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Synthesis - Internal Assessment 
Collaborative Process for Tonto National Forest Plan Revision
Facilitation Team: Tahnee Robertson, Dexter Albert, Susan Hayman, John Russell 
Introduction

In February 2007, Tonto National Forest employees responded online to a series of questions to provide information for the design and implementation of a collaborative
 process for forest plan revision. 

The Facilitation Team synthesized the findings and recommendations contained in this document, with review and comment on draft versions by Felipe Cano (Forest Planner) and Gabrielle Kenton (Assistant Forest Planner), Tonto National Forest.
This assessment report is organized as follows:

1. Introduction

2. Methods

3. Findings 
· Respondents 
· Experience 
· Forest Planning – Substance
· Forest Planning – Process
· Collaborative Outcomes


4. Conclusions
Methods

Utilizing the Survey Monkey( online survey tool, the Facilitation Team posed 24 questions within five categories (experience, forest plan revision substance, forest plan revision process, collaborative outcomes, and closing – Appendix 1 contains the list of questions) to Tonto National Forest employees. Several members of the Tonto Forest Plan Revision Team provided helpful suggestions, review and refinement of questions.

With the approval of the Tonto National Forest Leadership Team, on February 5, 2007, Felipe Cano distributed an email message prepared by the Facilitation Team to the entire Tonto National Forest employee mailing list (approximately 100 people), with instructions and an embedded hyperlink to the survey website. The Facilitation Team invited employees to complete the survey by February 12, 2007. Fifty-eight persons completed the survey by this date.

Not all persons answered every question. Some skipped questions by choice; others skipped questions in the experience section through a survey mechanism that skipped over certain questions based on prior responses. In the findings section, the Facilitation Team identifies the total number of respondents for each question.

Findings

Respondents
Of 58 total respondents, there was a nearly even split between district office employees and Tonto Forest Supervisor’s Office employees. Regarding tenure, respondents were primarily clustered around those with the highest tenure on the forest (30% for those with 15+ years) and the lowest (30% for those with 0-3 years). The 4-6, 7-9 and 10-14 year ranges were varied between 10, 12 and 17 percent, respectively.
Experience
Forest planning:  There is little to no direct experience with forest planning among the majority of the respondents. Nearly 75% of respondents have no experience with forest planning and/or have been involved primarily in implementing existing forest plans. The remaining 25% have experience in forest plans (mostly with the 1982 planning rule) and/or forest plan amendments.
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2005 Planning Rule:  There is a range of understanding of the 2005 planning rule, but it is notable that nearly half of respondents rated their understanding of the 2005 planning rule as poor to very poor. 20% were neutral about their understanding, and only 30% felt they understood the rule moderately well/very well (Figure 1).
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Collaborative processes:  The level of experience with collaborative, joint decision-making processes on the Tonto Forest is nearly equally divided, with 47% respondents expressing substantial experience, and 53% with little or no experience (Figure 2). While areas of experience were noted across the country and within all Forest Service regions, experience has primarily occurred within Forest Service Region 3 (Southwest Region, including Arizona, New Mexico, and portions of Oklahoma and Texas), with nearly half of this attributed to experience gained on the Tonto National Forest. 10% of respondents identified the Pacific-Northwest/Forest Service Region 6 (Washington and Oregon) as their primary exposure to collaborative processes.
With regard to  rr              roles it is not surprising that 68% of respondents have served as technical resource specialists and 38% have served as stakeholders / participants in these collaborative processes. It is surprising that 35% of respondents have served as facilitators (process specialists). This diversity of experience will be useful in the Tonto forest plan revision process, both internally and externally (e.g. small group facilitators and participants). 
Tenure, experience, and understanding of the 2005 Planning Rule suggests (1) there is a core of interest and expertise on the TNF and (2) this core group represents and opportunity to build awareness of the collaborative process and its application to the new Rule. Further developing the experience and willingness to participate can offer the opportunity to implement Plan Revision and establish a broader base of understanding about the collaboration process.
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Respondents reported a relatively high degree of satisfaction with their collaborative experiences. Nearly 50% of respondents indicated they were satisfied or very satisfied with their collaborative experience, whereas 16% indicated that they were unsatisfied or very unsatisfied.
On the positive side: 
· “Satisfied that the collaborative process resulted in agreement within the confines of existing laws and regulations.”

