The effects of climate change will impact the ability of the Forest Service to 

fulfill its mission.  It is therefore critical that all employees be educated about 

climate change and land management impacts.  Although responsibility for 

employee education falls on the Unit, there is forthcoming federal guidance on a 

unified education statement.  The education direction being released is general in 

nature; it will be used to be guide the development of a Unit-relevant program.  

There are many other options available to Units including seminars at local 

universities, workshops staged on site and distance learning such as that which is 

available at the “Short Course for Land Managers: Forest and Grassland Carbon 
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in North America,” offered through the Forest Service Climate Change Resource 

Center website.   

 

 Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  Currently, there are no 

Unit-level requirements for climate change education.  The general message of 

the Forest Service’s response to climate change could be delivered at “family 

meetings,” which all employees are welcome to attend.  Intensive education for 

resource specialists can be made mandatory and addressed through performance 

reviews or through Individual Development Plans (IDPs).  The necessary 

component is for the Forest Supervisor to provide leadership on this element and 

stress the importance of climate change and the need to improve education on 

the topic.  In pursuing this element, the Helena Unit has hosted a Climate Change 

Science Day workshop and has informed employees of web-based climate change 

information.   

 

 Element 2: Designated Climate Change Coordinators.   “Is 

at least one employee assigned to coordinate climate 

change activities and be a resource for climate change 

questions and issues?  Is this employee provided with the 

training, time, and resources to make his/her assignment 

successful?”   
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The Forest Service employs over 30,000 people on 155 forests and twenty 

grasslands.  Thus, coordinating climate change response efforts between them is 

critical for success.  These duties are more commonly taken on as a collateral 

duty; the responsible individual has other roles and duties which are primary.  

The Washington Office initially reported that the Scorecard would require only 

10% of a coordinator’s time, but this has proven to be an underestimate.  The 

duties of the coordinator are to bring the necessary people together, delegate 

duties, organize data, and become the point person for all things climate-related.  

These are significant and time-consuming duties.  In the current budget climate, 

Units are short staffed, making it increasingly hard to rally people behind this 

initiative.    

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  The Unit has 

appointed an employee from Planning to perform the duties of Climate Change 

Coordinator.  It is my opinion – not that of the designee – that the coordinator is 

provided neither the time nor support which is necessary for success in this role.  

These duties are considered to be collateral; they are performed in addition to the 

coordinators primary duties.   This means that any climate change coordinator 

duties performed are outside your regular work schedule or are performed while 

neglecting regular duties.  Although it is the coordinator’s job to be the point 

person for Scorecard-related activities, support and direction from the Forest 

Supervisor is vital.  Support from the Forest Supervisor and leadership team 

lends legitimacy to any request made by the coordinator, encourages follow 
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through and provides a measure of success.  The leadership team on the Unit has 

not come out to say that they are fully behind the coordinator and that they 

expect all employees to support the coordinator and comply with their requests.        

 

 Element 3: Program Guidance. “Does the Unit have 

written guidance for progressively integrating climate 

change considerations and activities into Unit-level 

operations?”    

 

This is, arguably, the most important of the elements.  The intent of climate 

change response is not to create another layer of regulation, but rather to build 

climate change consideration into existing practices.  Because the scorecard is 

unclear in what is required, national response to this element has been varied.  

The Wayne National Forest has produced a document titled “Five-Year Plan for 

the Wayne National Forest to Respond to the USDA Forest Service Climate 

Change Scorecard” (Williams, 2011).   As the title would suggest, this is a strategy 

for implementing the Scorecard by linking it to the Forest Management Plan.  

The document provides a timeline and benchmarks by which to gauge success on 

the Scorecard.  By contrast, the Chequamegón-Nicolet National Forest has 

developed “Moving Forward Setting a Course for Climate Change Response on 

the Chequamegón-Nicolet National Forest.”  This document provides a 

foundation for climate change response on the Unit (Janowiak, Parker, and St. 

Pierre, 2012). 
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  It provides a method for integrating climate change decisions into existing plans 

and identifies priorities.  This approach differs from that of the Wayne National 

Forest Unit in that it addresses adaptation strategies that can be weighed against 

the Forest Plan and provides a rationale for prioritization of effort (Janowiak et 

al., 2012; Williams, 2011).  Neither of these documents is right; neither is wrong.  

They both keep with the spirit of the Scorecard, and they both are reflective of the 

needs of their respective Unit. 

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.   Units who have 

successfully answered yes to this element have taken a team approach to creating 

the guiding document.  Response to this element involved the creation of teams 

who carried out the work.  The teams included people who self-selected to focus 

on portions or were seen as the resident “experts” on the subject.  This is an 

example of a project that may be best developed by the employees who are 

expected to deliver carry out the response.   It makes sense for this to be 

developed on the Unit and as a team so that consideration is given to the 

strengths and weaknesses of the Unit staff and timelines and benchmarks are 

appropriately constructed.  This was the approach that I took on my Unit; I 

gathered together the resources managers and asked how they’d like to proceed.  

