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                                       Executive Summary 
 

The USDA Forest Service initiated the Community-based Watershed Restoration 
Partnerships in 1999 to demonstrate how the agency can best engage in and support 
landscape-level, community-based management. The program represents a significant 
investment by the Forest Service in funding and resource commitment, and it represents a 
significant investment as well by numerous partners. This report is a formative evaluation 
of fifteen watersheds from across the country selected to participate in the program. Bob 
Doppelt and Craig Shinn of Portland State University carried out the review with 
assistance from Jessica Wilcox, a graduate student at PSU, and Dewitt John of Bowdoin 
College.  
 
This review is not a report card on the Community-based Watershed Restoration 
Partnerships. Rather than simply evaluating success or failure of the land management 
treatments or collaborative efforts resulting from the projects, the report seeks to 
determine the agency’s strengths as well as weaknesses--those elements helping and 
those hindering the institutionalization of the landscape-level, community-based 
management approach into everyday agency operations.  
 
The Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships have produced many 
important successes and outcomes in the short time they have existed. For example, the 
fifteen partnerships produced tangible on-the-ground outcomes, including restoration of 
wetlands (3,345 acres), riparian zones (169 miles), and upland wildlife habitat (3,525 
acres). Projects have carried out forest health treatments (30,400 acres), including 
thinning, fuels reduction, prescribed fire and tree planting. They have treated noxious 
weeds (21,000 acres), rehabilitated roads (700 miles), and improved recreational sites 
(145) and trails (200 miles). The watershed partnerships wrote collaborative business 
plans to guide the work and established functioning working groups with diverse 
interests. Numerous federal, state, and local governments, private parties, and non-profits 
have been engaged in the projects. 
 
While there is much for the Forest Service, its employees, and the Watershed 
Partnerships to be proud of, our review found many obstacles to future success. 
Removing these barriers will improve the functioning of the partnerships and improve the 
agency's ability to institutionalize the landscape-level, partnership-based approach 
throughout the National Forest System.  
 
The Major Themes Of Our Major Findings Include: 
 
1)   The most successful watershed projects were found in areas where strong people and 
groups exist within the community external to the Forest Service-that is, where civic 
capacity is high. Civic capacity can be thought of as the social capital (established 
network of relationships among individuals and institutions), community competence 
(variety and abundance of knowledge, skill, and ability within a community), and civic 
enterprise (history of collective action). Social capital may include local governments, 
non-profits, special districts, private businesses, and others. Concerted efforts to 
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understand and collaborate with those who represent existing local civic capacity will 
provide the Forest Service with a greater opportunity for success in landscape-level 
collaborative approaches. Learning how to help foster civic capacity would be a key to 
long-term success in areas where civic capacity is currently low. 
 
2)   In a number of cases, we found that Forest Service employees thought they were 
performing better than did their external partners. Agency staff, for example, often told us 
they had developed successful partnerships with stakeholders. Our reviews often found, 
however, that in many cases the most successful partnerships were primarily between the 
Forest Service and other federal government agencies. Many non-governmental partners 
said they struggled to be considered full partners in planning and decision-making. The 
divergent views about the performance of the Forest Service left us with a clear sense that 
the agency may be too internally focused. When an agency is too internally focused it 
may unknowingly screen out or block information that may be vital to the health of the 
agency and the lands it manages. Efforts to turn outward and increase the agency's ability 
to accurately receive external information may help reduce the crisis-response mode the 
agency often finds itself in. 
 
3)   Many Forest Service employees seem caught between very different views of the 
agency's mission, goals, and role. Some agency employees believe that their mission is to 
restore and sustain watershed health and that the production of economic benefits results 
from, and does not override, these goals. People who hold this view tend to believe that a 
fundamental change is needed in the way the agency operates--a shift toward landscape-
level collaborative multi-disciplinary approaches--to accomplish the goals. These people 
generally want to see long-term commitment and funding made to the watershed projects 
and other collaborative efforts so that new planning, decision-making, and 
implementation mechanisms can be established. Other agency employees believe that the 
primary mission of the agency is to suppress fires, to produce commodities for industry 
or local communities, or to foster other single purposes such as recreation. People who 
hold these views often believe that the existing way the agency operates works just fine 
and that the major constraints to success are lack of funds and/or ineffectual or outdated 
legal requirements and procedures (e.g. ESA, NEPA). People who hold this view often 
believe that landscape-level collaboration diverts time and resources away from their 
primary tasks.  
 
People with both of the views described above, and others, believe that the Forest Service 
rarely follows through on new initiatives and therefore see the watershed projects as 
simply another in a series of projects that will soon fade away. Even if employees feel an 
urgent need to adopt a new approach, the lack of confidence that the agency will stick 
with the collaborative watershed approach for long leads many people to primarily focus 
on getting as much money as possible to complete backlogged projects rather than 
investing time and energy on designing and testing a new way of doing business. Widely 
divergent views suggest that a lack of clarity exists among Forest Service employees 
about the long-term viability of the watershed projects and the mission and direction of 
the agency as a whole.  
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4)   Due to the issues above, many projects are struggling to understand or develop clarity 
about what landscape-level partnership-based collaboration involves. Those who view the 
watershed projects as a new way of doing business tend to delineate new visions, goals, 
and strategies and seek synergy among multiple partners (i.e. by working together, each 
can achieve more than they could by working alone). They strive for entrepreneurial, 
integrative solutions to problems such as the fragmentation of authorities and laws and 
the functional silos that exist within the Forest Service. Those who do not believe that a 
new approach is needed and/or do not believe the agency is fully committed to the new 
approach struggle to develop effective new visions, goals, and strategies, and tend to 
believe that improved "coordination" between government agencies and talking with a 
few trusted external stakeholders constitutes effective partnership building.  
   
5)   Given our findings, we conclude that in most cases the competency exists within the 
Forest Service to engage effectively in the new landscape-level partnership-based 
approach represented by the community-based watershed restoration partnerships. The 
agency has employees with an exceptional range of high-quality scientific, engineering, 
planning, outreach, and communication skills. Forest Service research programs are some 
of the best in the nation. The agency has been dealing with the public for many years, 
although not specifically in the manner required for the large-scale watershed projects. 
The primary obstacles to success are not related to human competency; they are related to 
a lack of clarity over the mission and goals of the agency, a need for commitment to the 
administrative and coordination requirements of landscape-level collaboration, and a 
redesign of governance systems, structures, and human resource practices that were 
established for purposes other than landscape-level partnership-based collaboration. Our 
research suggests that the latter issues must be resolved before the new landscape-level 
partnership-based approach can become fully embedded in the agency's standard 
operating procedure and culture.  
 
Improving the function of landscape-level, community-based watershed partnerships will 
fall to those in a leadership role and those involved – the Chief and headquarters staff, the 
regional office and forest staff, and those within the partnerships.  
 
 
Recommendations Resulting From Our Findings:  
 
1) The Chief and National Headquarters Staff Can Enhance the Success of the 
    Landscape-Level Partnership-Based Approach by: 
 

•  Affirming that the watershed partnerships, and the landscape-level partnership-
based approach in general, is a top priority for the Forest Service by "protecting" 
the innovation the partnerships represent from being subsumed by the normal 
agency administrative structure and culture until they achieve maturity 

 
• Demanding accountability for the progress of the watershed partnerships by 

requiring clear and consistent progress reports 
 



 

 
 

iv  

• Instituting strategies to explicitly remove barriers and obstacles to success such 
as budgeting processes, agency incentive, and reward systems, and aligning 
human resource systems within the Forest Service to support those people 
becoming skilled in competencies important to the new approach. 

 
• Providing leadership through symbolic acts like recognition and by expressing a 

consistent message of commitment to those involved in the innovative approach 
represented by the landscape-level partnership-based programs. 

 
2)  Regional Foresters, Forest Supervisors and Their Staffs Can Improve Success by: 
 

• Identifying and prioritizing landscape-level, community-based partnerships in 
areas of high civic capacity and/or working to enhance the civic capacity of 
partnering communities 

 
• Supporting the hiring or maintaining the position of the watershed coordinator 

both in cases where this person is a Forest Service employee and in cases where 
this person serves the partnership in another institutional arrangement 

 
• Providing support for those Forest Service staff working in and with partnerships 

through appropriate human resource management actions, assignment flexibly, 
and appropriate discretion 

 
• Envisioning their responsibility at the landscape level and working with 

watershed partnerships to capitalize on the success they represent. 
 
3) Forest Service Staff and Partners Involved Within the Partnerships Can Enhance 
    Success by: 
  

• Developing a clear vision, measurable goals, strategies, and tactics  
 

• Diagnosing and developing an appropriate governance structure and system 
 

• Establishing a transparent, accessible, performance-based management system 
where outputs (tasks completed) and outcomes (ecological, economic, and social 
results of the tasks) are both accounted for 

 
• Relentlessly communicating the partnership vision, what counts for success, and 

stories of such success 
 

• Treating the landscape-level, community-based watershed restoration 
partnerships as learning opportunities, constantly seeking to identify and 
eliminate obstacles, and constantly learning to be more effective in the social 
technologies and integrated ecological understanding necessary for success. 
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Our findings suggest that the watershed partnerships should be continued, protected, and 
supported over the next four to six years to allow for the initial efforts and investments to 
bear fruit. If watershed partnerships are allowed to mature over the near term, they should 
yield significant results including the following: 
 

• Deliver substantial improvements in local watershed conditions, and at the same 
time deliver economic, cultural, and recreational benefits that are important to 
the communities and partners involved in the projects  

 
• Develop effective management tools, budget procedures, accountability 

mechanisms, etc. for landscape-level, watershed management, which could be 
instituted agency-wide if the Forest Service (and Congress) finds this to be 
desirable 

 
• Enhance the skills and knowledge of local Forest Service staff in working 

effectively in community-based efforts and provide a training model for other 
Forest Service staff in how to do so, should they and the agency decide to utilize 
this approach in other localities. 

 
The Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships represent a large investment 
by the Forest Service and by their partners. The initial efforts have yielded success in on- 
the-ground watershed restoration, forest health improvements, and the establishment of a 
new way of doing business – across the landscape, beyond the Forest Service boundary, 
and in partnership with local communities and diverse interests. The watershed- 
partnership approach has the promise to leverage federal funding and resources, increase 
public commitment to shared resource-management goals, and reconnect the Forest 
Service to local communities in ways that meet goals of ecological health, economic 
well-being, and community resilience. As this summary and the full report suggest, there 
are obstacles to success and many opportunities to improve the partnerships as they 
mature. The Forest Service, through the Chief and other agency leaders, has endorsed 
watershed restoration as one of three key challenges facing the agency. This act 
committed the agency to community-based approaches. This report provides a mid-
course formative evaluation to further the goals of the USDA Forest Service Community-
based Watershed Restoration Partnerships.  

 
 

Note: The Fourteen Individual Watershed Reviews That Were Completed For This 
Project Are Included In Appendix I Under Separate Cover. 
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SUMMARY, ANALYSIS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
A. Introduction 
 
In 1999, the USDA Forest Service initiated a program intended to demonstrate how the 
agency can best engage in and support a landscape (watershed) level partnership-based 
approach to restoration. Twelve watersheds from across the nation were initially chosen 
to participate in the program. Three additional watersheds were included in 2000-2001 
(see Table 1 for list of projects). This report summarizes the findings of a comprehensive 
review of the progress achieved by these projects. Dr. Jim Sedell, Inter-Deputy Water 
Coordinator with the USDA Forest Service, requested that faculty at the Mark O. 
Hatfield School of Government at Portland State University lead the review process.  
 
The Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships (as the program is now 
called) is an ambitious effort to test new ways for the Forest Service to define and 
accomplish its mission and goals. The purpose is to demonstrate innovative approaches to 
improve water flow and quality, aquatic and terrestrial biodiversity, and forest and range 
conditions, and to reduce the risk of fire at a river-basin scale. Most of the fifteen projects 
have developed partnerships with federal, state, local, and tribal governments, 
communities, non-profits, private landowners, and others. Work is accomplished by using 
a combination of public and private money and donated time and resources.  
 
The Forest Service was the impetus in most of the projects for working collectively 
across ownerships to resolve watershed issues. The national headquarters of the Forest 
Service provided funds beyond normal levels during fiscal years 1999-2002 to most of 
the partnerships so that new ways of doing business could be explored.  
 