· “It’s a tough and time consuming process, but generally yields better outcomes overall. Worth the effort if done well. If not done well, it can be a disaster.”

· “While not always 100% successful, collaborative process often helped improve communication and establishment of common ground.”

On the other hand:

· “People around here are very polarized and have definite agendas. Many special interest groups are not willing to give up their agenda and, in fact, pride themselves on not negotiating.”

· “My input was more often than not disregarded.”
· “Sometimes there are too many people involved in a planning effort…at some point you have to weight the issues and their importance in the overall scheme of things, and then make a call. If everyone’s opinion counts equally, it is hard to make a decision quickly.”
Plan Revision – Substance

Respondents were asked to identify the three issues they feel will drive the need for change in the revised forest plan. Off-highway vehicle management, fire (forest health and wildland urban interface), and livestock grazing were the top three identified issues, followed closely by urban pressure and recreation (Figure 4). 
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Plan Revision – Process

Respondents were asked to identify the three most important personal motivational factors for participating in a collaborative forest plan revision process. The three most compelling in order of the percentage of the 51 respondents selecting them were:  Professional interest, personal interest in specific resource issues, and a near tie between the belief that they have important information to share, and the belief that a collaborative process can lead to better decisions and create a more useful, more implementable forest plan.

[image: image6.wmf]Value of Employee's Involvement in Collaborative Process 

(50 respondents) 

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

18

Very Valuable

Valuable

Neutral

Little Value

No Value 

Number of Responses


In order for a collaborative process to run smoothly, a certain degree of internal harmony between the various levels of the organization must be present. Results from the 51 respondents were divided in how well they feel the Forest Supervisor’s Office and the Districts will function together as a team in forest plan revision, and this is cause for some concern. 43% of respondents feel they will work moderately to very well together. 22% feel they will work poorly to very poorly together, and 35% were neutral. 
Some thoughts expressed by respondents:

· “It’s in the Tonto’s best interest for all employees to make plan revision a priority when called upon. Hopefully any district-SO issues will be set aside or resolved in order to work efficiently and effectively together.”
· “The districts are where the rubber meets the road. This is where the management action occurs. I believe that most SO employees relate to the needs and problems on the ground and understand the management needs and actions that have to be taken to get management done on the ground. Therefore, I believe they will work well together to develop a quality plan.”
· “It has been my observation that there are many decisions made and not communicated to the districts. Collaboration should apply to communications within the Forest as well.”

· “I don’t think a team environment currently exists, so predicting if one will coalesce in the storm of plan revision is difficult.”

· “I feel there is a definite disconnect between the SO and districts.”

· “I feel that the districts and S.O. will function well. I do believe it will be difficult to schedule meetings and have the level of participation needed.”

The next question dealt with the value of involving the public in a collaborative process for forest plan revision. Over 80% of the respondents felt that involving the public was valuable to very valuable, while nearly 10% felt it was of limited value (Figure 6). 
Most comments reflect a sense of responsibility, with genuine interest and commitment, to involve the public in the management of “their lands.” Others, however, question public bias and resource management knowledge, and are strongly skeptical that collaborating with the public would be useful and/or productive.
Some thoughts expressed by respondents:

· “Public collaboration will create an end product that has given heavy weight to public needs, knowledge, and ideas. The public may, at times, be closer to a resource than a given public servant. In the end, the terms of the plan ought to have reasonable acceptance from many parties, if all parties come to the table to begin with.”

· “Collaboration may involve a wider group of players than those most insistent and demanding.”

· “We are a public land management agency, and have a huge, and still growing, urban population center on our doorstep.”

· “Public opinion and input contributes significantly towards wise management of resources for the public good.”

· “Public involvement is important, but only to the extent that the public has a basic understanding of the laws and limitations that constrain actions.”

· “Too much NIMBY (‘not in my backyard’) on whatever topic is their interest. They have a very shallow perspective of complex biological and resource issues.”