I presented the resource managers with examples from other forests and 

explained my rationale for asking them to create the guiding document.  The 

resource managers are hesitant to move forward because they feel that the 

guidance document is the responsibility of the leadership team, (the collection of 
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line officers).  They are concerned that they will invest time, effort and money 

into activities that will not supported by leadership in the end, they want the 

leader’s intent.  Although a valid concern, I am suspicious that this is part of 

some internal power struggle.  The Resource department has, for the last 5 plus 

years, been operating independently of a Resource Staff Officer.  The Resource 

Staff Officer is the supervisor of the resource program managers and thus has 

final word on operation of the resource shop.  The lack of a Resource Staff Officer 

meant that the program managers were able to act with impunity; this is no 

longer the case.  I believe that the reaction that I received concerning creation of 

this document stems from these managers having a new boss.  I got the 

impression that there was feeling that if the boss was going to “pull rank” on my 

other projects then as a rebuff I won’t do this until you I am told how to do it.  I 

believe that in order for success to be realized on this element the forest will need 

to come together and address the internal issues that are present. 

 

Partnership Engagement  

 

Elements 4 and 5 address partnership engagement and aim to develop 

partnerships and transfer knowledge.  This dimension is directed toward 

cooperation, across boundaries, with groups both inside and outside the Agency.  

The effects of climate change will not be isolated to the Unit alone; therefore it is 

important to cooperate across landscape, watershed, and management area.  This 

is also an area where the bridge between science and management could be 



 

23 

developed.  By cooperating with scientists, the managers can frame the science in 

the political and regulatory environment wherein management occurs.  

 

 Element 4: Science and Management Partnerships.  “Does 

the Unit actively engage with scientists and scientific 

organizations to improve its ability to respond to climate 

change?”    

 

These are partnerships with groups such as Forest Service Research Stations, 

universities, other research agencies, science-based nonprofits, etc.  Much of the 

response to climate change will require collaboration with technical experts 

outside the particular Unit.   

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: Yes.  The Helena National 

Forest has extensive involvement with the Southwestern Crown on the Continent 

Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program.  The Southwestern Crown 

brings together cooperating  members from the Forest Service, University of 

Montana, Montana Department of Natural Resources, citizens,  forest industry, 

nonprofit groups and many others to participate a landscape restoration projects.  

The Southwestern Crown considers climate change in projects and has 

cooperated with the Climate Impacts Group from University of Washington to 

develop downscale climate models for the landscapes they manage. 
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 Element 5: Other Partnerships.  “Have climate change 

considerations and activities been incorporated into 

existing or new partnerships (other than science 

partnerships)?”   

 

This is a broad category and encompasses many groups.  These groups can 

include interpretation groups, environmental educator groups, citizens groups, 

volunteer groups, etc.   

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  The Unit’s response 

to this element may be due to confusion surrounding what partnerships fall 

under this element.  The Climate Change Scorecard Guide suggests as potential 

partners groups such as state-level climate change impact groups, state-level 

forestry groups, tribal governments, The Nature Conservancy, etc.  The Helena 

Unit cooperates with the Montana Discovery Foundation, a nonprofit group that 

promotes on-the-ground forest stewardship and environmental education.  In 

discussions with the Montana Discovery Foundation, the group has indicated 

that it would include climate change in its mission if the Agency so requests.  This 

element could be achieved by developing guidance for interactions with Helena’s 

partnering groups and agencies.  An important end that could be achieved 

through such guidance is to encourage agencies with which Helena partners to 

consider climate change in their respective operations. 
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Adaptation Elements 

 

Elements 6, 7, and 8 address forest adaptations, assess the impacts of climate 

change, and manage change.  This dimension is “where the rubber hits the road,” 

and it challenges Units to assess the current and expected impacts of climate 

change, adjust management strategies accordingly, and implement monitoring 

efforts in order to track success.   

 

 Element 6: Assessing Vulnerability.  “Has the Unit 

engaged in developing relevant information about the 

vulnerability of key resources, such as human 

communities and ecosystem elements, to the impacts of 

climate change?”   

