
 
 

What is your current position with the Forest 
Service?  What does your work involve? 

I’m a Research Program Manager.  Within that, my 
primary role involves heading social-economic 
research for the Pacific Northwest Research Station. I 
provide broad direction, help scientists identify areas 
of research that meet agency mission and needs, and I 
source funding for those lines of research.  

My work involves managing budgets, managing 
people, working with partners, and bringing partners 
onboard for co-production of research. What that 
means is we work with partners – interagency 
partners, other government entities, non-governmental 
organizations – to find what their needs are.  Those are 
the needs that we will try to articulate and address in 
our work to a large extent. We also pursue basic 
research, which is really what adds into our 
knowledge repository. 

In addition overseeing social scientists, I also oversee 
research on forest products—so all aspects of wood 
quality, wood products, and all types of wood- and 
non-wood forest products research.  

The last group that fits within my scope is ecosystems services—so working with people, not 
only to identify but value ecosystem services, and find out why people feel that a particular 
ecosystem service is important to them. 

So we’ve got social aspects underlying all of our work. Issues dealing with community 
resilience both rural and urban; issues dealing with economics, whether that’s labor or valuation 
of goods and services; issues relating to recreation; cultural resources; issues relating to urban 
forestry; issues related to social and environmental justice.  

The other part of my job involves serving as Lab Line Officer for both the Seattle lab and 
Olympia lab.  What that entails is ensuring that the scientists have a safe and productive 
workplace environment, as well as advocating for those scientists at a leadership level on cross-
programmatic issues.  
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Can you share a little bit about your career path?  Where did you start? 

My career path is sort of interesting because I’m not a social scientist. I’m a wood scientist. My 
first degree was in Forestry from the University of Nairobi, Kenya and then graduate school in 
University of Toronto, Canada.  

I have always been interested in natural resources. I remember I was accepted into medical 
school in University of Nairobi, but I only lasted there two weeks because I didn’t find it 
interesting.  I eventually switched over to forestry, where I found my niche.  

Initially, I started working for the Kenya Forestry Service as a Planning Officer in forest 
planning. I then transferred to work in forest products in Kenya.  After 8 years working for the 
government, I moved to the private sector where I worked in wood production and marketing 
for 10 years. 22 years ago I moved to this country and started working at the Washington state 
Department of Natural Resources, starting as Natural Resources Specialist overseeing 
watershed analysis and rising up to Division Manager at the headquarters.    

But in all of these places, I have always been involved in research either conducting research or 
managing research.  So it wasn’t hard when I joined the Forest Service to also go to the research 
side.  

What do you see as the overarching goals of your work?  What are the most rewarding 
aspects of your work? 

We see ourselves as a part of the broader Forest Service mission.  We see our role as providing 
knowledge and technology that land managers use to manage National forests and grasslands.  

As social scientists, we try to understand how systems work and why they work the way they 
work—mainly focusing on people. We are not different from other scientists in that way. We are 
still connected to the land and the trees, but in a different way than the land manager is. 

Trying to understand social sciences and approaches to looking at natural resources from 
peoples’ perspectives—late in my career has been very, very interesting.  As a forester, I could 
look at a tree and tell you, “This one is going to give you x number of board feet.” But the 
issues that drive people to interact with the natural resources—those are not issues I ever paid 
attention to.  For me, it’s been like going back to school again.   

Having a better understanding of what in people connects them to natural resources has been a 
real eye opener for me. How can we find our common interests and see how we might move 
forward together? 

Do you have any insights or advice you would share with someone interested in pursuing a 
career in research? 

Research involves being curious. You have to follow your curiosity. Be prepared to face that as 



your challenge if your interest is to be a career scientist.  

There are very many lines of research. I think many years ago we always thought of the typical 
forestry sciences disciplines; soil scientist, hydrologist, silviculturalist, mensurationist, etc. We 
always thought about careers in forestry as just forestry-related, but now it is much broader. We 
find we need sociologists, we need people who can tell us about governance, we need 
economists and indeed many other disciplines. 

So don’t restrict yourself. There are many roles in research, including the roles that support 
research and make research possible. You can find a rewarding career even if you don’t have a 
higher degree in a forestry-related field.  So explore.  

It’s a competitive field, it’s a narrow field, but it’s a rewarding field.  We tend to see the bigger 
picture of our work in the longer term. As opposed to other areas of forestry (i.e land 
management) where you might say, “I must finish 5 miles of trail today”, or some other metric. 
Research tends to be long term and may take several years before you see your results.   

How would someone go about getting initial exposure to Forest Service research?  

Find a Forest Service Research Station, and if there’s one in your area, visit them, ask them 
questions, and see if they have any internships.  Our Forest Service labs and research station 
locations don’t have the same visibility as the National Forests themselves, but we can be found 
if someone is interested. We have more visibility also online under the main Forest service 
website and looking for us under research and development. You can also visit a national forest 
near you and they will connect you to a research station or a lab. 
  

 

  

 

 

  

 