· “The public is ignorant on the need and how to manage the big picture. They have self-interest and agendas. Let the experts drive management and the public give them the weight to carry decisions through.”
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Surprisingly, compared to the value expressed for public involvement, a lower percentage of respondents feel that their personal involvement in a collaborative forest plan revision process is valuable or very valuable, and a higher percentage feel it is of little to no value (Figure 7). 

The following are some of the explanations offered for their response:

· “I have a lot of skills and abilities to lend to the process and outcome. I just wish I knew more.”

· “Someone needs to speak up for the resources. We may not see the big picture, but we know the biological and social environs of our district.”

· “The Forest Service has a large investment in the information I have to provide. I have a professional commitment to sharing the information that I have been fortunate enough to obtain.”

· “Past experience indicates that no one is listening.”

· “Do I really have the time or energy to get involved? I can hardly get my work done the way it is.”

· “I’m a small fry – not someone who will get a role in this.”

· “My position is neutral at present because I do not know what role I will play or how the plan revision is actually going to be done.”
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Two-thirds of the respondents indicated a willingness to participate in an employee workshop to discuss and contribute to the identification of elements in the current forest plan that need to be changed (Figure 8).Those who responded “no” or “maybe” were asked to state their reasons. These respondents generally want to be involved in plan revision, but either feel they aren’t qualified, aren’t heard, or just don’t have time: 
· “If I thought my participation would be a valuable service I would say yes; however, I just don’t feel qualified.”
· “Depends on workload and time.”

·  “It doesn’t really matter in the long run because most of these are a foregone conclusion anyway based on political considerations and politics.”
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In reflection of their general willingness to contribute to a collaborative process, 47 out of 49 respondents offered their tangible support in one or more ways. Over 70% of the respondents said they would be willing to contribute information and knowledge, which is a role that employees feel very equipped to handle. Consistent with the previous question, over 60% said they would be willing to contribute through an employee workshop. Nearly 60% said they would be willing to participate in topical work groups between formal public meetings (Figure 9).
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Figure 10 displays the respondents’ perceptions of challenges to employee participation in the forest plan revision process. Employees on the Tonto Forest, like other Forest Service employees across the country, struggle with competing work priorities, insufficient staff and insufficient time to complete critical tasks. Numerous responses throughout the survey reflect the concern that shifting priorities and resource shortages will impact employee participation in the forest plan revision process. 
· “Lack of personnel and other pressing responsibilities”
· “Reduction in employee workforce. Vacant positions (except Fire) are not being filled at the District level, resulting in greater workloads and present targets not being accomplished.”
In addition, the potential effect of a high percentage of respondents who indicated a lack of understanding of the 2005 Planning Rule (and a lack of experience with forest planning in general) is reflected by these identified challenges:  
· “Poor understanding of the planning process and the meaningfulness of the ultimate end product.” 
· “Confusion regarding what a plan is/does”
Other challenges identified by respondents include:

· “Afraid to speak up and say what needs to be said.”

· “Distance of locations of meetings.”
· “Polarized special interest groups.”
Collaborative Outcomes
Respondents identified collaborative outcomes for products and relationships: 
· Products: A revised forest plan that…
· Clearly articulates the vision
· Addresses areas of needed change 
· Identifies well-defined goals and objectives
· Is implementable
· Is characterized by public support and sense of ownership
· Reflects  public values and input
· Clarifies key issues, management options and limitations

· Attends to science, legal and management priorities

· Is better understood by the public and the forest service
· Relationships: 

· Provides new or revived connections between the Tonto National Forest and stakeholders
· Engages a broader spectrum of the public, and caters less to specific interest groups

· Improves coordination and understanding between the Forest Service and the public
· Enhances better public relations

Not all collaborative outcomes identified by the respondents were positive. Some can be attributed to a general lack of understanding regarding the structure and function of the new forest plans under the 2005 planning rule, but some can also be attribute to understanding, but fundamental disagreeing, with the structure and function of the new plans. Some of the responses reflect the challenges related to more work with less time and resources. 

· “More meetings with little accomplishment.”
· “A long process with not a whole lot of change from what is existing.”

