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I. Introduction 
Background 
The Secretary of Agriculture and the Chief of the U.S. Forest Service The Federal Advisory Committee 

formed the 2012 Planning Rule (Committee) to give recommendations and advice on the 

implementation of the 2012 Planning Rule1.  It comprises 20 members of the public who provide 

balanced and broad representation of public interests including industry and user groups; 

environmental organizations; conservation organizations; recreation interests; members of the scientific 

community; State, County, or local elected officials (or designee); Tribal representatives; and other 

public interests.  The Committee Work Groups are currently gathering information (key learnings, 

innovative thinking, and key challenges) from National Forests involved in plan revisions or amendments 

across the country with the purpose of developing national-level process recommendations.  In 

preparation for the upcoming FACA Committee meeting in Region 3, the facilitation team paired 

Committee Work Group members in telephone conversations with members of the public 

(stakeholders) that are actively engaged in the planning process on the Tonto or Cibola National Forests.   

Purpose of the Summary 

The intent of this summary is to help develop a shared understanding of stakeholder’s perspectives on 

key challenges and innovations that have emerged thus far through implementation of the 2012 Rule in 

Region 3. This document summarizes the issues and themes expressed during these conversations.   

Methodology 

To identify potential participants, the facilitation team requested contact information of engaged 

stakeholders representing a broad and balanced spectrum of interests on the Tonto and Cibola National 

Forests.  Of the 59 identified stakeholders contacted, 28 members of the public participated in 30 

minute-long telephone conversations (see Appendix 1 – List of Stakeholders for a breakdown of 

interests, etc.)2.  To organize the conversation, facilitators shared an indicative list of guiding questions 

in advance of the calls along with other background materials including a Committee Work Group 

membership list (see Appendix 2 – Stakeholder Questions).   

It is important to note that calls were scheduled with those that responded to the invitation. 

Accordingly, the distribution across the different interest groups and sectors is not equal. The summary 

does not claim to be representative of the universe of stakeholders, but rather representative of what 

was shared by those who participated.    

II. Key Themes 

Tonto National Forest 

Overview 

The Tonto National Forest is the fifth largest national forest in the United States.  Located northwest of 

Phoenix, Arizona, the forest is considered to be the most visited "urban" forest in the United States, 

                                                             
1 For more information on the Committee, please visit: http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/planningrule/committee  
2 Two stakeholders chose to submit written comments in lieu of a telephone conversation. 

http://www.fs.usda.gov/main/planningrule/committee
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while at the same time other portions of the forest border small, rural communities.  As such, the forest 

experiences heavy recreational use from a broad array of urban and rural populations.  Several 

respondents expressed concern that this heavy use is damaging the ecosystem and hope that the forest 

plan revision will address sustainable multiple use.  Many believe that limited funding adversely impacts 

the forest’s ability to properly manage its lands with enough ‘boots on the ground’ to oversee 

recreational use or to conduct necessary projects or research.  Others believe that the forest is doing a 

good job of managing and balancing varied uses and is responsive to the community’s needs.   

The forest is in the very early stages of the revision process; the draft amendment has not yet been 

released.  Because of this, participant comments were limited to the first round of meetings that the 

forest held in 2014.   

Public Engagement 

In general, people appreciated that the forest is reaching out to the public early in the process, rather 

than coming out with a plan and asking for feedback.   Many also complimented the forest staff, saying 

that they appreciated their expertise, commitment to the forest and willingness to engage the public.  

Positive feedback included: the public meetings were generally well structured and informative; many 

enjoyed the presentations given by the Forest Service specialists on various aspects of the ecosystem 

and the planning process itself.  Many found the smaller group interactions, such as breakouts that 

encouraged dialogue among stakeholders or topic specific listening sessions, to be informative and 

useful.  Constructive criticism included: the presentations were, at times, too long, off topic, or overly 

simplified to the point of being condescending.  One person noted that it was a huge oversight that the 

forest did not hold any public meetings in the Phoenix area, stating that it is important to hear from 

urban users.  One participant suggested that the forest offer an agenda prior to the listening sessions to 

help the public better understand and prepare for the meeting focus.   

Collaboration 

Several voiced interest in the forest hosting more collaborative workshops to discuss the draft plan pre 

NEPA.  As one participant stated, “You need people who are strongly interested in the forest or they 

won’t get involved.  But when these people only talk with their own groups, there is no learning or 

communication, no collaboration of ideas”.  Another participant suggested that the agency “direct 

limited resources towards pre-decisional collaborative planning and public involvement rather than 

technical effects analysis. Because land management plans are best described as documents based more 

on social values and judgments about land management, public involvement and collaboration are 

central to their success”.   One participant noted that the agency’s structure can sometimes hamper 

joint learning and problem-solving, because it is possible for a line officer who disagrees to halt or create 

barriers to collective ideas. 