Based on the summary reports developed by the Forest Service, in FY 2000 and 2001 the 
projects combined to accomplish the following:  
 

• Established over 254 miles of riparian forests and 1800 acres of native 
grasslands 

• Restored over 10,345 acres of wetlands 
• Improved the health of over 61,400 acres of forests through the use of thinning, 

prescribed fire, fuels reduction, and tree planting 
• Rehabilitated over 1700 miles of roads 
• Decommissioned more than 100 miles of roads 
• Restored over 280 miles of stream habitat and stream banks 
• Restored over 5,125 acres of wildlife and upland habitat 
• Treated over 25,000 acres of noxious weeds 
• Improved over 170 recreation sites and 370 miles of trails 
• Provided over $3.5 million to more than 100 local contractors for restoration 

work 
• Established two sites to demonstrate wood-fiber filters for pollution abatement 
• Provided over 50 million board feet of forest products for restoration activities 
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• Completed over 20 community fire plans 
• Improved grazing management practices on 32 public allotments and 4 private 

ranches 
• Surveyed hundreds of miles of streams for restoration potential 
• Implemented three monitoring projects 
• Implemented hundreds of soil and water improvement and protection projects, 

ranging from culvert replacements and drainage ditch improvements to improved 
toilet facilities in recreation sites. 

 
The Forest Service reported the following additional activities: 
  

• Conducting workshops and seminars for local communities, volunteers, and 
school children 

• Assessing watersheds to determine conditions and prioritize work 
• Meeting with partners to develop plans and encouraging new partners to join 
• Making defensible spaces around homes 
• Working with the media to share accomplishments 
• Developing inventories, designing, and mapping to determine where and when 

projects are done 
• Providing economic support for local businesses and contractors 
• Assisting schools, universities, and other specialists in conducting research. 

 
For more information on the background and achievements of the program, see:   
Community-Based Watershed Restoration Partnerships: Accomplishments for FY 2000 
and Community-Based Watershed Restoration Partnerships: 2001 Accomplishments, 
USDA Forest Service. 
  
Table 1 
Fifteen Large-Scale Watershed Restoration Projects States Involved 
Blue Mountains Demonstration Area OR 
Chattooga River Watershed GA, NC, SC 
Conasauga River Watershed GA, TN 
Lost Rivers National Learning Site ID 
Lower Mississippi Alluvial Valley AR, IL, KY, LA, MO, MS, TN 
New York City Watershed CT, NY 
Pacific Coast Watershed OR, WA 
Potomac River Watershed DC, PA, MD, VA 
Rio Peñasco Watershed NM 
St. Joe Ecosystem  ID 
Upper Kootenai Watershed MT 
Upper Sevier River Community Watershed UT 
Upper South Platte Watershed CO 
White River VT 
Upper Pit River  CA 
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B.   Review Process 
 
The review of the Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships was completed 
between the fall of 2001 and summer 2002. Bob Doppelt and Dr. Craig Shinn of the 
Mark O. Hatfield School of Government at Portland State University led the review, with 
assistance from DeWitt John, Director of the Bowdoin College Environmental Studies 
Program. Jessica Wilcox, a graduate student at Portland State University, provided 
administrative and technical support and participated in some of the reviews.  
 
The Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships represent a large investment 
by the Forest Service. The Forest Service, through the Chief and other agency leaders, 
endorsed watershed restoration as one of three key challenges facing the agency. They 
committed the agency to community-based approaches.  

 
"Today, three challenges stand out for the Forest Service: managing wildland fires, 
restoring healthy watersheds, and furnishing outdoor recreation opportunities for all 

Americans. Watersheds connect our forests to our faucets, yet many of our watersheds 
are in trouble. We must work with partners to protect the waters that sustain us all. I 

expect us to focus on initiatives that are community-based and results-oriented to meet 
the challenges ahead."  

(Forest Service Today Newsletter, Message From the Chief, "Major Challenges Ahead",          
February 8, 2001) 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
"Our focus is on ecosystem health and restoration, working in partnership with 

communities and individuals. We've also developed some large-scale watershed projects 
to help us better coordinate with our neighbors." 

(Presentation to Mississippi Public Lands Council on November 27, 2001). 
 
The community-based approach to watershed management represents a major innovation 
for the Forest Service, and the projects are still too young to be ready for a “report card” 
evaluation that simply adds up accomplishments and shortcomings. Therefore, although 
we do report on accomplishments to date, this report is designed primarily as a formative 
assessment. Rather than only evaluating the success or failure of land management 
treatments or collaborative efforts, we sought to determine the agency's strengths as well 
as the obstacles that currently help or hinder the institutionalization of the community-
based watershed management approach into everyday agency operations.  
 
The intent of this review is to show whether projects have been designed and are being 
implemented in ways that are likely to lead to success. A formative review provides 
information that both senior-level managers and line staff can use to make adjustments 
and, when early results are promising, to expand efforts beyond the level of the initial 
demonstration projects. A formative review can also identify potential adjustments to 
existing watershed planning and decision-making processes that may help the Forest 
Service meet strategic goals to conserve and restore watersheds more effectively.  
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In specific, the review sought to: 
 

• Identify approaches taken nationally 
• Analyze successes and obstacles 
• Suggest alternatives for overcoming obstacles 
• Provide a baseline for subsequent analyses of progress 
• Create mechanisms for learning among the project staff, managers, and 

participants. 
 
The review process included analysis of fourteen of the watershed project business plans 
(the NY City Watershed project was not reviewed), the 2000 and 2001 annual reports, 
and individual project MOUs and Charters, attendance at a national meeting of the 
watershed program partners held in Chattanooga, Tennessee in November 2001, site 
visits to five watersheds (Chattooga, Conasauga, Blue Mountains, Upper Sevier, and Rio 
Peñasco), over 200 in-person and phone interviews with Forest Service staff and federal, 
state, and local government, non-profit, and private parties directly involved with or with 
interests in the large-scale watershed programs. The fourteen individual watershed 
reviews that were completed for this project are included in Appendix I under separate 
cover. 
 
Comments heard in our interviews were deemed to be important to include in our reviews 
if more than one person made similar remarks, if the information being conveyed to us 
was confirmed by written documents or through our interviews with others, and/or if in 
the judgment of the review team they seemed particularly pertinent to the issues at hand. 
Often, the review team re-contacted project members for further clarification or to obtain 
affirmation that comments we heard from others were accurate and/or widely held. Draft 
reports were provided to watershed project coordinators or other key Forest Service 
personnel prior to the issuing of a final report to ensure that the factual data was accurate 
and to obtain other feedback. Every effort was made to share what we heard or learned 
through our interviews in a fair and balanced manner. The strengths and weaknesses/ 
obstacles we described were obtained from the comments received from program 
partners or stakeholders, or from our review of written documents. The analysis and 
recommendations are the sole responsibility of the review team. 
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C. Findings 
 
General Observations 
 
1)   Our research found that most of the Community-based Watershed Restoration 
Partnerships are doing exciting, important work. A watershed-level partnership-based 
approach is difficult work, requiring a considerable long-term investment of time, energy, 
and resources. There is much for the Forest Service and its employees to be proud of in 
the many examples of community-based watershed partnerships we examined.  
 
2)   We found a growing consensus among those involved with the partnership projects 
that a landscape (watershed)-level, community-based, collaborative approach is perhaps 
the best way to resolve many key issues confronting the Forest Service. A majority of 
agency personnel and stakeholders understand that water flow and quality, wildlife, 
fisheries, riparian, wildfire, and other challenges do not respect political boundaries and 
cannot be resolved by treating public lands alone. Fire-prevention treatments on public 
lands, for example, may prove of little benefit if they are not coupled with similar efforts 
on private lands. Further, as budgets have been reduced, the ability to leverage fiscal 
resources and create synergy between the numerous public and private entities with 
interests in a watershed is seen as the only way to accomplish the work that must be 
completed. In short, the growing consensus among those involved with partnership 
projects is that the partnership approach is preferred because it is more practical, more 
efficient, and more appealing to the public. 
  
3)   Many people said a landscape-level, partnership-based approach is key to building a 
better public image of the Forest Service. One of the most consistent themes we heard 
through the review was that because agency personnel had become involved with 
stakeholders in meaningful ways, trust had been built where little existed, and people 
were gaining a better appreciation for the agency. 
 
4)   Our research also found that watershed partnerships have provided the agency with 
important lessons. If properly nurtured and applied, these lessons can help the Forest 
Service make the adjustments needed to better incorporate the landscape-level 
partnership-based approach into its normal way of operating.  
 
5)   One of the most important lessons is that because the watershed partnerships are 
testing new ways of doing business, they essentially operate on the margins, or outside 
of, existing Forest Service structures, systems, and culture. Testing new ways of doing 
business is difficult in any organization and most of the projects, consequently, are 
struggling with continued implicit or explicit pressure to conform to established operating 
procedures. Pressure to conform has constrained or stifled innovation and, left 
unchecked, can deprive the Forest Service of just the type of information and new ideas 
that it sought when it established the watershed projects.  
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To prevent existing agency structures, systems, and culture from constraining the 
innovation desired of the watershed projects, the Forest Service must make a 
commitment to “protect” them until the new approaches become incorporated into 
normal agency operations and culture. This may require four to six years. Protection may 
involve clear and consistent leadership by the Chief and national headquarters staff, solid 
support from the regional offices and Forest Supervisors, and improved accountability 
mechanisms.  
 
Continued protection and support of the partnership projects should yield significant 
results, including: 
 

• Deliver substantial improvements in local watershed conditions, and at the same   
time deliver economic, cultural, and recreational benefits that are important to 
the communities and partners involved in the projects  

 
• Develop effective management tools, budget procedures, accountability 

mechanisms, etc. for landscape-level, watershed management, which could be 
instituted agency wide if the Forest Service (and Congress) finds this desirable 

 
• Enhance the skills and knowledge of local Forest Service staff in working 

effectively in community-based efforts and provide a training model for other 
Forest Service staff in how to do so, should they and the agency decide to utilize 
this approach in other localities. 

 
6)   Given that the watershed projects are testing new ways of doing business, it should be 
no surprise that for almost every success we found there was often a contrasting view. 
Forest Service employees and external partners alike espoused these alternative views. In 
many cases, for example, the Forest Service staff involved with projects thought they had 
produced significant innovations while external partners saw the same events as simply 
marginal adjustments to business-as-usual. This contradiction suggests that the agency is 
still learning the best way to engage in the new approach, that the new strategy has not 
been fully accepted yet by many people within the Forest Service, and that many external 
partners are not yet convinced that the agency has made the fundamental changes 
suggested by the initial pilot efforts.  
 
7)   Perhaps the most important lesson learned through our review is that the adoption of 
a landscape-level partnership-based approach may ultimately require further clarity to, or 
changes in, the mission and goals, strategies and tactics, internal structures (i.e. the way 
the agency is organized), internal systems (i.e. information, decision-making, resource 
distribution, human resources), and ultimately the culture of the Forest Service.  
 
Our research found that many Forest Service employees involved with the watershed 
projects seem unclear about the agency's mission and goals. The agency's existing 
operating procedures were developed in large part to support single-media, project-level 
work on Forest Service lands. For example, the agency's organizational structure is 
predominantly functionally based (e.g. fisheries, wildlife, roads) and characterized by 
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professionals with technical competencies in the biophysical aspects of resource 
management. The existing information systems (e.g. environmental and natural resource 
data, public opinion), decision-making mechanisms (e.g. budgeting, contracting, 
planning, project selection, resource allocation), and human resource practices (e.g. 
employee performance criteria, rewards, promotion, and successional planning), are 
organized to guide, monitor, and reward such professionals working in single-media, site-
specific management activities on agency lands. A landscape-level partnership-based 
approach, however, requires interdisciplinary cross-functional assessments, planning, and 
implementation across multiple boundaries working with numerous partners. Significant 
adjustments will be required in almost all aspects of the Forest Service to fully integrate 
the watershed approach into normal operating procedures. 
 
 
Specific Successes 
 
This section summarizes our findings of some of the most outstanding successes of the 
watershed partnerships to date:   
 
1)   Most projects have produced important tangible on-the-ground outcomes. See the list 
of combined 2000-2001 achievements on page one.  
 
2)   Most projects found that the designation as a "national demonstration" area helped to 
focus attention, leverage additional funds, engage more partners, foster new thinking and 
innovation, and catalyze action. 
 