· “Given how nondescript this new plan is supposed to be, I don’t see much of any change to status quo coming.”

· “I see the outcomes defining the parameters and sidewalls of our desired future conditions, but not contributing to any meaningful way for use to obtain those conditions.”

· “Other than a nice picture of how we’d like the Forest to be in the future, what features will this new product have to guide us in our future management efforts?”

· “More confusion of the public and a plan that will become obsolete before it goes into effect.”

Consistent with identifying the outcomes themselves, when identifying how the outcomes will be useful in their work, respondents were fairly split between optimism and pessimism. Those who expressed hope over the usefulness of the outcomes primarily addressed the value of updating and clarifying management guidance, and improved stakeholder relationships built through collaboration. Those expressing concern primarily addressed this in terms of increased workload from a perspective that NEPA/public involvement will be more complex at the district level: 

· “Information flowing from this process will help guide priorities now and give a general framework in which to plan in the future.”

· “Level the playing field with regard to the struggle for control of public land resources.”
· “Something I can actually read, understand, and use for implementation.”

· “By using a collaborative environment, the public should not be surprised or concerned about specific projects, providing they are in line with the plan.”

· “Hard to say. Depends on how meaningful the direction in the plan will be. If a meaningful product results from the planning process, I would expect it to provide guidance for me in the execution of my program responsibilities.”

· “I’m not sure. It will probably give me even less control of my own ability to work at an efficient level at my home unit. It will give more control to the high level managers and less to the people on the ground.”

· “I see this process burdening the districts with processes and NEPA to implement a means to maintaining and achieving the desire future conditions. I think the end result will be a loss of the resource for future generations.”

In closing, respondents commented again on the workload shift from programmatic to project-level analysis, competing work priorities, and the need for effective internal communication, within an optimistic “let’s get on with it” frame of mind:

· “Because the new plan will be non-specific and excluded from an EA or EIS, I am concerned about the amount of NEPA that will have to occur on each district and at the forest level to establish specific guidelines and allocations…the future challenges will be immense.”

· “I think it is vital that we currently and proactively plan for the decisions that will be lost by not doing an EIS for the forest plan.”

· “Our planners have their work cut out for them. Our leadership must support this effort completely, or it will be a waste of everyone’s time. FLT must participate in the development of this plan all the way through the process.”

· “Focus, focus, focus.”

· “Communicate, communicate, communicate.”

Conclusions
After review of the Assessment findings, the Facilitation Team offers the following conclusions regarding experience, substance, process and outcomes. They recommend addressing these items both through collaborative process design, and through specific actions implemented by the Forest Leadership Team:
1. There is a willing and able core of experience and expertise on the Forest to assist with the work of collaboration and with building agency knowledge and understanding of forest plan revision and the collaboration process. 
2. Employees need continuous access to information and resources about the forest plan revision process, how collaboration fits into revision, how will relate to their own work in the future. They are very interested in becoming better informed.  

3. Far and away, respondents identified OHV management as a significant need-for-change issue, followed by fire-related issues and livestock grazing.

4. There is a surprising absence of identified concern for tribal issues and involvement in the process, given the adjacency of the Tonto Forest to numerous tribal reservations, and the importance of the Tonto Forest to tribal interests. 

5. Though they expressed interest in contributing to the process, employees are generally skeptical of a collaborative approach to forest plan revision until the Forest Leadership Team takes tangible actions to exhibit commitment to forest planning and to the implementation of collaboration. 
6. There is a majority perception among respondents of a poor working relationship between the SO and districts, and this is affecting employee confidence in the ultimate success of a collaborative approach to forest plan revision.
7. Employees lack confidence that the Forest Leadership Team will address identified challenges to employee involvement in forest plan revision (work loads, perception no one will listen, problem of vacant positions not getting filled, etc).
8. Employees are anxious to “get on with it,” and to do their part.
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� The term “collaboration” has been defined in a variety of ways. For the purpose of this process, we define collaboration as:


  1)  A process where people work together toward a common goal


  2)  An open exchange of ideas and dialogue


  3)  An attempt to utilize and take advantage of a wide range of expertise and perspectives 