Communication and TimeLine 

The release of the assessment is 10 months behind schedule.  Everyone expressed frustration over the 

length of the process and the lack of communication after the initial round of meetings. Many now feel 

in the dark and would like the forest to provide more regular updates and use social media to keep the 

public informed on the timeline and comment deadlines.  In addition, there was a request that the 
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forest better explain the planning process and how the public can be involved.   To encourage learning, 

one participant suggested that the forest create topic-specific documents and link these to their 

webpage.  Several stated that there is a need to expedite the planning process to allow people to stay 

engaged and to limit personnel turnover between initial meetings and draft plans.   

Stakeholder cited fatigue as a major concern, particularly in the small communities adjacent to the 

forest.  Many believe that the ‘perpetual state of planning’ is too burdensome.  One individual stated, 

“The forest has so many planning processes overlapping one another (travel, project-level, plan 

revision).  All these efforts require time and input.  People feel that they have to be engaged in 

everything yet they end up voicing the same interests/concerns over and over again to the forest”.  An 

individual who has been involved in many forest plan revisions voiced disappointment that the new 

2012 planning rule is proving to be much slower than the 1982 rule.  

Use of Best Available Science in Determining Desired Conditions 

The majority of participants believe that the forest should base management decisions on sound 

scientific evidence.  The Tonto partnered with the Ecological Restoration Institute at Northern Arizona 

University (ERI) to provide Best Available Science (BASI) for the revision process, validate the ecological 

framework3, and to help in public meetings to communicate the complexity of the ecological conditions 

on the forest.   ERI completed a science synthesis and a rapid assessment for the forest, evaluating the 

vegetation zones to determine their Natural Range of Variation (NRV).  The Tonto will use this 

information to develop the need for change statement   

One participant believes that the 2012 rule’s emphasis on ecological integrity and sustainable systems 

will help forests to determine more effective desired future conditions.  Another asserted that although 

science should be involved in decision-making, “when determining desired conditions, forests should 

minimize prescriptive elements, such as focal species, project level standards, and strict land-use 

designations, and instead maintain maximum flexibility to allow for management in light of uncertainty 

resulting from rapidly changing ecological (e.g. climate change), social (e.g. demographic changes), and 

economic (e.g. wood products or cattle industry changes) environments”.  Another believes that there is 

too much focus placed on Threatened and Endangered species and that this is out of balance with the 

needs and concerns of ‘regular’ species.  

Cibola National Forest 

Overview 
Located in central and northern New Mexico, The Cibola National Forest is divided into four, non-

contiguous ranger districts with varied ecosystems and surrounded by very diverse communities, 

including urban and rural areas with wide-ranging social and economic conditions.  Because National 

Forest System lands are essential resources for the surrounding communities, discussions surrounding 

their management are oftentimes highly contentious.  The pairing of complexity and contentiousness 

that underpins a long history of conflict over public lands in New Mexico has, at times, led to a distrust 

                                                             
3 A region-wide ‘ecological framework’ survey, identifying the major soil types and vegetation composition and 
structure, was completed in the 1980s.   The accuracy of the framework is limited and/coarse in some areas.   
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of the Forest Service.  Everyone noted that early on in the revision process, there were several highly 

charged meetings where members of the public representing various interests clashed with each other 

and the agency.  Almost everyone suggested that, because of the strong interests at play, the classic “big 

public meeting model” was proving in many circumstances to be unproductive and unsafe.  In an 

attempt to address these issues and concerns, the Cibola changed its approach, formulating a new 

strategy for public engagement that now includes the establishment of four ‘Landscape Teams’ based 

on the four ranger districts4.   

Landscape Teams 
The Landscape Teams5 have participated in multiple revision-related activities to date including 

commenting on draft desired conditions and the wilderness inventory, crafting vision statements for 

their districts, hosting and facilitating public meetings, and keeping the public informed via websites and 

email lists.  As the next step in the process, the teams will be reviewing and categorizing, for the forest, 

all public comments received.  Stakeholders generally believe that the teams will continue to partner 

with the forest throughout the entire revision process (an additional two year commitment).  As one 

participant explained, we serve as “unpaid consultants for the agency”.    

Many believe that the formation of the teams has been hugely beneficial to the process.  Because of the 

disparate nature of the four districts, proponents of this approach concur that the most constructive 

conversations and problem-solving is at the local level.  They believe that this has been a major step 

forward in bringing more people into the discussion and helping to resolve controversy.  One participant 

credited the forest for developing this model, stating, “It took a lot of courage for the Cibola to do this”.  