3)   Most projects increased the capacity of the Forest Service to work with public, 
private, and non-profit partners through the development and training of the Forest 
Service people involved.  
 
4)   Many projects found the expansion to the watershed level provided a context for 
developing a single unified restoration plan across media, ownerships, and interests. 
 
5)   The Wyden Amendment, congressional action allowing expenditure of federal dollars 
on non-federal lands that accrue benefits of federal interest, was successfully used by --
and is seen as vital to -- almost all projects. At the same time, agency staff said the 
Wyden amendment authority was difficult to use. 
 
6)   A number of projects helped to catalyze similar watershed projects elsewhere. For 
example, The Upper Pit project helped to spur the development of a watershed program 
in the nearby Fall River area. 
 
7)   Partners involved with most projects give the Forest Service credit for making 
significant positive changes. 
 
8)   A majority of projects generated a better public image for the Forest Service. 
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In sum, our research found strong support for almost all of the watershed projects, and 
most people would be very disappointed if they ended.  
 
 
Unique Successes  
 
In the Community-based Watershed Restoration Program, each project was unique. 
Scattered across the American continent in different ecological zones, economic contexts, 
and social circumstances, each project offers particular insights. Below are just a few of 
the highlights from various projects.  
 
1)   Stewardship contracts and a “one time entry" process were created in the Blue 
Mountain program. 
 
2)   The Potomac project also developed “Signature Projects” specifically designed to 
benefit all of the partners simultaneously such as the "Growing Native" project. 
 
3)   The Potomac project decided to use the non-profit Potomac Conservancy as the lead 
organization to coordinate the activities of many state, federal, and non-profit partners. 
 
4)   The Blue Mountain project took steps to streamline the NEPA- and ESA-related 
processes. 
 
5)   A GIS program is being developed to map juniper encroachment at the landscape 
level in the Upper Pit project. 
 
6)   The Conasauga project organized field days for local citizens that included snorkeling 
the stream and instruction for school teachers in how to teach watershed and water-
quality issues. 
 
 
Limitations/Obstacles 
 
This section summarizes our findings of some of the most common limitations or 
obstacles faced by watershed partnerships to date. While the partnerships are each 
unique, some obstacles or limitations were common to more than one project and in some 
instances common to most projects. In general, these obstacles include those related to 
expectations and relationships within the community, those related to Forest Service and 
other agencies working in new ways, and those related to partnership itself.  
 
1)   Initial start-up problems plagued many projects. While the reasons varied from the 
top-down way in which they were started or the decision to merge a number of small 
projects into a larger one (e.g. the Pacific Coast project, where four separate projects 
were merged into a single bi-state effort), the effect was the same: initial start-up 
problems. 
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2)   Many projects have not fully engaged all of the organizations or people "listed" in 
their letterhead as partners or not engaged all key stakeholders in the basin (landowners, 
local governments, environmental groups). 
 
3)   In many projects some Forest Service employees look at watershed demo projects 
simply as means to get more money and/or to complete backlogged projects, not as a way 
to test new ways of doing business.  
 
4)   Most projects suffer from structural problems internal to the partnership. For 
example, functional/siloed programs, conflicting agendas, inconsistent incentives, lack of 
performance criteria for partnership-based and interdisciplinary work with agencies, etc. 
 
5)   Many projects suffered from not having a full-time coordinator either currently or in 
the past. 
 
6)   Few projects have developed effective combinations of “output” and “outcome”-
based indicators and measurement systems, and most inadequately communicate their 
story to decision-makers and the public. 
 
7)   Many projects have (often unspoken) problems related to how decisions were made, 
resources were distributed, and/or information was generated and shared within their 
steering committee or partnership. 
 
8)   Almost every project suffers from funding and budgeting obstacles. For example, 
performance targets drive siloed work, budget line items have been difficult to use for 
watershed-level work, line items have been difficult to integrate to complete multi-
disciplinary projects, turf battles exist over funding, and funds have arrived late in the 
fiscal year, which made planning difficult.  
 
9)   Many are struggling to get projects on the ground, but many Forest Service 
employees acknowledged that this was as much an internal organizational problem 
(related to the structural and systems problems described above) as it was problem with 
NEPA, ESA etc.  
 
10)  Due to the issues described above, many of the projects are struggling to develop or 
maintain clarity about their visions, goals, and strategies. 
 
11)  Many projects are struggling to develop a watershed-level framework and integrated 
strategy. Rather than developing a watershed-level strategic plan, some "plans" are 
essentially a series of disconnected small projects rolled into a package. 
 
12)  Many people within and outside of the Forest Service question the degree to which 
new thinking, practices, and approaches have actually emerged and the degree of 
commitment of the Forest Service to the new approaches that have emerged. This leads to 
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a cautionary note about the degree to which partners are willing to commit to a common 
agenda as reflected in a true watershed-level plan. 
 
 
Unique Limitations/Obstacles 
 
As with successes, among the partnerships there are unique as well as more common 
limitations and obstacles. In many cases these are related to the unique context of the 
partnership or circumstances of the establishment. Here are a few examples: 
 
1)   People associated with the Blue Mountain project said the attention given to fire 
fighting in late summer/fall diverted resources and staff away from the project. 
 
2)   A number of people said recent changes in the location of the office of the  
Conasauga Alliance posed a risk that local landowners would drop out. 
 
3)   The Potomac project experienced problems between the individual partners and the 
Potomac Watershed Partnership in balancing the need for public recognition and 
fundraising. 
 
4)   The way overhead is billed between federal agencies undermined the Forest Service-
BLM “Service First” initiative that is connected to the Upper Pit project. 
 
5)   Failure to finalize the watershed assessment has hurt the Upper Sevier program. 
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D. Synthesis and Analysis 
 
Based on the information generated in our review, we conclude the following:  
 
1)   The most successful watershed projects were found in areas where strong people and 
groups exist within the community external to the Forest Service-that is, where civic 
capacity is high. Civic capacity can be thought of as the social capital (established 
network of relationships among individuals and institutions), community competence 
(variety and abundance of knowledge, skill, and ability within a community), and civic 
enterprise (history of collective action). Social capital may include local governments, 
non-profits, special districts, private businesses, and others.  
 
That successful partnerships were found where civic capacity is high suggests that the 
Forest Service may want to actively seek capable external partners, when and where 
possible, in order to succeed with landscape-level partnership-based programs. When 
high civic capacity does not exist, the Forest Service may need to focus on partnership 
development in ways that engage what community strength there is and that build 
additional civic capacity. This reasserts a historic Forest Service tradition of involvement 
in local community activities to cultivate civic capacity that then can be used by the 
Forest Service and others in a variety of collective action initiatives.  
 
2)   In a number of cases, we found that Forest Service employees thought they were 
performing better than did their external partners. Agency staff, for example, often told us 
they had developed successful partnerships with stakeholders. Our reviews often found, 
however, that in many cases the most successful partnerships were primarily between the 
Forest Service and other federal government agencies. State and local governments, non-
profits, and private partners in many projects said the collaborative efforts of Forest 
Service employees were, at best, modestly successful and sometimes poor. Many non-
governmental partners said they struggled to be considered full partners in planning and 
decision-making. There may be a number of reasons this occurs--differences in legal 
environment surrounding different actors, differences in the resources available to 
participate in on-going planning groups, differences in familiarity or past efforts to 
collaborate. The divergent views about the performance of the Forest Service left us with 
a clear sense that the agency may be too internally focused.  
 
When an agency is too internally focused, it has a tendency to screen out or ignore 
information that could prove important to the health and well-being of the agency and the 
lands it manages. The organization becomes insulated and often does not even realize that 
it has blocked or ignored important external feedback. These tendencies usually lead to 
unexpected problems and can perpetuate a crisis-response atmosphere.  
 
3)   Many Forest Service employees seem caught between very different views of the 
agency's mission, goals, and role. Some agency employees believe that their mission is to 
restore and sustain watershed health and that the production of economic benefits results 
from, and does not override, these goals. People who hold this view tend to believe that a 
fundamental change is needed in the way the agency operates--a shift toward landscape-
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level collaborative multi-disciplinary approaches--to accomplish the goals. These people 
generally want to see long-term commitment and funding made to the watershed projects 
and other collaborative efforts so that new planning, decision-making, and 
implementation mechanisms can be established. Other agency employees believe that the 
primary mission of the agency is to suppress fires, to produce commodities for industry 
or local communities, or to foster other single purposes such as recreation. People who 
hold these views often believe that the existing way the agency operates works is just fine 
and that the major constraints to success are lack of funds and/or ineffectual or outdated 
legal requirements and procedures (e.g. ESA, NEPA). People who hold this view often 
believe that landscape-level collaboration diverts time and resources away from their 
primary tasks.  
 
People with both of the views described above, and others, believe that the Forest Service 
rarely follows through on new initiatives and therefore see the watershed projects as 
simply another in a series of projects that will soon fade away. Even if employees feel an 
urgent need to adopt a new approach, the lack of confidence that the agency will stick 
with the collaborative watershed approach for long leads many people to primarily focus 
on getting as much money as possible to complete backlogged projects rather than 
investing time and energy on designing and testing a new way of doing business. Widely 
divergent views suggest that a lack of clarity exists among Forest Service employees 
about the long-term viability of the watershed projects and the mission and direction of 
the agency as a whole.  
 
4)   Due to the issues above, many projects are struggling to understand or develop clarity 
about what landscape-level partnership-based collaboration involves. Those who view the 
watershed projects as a new way of doing business tend to delineate new visions, goals, 
and strategies, and seek synergy among multiple partners (i.e. by working together, each 
can achieve more than they could by working alone). They strive for entrepreneurial, 
integrative solutions to problems such as the fragmentation of authorities and laws and 
the functional silos that exist within the Forest Service. Those who do not believe that a 
new approach is needed and/or do not believe the agency is fully committed to the new 
approach struggle to develop effective new visions, goals, and strategies, and tend to 
believe that improved "coordination" between government agencies and talking with a 
few trusted external stakeholders constitutes effective partnership building.  
 
At least three elements seem to drive the confusion about landscape-level, community-
based watershed management. One element has to do with the nature of the work. Is this 
an effort to design and test a new set of goals and strategies to achieve watershed health 
or a slight adjustment to traditional ways of achieving old goals?  In many cases it is 
both, but clear evidence can be found from our interviews that confusion exists around 
this element. A second element has to do with how the work is to be carried out. For 
some, partnership means any kind of communication and collaborative effort between the 
Forest Service and other actors--particularly other government agencies--where the 
Forest Service retains full decision-making authority. For others, community-based is the 
key phrase, and their focus is on engaging the local community(s) as well as local 
interests in collective planning and decision-making. These two views can lead to very 
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different organizing efforts. A third element giving rise to confusion stems from issues of 
scale. Watershed- and landscape-level mean different things to different people and the 
projects show some evidence of the challenge this creates. In some instances, projects 
have natural ecological boundaries matching well with political jurisdictions and 
communities. In other projects, the question of what interests and therefore who should 
be engaged is much more problematic. The confusion about scale and collaboration 
suggests that Forest Service would benefit by a meaningful dialogue to clarify what 
landscape-level, community-based, and partnership-based thinking, practices, and 
outcomes involve.  
 
5)   Given our findings, we conclude that in most cases the competency exists within the 
Forest Service to engage effectively in the new landscape-level partnership-based 
approach represented by the community-based watershed restoration partnerships. The 
agency has employees with an exceptional range of high-quality scientific, engineering, 
planning, outreach, and communication skills. Forest Service research programs are some 
of the best in the nation. The agency has been dealing with the public for many years, 
although not specifically in the manner required for the large-scale watershed projects. 
The primary obstacles to success are not related to human competency; they are related to 
a lack of clarity over the mission and goals of the agency, a need for commitment to the 
administrative and coordination requirements of landscape-level collaboration, and a 
redesign of governance systems, structures, and human resource practices that were 
established for purposes other than landscape-level partnership-based collaboration. Our 
research suggests that the last set of issues must be resolved before the new landscape-
level partnership-based approach can become fully embedded in the agency's standard 
operating procedure and culture.  
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E. Recommendations 
 
Suggestions for the Chief and National Headquarters Staff 
 
1) The Chief Must Lead and "Protect" the Landscape-Level Partnership Programs.  
 