 

In order to respond properly to climate change, one first needs to understand 

the ways in which climate change is or will impact the resources under 

management.   Vulnerability assessments vary widely in scope, approach, and 

temporal and spatial scale.  At a minimum, the report should include key 

resources, current stressors in the system, and local climate change and its 

impacts.  Many Units are taking advantage of larger assessments being 

performed by research stations and universities, by scaling them down to the 

Unit level.   
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Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  The Unit’s response to 

this element may be due to a lack of employee understanding and engagement 

with the Scorecard and a lack of direction from the leadership team and the 

regional office.  If the leadership team were to direct the resource managers to 

develop the vulnerability assessment and were to provide a leadership during the 

process, success could achieved.  There are many vulnerability assessments that 

have been completed or are ongoing on the Helena National Forest.  These 

include a recent watershed vulnerability assessment and an ongoing assessment 

of timber vulnerability to bark beetle. These various resource specific 

assessments can be combined to provide an overview of the vulnerability of the 

forest at a landscape scale.  This overarching assessment will guide creation of 

priorities for climate change adaptation activities on the Unit.  Additionally there 

is a large scale assessment being conducted by the region; this can be scaled 

down and supplemented with data from the Unit.   In order to achieve ‘yes’ on 

this element, a team will need to be formed and data collected from the various 

specialists on the forest which can then be organized into a succinct document.  

This may be hard to organize as there are currently high workloads, lack of staff 

and lack of expertise on the subject. This will be a collateral duty for the resource 

managers and may not take precedence over regular duties.   

 

 Element 7:  Adaptation Activities.  “Does the Unit conduct 

management actions that reduce the vulnerability of 

resources and places to climate change?”   
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As management plans are reassessed in light of the Unit’s vulnerability 

assessment, it may be necessary to adjust the Unit’s goals and objectives.  It is 

possible that the Unit may no longer be able to achieve its objectives due to the 

impacts of climate change.  If that proves to be the case, the Unit is directed to 

use the best science available to develop adaptation actions to bolster the systems 

it manages.  Adaptation actions are meant to increase ecosystem resilience. 

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  It is quite likely that 

the Unit is conducting activities that could be considered adaptation activities; 

those activities are just not explicitly climate change-related.  Many management 

activities on the Helena Unit are meant to make the forest more resilient, and a 

resilient forest will be better able to adapt to climate change.  Examples of this 

these types of management activities include fuels reductions which build 

resilience to extreme wildfire and watershed restoration which build resilience to 

altered precipitation regime.  In order to be able to answer yes to this element, 

the Helena Unit needs first to conduct a vulnerability assessment in order to 

determine where weaknesses exist in current management.  Completion of the 

vulnerability assessment will also inform the unit of whether current 

management activities are building resilience or if they need to be adjusted or 

abandoned. 
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 Element 8: Monitoring.  “Is monitoring being conducted 

to track climate change impacts and the effectiveness of 

adaptation actions?”   

 

Without monitoring, there is no measurement by which success regarding 

vulnerability assessments or the effectiveness of adaptation activities can be 

measured.   Units currently monitor many different things, from stream 

temperature and flow, snow pack, air temperature and quality, various species 

monitoring, etc.  Because climate change is greater than the sum of its parts, the 

monitoring efforts currently in place can be used both to assess the impacts of 

climate change and as a measure of vulnerability.   

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No. The monitoring 

expected in this element is meant to measure success of the adaptation activities 

that resulted from the Unit’s vulnerability assessment.  Most, if not all, of the 

current monitoring efforts on the Unit could contribute data to climate change 

monitoring efforts.  Data collected through existing programs such as the Forest 

Inventory and Analysis and the Watershed Condition Framework can be used to 

assess the success of adaptation activities.  Under this element, I collected and 

organized data surrounding the monitoring efforts on the Unit.  However, the 

Unit has yet to complete a vulnerability assessment or adaptation activities so it 

is not clear whether this data will provide a clear picture of Unit efforts. 
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Mitigation and Sustainable Consumption Elements 

 

 Elements 9 and 10 deal exclusively with mitigation and sustainable 

consumption, the assessment of carbon stocks, and the reduction of the Agency’s 

footprint.  This dimension challenges Units to move from adaptation towards 

mitigation.  Through other management efforts, the Forest Service is already 

managing carbon stocks and has been instrumental in creating national carbon 

assessments.  This dimension is meant to reduce the Agency’s future impacts on 

climate. 

 

 Element 9: Carbon Assessment and Stewardships. “Does 

the Unit have a baseline assessment of carbon stocks and 

an assessment of the influence of disturbance and 

management activities on these stocks? Is the Unit 

integrating carbon stewardship with the management of 

other benefits being provided by the Unit?”   

 

Estimates of carbon stocks in forests and the plans for managing those stocks 

are important, since 44% of forestland is under public management (Heath, et 

al.).  The federal government controls one-third of all U.S. forestland, and the 

Forest Service manages one-fifth of all U.S. forestland (Heath, et al.).  Because 

the Forest Service manages a significant portion of the federal forests, it is 

important that these assessment and management functions occur, since it can 
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affect total carbon stocks in the United States.  Forest Service land in the U.S. is 

estimated to contain an average of 192 Mg C/ha (megagrams of carbon per 

hectare) on 60.4 million ha, for a total of 11,604 Tg C (teragrams of carbon) in the 

year 2005 (Heath, et al.).  It is estimated that in 2005 U.S. forests sequestered 

101 Tg C and wood products and landfill sequestered an additional 58 Tg C 

(Woodbury, et al. 2007).  This represents 10% of total U.S. CO2 emissions from 

fossil fuels that year.  In order to build upon and manage existing carbon stocks 

effectively, the Agency needs to understand how carbon storage varies across our 

landscape and how disturbances and management have affected them in the past.  

