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Forest Watchdog Retires From Fray

RICHMOND -- Forest Watch ended 
its life last month as it had begun: 
with a determined appeal to protect 
and restore wilderness and wildlife 
on Vermont’s federal lands.

Founded in 1994 to stop logging in 
an area of prime bear habitat in the 
Green Mountain National Forest, the 
group’s last act was to urge the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service to consider 
closing popular snowmobile trails in 
its Northeast Kingdom wildlife refuge 
to better protect animals.

“Forest Watch has been willing to take 
diffi cult positions, assertive positions. 
It didn’t always win us friends,” 
Deputy Director Mollie Matteson 
said last week.

The small, scrappy environmental 
group closed its doors Monday, worn 
down by circumstances -- money-
raising diffi culties, the injury of  its 
leader in an auto accident and the 
end of a long, only partly successful 
campaign to protect 80,000 more 
acres of wilderness in the national 
forest.

Today, Forest Watch will hand over 
its mission to the much larger, better-
funded Arizona-based Center for 
Biological Diversity. Matteson will 
staff the center’s one-person Northeast 
offi ce in Forest Watch’s old digs on 
Main Street in Richmond.

“The idea is to become part of a 
larger movement to look at forests, 

not just as timberland or watersheds 
or wildlife habitat, but as absolutely 
essential to the whole environment,” 
said Forest Watch’s former board 
Chairman Carl Reidel of Ferrisburgh. 
“I think this is a  step forward.”

Suing for wildlife

During its 13-year life, Forest Watch 
saw itself as “a voice for wilderness, 
imperiled species, old-growth forests 
and all those special, threatened places 
and creatures that cannot speak for 
themselves,” as Executive Director 
Jim Northup put it recently.

That mission made Forest Watch a 
relentless watchdog, one that has left 
an indelible mark on management of 
the Green Mountain National Forest.

In the mid 1990s, the group led a 
successful lawsuit to stop logging in 
the 5,000-acre Lamb Brook roadless 
area, a valley rich in bear habitat. 
Today, logging and motorized travel 
are barred from Lamb Brook.

In the late ‘90s, Forest Watch objected 
to a logging project southeast of 
Middlebury, arguing the Forest 
Service had not assessed the impact 
of road-building and timber-cutting 
on an endangered species, the Indiana 
bat.

The Forest Service responded by 
imposing a moratorium on logging 
projects while it studied the bat 
and adopted forestwide protection  
measures.

Timber sales in the 400,000-acre 
forest stopped for nearly fi ve years, 
to the dismay of loggers. The offi cial 
forest plan had called for cutting 
millions of board feet a year.

For much of this decade, Forest 
Watch led a campaign to protect more 
wilderness areas as the Forest Service 
drafted the inch-thick plan that will 
guide its actions in the forest for the 
next 10 to 15 years.

Forest Watch advocated for 80,000 
acres of additional wilderness; the 
Forest Service recommended 27,000 
acres. Congress settled on 42,000.

“We came woefully short of what we 
should have designated,” Northup 
said last week. Northup -- a former 
chief planner at the Green Mountain 
National Forest -- said he was “deeply 
disappointed” that neither Lamb 
Brook nor all of the Glastenbury 
Mountain area of southern Vermont 
received offi cial protection.

“It should have been a 40,000-acre 
wilderness -- a big, wild place that 
would have been one of the best 
east of the Mississippi,” he said of 
Glastenbury Mountain.

‘Formidable opponent’

Forest Watch’s legacy of successes 
won praise from environmental 
groups and often biting criticism 
from loggers who accused the group  
of depriving them of their livelihood 
by needlessly shutting down timber 
sales.
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At the Conservation Law Foundation, 
a frequent ally, Vermont Director 
Chris Kilian said last week that 
Forest Watch led the way in “making  
sure public agencies were thinking 
about a broader array of values in our 
forests beyond simply extracting a 
commodity” like timber.

“They really were hard-hitting 
advocates for lower-impact recreation 
and nongame species protection,” 
he said. “There wasn’t another  
organization as willing to speak the 
truth and stand behind it on those 
issues.”

Bill Sayre, a lumberman, described 
said Forest Watch was a “formidable 
opponent.”

He described Forest Watch’s 
opposition to many timber sales in 
the forest in the 1990s as a “betrayal” 
of the compromise between logging  
and wilderness struck in the 1989 
forest plan.

“It seemed like almost every time a 
timber sale was proposed, it was met 
with resistance from Forest Watch,” 
he said. “The timber industry felt it 
had been betrayed.”

“We wondered why we couldn’t reach 
agreement on the environmental 
benefi ts of working forests,” he 
said. “Ninety to 95 percent of the  
benefi ts they were looking for could 
be achieved while helping the people 
who depend on the forest for their 
jobs and income.”

Changing the guard

Northup devoted 60 to 80 hours a 
week to Forest Watch, his colleagues 
say, but considered the perfect day to 
be one in which he could  clamber up 
brushy, bouldery mountains far from 
the nearest road or hiking trail.

In 2004, a head-on automobile 
collision left both his legs crushed.  

Northup was hospitalized for 
two weeks, wheelchair-bound for 
months.  

He has not recovered the energy for 
constant fundraising at work, nor 
the balance, strength and range of 
motion needed for rambles through  
wilderness.

“I can barely hike a trail for half 
a mile,” he said, resignation in his 
voice.

In late 2006 came the letdown 
after congressional passage of the 
wilderness bill, in which Forest Watch 
won only half what it had sought for 
so long.

“We defi nitely needed to re-vision 
Forest Watch,” Matteson said.  

Coupled with Northup’s injuries and 
declining funding from foundations, 
the letdown led Matteson and the 
Forest Watch to the Center for 
Biological Diversity.

For some time, the center had wanted 
for some time to expand its work in 

the West -- adding dozens of species 
to the federal Endangered Species 
List, watchdogging the management 
of public lands -- to the eastern United 
States.

Peter Galvin, one of the center’s 
founders and its conservation director, 
said he is committed to applying 
the center’s considerable resources, 
including a cadre of lawyers, to 
carrying on and expanding Forest 
Watch’s work.

Like Forest Watch, he said, the center 
is not afraid to “sue when we need to 
sue.”

“We are not in this to win friends but 
to protect species,” he said.