The nature of the Community-based Watershed Restoration Partnerships is important. 
They represent attempts to innovate and test new ways of doing business, and to achieve 
strategic goals at the landscape level. As such, they are not part of the normal operating 
norms or procedures of the Forest Service. Activities falling within the bounds of 
standard operating procedures almost always take priority over experimental, novel, or 
unstructured work in organizations. This may be particularly true today in the Forest 
Service as it struggles to meet the increased demands it faces with diminishing resources. 
Because it is so easy for everyday business to subsume the experimental watershed 
programs, it is important that they be carefully "protected" and nurtured for at least four 
to six years by the Chief and his staff.  
 
Protection may include steps such as, but not limited to: 
 

• Continual communication about the importance of the projects to agency staff 
and the public 

• Ensuring that sufficient funding is provided 
• Allocating resource so that full-time coordinators remain engaged with the 

projects 
• Making it clear to the regional offices that the projects are a priority. 

 
The risk in failing to protect the projects for an additional period of time is that the new 
information, ways of thinking, and problem-solving approaches that are being developed 
will be undermined by the normal resistance to new ways of operating that occurs within 
any organization. Loss of this information will undermine the investment the agency has 
made in the watershed programs to date, and will significantly reduce the likelihood of 
accomplishing the results watershed programs are perceived to achieve.  
 
Due to changing priorities, the nature of budgetary processes, and the political context in 
which public agencies operate, it is often difficult to sustain pilot projects for more than 
three years within government. The urgency the agency feels to move on to other issues 
is therefore understandable. However, if the Forest Service wants to reap the fruits of the 
investment--$60 million by the Forest Service and twice that by partners plus the 
significant investments in staff and stakeholder time and energy--that have already gone 
into the watershed projects, the Chief and his staff must find ways to allow these projects 
to grow to maturity.  
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2) The Chief Must Demand Accountability. 
 
One of the most important steps the Chief can take to ensure that the agency receives the 
benefits it desired when it first initiated the watershed projects is to demand increased 
accountability. One way to achieve this would be to require consistent reporting on the 
operational progress and the lessons learned from the projects. The regional offices, 
forests, and watershed programs will recognize the importance of the projects if they are 
required to submit progress reports on a regular basis. The Chief should articulate broad 
goals for community-based watershed restoration such as the following: 
 

• To explore whether this approach will yield improvements in watershed 
conditions that are significantly better than in other places 

 
• To determine whether this approach will yield acceptable levels of other service 

flows--fish, wildlife, recreation, economic output, employment, etc.  
 

• To identify the barriers to effective community-based watershed management 
such as current Forest Service management systems, structure, skills, culture, 
funding, and legislative authority as well as such non-Forest Service barriers as 
the number and capacities of partner organizations, civic capacity in local 
communities, etc. 

 
At the same time, watershed partnerships should jointly develop a “bottom up” statement 
of goals and specific management objectives of watershed projects, suitable for Forest 
Service adoption system-wide. Watershed partnerships should develop a form for joint 
reporting by all projects of activities, expenditures, and accomplishments suitable for 
their use and broadly applicable. (This could become a prototype for new Forest Service 
systems when the agency decides to go system-wide with a community-based watershed 
management approach.) 
 
3) Improve Reporting Procedures. 
 
If the Chief is to require regular progress reports, the reporting requirements must be 
significantly improved. Our research found that all of the past project reports were 
structured differently and did not measure the same thing. It was therefore difficult to 
compare them to each other. For example, the Kootenai project reported forest-level 
accomplishments, including how they allocated all of their fire-plan funds, while other 
watershed projects did not include fire-plan money or accomplishments. Most of the 
projects limited their annual reports to the work done with their watershed program 
budget, but it was difficult to determine if this was true. The Blue Mountain project 
reported the money they planned to spend, rather than what they actually did spend, and 
then summarized many accomplishments. We found it difficult to know how things 
matched. Most of the programs summarized the projects accomplished (e.g. trees planted, 
road miles treated). Few summarized the lessons they had learned so far regarding how 
the agency could best accomplish the overall goals of the projects.  
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This type of reporting is understandable due to the start-up stage of the large-scale 
watershed projects. However, as the projects mature, better reporting will help the 
projects themselves and the Chief and his staff understand their strengths and 
weaknesses. To accomplish this, the Chief may want to consider the establishment of 
more consistent reporting requirements related to how funds were allocated, who was 
involved in what projects, what projects were completed, what project outcomes were 
achieved, and what lessons were learned. For the goals of the initiative, reporting in all of 
these categories is important.  
 
4) Institute Strategies to Explicitly Remove Barriers to the Landscape-Level 
Partnership-Based Approach.  
 
Following the point above, if the projects are to succeed in the long run, leadership from 
the Chief and national headquarters staff will be needed to remove many of the barriers 
that exist in agency governance structures, systems, and culture. An organization can't 
run effectively without administrative procedures. Most procedures are established for 
good reason-- to increase efficiency or ensure accountability--and will be very difficult to 
modify or remove.  
 
However, the Chief and headquarters staff can seek to identify procedures that 
unnecessarily hinder the watershed programs and make a concerted effort to overcome 
them. This is consistent with executive and congressional direction (i.e. GRPA) and 
general public interest in efficient, effective government. Some of the specific issues that 
must be resolved include the following: 

 
Budgeting: The existing budgeting process creates a siloing effect as well as an 
emphasis on measuring "outputs" rather than the "outcomes" (results) of work. 
People and programs are funded to do specific work (wildlife, habitat 
improvement, forestry). Each of these functions has budget line items that usually 
include specific targets. While helpful for accounting and measurement purposes, 
the targets lead to functional programmatic and staffing silos because people 
narrowly focus their efforts to achieve their specific targets. In addition, few 
mechanisms have been established to measure the long-term results of efforts to 
achieve those targets or outputs. Our research found that most of the watershed 
projects had difficulty in merging funds from the numerous budget line items 
from which they received funds to support interdisciplinary- or landscape-level 
work. Most projects are forced to use small bits of money from multiple pots to 
support their work. Shifting these funds around is a time-consuming and 
frustrating process for many staff. In sum, it is currently difficult to accomplish or 
measure holistic landscape-level work within the current agency budget structure. 
The new BFES (Budget Formulation Execution System) budgeting system does 
not resolve these problems. In addition, funds have consistently arrived late in the 
fiscal year, which has made project planning difficult (in one case, the Potomac 
Conservancy had to take out a loan to pay the project coordinator because Forest 
Service funds had not arrived).  
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To resolve these budgeting issues, the Chief should continue efforts to collapse 
the numerous existing line items into few pots, making the funding pots easier to 
shift and merge. Perhaps a “block grant” approach to funding the community-
based watershed partnerships would provide the flexibility, local discretion, and 
timeliness needed for success. Such an approach would need to ensure that 
effective outcome-based measurement systems are established and tied to clear 
standards for success, reporting mechanisms, and accountability, and would 
ensure that funds arrive earlier in the fiscal year.  

 
Agency Incentives and Reward Systems:  Our research found inconsistencies 
between the existing agency incentives and reward systems and the type thereof 
needed to support landscape-level partnership-based programs. Salaries, bonuses, 
and promotions within the Forest Service are tied to specific roles within the 
agency structure and/or to individual achievements in meeting specific targets. 
People are measured only by the standards set for their jobs in the agency. They 
do not often get paid, rewarded, or recognized for their contributions to 
interdisciplinary work or for the number, type, and outcomes of collaborative 
projects they organize or support. In fact, participation in landscape-level 
partnership-based projects can harm the professional career of some staff by 
diverting their time away from activities that are measured by the agency for 
increased salary, bonuses, or career advancement. It is usually very damaging to 
ask people to engage in new work and act in new ways and then to reward them 
for the old way of behaving. If the landscape-level partnership-based approach is 
to become standard operating procedure for the Forest Service in the future, the 
rewards systems must be restructured to recognize those who contribute to these 
efforts.  
 
This obstacle is not unique to the Forest Service, but it does call for leadership. As 
a starting point, it may prove enlightening for the Chief and national headquarters 
staff to ask line officers and field staff what they think is rewarded within the 
agency. The results could then be compared to the work needed for success in 
community-based watershed approaches. Changes could be recommended to the 
performance appraisal system, training programs, career advancement planning, 
and other components of the human resource management system following such 
a review. 
 
Avoid Conflicting Messages: In keeping with the point above, every policy, 
procedure, and list of priorities sends a message to employees and stakeholders. It 
is important for the Forest Service to avoid sending conflicting messages about 
the watershed partnership-based approach. If the Chief says that the watershed 
partnership-based approach is a priority but then does not require direct 
accountability for the progress of the projects, a conflicting message has been 
sent. If the agency says that developing partnerships are important and then 
provides no incentives or rewards for those who take the time and effort to engage 
in this work, a conflicting message has been sent. If the agency says that 
landscape-level management is a priority and then fails to provide sufficient funds 
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or staff to complete credible watershed assessments, a conflicting message has 
been sent. Conflicting messages confuse people and build cynicism. 

 
We recommend that the Chief consider setting out his goals for the Community-
based Watershed Restoration Partnerships in a widely distributed report that 
would include identifying expected strengths of the Forest Service in meeting the 
goals as well as identifying obstacles to success targeted for change by the 
agency. This would pre-ordain a pattern of communication based on setting goals, 
identifying strengths and weaknesses, targeting areas for change, and then 
monitoring effects. This, as well as other communication strategies within the 
agency and within the partnerships, can go a long way toward reducing 
conflicting messages and to achieving commitment to successful watershed 
partnerships. 

 
Coordination and Control: Our review found that large-scale, community-based 
partnerships increase the requirements for coordination and control both within 
the partnership and within the USDA Forest Service. Traditional line 
organizations have clear vertical authority – watershed partnership requires lateral 
responsibility as well. Working beyond Forest Service boundaries requires that 
Forest Service staff both involved in and supporting watershed partnerships need 
to operate more like brokers, where formal as well as informal relationships are 
used to connect resources with project activities, ensure successful 
implementation, and maintain accountability. This takes people with excellent 
administrative and interpersonal skills. The Forest Service, like many other 
agencies and organizations, has a tendency when budgets decline to retain 
traditional expertise in the resource professions and reduce middle managers, 
coordinators, and administrators, who may have the critical skills needed to serve 
as brokers and facilitators. As a starting point to address this concern, the Chief’s 
office and national headquarters staff can recognize the importance of the “broker 
and coordination” competency and then align human resource systems, strategies, 
and tactics to maintain and/or expand the number of staff who has these vital 
skills within partnership projects and within the supporting offices. 

 
Prevent and Remove the We/They Mentality: Our review found that people 
committed to or involved with the large-scale watershed programs are often 
viewed by their supervisors and other employees as "special cases" who are not 
working on the real business of the agency. This leads to a "we/they" mentality. 
One way to overcome this problem is to put contracting, budgeting, Forest 
Supervisors, and staff representing many different functions within the agency on 
the same team working on the large-scale watershed projects. Requiring people to 
work together may help overcome the we/they barriers. Another tactic may be to 
include those supporting watershed partnerships in such areas as contacting, 
research, or personnel in the list of those engaged in partnership work. Seeing the 
Forest Supervisor as involved or the contracting officer as participating may also 
reduce the we/they barriers. 
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5) Continue Efforts to Clarify the Mission, Goals, and Values of the Agency.  
 
People become motivated to work together when they have clarity on a common goal and 
a sense of interdependence. When these factors are absent, individuals tend to pursue 
their individual goals. Our assessment found confusion among Forest Service staff--
especially line staff--about the mission, goals, and values of the agency. This problem 
leads to confusion over the types of programs and projects to pursue and dampens 
employee enthusiasm and commitment. To resolve these issues, it may behoove the Chief 
and national headquarters staff to initiate processes that clarify the mission, goals, and 
basic values that drive the agency and its employees.  
 
The Forest Service has engaged in efforts to articulate the mission and activities of the 
agency (e.g. Committee of Scientists) and participated in numerous efforts to sharpen the 
common understanding of forestry in American society (e.g. Seventh American Forest 
Congress). These efforts show essential commonality and sharp diversity in values. If 
community-based watershed partnerships are going to be successful, local partnership 
groups will need to be involved in the process of articulating the Forest Service mission, 
goals and values. Once established and accepted, the Forest Service should use symbolic 
acts as well as training and other normal personnel management procedures to reinforce 
behaviors that are consistent with those values and to sanction those that are not.  
 
