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Forest Service Participation in Local Community Planning Efforts

Background
Released in 2007, the Forest Service Open Space Conservation Strategy’s (OSCS) thirteen goals include a goal for increasing Forest Service support for conservation planning in local communities.  In order to determine how best to encourage such support, a survey of forest planners and district rangers was conducted. Survey questions were geared to increase our understanding of how employees are currently engaging in local planning discussions and how such engagement could be strengthened. Survey team members included staff from NFS, S&PF, and R&D. The survey and analysis were completed in October, 2010 and an overview of results is presented here.
Methodology
Thirty-three interviews were conducted with staff from seventeen national forests, and two national grasslands[footnoteRef:1] covering nine Forest Service regions. Interviewees included one forest supervisor, fourteen forest planners, and eighteen district rangers.  Interviews were conducted over the phone, and most took twenty to thirty minutes.  While there were a set number of interview questions, the number of questions asked varied based on whether respondents had participated in local planning discussions as a Forest Service employee; those who had not participated were asked fewer questions than those who had.     [1:  Forests were selected by placing all national forests in numbered list, then using a random number table to select forests until there were two in a region for regions 1-9, and one for region 10.  Any forests selected after there were two for a given region were not included.  The first two grasslands selected from different regions were also included.  Planners from these forests and grasslands then gave us the name of district rangers to interview.  ] 


Results
· A larger percentage of forest planners (86%) were familiar with the Open Space Conservation Strategy than district rangers (39%).  Seventy-eight percent of district rangers and 57% of forest planners reported participating in local planning discussions.  Of those that participated, 70% reported participating in an on-going manner.  
· Eighty-six percent of planners and 88% of rangers reported being encouraged by their forest or region to participate in local planning discussions.  This encouragement came in the form of:
· Supported attendance at conferences for networking
· Participation in formalized advisory or planning committees, usually not sponsored by the Forest Service
· Scheduled standing informal meetings with local and regional planners
· Reminder emails from the Regional Office or Forest Supervisor about local issues and relevant events
· Encouragement to attend local meetings as Forest Service representatives
· Inclusion of local planning participation in individual performance reviews  

· A few respondents identified key ways they felt participation was not encouraged, including receiving mixed messages about whether or not they should participate from their regional office or their forest supervisor, and finding that local planners and officials were unresponsive.

· Planners and rangers participated in local planning discussions focused on a wide range of topics, including:
· Identifying priority lands to be conserved
· Planning for land adjustments and land acquisitions by the Forest Service and their partners
· Deciding on zoning issues
· Advising on subdivision and housing development density and location
· Planning for city growth
· Planning for transportation
· Coordinating fire control activities
· Coordinating infrastructure, including road and utility locations, river setbacks, school locations

· When participating in discussions, most respondents acted as a resource to describe how development could impact NFS lands.  They also often shared plans for NFS lands and discussed how they could be integrated into or complemented by local plans.  Some respondents reported acting as expert advisors on topics such as impacts to National Forest System lands, wildfire protection, importance of habitat connectivity and wilderness areas, and the need for recreation planning and data providers, particularly in the form of GIS layers and maps that convey existing habitat, infrastructure, etc.

· Respondents reported using many tools to work with local planners.  The majority of these were geospatial tools like ArcGIS.  Data for these tools is often shared from Forest staff to local planner and vice versa.  Some forests reported using modeling approaches that scored map data to rank the importance of a given parcel in terms of conservation and connectivity.  

· One hundred percent of respondents identified at least one benefit of participating in local planning discussions.  Benefits identified included:  
· Decreasing the amount of urban interface at NFS borders to decrease wildfire risk, habitat fragmentation and fire costs
·  Increasing habitat connectivity; preserving habitat and cultural sites 
· Strengthening partnerships; taking an “all lands” approach to planning 
· Educating the public on the importance of conservation and resources 
· Keeping the NFS “in the loop” to ensure that we can meet public needs and align public plans with NFS plans 

· Despite the benefits to participating in local planning discussions listed above, 91% of respondents identified barriers that often prevent them for participating successfully or at all.  These barriers include:
· Financial barriers: not enough staff, not enough funding to purchase lands
· Time barriers:  not enough time to be involved will all or any local groups
· Awareness barriers:  unclear how the FS can meaningfully participate without overstepping bounds, unclear why FS should participate when they don’t have a say in final decision
· Partnership barriers:  strained relationships with local/county planners

· Ninety-seven percent of respondents identified skills and tools that could be helpful in increasing their participation in local planning discussions.  Common themes included increasing funding for staff and land purchases, increasing opportunities for community outreach through clearer prioritization and staff assignments, teaching staff how to effectively build and nurture partnerships, helping staff learn the local planning and legal framework, and assisting staff in understanding how the FS can participate in local planning discussions without “stepping on toes.”


Recommendations made by interviewees
The following recommendations were made by the staff being interviewed.
·  (
The National Lands Training
This training, held annually for 4 ½ days by the BLM
 and U.S. Forest Service
, covers public land laws and policies, legal public land
 issues, and how Agency decisio
n
s
 can affect land administration.  It als
o looks at how land-
related tools can assist in making land 
use and planning
 decisions and solving potential issues.
)Trainings:
· Add a module to the National Lands Training for Line Officers and Program Managers[footnoteRef:2] or create regional trainings modeled on National Lands Training that is strongly encouraged for more forest and regional staff.  Trainings should address understanding local legal and planning framework, designating regional “point” for support, and outlining roles of Regional and Forest staff in planning beyond the forest borders.  These trainings may include local planners as well to facilitate a joint understanding of FS roles in local planning.  The majority of respondents who requested a training session recommended that this be in person.  One explicitly stated that online, self-guided trainings would not suffice, and the rest did not express opinions on this issue.   [2:  More information on the National Lands Training can be found at http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/more/lands/training.html#managers] 

· Suggest that forests experiencing tension with local planners/decision makers, sponsor workshops facilitated by non-forest service personnel.  Training should address effective public outreach and engagement, consensus building, communication, and conflict resolution (mediation, negotiation, facilitation, etc).  
· Create written guidelines that outline responsibilities of different staff.  Include Regional case studies of successful participation and methodology used.  
· Administrative shifts:
· Clarify where planning beyond NFS borders should fall in funding/work priorities
· Designate a staff member at regional level to serve as Open Space Planning coordinator.  Clearly outline who is responsible for external relationships at the forest level (supervisor decides macro-level strategy; ranger attends certain meetings/cultivate certain relationships, etc.)
· Forests should develop a methodology for engaging and what responsibilities different roles have in planning beyond NFS borders.  
· Create a mentorship program where new FS employees accompany/meet with current FS employees to facilitate participation in regional planning and develop trust with local planners
· Data Acquisition 
· Create a national toolbox/toolkit that contains names of available tools, where you can get them, who the expert on the tool is, and what the tool can be used for.
· At the Regional or Forest level, create a database of local planning efforts including contacts for state, county and local planning groups, and a schedule of on-going meetings in order to facilitate participation in open space meetings.
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