Another stated, “I have longed for this day, the Forest Service working in partnership with 

communities”.  These stakeholders believe the teams have offered the unique opportunity for local 

governments to work together, provide input on shared resources and build relationships that will allow 

for future coordinated management.   Several noted that is has been gratifying to see the land grant 

communities involved in the teams, noting that this has been a “very big, positive paradigm shift”.   

Team members believe that their work with the agency will result in a forest plan that supports multiple 

uses and meets the communities’ needs.  They point to decreased public controversy, increased 

communication and the strengthening of relationships as indicators of the teams’ success and feel that 

the time invested has been meaningful and worthwhile.   

Conversely, others expressed concern over the forest’s reliance on local governments to represent fairly 

all public interests at stake.  Because general members of the public do not participate in the teams, 

some feel that they excluded from the process.  A few questioned whether local elected officials truly 

understand the complexity of forest management.  In particular, some worry about inadequate 

representation from the conservation community, noting that local governments tend to represent 

                                                             
4 For more information on the Landscape Teams: http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/cibola/news-
events/?cid=STELPRD3846289 
5 The Landscape Teams represent approximately 30 entities, including local Soil and Water Conservation Districts, 
state and other Federal agencies, counties, cities and municipalities, Federally Recognized Native American Tribes 
and Pueblos and land grant communities.  All parties have cooperating agency status with the forest through 
signed MOUs.    
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“rural interests”.   As one respondent stated, “It remains to be seen whether the landscape teams can 

be unbiased in their evaluation of the comments received from their district and in their 

recommendations, when many of them are not necessarily supportive of more wilderness”. 

Several stated that they would like to see participation from the full spectrum of public interests on 

either the teams themselves or on a separate collaborative body, asserting that this would allow for 

more education and communication.  As one participant stated, “the more people you invite into the 

discussion, the more transparent the process becomes”.  A few also question the extent to which the 

teams are communicating with one another other and worry that four separate planning processes are 

occurring.  One participant noted that the four vision statements released by the teams seem 

disconnected, differing in content, theme and structure.  This individual was left to wonder how the 

forest will combine these four efforts into one effective plan.  On the other hand, others believe that 

communication between the teams has been adequate and that the four groups are moving in the same 

direction together.   

Several commented on the commitment required of team members, stating that this approach requires 

an enormous about of time, money and energy.  One participant commented that it is “like a second full 

time job”.    When asked if this model could/should be used by other revision forests, some questioned 

whether it would be realistic or sustainable for many communities.   

Stakeholders expressed concern over the weight of the teams’ influence in the process.  Many believe 

that the teams are serving as decision-makers and that ultimately their input will be reflected in the final 

plan.  Others were uncertain of how the teams’ recommendations will be addressed in light of broader 

public input.   Some members of the public worry that their individual comments will not be heard.   In 

general, those on the outside of the process would like to see more oversight and clarification of the 

sideboards and decision space given to the teams.  

General Public Engagement 
In addition to the Landscape Teams, the forest has also employed traditional public engagement 

methods including public meetings, open houses, and opportunities for submitting written public 

comment.  Although some public meetings have been tense and unproductive, several believe that 

other gatherings were well structured and informative.  One participant stated that, “It is educational 

when all interests are together in the room because you can get a good sense of the array of concerns” 

that exist.   Stakeholders noted that the use of non-agency, third party facilitators has been helpful in 

addressing complicated issues at these meetings.   Others suggested that the use of stations and smaller 

group dialogues were more productive than large meeting settings with an open mike. 

Many believe that the forest has made a great effort to engage the public.  They believe that the Forest 

Supervisor, District Rangers and staff have actively sought public participation and have been 

approachable, responsive, and very open to stakeholder input received.     

Conversely, others worry that the majority of the public does not understand the planning process.  One 

participant worries that although the 2012 rule may seem inclusive, “the agency is misleading the public 

with a confusing and long process”.  This individual believes that because the forest now asks for public 
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comment early in the process, people misunderstand the requirements for standing in that they believe 

expressing their views verbally at a public meeting meets the test for standing.  Years later, during the 

NEPA process, these same individuals may not feel that they need to formally submit their comments 

and, therefore, lose their ability to object.  Along these same lines, another participant noted that the 

majority of the public did not have the necessary time or background knowledge to be able to properly 

read and understand the large amount of documents that have been released.  The complexity of the 

planning process and use of “federal language” prevent many from being able to engage.   Another 

individual believes that with the planning process, “Some people feel that they are rendered outsiders in 

their own world.  They feel wronged and angry.   They don’t feel that they are ever heard by the Federal 

government”.   