6) Align Agency Thinking and Perspectives Around the Landscape-Level Collaborative 
Approach.  
 
Our research suggests that the thinking and perspectives of many agency employees will 
need to change if the landscape-level partnership-based approach is to become standard 
operating procedure. For example, we found that many of the agency managers involved 
with the watershed projects have a tendency to centralize authority within themselves and 
to make decisions unilaterally. Even when there appears to be sufficient time to seek 
meaningful input and to incorporate information from other agency staff members and 
external stakeholders, many managers nevertheless centralize authority.  
 
This problem exists because a dominant norm within the Forest Service seems to be that 
of centralized authority and control. This norm leads managers to shut out information 
others can contribute, prevents the identification of innovative ideas, and ultimately leads 
to less rigorous decisions. Although there is no doubt that Forest Service managers 
maintain the responsibility for making the ultimate decision, the tendency to centralize 
authority and decision-making undermines the basic purpose and goals of the 
community-based watershed projects. The centralized authority norm held by many 
agency managers often seems to directly clash with the norm of collaboration and joint 
decision-making that is required in true watershed partnerships. While it appears 
paradoxical that Forest Service decision makers must retain authority legally and 
decentralize decision making to be successful in partnerships, numerous training 
programs and books focus on how to accomplish just such leadership. (For example, at 
Harvard, see Joshua Heifitz's work and at the Hatfield School of Government at Portland 
State University see the Legacy Program)  The Chief and other senior administrators can 
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set the tone and initiate the steps needed to reduce the paradox of retaining responsibility 
while including others in decision processes.  
 
7) Clarify How the Wyden Amendment Can Be Used. 
 
Our research found that while many watershed projects utilize the Wyden Amendment to 
provide funding for priority projects off National Forest lands, Forest Service staff are 
uncertain about how the Act can be used and are nervous about making funding decisions 
on their own without further clarity. It may behoove the Chief and national headquarters 
staff to clarify how and where the Wyden Amendment can be used. 

 
8) Continue To Require “Business Plans”, But Place a Greater Emphasis on the 
Strategic Planning Elements. 
 
Our research found good support for the use of business plans as a way to orient new 
watershed projects. We also found, however, that people felt they would find greater 
benefit if the process had a greater emphasis on strategic planning than on a plan 
typically used within the context of the private sector. The agency has a history of 
developing forest plans. However, the initial watershed program plans were intended as 
different types of documents. They were intended to be “action plans,” active guidance 
documents for participants. As such, they were relatively short, flexible, "living" 
documents that would be continually updated and improved. Due to time pressures, some 
of the projects did not have sufficient time to think through and describe the key long-
term strategic issues of their project when they initially wrote their plans. Most of the 
plans have not been updated. It may prove beneficial to ask that each project update its 
business plan with the specific goal of improving their strategic elements. This should be 
considered an essential component of continued agency support for the Community-
based Watershed Restoration Partnerships. 
 
 
Suggestions for Regional Foresters and Forest Supervisors 
 
1) Prioritize Landscape-Level Partnership Programs Where High Civic Capacity 
Exists. 
 
Our research found that the most successful large-scale watershed projects exist where 
there are strong external people, groups, or agencies for the Forest Service to interact 
with. The most successful large-scale watershed projects were initially established either 
because of the energy and work of local non-profits and local governments (e.g. the Blue 
Mountains and White River projects), because they associated themselves with an 
existing credible group (e.g. the Conasauga Alliance) or because they found high-
capacity public agencies and civic organizations to partner with (e.g. the Potomac 
project). Where one or more of these characteristics does not exist, the watershed projects 
are likely to struggle. This information suggests that the Forest Service may not be able to 
effectively engage in the landscape-level partnership-based approach without outside 
encouragement and help. It cannot walk the path alone. The agency should initiate large-
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scale projects in those areas where high civic capacity exists. To identify these locations 
and to understand who and where the high-capacity groups and individuals are in each 
area, Regional Foresters and Forest Supervisors should encourage interaction and 
learning through continued face-to-face contact with external constituents.  
 
When a high degree of civic capacity does not seem to exist within a local area, it may 
behoove the Forest Service to engage key community leaders and to engage in 
community-level activities with the goal of engendering greater civic capacity. Partnering 
with key agencies and organizations (i.e. federal, state, and local governments and non-
profits and business) through local offices can also aid in creating civic capacity. These 
entities may be able to identify other key stakeholders for partnership involvement. 
  
2) All Projects Would Benefit by Hiring and/or Maintaining A Full-Time Coordinator 
With Broad Responsibilities and Authority.  
 
Almost every watershed project made substantial progress only when a full-time 
coordinator was present. Most agency staff has specific, often narrow, areas of focus and 
responsibility. A watershed coordinator, on the other hand, is one of the few individuals 
with responsibility for looking at the whole watershed and at all of the organizations, 
communities, and people that may influence or have legitimate interests in how it is 
managed. Watershed coordinators are unconstrained by programmatic or jurisdictional 
boundaries. Having an individual with this type of broad responsibility, who also has top 
quality interpersonal, communication, and problem-solving skills, and the time to engage 
in outreach and collaboration, seems critical to the success of the watershed projects. In a 
time when many organizations are reducing middle management and with it the inherent 
capacity of organizations to engage in coordination and control, retaining the services of 
a person with such responsibility and skills is a keystone to success in watershed 
collaboration efforts. The position of watershed coordinator should be assigned the 
appropriate pay grade so that they can sit at the table as a near equal with other agency 
staff and policy makers that are involved with similar work. To ensure continued 
progress, it seems prudent to provide the resources needed to retain full-time coordinators 
and to provide them with the training, resources, and rewards needed to ensure long term 
success.  
 
3) Free up Staff so They Can Dedicate Time to the Projects 
 
New programs--especially those organized with the goal of developing new ways of 
doing business--are difficult and stressful. The process is highly unstructured. No matter 
how carefully planned, each of the watershed projects has in the past, and will in the 
future, take unexpected twists and turns. To participate effectively, team members must 
often make a mental shift from their usual daily activities. This usually requires that team 
members be cut loose from their normal duties and their usual place within the 
organizational chart so that they have time to work on landscape-level partnership-based 
efforts. Leadership from the regional office and Forest Supervisors will be vital to 
achieve this.  
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Suggestions for Community-Based Watershed Program Staff and Partners 
 
1) Invest Time to Develop Clarity on Vision, Goals, Strategies, and Tactics. 
 
Our research found that many of the community-based watershed projects have not 
developed sufficient clarity among the partners about the vision, goals, strategies, and 
tactics of their efforts. Many of the partners are unclear about what the project is 
ultimately striving to achieve. In addition, many projects continue to focus primarily on 
tactical steps (individual projects) using an opportunistic approach and have not 
developed the overall framework required to pursue a more systematic or programmatic 
landscape-level approach. Agreement on individual projects represents a “thin" 
agreement. While the tactical opportunistic approach makes sense to achieve some quick 
high-profile successes, the continued reliance on this approach may undermine long-term 
confidence and support for the watershed programs. For this reason watershed projects 
should spend time now to clarify their vision, goals, strategies, and tactics as well as 
coming to agreement on action plan items. 
 

Vision refers to a picture of the future of the watershed as a restored and healthy 
system and to a related future of the partner organizations as more effective 
entities. An effective vision also includes a clear message about why people 
should strive to create this future.  

 
Strategies refer to the overall approaches--the frameworks within which you make 
decisions--that will be used to achieve the long-term vision a partnership has 
developed. A sample strategy may be to first identify and protect the healthier 
areas of the watershed and then focus restoration activities around expanding and 
reconnecting these areas.  

 
Tactics are the specific actions the partners will take to implement a strategy. For 
example, in the previous example, federal agencies may target their assessment 
and land-management activities on protecting and restoring the best remaining 
areas on public lands, while the states and non-profits may identify and work with 
parties that own the healthier private land areas to acquire conservation easements 
and/or to help them adopt new management practices. 
 
Implementation plans detail the specific sequence of steps, time-lines, lines of 
responsibility and fiscal and other resources that will be employed to implement 
all of the tactics consistent with achieving the strategy. 

 
It is important to note a direct link between the vision the partners develop for their 
watershed program, the generation of new ideas, and the development of an effective 
strategy. Innovative ideas that lead to synergy between all partners will arise only when 
the partners agree on a common vision and goals and open themselves to new ways of 
thinking. New ideas will not emerge through business-as-usual. 
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2) Clarify the Most Appropriate Governance Structures and Systems for Each 
Situation. 
 
Our research found that many of the large-scale watershed projects suffer from the lack 
of clearly defined governance structures and systems. Watershed partnerships can be 
formally structured in a number of ways. A number of governance systems can also be 
used. There is no single most appropriate model. The model chosen should be based on 
the needs of the participants and the goals and critical tasks of the project. Some of the 
options to choose from include Mergers, Consortiums, Joint Ventures, Strategic 
Alliances, and Informal Networks. These approaches are outlined in the Appendices of 
this report.  
 
3) All Projects Would Benefit by Implementing Comprehensive Communication 
Programs.  
 
Our research found that almost every large-scale watershed project suffers from 
insufficient communication among the partners and between the project and key 
decision-makers and the public. To address this problem, major efforts should be made to 
develop and institute comprehensive communication programs and to increase the level 
of interaction among partners. The true power of a good vision and clear goals and 
strategy is released only when most of those involved in the effort develop a common 
understanding of the group's purpose, goals, and direction. The shared sense of a 
desirable future helps to motivate people and to coordinate all types of actions. It does not 
represent consensus but rather common understanding. Achieving a common 
understanding of the vision is difficult, especially in projects that cross agencies and 
jurisdictions and that involve multiple stakeholders. Getting 100, 250, or 500 people to 
understand and endorse a particular vision and strategy is an enormously challenging 
undertaking. It requires relentless communication through multiple channels. It also 
requires that leaders walk the talk, reflect consistent values, and interact honestly. Project 
business plans, MOUs, Charters, and other documents can serve as a common text for 
discussion about agreements and disagreements, with the goal being common 
understanding.  
 
Watershed partnerships often vastly underestimate the importance of or level of work 
required to successfully communicate their program vision, goals, and strategy to all 
partners and stakeholders. The lack of effective communication can delay or even kill a 
watershed partnership. Communicating a project or organizational vision can be 
especially hard for those trained as managers. Managers often seem more comfortable 
with routine factual communication, but not with future-oriented strategizing. They are 
usually not accustomed to thinking about the constituencies that need to get the vision 
and goals as much as they are used to thinking about bosses and subordinates.  
 
An effective communication plan involves at least the following elements:  
 

• Keep it Simple. No jargon or technobabble should be used.  
• Use Metaphors, Analogies, and Examples. Paint a verbal picture. 
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• Use Multiple Forums. Share the vision, goals, and strategies in big and small 
meetings, in memos, in speeches, in informal coffee klatches etc. 

• Repeat it Relentlessly. People will understand the vision only after hearing it 
over and over again. 

• Discuss It Continually. Two-way communication helps people understand the 
vision.  

• Lead By Example. Avoid saying one thing then doing something else. 
Inconsistent behavior will overwhelm any change vision. When inconsistencies 
do occur, explain them quickly.  

 
4) Continue Efforts to Develop an Effective Mix of "Output" and "Outcome"- Based 
Measurement Systems. 
 
Consistent with creating agreement, partnerships should work to develop measures of 
success. Because the large-scale watershed programs have been established as models for 
innovation and experimentation, they have found it difficult to measure achievement in 
conventional terms. To provide credible information for project members, supervisors, 
and the public on what has been accomplished and where progress lags, an effective 
measurement system is needed. In concept, measurement is simple: set key milestones, 
measure results, and follow up. In reality the process is not so easy. Performance-based 
systems require that you carefully define what you want to measure, establish effective 
indicators and develop a data-gathering system, then rigorously gather and integrate the 
data, and subsequently turn the data into useful information and knowledge.  
 
Most of the large-scale watershed programs are currently relying on "output" based 
measurements (i.e. evaluating how many projects have been completed, funds raised etc). 
This approach seems appropriate for the early stage of projects. However, as the projects 
mature a mixture of "output" and "outcome" based indicators are needed. Outcome-based 
indicators measure the results of the many individual activities. Continued efforts should 
be made to help each project develop an effective mix of outcome- and output-based 
indicators useful in guiding the partnership toward strategic goals.  
 