This will not only provide a baseline of what exists, but an understanding of past 

experiences to guide future management. 

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.  Forest Service Region 

1, of which the Helena is a part, is producing an assessment which its constituent 

Units can pare down to a level appropriate for their management needs.  This is 

largely being achieved by the use of Forest Inventory and Analysis Program 

(FIA).  The FIA is an annual census of the nation’s forests.  The FIA reports on 

the status of and trends in forest area, species size, tree health and growth, 

mortality rate, removals by harvest and forest land ownership.  FIA surveys 

include data on elements such as the soil, the under-story vegetation, amounts of 

coarse woody debris, and the lichen community composition.  Once Region 1 has 

produced its assessment, the Helena Unit will scale it down using FIA data.  Basic 

forest inventory consists of one sample plot for every 6000 acres managed land; 



 

31 

the Helena National Forest samples every 1500 acres.  The increased intensity of 

sampling on the Helena will provide a more accurate assessment of Unit carbon 

stocks. 

 

 Element 10: Sustainable Operations.  “Is progress being 

made toward achieving sustainable operations 

requirements to reduce the environmental footprint of 

Agency operations?”     

 

An important aspect of climate change mitigation is to decrease the Agency’s 

footprint.  This is important because the smaller the agency’s footprint, the less 

resources used by the agency, the less impact the agency will have on the climate 

and planet.  Measuring this element is easier than measuring the other elements, 

since guidelines have been established by several laws, regulations, and Executive 

Orders.   The legal requirements as established by Executive Orders 13423 and 

13514, the Energy Policy Act of 2005, and the Energy Independence and Security 

Act of 2007 can be summarized as follows: 

 

• Energy intensity reductions of 3% per year or 30% by 2015 

(2003 baseline) is required.  Renewable energy use of no less 

than 5% of total by 2012 and no less than 7.5% of total by 

2013 and beyond.   
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• Potable water use reduction of 16% of total by 2015 (2007 

baseline) and 20% (2010 baseline) reduction of agricultural, 

landscaping, and industrial use by 2020.   

• Fleet fuel use reductions of 20% (2005 baseline) by 2020, 

increase us of non-petroleum fuel by 10% (2005 baseline) by 

2015, and increase in alternative fuel vehicles and low 

emission and high fuel economy vehicles.   

• Greenhouse gas emissions reductions from Scope 1 and 2 

sources by 21% and Scope 3 sources by 7% by 2020 (2008 

baseline).   

• Diversion of 55% of solid waste in buildings and 50% of 

construction waste by 2015 (2005) baseline.  Increased 

recycling, including electronics, and divert compostable and 

organics.  

• By 2015, 95% of all purchases must comply with one of six 

green product categories: energy efficient, water efficient, 

environ-mentally preferable, bio-based, recycled content, or 

non-ozone depleting. 

 

Direction for this element has been heavily supported by the Western 

Collective and Element 10 team.  The Western Collective is collaboration between 

the western and Alaska regions of the Forest Service and the Rocky Mountain 

Research Station to provide leadership on reducing the Agency’s footprint.  The 
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Collective has cooperated with employees across forests, discipline areas, and 

levels of employment to provide leadership on sustainability within the Agency.  

To provide this leadership, the Collective produced many deliverables that range 

from educational to prescriptive.  The major contribution is Appendix G.  

(http://www.fs.fed.us/climatechange/advisor/scorecard/appendix/G%208-1-

2011.pdf) 

 

Appendix G is a checklist that was designed to help identify, track, and 

implement footprint reduction on a Unit.  The checklist is composed of sixty-six 

action items spread over six footprint areas: energy, water, fleet, waste 

prevention, recycling, and green purchasing.  An example of the action items is 

the Utility Bill Cleanup.  Performing this item will establish baseline energy 

consumption levels which can be followed up by reduction efforts.  Additionally, 

the Collective has developed an array of educational and leadership products that 

facilitate a Unit’s engagement with footprint reduction.  These include webinars 

wherein an employee can learn new approaches and techniques for compliance in 

specific areas.  In Fiscal Year 2013, the Western Collective is changing its name to 

the Sustainable Operations Collective and is taking its efforts nationwide. 