Wilderness 
Stakeholder views on wilderness range widely. Wilderness is a highly contentious issue that has 

garnered much of the public’s attention with respect to the overall plan revision.  And while all spoke to 

their desire to participate in a process that is well defined, efficient, effective, and fair, several 

stakeholders noted that wilderness issues deflected attention away from other important forest issues. 

They would like to have seen more attention paid to broader issues like healthy watersheds, wildfire, 

and socio-economic issues.  One individual stated that that the Forest Service needs to repeatedly 

demonstrate that it is not a wilderness advocate but simply going through a process.   With respect to 

lessons learned, many suggested that the forest should have spent more time upfront, prior to initiating 

the inventory, explaining the overall process and context, including the role of Congress in designating 

wilderness areas.   

A particular inflection point that many noted was the release of the wilderness inventory maps. Many 

stakeholders are of the opinion that the maps actually increased the level controversy.  One participant 

noted, “When people see an area marked on a map, they quit listening”.  Several believe that the forest 

has been trying to put out fires ever since the release of the maps.   

Views on inviting the public to verify polygons in the inventory maps by ground-truthing varied widely.  

Those in favor see this as a participatory method that encourages public involvement while also 

addressing the agency’s limited resources.  They feel an obligation to get out and cover as much ground 

as possible.  Others worry that this approach has created a “race to find improvements”.  Some question 

the appropriateness of the agency relying on the public to do their work and worry that the forest is 

accepting input that may be inaccurate or incomplete.  They believe that it will be necessary for the 

forest to validate all data submitted.   

Everyone involved, both those advocating for more wilderness and those opposed to wilderness, 

expressed concern that, because the forest has not adequately explained the process and the definition 

of ‘wilderness characteristics’ or ‘substantially noticeable’ improvements, the public’s evaluation of 

lands is too subjective, or as one participant stated, “in the eye of the beholder”.   On one hand, some 

worry that a misunderstanding of the definition of wilderness characteristics may result in the incorrect 

elimination of potential wilderness areas.   In particular, there is concern that areas with fencing and 

stock tanks will be eliminated even though grazing is allowed in most wilderness areas and, therefore, 
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these improvements should not preclude designation.  Conversely, others worry that the criteria is too 

loose and that large areas of the forest will become designated wilderness.   

Views on the forest’s on-line wilderness mapping tool differed.  Some see the tool as an innovative 

means of gathering public input.  They feel that the process is easy to understand and use.  Others were 

frustrated with the tool, stating that it was unwieldy to use.  They noted that the multiple layers of 

comments made it difficult to read or leave comments themselves.   

Several stakeholders addressed misinformation disseminated by interest groups via social media.  Some 

see this as hampering the process and creating dissention.  Others believe that the controversy brought 

more people into the dialogue, increasing public interest in the process.   



9

Appendix 1: Participants  

Bill Murphy 

Bob Galloway 

Brenda Smythe 

Bruce Greco 

Carolyn Eppler 

Charles Schultz 

Dave Reynolds 

Dierdre Tarr 

James Rasmussen 

Joe Miller 

John Barney 

Josh Hicks 

Kathy Bond 

Larry Winn 

Les Gaines 

Mark Spencer 

Mark Werkmeister 

Mary Little

Matt Allen 

Mike Hemovich 

Ray Keeler 

Rick  Boshart 

Ron Pope 

Sandy Bahr 

Sarah Browne 

Susan Ostlie 

Tice Supplee 

Virginia Seiser 

Stakeholders by Forest

Cibola NF 15 

Tonto NF 13 

Total 28 

Stakeholders by Interest Represented 

Environmental/Conservation 4 

Contractor 1 

Forest Products 1 

Grazing 1 

Local Government 4 

Recreation 11 

Scientific Community 1 

State Agency 4*i 

Utilities 1 

Total 28 
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Appendix 2 – Stakeholder Conversation-Guiding Questions 

 In what ways have you participated in the forest plan revision? 
 How has the forest engaged the public in the planning process? 
 What do you feel have been key innovations?  Key challenges? 
 From your experience, do you have advice for other forests initiating forest plan revisions? 
 Have you been involved in the wilderness inventory process?  Have there been unexpected 

challenges?  Lesson being learned? 
 Have you been involved in the process of identifying potential Species of Conservation 

Concern?  Have there been unexpected challenges?  Lesson being learned? 

i Includes 3 Soil and Water Conservation Districts 

                                                             