5) Identify and Help Eliminate Key Barriers.  
 
A number of budgetary, organizational, personnel, scientific, and management obstacles 
were identified through our review. The people involved with the large-scale watershed 
programs are the first to see these. Even if the obstacles must be resolved at higher levels 
within the agency, staff and partners should catalogue them and help their supervisors 
understand and remove them -- even if these tasks are not a specific part of their job 
description. Agencies have no other way to identify and understand the issues or to make 
the changes needed to support future progress. 
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6) Seek to Resolve Bureaucratic Constraints.  
 
Three options are available for those staff involved with the large-scale watershed 
projects who feel they lack sufficient support from senior managers. These same options 
apply to partners who feel they lack agency support.  First, a person can simply go 
through the motions and wait for the projects to fade away. This will mean the projects 
won't accomplish much, but the staff person will be safe. Alternatively, a person can drop 
out of the project. Again, this means not much will be accomplished but the person will 
not have wasted his/her time. Finally, the person concerned can speak up and try to make 
change happen. Perhaps one of the greatest tests of loyalty to the Forest Service and to 
the watershed approach is to take the time and risk to speak out and take action to 
implement improvement. 
 
7) Treat the Community-Based Watershed Demos as a Learning Opportunity.  
 
The community-based watershed projects are one of the Forest Service's foremost efforts 
to learn how the agency can best promote and engage in landscape-level partnership-
based planning and management. To fully capitalize on this learning opportunity, those 
involved with the projects should treat these projects as an opportunity to learn new 
perspectives and skills and to grow professionally. This differs from the view that we 
found held by some of the partners, who focused primarily on using the projects to 
increase or backfill their budgets or to complete a backlog of projects.    



 

     

Appendix A 
 

Examples of Watershed Partnership Governance Structures and Systems 
 
Partnership-based governance structures and systems can be described in a number of 
ways. The following provides one approach. Please note that these options are not listed 
in any priority of order. Watershed programs may utilize more than one approach and 
may shift approaches as work changes over time. Each of these structures and systems, 
therefore, operates under different rules of engagement. Within each large-scale 
watershed project, time should be invested to understand the different structures and 
systems and to choose a model that best fits the needs for specific issues or time periods.  

 
Joint Ventures: The Forest Service combines with other organizations to form a 
new, distinct organization in order to pursue complementary objectives. In a joint 
venture, information, decision-making, power, and resources must be equally 
shared. These mechanisms often must be explicitly described and agreed to in 
writing by all partners and participants. 
 
Strategic Alliances: Similar to a joint venture, where the Forest Service joins with 
others to pursue mutual gain, but a new organization is not created. In this case, 
the various organizations involved must agree to cooperate with and depend on 
each other. Clear rules of engagement must be established and agreed to (often in 
writing). 
 
Informal Networks: Organizations join forces to capitalize on potential 
efficiencies in the production of specific outcomes (e.g. fundraising, information 
gathering). Each participating group is responsible for one area of output, and the 
participating organizations are highly dependent on one another for the ultimate 
delivery of their products. Each entity makes decisions unilaterally, although in 
consultation with other partners. 
 
Consortiums: The Forest Service pools its resources with other organizations to 
procure access to information or technologies, or to achieve goals that are too 
costly or difficult for one entity to do alone. No separate entity is created for the 
management of this relationship. Each entity makes decisions unilaterally, 
although in consultation with other partners. 
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FORMATIVE REVIEW OF THE BITTEROOT WATERSHED PARTNERSHIP 
 

Introduction and Summary 
 
The Bitterroot Watershed Partnership (BWP) began in 2001 with a request for a proposal 
from Jim Sedell and his staff from the U.S. Forest Service Large Scale Watershed 
Program (LSWP) in the Washington D.C. When Dale Bosworth was Regional Forester in 
Montana he suggested   the Bitterroot be included in the LSWP. Following the fires of 
2000, Jim Sedell and the LSWP staff asked agency personnel to submit a proposal 
focused on the interactions between wildfires and watershed restoration. Staff from the 
Bitterroot National Forest joined with staff from the Bitter Root Water Forum and others 
to form a small group that invested an extensive amount of time meeting with local 
organizations and then wrote a business plan for the project.  Approximately 19 public, 
private, and non-profit organizations originally were members of the BPW. Ten 
organizations and individuals initially sat on the steering committee. 
 
The Bitterroot watershed covers approximately 2,500 square miles in western Montana. 
The watershed is extremely diverse. The higher elevation lands include snow-packed 
mountains and alpine landscapes and forests composed of pine, fir, spruce, and larch. The 
mid elevations include dry hills, and the lower elevations include farms, ranches and 
ranchettes, towns, and subdivisions. A major cultural divide seems to exist between the 
urban and rural areas within the watershed. Missoula, with a major university and 
somewhat urban feel is the largest community in the watershed, sitting at the downstream 
(northern) end of the basin. Traditionally resource-based mid-sized communities such as 
Hamilton and small towns such as Darby sit in the middle and upper ends of the basin. 
The diverse and changing socio-economic make-up of the watershed has led to 
considerable controversy in recent years over issues such as forest management, fisheries, 
instream flows, noxious weeds, clean water, growth, sprawl, and other issues. Although 
numerous public and civic organizations seek to address these issues, no organization has 
tried to address them all on a comprehensive watershed-wide scale. 
 
The BWP was organized within this context of multiple, often polarized issues at play, 
and numerous public and private organizations active in the basin. The original purpose 
of the BWP was to create a formal structure to identify shared goals and objectives and to 
define strategies that promote coordination and efficiency in attaining those ends. An 
important objective was to “promote a ‘boundaryless’ approach to restoration and 
conservation by coordinating activities on public and private lands” (BWP 2002 Annual 
Report). The BWP sought to serve the individual and group interests by streamlining 
activity and avoiding duplication of effort.   
 
The specific objectives of the BWP were to: 1. Restore and maintain the ecological 
integrity of naturally functioning watershed ecosystems; 2. Foster the development of 
monitoring mechanisms to be integrated within a watershed management decision-
making process; 3. To improve the community-wide understanding and valuation of the 
benefits of a healthy watershed; 4. To promote existing and new economic structures 
supportive of sound watershed management practices. 
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Our review of the written materials of the BWP, combined with phone interviews with 
Forest Service employees and current and former members of the steering committee and 
staff, found the following: 
 
I.  The BWP Has Generated A Number Of Positive Outcomes:   

• The promise of significant sums of money by the Forest Service got people to the 
table, causing new relationships to form that should endure over time. 
• A vision of whole basin, boundaryless management was developed. 
• An excellent business plan was prepared. 
• A number of successful on-the-ground projects were completed as intended and 
added real value to the watershed. 
• The Bitterroot National Forest has been extremely supportive of the project.  
• In sum, despite some major obstacles (see below), everyone we spoke with said 
the BWP was “a good thing to do” and most desire to stay at the table in some way. 

 
II.  Despite the Positive Outcomes, The BWP Faces Many Challenges: 

• Although the promise of significant funding brought people to the table, this 
was not a sufficient reason to engage in the project and because the funding failed 
to materialize the BWP has struggled to clarify its purpose or even if it should 
continue to exist. 
• Although we could not identify who specifically said the Forest Service would 
provide significant dollars, almost everyone we spoke with had the impression the 
agency had made this commitment, which created expectations the agency could 
not deliver on. 
• As with many start-ups, confusion exists over how the partnership can serve its 
members while building its own funding and organizational base. 
• Lack of significant unencumbered dollars left only project-specific funding 
available to the BPW, which derailed efforts to focus on basin-level boundaryless 
management. 
• The original goal of the Forest Service Washington office in requesting a 
proposal addressing fire issues has not been achieved because it conflicted with the 
needs and interests of steering committee members. 
• The steering committee is very technically oriented and the project lacks strong 
leadership and people skilled in managing complex social systems. 
• The lack of a full-time coordinator has been a major stumbling block. 
• Concerns exist over what watershed management actually entails. 
• Due to the constraints outlined above, the future of the BWP is unclear and, at 
best, it seems to be devolving into a network rather than a freestanding 
organization. 
• Although almost everyone we spoke with is glad to have participated, old 
relationships have been solidified and new relationships have been formed and 
should endure, many people question whether the effort has not been worth the 
benefits. 
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III.  Our Analysis Suggests: 
• Although difficult, it still may be possible to achieve the initial vision and goals of 
the BWP. 
• Loss of the BWP may hurt the Forest Service more than the partners. 

 

IV.  Recommendations 
 
Because a clear picture of the future of the BWP is difficult to project, it is not easy to 
offer recommendations. However, because a number of people apparently do want the 
BWP or some other entity to continue on and focus on the original mission of facilitating 
basin-level boundaryless management, the following recommendations are offered:  
 
 
A. Recommendations for the Bitterroot Watershed Partnership 
 

• If the BWP is to survive as a separate entity, it may benefit from producing 
tangible outcomes, not just coordinating the work of others. 
• A skilled leader should be recruited who can focus solely on the BWP while 
meeting the needs of all of the partners. 
• Education and training in group process and organizational change should be 
provided to steering committee members and staff to help them navigate the difficult 
waters of partnership-based programs. 
• The steering committee should seek on-going third-part reviews and feedback on 
their progress toward understanding and resolving key intra-organizational issues. 
• A full-time coordinator(s) should be hired.  
• The steering committee should invest in training and education so that it operates 
more like a professional team than as an informal neighborhood group. 
• If the BWP chooses not to continue as a freestanding organization, it should 
document and distribute the lessons learned from the process to date and institute a 
mechanism to keep track of all of the projects and activities occurring in the 
watershed. 

 
B. Recommendations for the Forest Service 
 

• It may behoove the agency to begin large-scale watershed projects with lower 
expectations and it is important not to implicitly or explicitly promise what cannot be 
delivered. 
• Future efforts may have more likelihood of success if steps are taken to ensure 
local Forest employees are fully committed to the project and local capacity exists 
before launching large-scale watershed programs. 
• Tailor the approach used for each large-scale watershed program to local 
conditions and needs and avoid one-size-fits-all partnership models. 
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• Be aware devolving funding to the regional level may effectively kill most special 
projects occurring solely on one or two Forests because of competing demands at the 
regional level. 
• Develop partnerships with other federal agencies to ensure a diverse and long-
term funding base for large-scale watershed projects. 
• Adopt specific criteria to define the meaning of large-scale watershed 
management.  

 
A complete discussion of these points is found in the following full report. 
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I.  The BWP Has Generated A Number Of Positive Outcomes:   
 
1. The Promise of Significant Sums of Money from the Forest Service Got People To The 
Table; Causing New Relationships To Form That Should Endure Over Time. 
Almost everyone we spoke with said  the Forest Service implicitly or explicitly led local 
organizations and individuals to believe  significant sums of money (possibly up to $1.5 
million) would be available if they came together to form the BWP. The promise of these 
funds was the trigger that caused the initial steering committee to form. The members 
included individuals and organizations that held a common interest in restoring the 
Bitterroot Watershed. Some of the people on the steering committee had working 
relationships prior to the start of the BPW, but many did not. For example, the Tri-State 
Water Quality Council, Audubon Society, and Bitterroot RC&D all said they are now 
working with partners they had never worked with before. As a result, most people we 
interviewed said many new relationships have been created that should endure and 
benefit the community and the watershed over time.  
 
2.  A Vision of Whole Basin, Boundaryless Management Was Developed. 
Following from the first point, the creation of the original business plan stimulated people 
and organizations from throughout the watershed to join together to develop 
understandings and visions focused on a whole Bitterroot basin, not just individual 
subbasins, issues, or projects. In many ways, this was the first time interests as diverse as 
environmental groups and landowners have agreed on the need to work together to 
conserve the whole watershed. Many people now seem to have a broader perspective of 
the type of boundaryless management that may be needed to restore the basin. 
 
3.  An Excellent Business Plan Was Prepared. 
The business plan written by the initial core group was deemed to be among the best of 
the fifteen national large-scale watershed programs. Even though the plan was written 
rather quickly, the vision of boundaryless management remains a priority for many of the 
partners and the stated goals have stood the test of time and been implicitly and explicitly 
revalidated a number of times by the group.  
 