 

Helena National Forest Response FY2012: No.    Overall, the Unit has 

made much progress toward compliance despite not meeting the Scorecard 

objective.  Accounting for much of the agency’s footprint, such as energy 

consumption, is very difficult and time consuming.  Utility bills are not paid by 

http://www.fs.fed.us/climatechange/advisor/scorecard/appendix/G%208-1-2011.pdf
http://www.fs.fed.us/climatechange/advisor/scorecard/appendix/G%208-1-2011.pdf
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the Unit; they are paid by a support Agency called the National Finance Center 

(NFC) and are paid using “cost pool,” money that the forest never sees.  This has 

created an “out of sight, out of mind” attitude.  The districts have never seen this 

money and thus don’t miss it.  The added difficulty of trying to get utility bills 

from NFC or having to deal with the utility companies, which are likely to refuse 

to provide information to someone who is not the account holder, can be a major 

hindrance.   

 

Other complications lie with the people who work for the Agency.  People on 

the forest where I worked are still skeptical of climate change, despite the 

overwhelming evidence, and do not believe the Unit or the Agency needs to be 

engaged in such activities.  Examples of this are myriad, ranging from refusal to 

duplex print, refusal to shut down computers or shut off lights, and refusal to use 

reusable plates, silverware, and cups in the lunchroom.  Other examples are 

people coming right out and saying that they don’t believe in climate change, that 

carbon sequestration is a wasted effort and that the agency is operating outside of 

its mission.  There is a mix of technical and social issues that have prevented 

success in this element.  I believe that direction from the leadership team on the 

Helena is necessary in order to realize success on this element.  Leadership can 

create policies that require employees to shut down computers, duplex print, no 

idle policy etc.  Policies like these will reduce the agency’s overall footprint and 

will reduce the agency’s impact on the climate and planet.  Fewer resources used 

means less carbon and other greenhouse gases emitted into the atmosphere. 
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Barriers to Response 

 

 As I worked gathering the data necessary for the Fiscal Year 2012 climate 

change reporting, I noticed that there were certain types of obstructions 

preventing the Helena Unit from complying with many different elements.  In 

considering these barriers, similarities can be observed.  These barriers are 

systemic.  They are built into the way the Agency operates.  To illustrate the cross 

effects of these barriers, I have organized them into Table 2, set out below.   

 
Table 2: Where the Barriers to Response Impact the 10-Element 
Scorecard for the Helena National Forest 
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Helena  
Response 

No Yes No No Yes No No No No No 

Budget 
Barrier           

Staffing 
Barrier           

Policy and 
Regulatory 

Barriers 
          

Goals 
Barrier           

Science vs. 
Management 

Barrier 
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Uncertainty 
of Climate 

Impact 
Barrier 

          

Lack of 
Leadership 

Barrier 
          

 

The barriers I have identified are based purely on anecdotal evidence and the 

list is not meant to be exclusive.  These barriers are derived from discussions I 

have had with employees, remarks overheard in meetings, and my personal 

observations and apply specifically within the Helena National Forest.  As such, 

this list is not meant to be representative of other Units or of the Forest Service as 

a whole.  I would suggest more broad-based research in the future to address the 

issues relating to the Forest Service’s lack of engagement with its climate change 

mission.  The barriers I encountered fell into seven categories: decreasing 

budgets; inadequate staffing and inadequate skill sets of staff; the policy and 

regulatory environment; inconsistent and/or conflicting goals; the problems with 

converting science into management directives; the uncertainty of climate 

impacts; and a fundamental lack of leadership.  The discussion that follows 

pertains specifically to the Helena National Forest [although they may be present 

in other Units.] 

 

Barrier 1:  Budgetary reality check. Budget constraints are a constant 

complaint of public employees; this will probably always be the case.  The truth is 

that there exists a massive gap between what is expected (by the government and 

the user) and the reality of what can actually be funded.  In the Forest Service, 
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budgets are closely tied to targets; this is how they are justified.  This means that 

the little money a Unit may have is usually tied directly to an existing project, a 

planned project, or it could be snatched by another management area in an 

emergency.  At this time, the Scorecard presents another set of jobs that need to 

be completed, and those jobs will necessarily have to compete with current 

targets for funding.   

 

The tasks required to complete the Scorecard can be quite substantial in terms 

of their costs.  Developing a vulnerability assessment or performing a carbon 

assessment requires the funding to pay for the additional labor that those 

activities require.  Similarly, there can be significant costs associated with 

initiating adaptation activities.  For example, the cost to redress a Forest Plan is 

upwards of $4 to $7 million (U.S. Forest Service, 2012).  An increasingly 

expensive component of management plans arises where the plans become the 

subject of litigation.  In addition to the fees and costs related to the litigation 

itself, the changes to the plan that might result from the litigation will also 

require additional funding and resources.   

