
Our national forests encompass 
193 million acres nationwide. 
These forests and grasslands 

are among the public lands upon 
which many of us love to hike,  
camp and seek quiet refuge, but  
they also provide for us and the 
planet in other, incalculable ways. 
They clean our air, house healthy 
watersheds, and sustain diverse life 
forms that affect us in ways we may 
not even understand. 
 The U.S. Forest Service is 
charged with guardianship of our 
national forest lands, including the 
development and enforcement of 
management plans that set limits on 
resource extraction and prevent uses 
that would harm important wildlife 
habitat. Under the National Forest 
Management Act, the agency is 
required to revise these forest plans 
every 10 to 15 years to keep current 
with changing ecological conditions 
and demands on resources in each 
national forest. 
 The first forest plans, which were 
based upon rules set out in 1982, 
included standards and guidelines 
that limited resource use, as well as 
strong language concerning wildlife 
habitat, forest health and road 
densities. Apparently, these legally-
binding guidelines, which provided 
for management of wildlife habitat 
and limited use of forest resources, 
proved too limiting for the voracious 
appetite of industry. 
 Beginning in the late 1990s, a 
new movement towards “simplifying” 
the forest planning process took 
hold within the Forest Service. New 
planning rules began to emerge that 
would reduce the role of science 
in the planning process, limit 
requirements for the maintenance  

of species and their habitat, and 
change the framework of the forest 
plans and public participation. 

Starting in 2000, the agency issued 
a series of proposed rules, interim 
rules, “interpretative” rules, and 
planning regulations, which gradually 
worsened after the anti-environmental 
Bush administration took office. 
 The final bureaucratic blow was 
struck when the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture published the “2005 
Rule,” a rule that would revise the 
forest plans in ways that would 
eliminate legally-enforceable 
standards. The new plans would 

contain no hard and fast prescriptions 
for allowable levels of grazing, 
logging, mining, road densities or, 

for that matter, restoration efforts. 
Instead, they would merely  
describe “desired conditions,”  
with no actual timelines for achieving  
these conditions nor guidance  
for implementation.  
 These new, amorphous plans  
also were designed as “living 
documents”—which sounded 
dangerously like they would become 
subject to the whim of each forest 
supervisor. To make matters worse, 
in 2006, the agency employed a 

ADVOCACY SPOTLIGHT

     Setting the Standard
After the Forest Service rewrote the rules to set the stage for irresponsible and 
industry-friendly management of our national forests, the Center and other 
conservation groups stepped in. Our members, the public—and now, the courts—have 
refused to let the agency off the hook. 

Greta Anderson, Conservation Advocate

C E N T E R  F O R  B I O L O G I C A L  D I V E R S I T Y  S P R I N G  2 0 0 72

Ph
ot

o 
by

 C
hr

is
 K

as
sa

r

The Coconino National Forest is home to Arizona’s San Francisco Peaks, a volcanic 
mountain range north of Flagstaff.  From base to summit, these mountains showcase the 
extraordinary diversity of our national forest lands, climbing from desert plants through 
pinyon-juniper woodlands, on through ponderosa and fir forests, all the way to alpine 
tundra—a rare treasure in the Southwest.



series of technical loopholes to exclude 
its forest plans from the scrutiny of 
environmental review under the National 
Environmental Policy Act. Ironically, in 
doing so, the Forest Service essentially 
admitted that the plans would be so 
vague in their management standards as 
to have no environmental consequences, 
and therefore not require comprehensive 
environmental impact statements 
analyzing their effects, nor be subject  
to appeal. 
 The justifying logic? The Forest 
Service claimed that because 
environmental reviews would be 
completed at the project level (i.e., on 
each timber sale, grazing permit, or  
road construction), the broader 
programmatic direction defined in 
the forest plans did not need specific 
analysis. But that logic is suspect; 
the agency has been systematically 
exempting itself from site-specific 
reviews as well by applying “categorical 
exclusions,” an ever-expanding list 
of actions that can be taken on our 
public lands without public input or 
comprehensive environmental analysis.  
 The agency’s strategy under the 
2005 rules has been comparable to a 
baker deciding that there is no need to 
consult a recipe to bake a cake, and 
then also failing to measure any of the 
ingredients as the batter is prepared. 
The quality of the cake then depends 
solely on the skill and experience of 
the baker, but if something goes awry, 
no one will know exactly why or how to 
fix it. Our forests are too precious as 
refugia for imperiled species to risk this 
kind of reckless management.   
 Fortunately, the courts agreed.  
 On March 30, 2007, in response 
to a lawsuit brought by environmental 
groups including the Center, a federal 
district court determined the Forest 
Service broke the law by passing the 
2005 rules. By failing to provide 
sufficient public notice, by failing to 
analyze the potential environmental 
consequences, and by failing to consult 
with the Fish and Wildlife Service about 
endangered species, the Forest Service 
violated the Endangered Species Act, 
the Administrative Procedures Act, and 

the National Environmental Policy Act. 
The court told the Forest Service to go 
back to the drawing board. 
 In the Southwest, the agency 
had already begun to rewrite regional 
forest plans under the 2005 rules, 
hosting public meetings and asking 
for input and collaboration. Center 
staff and members attended many 
of these meetings and advocated for 
the strongest possible protections for 
endangered species, watersheds, soils 
and ecological resources. We also 
worked in coalition with environmental 
groups in Arizona and New Mexico to 
develop more effective citizen advocacy 
for the forest planning process. 
 It remains to be seen how the Forest 
Service will go forward with revising 

its plans for our national forests. But 
it is clear that both the courts and the 
American public support unambiguous 
standards for protecting the biological 
values of 193 million acres. Hopefully, 
the agency will hear that message loud 
and clear. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •  
 For more information on the Center’s 
campaign and to stay apprised of 
planning for your national forests, visit 
our Web site at: www.biologicaldiversity.
org/swcbd/programs/forests/revisions/.  
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Northern New Mexico’s Carson National Forest encompasses 1.5 million 
acres, including more than 86,000 acres of designated wilderness. The forest 
supports mule deer, elk, antelope, bighorn sheep, black bears and mountain 
lions, as well as some of the most magnificent scenery in the state. 