4. A Number of Successful On-The-Ground Projects Were Completed As Intended And 
Added Real Value To The Watershed. 
Although the seed money was eventually provided to the BWP by the Bitterroot National 
Forest was project focused, seven excellent projects were implemented. For example, an 
assessment and monitoring project was implemented in Three Mile Creek aimed at 
improving bank stability and riparian conditions and reducing sediment loading. A model 
tributary project in Skalkaho Creek helped to modify irrigation structures and as it is 
completed will help restore migratory populations of westslope cutthroat trout.  Almost 
every person we spoke with mentioned the success of these projects.  
 
5. The Bitterroot National Forest Has Been Extremely Supportive Of The Project.  
A number of people we spoke with said the Supervisor of the Bitterroot National Forest 
has been very supportive of the BWP. Even when it did not look like the Washington 
Office was going to deliver the large sums of money people believed were promised, the 
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Bitterroot National Forest provided about $60,000 to $70,000 for projects. Many people 
also spoke highly of the current Regional Forester, saying he understood the need for 
landscape level watershed management.  
6. In Sum, Despite Some Major Obstacles (See Section II Below), Everyone We Spoke 
With Said  The BWP Was “A Good Thing To Do” and Most Want to Stay at the Table in 
Some Way. 
Although the partnership faces rough sledding, as described in Section II, everyone we 
spoke with said overall the process has been beneficial. Most people also said, even if the 
BWP does not exist as initially designed or as a formal entity in the future, they wanted to 
somehow stay in contact with the other steering committee members. People said the 
expanded network of relationships and increased coordination that resulted from the 
process was very beneficial and should be maintained. 
 
II.  Despite the Positive Outcomes, The BWP Faces Many Challenges: 

 
1.  Although the Promise of Funding Brought People to the Table, Most Engaged 

For the Wrong Reasons. 
Although the promise of significant funding helped to bring people to the table to form 
the BWP, the downside of this approach was people were motivated primarily by access 

to money, not concerns about watershed health per se. Despite the mission statement 
and goals of basin-wide boundaryless management, money was the carrot that drew the 

group together, not pressing resource issues. Non-profits, local, and state agencies 
have been active in local watersheds or other issues for many years saw this as an 

opportunity to tap into whole new funding sources. Some Forest Service personnel also 
saw the BWP as a way to tap into additional internal agency funding streams. 

However, the Forest Service did not deliver on its promised funds. When this occurred, 
the partnerships primary reason-for-being evaporated. As a result, the BWP has 

experienced rough sailing and had to rethink its purpose and mode of operations.  
 

2.  The Forest Service Created Expectations It Could Not Deliver On. 
Following from the first point, big expectations were created by the Forest Service’s 
promise of significant amounts of money. The fact  the agency did not come through with 
the funds left almost every non-federal employee we spoke feeling they had been set up 
or deceived by the Forest Service. One steering committee member summarized the 
feelings of almost everyone we spoke with by stating, “The Forest Service shafted us. 
This has been very discouraging.” Although we could not determine who exactly within 
the Forest Service was purported to have made these claims, and although people 
understood  nothing was guaranteed, almost every non-federal employee we spoke with 
said they were led to believe  large amounts of money were almost a certainty. The 
agency appears to have lost a good deal of goodwill as a result of not coming through 
with the funds people believed were promised. 
 
However, it is not just the inability to deliver the funds that irks people. Our interviews 
found many people felt the Forest Service also did not deliver on its commitment to 
meaningfully participate in the BWP. The original impetus of the large-scale watershed 
concept came from the Washington Office of the agency. However, the concept was 
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apparently never completely understood or fully embraced by local Forest Service 
employees and the agency never engaged as promised. For example, the Bitterroot 
National Forest originally designated a representative to the steering committee, but when 
this person retired the only individual representing the agency had to represent two 
organizations and therefore could not represent the Forest Service on the steering 
committee very effectively. This conflict of interest led this individual to eventually drop 
off the board (although the individual continues to be actively involved as a non-voting 
board member). The agency was also never able to sign off on the BWP’s bylaws. 
Although they cannot be expected to keep track of every detail of local projects, the lack 
of full engagement by the Forest Service was underscored by a minimal awareness 
among some senior agency executives of the current troubled status of the project. One 
person summarized the feelings of many by stating, “From the beginning the Forest 
Service did not embrace the mindset of boundaryless management. They were never 
willing to develop relationships outside of the formal circles.” As with the funding, the 
Forest Service seems to have lost some goodwill as a result of not becoming 
meaningfully engaged as full partners in a project it initiated. (It should be noted few 
other federal or state agencies embraced or invested meaningful time, energy, or 
resources in the project). 
 
3.  As with Many Start-Ups, Confusion Exists Over How the Partnership Can Serve its 
Members While Building Its Own Base. 
Each of the organizations represented on the BWP steering committee have their own 
priorities, constituents, donors, and funding needs. As with many new start ups, the BWP 
has experienced a good deal of confusion over how each of the member organizations can 
benefit from the BWP while also helping the BWP itself to thrive. For example, it has 
been very difficult for the partners to invest the time, dollars, and resources required to 
keep the BWP viable while they seek funds and resources for their own organizations. 
Tension has emerged over how the BWP raises funds without competing with its 
members’ fundraising efforts. In addition, many people voiced confusion over the role of 
the Bitter Root Water Forum and the BWP. Many people said although the Forum’s 
primary focus is water quality and the BWP initially had a much larger basin-level focus, 
both watershed groups ended up competing for the same sources of funds. People said 
public agencies as well as funders external to the Bitterroot Valley are confused about the 
differences between the BWP and the Water Forum. We found lack of clarity over this 
issue has created spoken and unspoken personal animosities and organizational problems 
that seem to have seriously wounded the project.  
 
4.  The Steering Committee Has Not Reached Out Widely To The Community. 
Many people we spoke with mentioned few people within the watershed know about the 
BWP and therefore broad-based community support is low. This is because the steering 
committee did not reach out to the broader community. Their initial focus was primarily 
on dividing up the funds promised by the Forest Service and on coordinating efforts 
among steering committee members. In addition, each of non-profit organizations 
represented on the steering committee has their own local constituency and did not want 
to duplicate outreach and educational efforts. Our interviews found many people feel the 
public agencies on the committee are not structured to reach out to local citizens. For 
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example, they like to hold meetings during the workday, while the time to meet with 
private citizens is usually at night. The result is a project few people, other than those 
directly involved with the BWP, know about or can offer support to.     
 
6. The Restrictions Placed on the Initial Funding Hindered Efforts to Focus on Basin-
Level Boundaryless Management. 
Because the promised unencumbered large pot of money never materialized, the funds 
that were made available by the Bitterroot National Forest were tied to specific projects 
and had to quickly generate results. Consequently, although they appear to be excellent 
projects, a number of people we spoke with said they have a traditional look to them. 
That is, they are small scale, site and issue specific. Many of the people we interviewed 
said the steering committee never had the chance to focus on its initial vision of 
boundaryless public-private land management. One person summarized this by stating, 
“We ended up getting more money to do the type of projects we always do. We never had 
the resources to plan and implement projects aimed at our ambitious vision.” Many 
people also said the way the initial funds were delivered created a tension between doing 
on-the-ground projects and the need for broader planning and time to develop cohesion 
among the steering committee. As a result, the steering committee never had the time or 
opportunity to develop the trust, understanding and relationships needed for long-term 
success. Despite these problems, our interviews found a number of people still thought 
the vision of boundaryless management was worthy and should not be abandoned. 
However, the majority of people we spoke with never even mentioned the goal of basin-
level boundaryless management, which indicates it may no longer be a primary focus. 
 
7.  The Original Goal of the Forest Service Washington Office in Requesting a Proposal 
Addressing Fire Issues Did Not Match the Needs or Interests of the Partnership. 
Most of the BWP partners are involved with fire issues in some manner. Consequently, 
despite the Washington office’s original goal of having the BWP focus on the interface 
between fires and watershed health, the project has predominately avoided fire issues so 
as not to compete with the priorities or funding streams of steering committee members. 
In addition to not addressing the original intent, the lack of a fire focus diluted the 
Bitterroot Forest’s ability to secure internal dollars because many of the internal funding 
streams are linked to fire issues and the BWP cannot compete for these dollars. In short, 
one of the Washington office’s reasons for initiating the project has not been addressed. 
 
8.  The Steering Committee Is Very Technically Oriented and Lacks Strong Leadership 
and People Skilled in Managing Complex Social Systems. 
Many of the people we spoke with said one of the key missing links is a strong inspiring 
leader on the steering committee or staff who is focused solely on the Bitterroot 
Watershed Partnership. It appears a leader is needed who can orchestrate agreements on 
how to raise funds while meeting the needs of all the member groups. Although various 
agency, non-profit, and private individuals on the steering committee have served in a 
leadership capacity at key times, each partner also represents his own organization. No 
one has the ability to focus solely on the well being of the BWP. One person summarized 
the views of many by stating, “We did not have a leader who could provide the 
inspiration and energy to keep people moving forward.”  
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In addition, a number of people said the steering committee suffers from communication 
problems and a leader or staff is needed who is skilled in group facilitation, problem 
solving, and organizational development. Most of the people involved with the BWP are 
technically oriented. They are not trained to address complex group dynamic issues or 
social systems. As a consequence, many people said the steering committee has bogged 
down over certain issues (such as how to prioritize projects and divide up fundraising 
between the BWP and its members) or, alternatively, avoided issues, because they did not 
have the leadership and skills required to resolve them.   
 
From our interviews it appears the steering committee did not adopt formal ground rules 
for how it would operate and make decisions. Although the initial strategic planning 
process did address the issues, no systematic method was adopted to prioritize projects or 
resolve key issues. Part of the reason for this was many steering committee members felt 
a formal prioritization process may have made sense had the BWP received large sums of 
funding, but in the absence of such funding the strategic plan itself (or a watershed plan) 
could guide project prioritization (i.e. projects should support the plan’s goals). One 
person summarized the feelings of many we spoke with about the consequences of not 
adopting a formal prioritization process by stating, “We never really worked as a 
partnership. We had no filter for deciding on projects. Whoever showed up advocated for 
their project and got it funded.”   
 
It should be noted the steering committee was sufficiently aware of these problems such 
that it hired consultants to help the group through a strategic planning process. However, 
many people we spoke with complained the planning process took too long and was not 
sufficiently focused. As a result, the process never directly surfaced or resolved the core 
underlying issues that confront the partnership such as how to prioritize projects and sort 
out the role of the BWP compared with its members’ roles regarding fund raising and 
other issues. 
 
9. The Lack Of A Full Time Coordinator Has Been A Major Stumbling Block. 
A half-time coordinator was hired and worked for almost a year. However, the workload 
was too large for a half-time person and much of the coordinator’s time had to be devoted 
to raising funds for her own position. Consequently, some important organization-
building tasks fell through the cracks and opportunities were lost. Given the challenges of 
addressing the complex set of issues and the needs of numerous public, private, and non-
profit organizations in a culturally divided watershed, one or more full-time coordinators 
would seem to be needed to handle the tasks effectively.   
 

10. Concerns Exist Over What Watershed Management Actually Entails. 
A number of people from non-profits and other sectors we spoke with voiced concern 
over the lack of clarity about what watershed management means. Many people said 
because the “buzzword of the day” is watershed management, and because some of their 
internal funding streams are tied to watershed line items, the Forest Service now calls 
almost everything it does on the uplands “watershed projects.”  These people said 
traditional timber treatments, thinning, fire management, and economic development are 
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now often called watershed projects, although most people outside of the agency think 
watershed management involved activities directly affecting riparian areas, water quality 
and quantity, soil erosion and the like. One person said, “The agency has bent projects to 
fit their funding sources and current needs and they spend lots of dollars on these projects 
but can never measure results from a watershed perspective.” Another person said, “The 
agency’s projects were confusing and distracting to many of us. The Forest Service 
should not do any more of these until they develop clear definitions of what large- scale 
watershed management is.”  
 