 

At this point, and given current budgetary pressures, the only realistic remedy 

would be a shift in what the federal government expects from its agencies to be 

more in line with current funding levels.   
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Barrier 2:  Staffing issues.  Staffing barriers fall into two categories: 

inadequate staffing levels and the lack of the necessary skill sets to address 

climate change.  It would seem absurd to say an agency such as the Forest Service 

is understaffed when compared to historical staffing levels; the agency has more 

employees than at any time in its history.  However, over the past 30 years, the 

entire nature of the Agency has changed.  The Forest Service is no longer just 

managing its resources for sustained timber yield; it is managing ecosystem 

services.  Overseeing the array of services provided by the national forests 

requires a staff of specialists in timber, recreation, watershed, wildlife, planning 

etc.  There are also many policies and regulatory concerns that can only be 

addressed by having specialists able to take the substantial time required to draft 

management plans that are both effective and (to the extent possible) litigation-

proof.  Because of the low staffing levels, most of the responsibilities relating to 

climate change are just collateral duties and, as a result, do not get the priority 

they ought to receive.   

 

Current management staff dedicates the majority of their time to 

“bulletproofing” management plans.  Other staffing issues are related to a lack of 

expertise in climate change and a lack of available funding to fill vacated 

positions.  There has been a lack of successional planning within the agency; in a 

March 2012 news release, regarding summer work positions, Forest Service Chief 

Tidwell reported that 35% of the agency employees are eligible for retirement in 

the next four years.  This would suggest that many current resource managers 
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have been working in their resource unit for a significant length of time.  When a 

person manages a resource for a long time, they develop a unique understanding 

of the resource.  They understand how the resource has historically responded to 

change.  This may present difficulties for resource managers because climate 

change science suggests that future climate suggests that their historical 

experiences may no longer be relevant to the management of their resource.   An 

additional difficulty for resource managers is that science and management isn’t 

always compatible.  Science is concerned with discovery; the identification, 

observation, and description of natural phenomena, the development of 

hypotheses to answer how and why and the subsequent experimentation and 

testing of those hypotheses. Forest Service management is applied science that 

has been subjected to many, often times competing, interests, the social and 

political desires of the public, and a litany of laws and regulations.  When science 

is conducted it is not subject to social and political pressure or the desires of the 

general public, when management is conducted it is subject to these many 

parties.  This means that sometimes management must perform actions that 

aren’t scientifically sound because of public desire, a politician’s wishes or 

constraints created by antiquated laws. Addressing this barrier is going to require 

staff that is knowledgeable of climate change and climate change science, and 

addressing the policies and regulations that affect resource management. 

 

Barrier 3:  The regulatory landscape.  The policies and regulations 

under which the Forest Service operates can also be barriers.  The Agency cannot 
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just create an adaptation plan and get it done.  There are many laws, procedures, 

and policies designed to ensure that what is being carried out is in the best 

interest of all involved parties.  The many forces impacting Forest Service 

management include, but are not limited to, the National Forest Management Act 

(NFMA), the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), the 1982 Planning 

Rule, the 1964 Wilderness Act, the Environmental Species Act, the 2011 Planning 

Rule, etc., in addition to many levels of bureaucracy.  These various laws and 

regulations must be understood and complied with to ensure than any adaptation 

plans are not only workable, but legal as well.  The National Forest Management 

Act requires that Units develop long term management plans, these management 

plans normally span a 10-15 year period.  During the 10-15 year period spanning 

a management plan the Unit is legally obligated to carry out management 

objectives set out in the document.  Fine scale climate change models are only 

reliable for a three to five year period; this presents difficulties when drafting a 

management plan that will span a 15 year period. There are two methods 

commonly used to develop fine scale or regional climate models, dynamical 

downscaling and statistical downscaling.  Neither has proven to be overly 

successful at producing accurate climate predictions at a regional scale. 

Dynamical downscaling feeds data output from global climate models into 

regional meteorological models to simulate local weather conditions (Cooney, 

2012).  The meteorological models provide data such as local temperatures and 

precipitation while to global climate models provide the large scale changes.  

However, dynamic downscaling is very computationally intensive, making its use 
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in impact studies limited, and essentially impossible for multi-decade 

simulations with different global climate models and/or multiple greenhouse gas 

emission scenarios (Hidalgo & Maurer, 2008).   Because the computational 

power is not available predictions made using this method are only accurate for 

short time scales, three to five years (Cooney, 2012).  A second approach is 

statistical downscaling.  This method uses equations to convert global-scale 

output to regional-scale conditions (Lenart, 2008). The premise is that local 

climate is tempered by both large climate events and by physiological features 

such as elevation and vegetation (Cooney, 2012). Links between large scale 

climate elements and local climate are identified and used to create the 

equations. Once these linkages and equations are developed they are used to infer 

local and regional climate events from large scale global climate models.  

However, statistical downscaling is typically used to predict one variable at one 

site (Hidalgo & Maurer, 2008).    

