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Southwest of the Wallowa Valley, eastern 

Oregon’s Malheur National Forest lies in the 

heart of what has long been logging and 

livestock country. When the timber industry 

began ebbing in the 1990s, conflicting ideas 

about public land management at times created 

tension with forest management goals. By the 

mid-2000s, beset by court battles, management 

of the Malheur’s 1.7 million acres had come to a 

near standstill.  

As a consequence of the management 

stalemate and inability to treat stands of trees 

growing increasingly dense from past fire-

exclusion practices, the forest landscape was 

succumbing to wildfire, drought, and insect out-

breaks. Locking horns wasn’t working, and 

forest health was suffering. A Grant County 

commissioner decided to start a conversation 

among opposing factions, and invited an 

environmental attorney to meet with residents 

to find a path toward overcoming 

disagreement. Out of these meetings, the Blue 

Mountain Forest Partners (BMFP) collaborative, 

was officially formed in 2006.  

Trent Seager caught the attention of the BMFP 

while doing field work on the Malheur National 

Forest for his Ph.D. on aspen and moisture 

release. “They asked me to come talk to them 

about my research and then kept inviting me 

back,” he said. “For about a year off and on I 

would join them. They said their conversations 

had been enriched by having a scientist there, 

so they hired me on contract as a science 

advisor.”  

The collaborative has grown to include loggers, 

environmentalists, ranchers, landowners, 

timber industry representatives, elected 

government officials, and federal land 

managers, all of whom value or depend upon 

the forest resources of the Malheur. They work 

hard to find middle ground on forest 

management issues, and when they do, they 

articulate that shared vision in a written “Zone 

of Agreement” (ZOA) pertaining to particular 

topic.  

Recently the collaborative completed a ZOA on 

riparian restoration. “Riparian management has 

been more contentious than other issues, and 

every forest management project seems to 

involve riparian areas, so we needed this ZOA,” 

said Seager. The process begins when 

collaborative members go out together on a 

field trip. They keep track of all the agreements 

or disagreements that arise about management 

tactics. “We compiled all those key points and 

then ran them by everyone and began merging 

them into themes,” said Seager. “Later, during 

an all-day workshop, we went through each of 

the contentious points and found a statement 

that could be stated in a positive way. Then a 

committee of us worked on those and ran that 

back by the group with multiple chances for 

comment.”  
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The group considers the resulting ZOA a living 

document, subject to change based on 

continued collaborative discussion. It provides 

the national forest staff with a starting point for 

management decisions, with the hard work of 

reconciling dissonant views already done. “The 

ZOA shows that we have agreed,” explained 

Seager. “If the national forest adheres to these 

guidelines, there will be no objections or 

litigation from any of the partners in the 

collaborative.”  

Examples from the riparian ZOA include these 

statements, crafted by the BMFP:  

 Where riparian areas have degraded or 

impacted conditions from livestock (cattle, 

sheep, and horses) and wild ungulates, the 

Forest Service should consider fencing or 

other deterrents in their aquatic restoration 

treatments.  

 BMFP supports the use of in-stream “beaver 

support structures” that encourage native 

species to assist in riparian restoration. 

Monitoring of the efficacy of these 

structures should occur.  

Seager’s role is to be a neutral resource and a 

scientific sounding board for the group, without 

advocating for any stance. “I am not out there 

on the field trips walking around like Google 

Scholar™,” he said. He helps the members see 

ideas they may not have considered, and 

frames the dialog in a constructive light.  

 

For example, if a discussion starts diverging 

between the importance of livestock versus a 

focus on streams, Seager might encourage the 

group to look for where science can show the 

overlap, and see if that helps find a middle 

ground for stakeholders.  

“BMFP leaders had to say, again and again, we 

don’t allow position statements such as, ‘We 

will never support logging.’ You can restate that 

to say what you desire. Then it is up to the 

group to problem solve. For the riparian res-

toration, the hardest issue was whether to 

allow commercial thinning,” said Seager. 

“Everyone discusses what they would like to 

see. In the end, when ranchers, loggers, envi-

ronmental lawyers, and county officials all 

agree on something, that’s a shared value. We 

understand each other’s desires and deal-

breakers. Knowing that has allowed us to build 

bridges—to build trust.”  

The positive effects of this partnership between 

a national forest and a local collaborative go 

beyond creating a shared vision. The BMFP has 

been instrumental in the successful navigation 

of the requirements of the National 

Environmental Policy Act for large-scale projects 

on the Malheur National Forest, which has 

paved the way for implementing restoration 

work on the forest. This has brought direct 

economic benefits to the local economy by 

creating living-wage jobs.  

Members of the Blue Mountain 

Forest Partners collaborative and 

U.S. Forest Service partners take a 

field trip to discuss riparian 

restoration. Collaborative 

partnerships like this have 

facilitated restoration and brought 

economic benefits to their 

communities. Vernita Ediger  