11. Due to the Constraints Outlined Above, the Future of the BWP Seems in Doubt and it 
is Devolving into a Network Rather Than a Free Standing Organization. 
As a result of the difficulties facing the project, at the time of this writing, the future of 
the BWP seemed very unclear and the steering committee appeared to be heading down a 
path toward becoming an informal network rather than a free-standing organization. 
Because the steering committee decided to no longer meet regularly, the bylaws were 
suspended, many members of the executive committee no longer regularly attend 
meetings, and in general we got the sense many people have lost their energy and interest 
in the BWP. It is difficult to know the long-term implications of the decision to become a 
network for the community or watershed. One thing that seems certain, however, is that 
no organization will hold the vision and help promote whole- basin boundaryless 
watershed management and restoration. 
 
12. Although People Are Glad To Have Participated, Many Feel the Effort Has Not Been 
Worth the Benefits. 
In sum, everyone we spoke with said overall, the experience was positive, many 
relationships have been strengthened or developed and should endure, and they are glad 
they participated in the project. However, a majority of people also said, on hindsight, 
they question whether the benefits that have accrued, such as expanded and enhanced 
working relationships and a few on-the-ground projects, have been worth the time and 
effort invested. If networking becomes its primary role, many people said they would put 
a small amount of time into the BWP, but not much. One government official 
summarized these feelings well by stating, “Will anything come of this (BWP)? I doubt 
it.”  
 
 
III.  Analysis 
 
1. Although Difficult, It Still May be Possible to Achieve the Initial Vision and Goals of 
the BWP. 
Although almost everyone we spoke with voiced uncertainty over the proper future role 
of the BWP and many were doubtful it would continue in its existing—or even any—
form, our analysis also found solid support for an entity with the mission of achieving 
basin-level boundaryless management. Most people said no organization within the 
watershed had basin level boundaryless management and coordination as its mission. 
Many felt that despite the relationships, enhanced networking and coordination  have 
evolved, without an entity with this specific mission, most activities would soon devolve 
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back to the small-scale issue and site- specific level, which will not be sufficient to 
restore the basin. One person summarized the feelings of many by stating, “The 
organization should find a way to stay strong and work together because the work needs 
to be done at a larger level. Cross boundary partnerships are still a very important 
approach to conservation. It’s hard. But we need to give it a realistic chance.”  
 
A revised version of the BWP itself or possibly the Water Forum could become the 
vehicle to promote and coordinate basin-level boundaryless management. Whatever 
entity takes on this role, it must develop linkages between and bring all of the key players 
in the basin to the table. Because federally-owned lands cover almost 70% of the basin, 
the Forest Service in particular must be tightly linked with state, local, and private efforts.   
   
2. Loss of BWP May Hurt the Forest Service More than the Partners.  
If the BWP disappears, a number of people we interviewed said they thought the biggest 
loser would be the Forest Service. Non-profit organizations such as Trout Unlimited can 
achieve their goals by working with groups such as the Water Forum. Local Forest 
Service representatives also said they have long-standing relationships with many non-
profit groups that will endure. However, one of the intents of the BWP was to provide the 
Forest Service with a forum where it could coordinate with non-profit organizations and 
citizens it did not normally communicate with on a basin-wide scale. If the BWP no 
longer exists, many interviewees said people could become skeptical about engaging in 
future projects with the agency. The result is the agency could find it difficult to pursue 
meaningful partnerships in the future. 
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IV.  Recommendations 
 
A good deal of uncertainty exists over the future of the BWP. Some people believe the 
vision of basin-level boundaryless management remains compelling and few of the 
organizations will ultimately be able to achieve their goals without this type of broad 
focus and multiple partnerships. Others believe the working relationships that emerged 
out of the BWP will endure and are sufficient for their needs and if it continues to exist at 
all, its primary function should be networking. Because a clear picture of the future is 
difficult to depict, it is not easy to offer recommendations. However, because a number of 
people apparently do want the BWP, or some entity, to continue on with the focus of 
facilitating basin-level boundaryless management, the following recommendations are 
offered:  
 
A. Recommendations for the Bitterroot Watershed Partnership 
 
1.  If the BWP is to Survive as a Separate Entity, It Must Refocus Its Mission on Tangible 
Outcomes. 
Many people we interviewed said the current direction of the partnership to devolve into 
an informal network seems unlikely to succeed over the long haul. Coordination is a 
necessary activity. However, as one person said, “Coordination is a process, not a result.” 
The success achieved through various projects will be attributed to those that do the 
projects. Those who facilitated networking and coordination will get little to no credit; 
even if they helped others do their work. This suggests an entity with a primary focus of 
coordination and networking is not likely to last very long. If the BWP does not endure, 
or if another local entity fails to adopt the mission and vision of working at the whole-
basin boundaryless management scale, even with better coordination, funding constraints 
and other issues seem likely to drive projects back to the small-scale, site-, and issue-
specific levels. If the agencies, organizations, and citizens concerned with large-scale 
boundaryless management are to achieve their vision, the BWP, or some other entity, 
must develop a mission focused on achieving specific outcomes, not just on networking. 
 
2.  Find a Skilled Leader Who Can Focus Solely on the BWP. 
If people decide the BWP should continue as a freestanding organization, it may behoove 
the steering committee to seek a strong leader who believes in the need for basin-level 
boundaryless management and does not represent any other organization. This individual 
could become a steering committee member or paid staff. A leader who can inspire and 
motivate others while focusing solely on the well-being of the BWP may generate new 
ideas for how the BWP can serve its members while surviving as a free standing entity. 
 
3. Seek Education and Training in Group Process, Conflict Resolution and 
Organizational Change. 
Following from the point above, steering committee members may benefit from training 
and education in group process and organizational development. Although watershed 
partnerships exist because of ecological and/or socio-economic concerns, the key to 
success lies in the ability to understand and manage complex human systems. The 
steering committee represents a social system that is just as difficult to manage as an 
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ecological system. Many people we spoke with mentioned they became inspired and 
gained knowledge and skills after the former coordinator returned from the U.S. Forest 
Service workshops held in Chattanooga, TN, in 2001 and the ‘lessons learned’ workshop 
in Portland, Oregon, in November 2002. Many said they wished they had the opportunity 
to experience the same type of education and training early on. It may behoove the 
partnership to seek this type of skill building at this time.   
 
4. Pursue Early Third-Party Reviews and Assistance. 
A number of people we interviewed said an early formative review assessing the 
project’s strengths and weaknesses, similar to this one, could have been very helpful. The 
steering committee never received feedback from a neutral third party that could 
potentially have helped resolve some of the key issues. 
 
5.  Hire a Full-Time Coordinator. 
If the BWP decides to recommit itself to being a freestanding organization, a full-time 
coordinator will be needed. This individual should have sound leadership, group 
management, and organizational skills such as fund raising. 
 
6. Operate Like a Professional Team Rather Than an Informal Neighborhood Group. 
One step that could help the BWP in the short term is to adopt clear goals, roles, and rules 
describing how it will function. Many watershed partnerships operate as ‘Saturday 
morning drop-in neighborhood sports groups.’ Whoever shows up sets the agenda, 
controls the rules, and decides on the role each person will play. High performance 
teams, such as professional athletic teams, on the other hand, spend considerable time 
practicing individually and as teams. They develop great clarity over goals, roles, and 
rules so that no matter who shows up at events, they can operate efficiently and 
effectively. If people want the BWP to continue in any meaningful form, it may behoove 
the steering committee to establish clear goals, roles, and rules. 
 
7. If the BWP Chooses Not To Continue as a Free Standing Organization, Document the 
Lessons Learned and Keep Track of All of the Projects and Activities Occurring in the 
Valley. 
Many people we interviewed said much has been learned from the process of organizing 
a steering committee, writing a business plan, and pursuing projects. It may help 
organizations and individuals throughout the Bitterroot Valley to learn about these 
lessons. Therefore, even if the partnership is to devolve into a network or disappear 
completely, it could prove very helpful to hold a group “exit interview’ of some type to 
document in writing the lessons learned by all steering committee members and distribute 
the document widely. In addition, it may prove very useful for some entity to establish 
some type of electronic database where organizations can post the locations, goals, time 
frame, and partners involved with projects they are engaged in within the basin. If readily 
available to anyone interested, this type of system could help avoid overlap and 
duplication and advance the goal of basin-level boundaryless management. 
 
B. Recommendations for the Forest Service 
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1. Start with Lower Expectations and Don’t Promise What Cannot Be Delivered. 
One lesson  can be learned from the experience of the BWP is the Forest Service should 
avoid raising expectations (implicitly or explicitly) by promising funds and resources  it 
is not 100% sure can be delivered. Many people we spoke with said the BWP would be 
much better off today if the Forest Service had just offered seed money to help them get 
started. Larger dollars could then be provided in the future once the organization was 
solidified. Even then, the palpable feelings of resentment we heard in so many interviews 
underscores that the agency should at all costs avoid promising anything—small or 
large—unless it has complete certainty it can deliver on those promises. 
2. Ensure Local Forest Employees are Fully Committed and Local Capacity Exists 
Before Launching Large-Scale Watershed Projects. 
Our interviews found a good deal of skepticism among local organizations and citizens 
about the Forest Service’s commitment to the BWP. Certain staff members, such as the 
individual who helped organize the original steering committee and developed the 
business plan and the Bitterroot Forest Supervisor, are clearly committed and have done 
whatever they can to help the project succeed. However, the agency has a natural 
tendency to focus its attention on the lands under its responsibility, and with a limited 
budget and staff that are already stretched thin, it is far from certain how wide the 
commitment to the BWP is within the agency. The Washington office of the agency may 
benefit by taking extra steps to ensure local Forests have the staff, resources, and 
understanding needed to meaningfully engage in large-scale watershed restoration 
projects before initiating major new projects. 
 
3.  Avoid One-Size-Fits-All Partnership Models. 
If the Forest Service is to pursue projects similar to the BWP in the future, one lesson that 
could be learned from this experience is to avoid prescribing a one-size-fits-all 
partnership approach to every situation. The Forest Service wanted a new entity 
organized in the Bitterroot that would allow it to engage private and state interests in 
basin-level management. While the model of creating a new organization may have 
worked in other locations, due to the number of organizations that already existed, the 
limited amount of funding available, and the limited number of local people that will 
actively engage in such efforts, it may have been wiser to work through existing 
organizations to achieve its goals.  Knowing the type of entity to establish or work 
through requires extensive site-level investigation. While labor intensive, this approach 
may lead to a much greater likelihood of success in the future than a one-size-fits-all 
approach. 
 
4.  Devolving Funding to the Regional Level Effectively Kills Most Special Projects. 
A number of people said once the decision was made to delegate funding for the large-
scale watershed projects to the regional level, funding for the BWP was effectively dead. 
Each National Forest has needs and each forest supervisor has unique responsibilities. It 
is therefore very difficult for a Regional Office to allocate a large pot of funds to one or 
two forests alone for a special project. If specific high-profile projects are to be launched, 
they will probably require special funding from the Washington office.  
 
5. Ensure a Diverse and Long-Term Funding Base for Large-Scale Watershed Projects. 
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Following from the previous point, the fallout caused by the failure of the Forest Service 
to deliver on the funds people felt were promised could have been tempered if the agency 
had rounded up multiple funding sources prior to the start of the project. For example, 
had a pool of funds from EPA, National Refuge System, and other USDA programs been 
organized to support the BWP, the loss of Forest Service funds may not have generated 
such negative impacts. Further, funding commitments from other public agencies would 
have ensured more buy-in and support for the BWP and provided a stable source of long-
term funding. This could have helped the project through the hard times it is now 
experiencing. A number of people we spoke with said cultural change in small 
communities such as exist within the Bitterroot Valley takes a long time. A 2- to 5-year 
project is not likely to achieve the type of change needed to ensure basin- level 
boundaryless management. Efforts must have a time horizon of 5-10 years or more. This 
time scale requires a long-term funding commitment. Only multiple funding sources can 
provide this. Although the Forest Service should be a key leader whenever National 
Forest lands are involved in a project, the more the agency follows its own suggestion of 
working in partnership—in this case partnering with other agencies to sponsor and fund 
large-scale watershed projects--the greater the likelihood of long term success.  
 
6. Adopt Specific Criteria to Define Large-Scale Watershed Management.  
The concerns we heard from a diverse group of people over the Forest Service’s apparent 
loose use of the term ‘watershed management’ to characterize many different types of 
projects suggests the agency may benefit by clearly defining which projects fit the 
classification and which do not. The failure to clarify the type of projects that can be 
included in large-scale watershed management programs is certain to increase the 
skepticism about the agency among some of the public. 

 
 
 
 
 