 

 Acts such as the Wilderness Act, Endangered Species Act, and Wild and 

Scenic Rivers Act limit the types of management that can occur in a landscape or 

require management for a single species.  This creates difficulties when managing 

for unknown impacts which may result from climate change.  Designated 

Wilderness or Wild and Scenic Rivers do not allow for intensive management or 

restorative actions that may be needed in order to make an ecosystem resilient to 

climate change.  The Endangered Species Act requires that the agency restore 

landscapes to provide habitat for single species; a changing climate makes this 
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increasingly difficult because that specific habitat may no longer exist in the new 

climate regime.  The National Forest Management Act and many other policies 

require that management actions be developed with input from the American 

public.  This is problematic because the public may not be aware of the impacts of 

climate change or may not understand the need to perform certain management 

activities.   If the public is not supportive of Forest Service activities related to 

climate change it prevents adaptation or mitigation actions from occurring. These 

various directives also make Forest Service activities very subject to litigation.  

Litigation slows down creation of management plans, prevents amendments to 

plans, and makes it necessary for Forest Service staff to spend inordinate 

amounts of time making plans bulletproof.   

 

Barrier 4:  Being on the same page.  Inconsistent and/or conflicting 

goals can markedly affect the Agency’s ability to respond to climate change 

effectively.  Currently, the Agency’s goals are landscape-level ecosystem 

restoration projects.  This assumes that prior conditions will be achievable or 

desirable in the future.  On the other hand, there has also been a recent direction 

to manage for resilience as a means of strengthening the systems so that they are 

better suited to rebound after forced change.  This assumes that the 

environmental changes brought about by climate change will be persistent.   

 

In addition, there are also conflicts between some individual employees’ goals 

and the Agency’s goals.  When a Forest Service employee has not embraced the 
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mission and goals of the Agency, those employees find themselves in direct 

conflict with what they are being paid to do.  Discordant attitudes are not 

uncommon.  During discussions with some Agency employees, among other 

things I have been told that climate change is not (or should not be) the mission 

of the Agency; that some employees don’t “believe” in climate change; that 

carbon sequestration is a “crock of shit”; and that some would “puke” if they had 

to hear about what they have concluded is pseudo-science hokum.  I do not 

believe that people who hold these beliefs can, in good faith, support the Agency’s 

mission. 

 

Barrier 5:  The science/management disconnect.  The purpose and 

direction of science is to discover and understand the world around us, no matter 

where the research takes us.  But management occurs within a paradigm of laws, 

policies, and regulations.  As a result, issues will inevitably arise when a federal 

agency is tasked with essentially converting science (and its demands) into 

workable management policies that can fit within the existing regulatory 

framework. Climate change denial impacts the ability of natural resource 

managers to respond to climate change science.  Politicians and policy makers are 

beholden to a public that sometimes neither understands nor accepts the science 

of climate change.  This impacts resource management because the politicians 

that are creating the legal and regulatory environment, that management occurs 

in, must answer to the public or face not being reelected.  Additionally, climate 

change denial affects the public’s acceptance of management efforts related to 
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climate change, if they deny that climate change is occurring they won’t support 

agency an agency that is working to combat climate change.   How to balance the 

science with the existing regulations is a difficult question and another barrier to 

creating an effective climate change response.   

 

Barrier 6:  A climate of uncertainty.  The fact that little is known about 

the future of climate presents many difficulties for land management agencies.  

Several laws, acts and policies require that the agency create long term 

management plans, this is a complicated task when little is known about the local 

impacts of climate change.   The Forest Service manages for multiple uses of 

natural resources.  Not only are the resource impacts of climate change unknown 

so are the social impacts.  The social impacts may be that of altered user 

behavior, altered land use patterns related to residential migration or dramatic 

shifts in the public view of land management agency responsibility.   Uncertainty 

makes it difficult for anyone or any agency to act.  If a federal agency performs a 

management activity that turns destructive the public looks unfavorably upon the 

agency which may result in budget reductions or legal actions that result in fines 

and other costs associated with repairing the damage. If a natural resource 

management agency acting on a landscape scale makes a bad decision it occurs 

on a larger scale and is likely to persist for a long time.  This may give land 

managers pause when it comes to climate change.  If they make a decision to 

perform a climate change adaptation or mitigation activity that has unforeseen 
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negative impacts it damages not only the public’s view of the agency but also of 

the movement toward responding to climate change. 

 

Barrier 7:  The leadership vacuum.  The last and most frequently cited 

frustration of national forest employees is a general lack of leadership.  There is 

probably a very good sociological research opportunity here.  The employees 

simply want the leader to be a leader – to make decisions, guide work, and 

provide feedback and support.  Some have expressed that they don’t even care if 

the “wrong” decision is made or even if the decision contradicts their own feelings 

or beliefs; they just want someone to make a decision.  Based on this, I believe 

that if a supervisor were to take ownership of the Scorecard, delegate the 

necessary duties, and lead by example it would inspire those who work under him 

or her.  With that said, a leader must navigate this potential slippery slope with 

care; there is a very fine line between leading and managing.   

 

Barriers Summary 

 

None of these seven barriers exists in a vacuum.  If that were the case, they 

could be easily remedied.  These barriers present something of a positive 

feedback loop or cascade effect.  One barrier feeds the other, which feeds the 

next, and so on and so on. Staffing levels are reflective of budget, budget is 

impacted by policy, regulations and agency goals, policies and regulations impact 

management and how science is incorporated into management, management 



 

46 

determines goals, budget and staffing affect whether the agency can meet 

management goals and objectives, not meeting agency goals and objectives leads 

to budget reductions.  These are systemic issues; they are built into the 

operations of the Agency.  The only way to overcome them is to change the way 

the Agency does things, build the response from the bottom, and have it delivered 

from the top.  The Agency needs a clear doctrine that sets out the leader’s intent 

and empowers those working in the field to make the decisions that support the 

Agency’s goals and mission.  

 

Self-Reflection 

 

Going into this project, I thought this would be an easy assignment. Having 

researched the National Roadmap for Responding to Climate Change and the 

Climate Change Performance Scorecard, and viewing them as prescriptive, I 

thought it would be as easy as checking something off a list.  Operating within a 

bureaucracy proved to be incredibly difficult and thoroughly frustrating.  The 

many difficulties included; navigation of policies, regulations, personalities, 

rumors, misinformation, and general malaise that I encountered.   

 

The Forest Service is an agency steeped in tradition and history.  The people 

who work in the Agency are a tightly knit group.  They are joined together to 

pursue (for the most part) a common goal and are brought close together by 

fighting the same struggles.  I was an outsider with whom they were unfamiliar. I 
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was not in a traditional shop or area of employment.  They didn’t know what I 

was doing at the forest and didn’t know how to approach me.  Additionally, I was 

brought aboard through the Chief’s Scholars program.  I found that some people 

resented employees such as me, people who are brought onboard in this fashion, 

because we do not take the traditional route.  This attitude might have been 

ameliorated had my supervisor done more to integrate me into the workforce, 

such as making clear to the other staff just what I was doing and the relevance 

and purpose of my position.  Unfortunately, that did not happen.   

 

Because of misinformation, there were rumors that caused people to distrust 

and dislike me.  Rumors included that I was “sent from the [Washington Office] 

to take away the forest’s vehicles,” that I was a “mole” for a supervisor other 

people in the resource shop generally disliked, and that I came to the forest and 

converted directly into a GS-11 position.  Much like getting people to wear 

seatbelts or convincing people of the perils of smoking cigarettes, climate change 

in the Forest Service is on a long and slow road but is sure to make it.  There is 

hope, though, and that is important.  There are a lot of people who understand 

the importance of climate change and sustainability and have wholeheartedly 

taken on this challenge.  Their dedication is an inspiration.  It is these employees, 

through what will certainly prove to be trials and tribulations, who will finally 

make climate change response a natural part of what the Agency does. 
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Recommendations 

 

Many, if not all, of the barriers to response that I encountered were social 

rather than scientific.  The Forest Service has the scientific capacity to address 

climate change.  Over the past twenty-plus years, Forest Service researchers have 

been publishing their own climate change research, in addition to contributing to 

larger projects such as creating methodologies for assessing U.S. carbon stocks.  

In my limited experience, the lack of response results from the fact that 

employees are not empowered to do what is necessary.  This stems from 

bureaucratic constraint, lack of leadership, and top-down delivery of the 

message.  I would recommend a redress of the governance structure within the 

Agency, including researching the bureaucratic and social constraints and 

making appropriate adjustments.  There is a large field of research related to 

these types of inquiries.   

 

Leadership issues are more difficult to address, but research on Agency 

leadership is ongoing.  Much of this effort originated in the fire management 

community.  Their conclusion is that the agency is in need of an overhaul in the 

way that leadership is developed and delivered. Their research suggests that a 

more effective approach would be to become an agency guided by a doctrine with 

a clear leader’s intent. 
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The “leader’s intent” in any plan or mission is a description of what success 

looks like and the purpose behind what the leader wants to achieve, but not 

necessarily how that success is to be achieved.  It is designed to provide guidance 

to those who may assume decision making roles as part of the plan.  Leader’s 

intent recognizes that information will be incomplete, that operations occur in a 

dynamic environment, and that there are other unforeseen factors that may 

render irrelevant even the best-laid plans.  Understanding the leader’s intent 

empowers and assists those conducting the mission to adapt and improvise as the 

plan changes in the environment.  As a result, leader’s intent is an effective 

means of managing uncertainty.  

 

Making these types of changes will be difficult in any agency let alone one 

whose culture has developed over a 100+ year history.  That is not to say that it’s 

not possible, but it will take time and it will take dedication.  Historically the 

agency has developed and delivered policy from the top while interpretation was 

left to those on the ground.  This has provided great frustration for employee and 

leadership alike and has created the current situation.   This movement will need 

to be developed with input from all levels of the agency and have a clear intent.   
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