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A Science and Policy Partnership:  The Great Lakes Forest Alliance  

 
 
 The Great Lakes Forest Alliance was formed in 1987 by a Charter of the Governors of 
Michigan, Minnesota and Wisconsin, joined by Ontario in 1997 to be a forum on emerging 
issues of regional significance using science and experience to affect policy and practice. 
Though restoration of the forest resource in this part of North America was well on its way by 
the 1930's, many have challenged forest management practices.  
 Have improvements been made? Absolutely. Are there areas for continued enhancement? 
Certainly, and to that end the Alliance was initiated to be one vehicle for deliberation, a process 
which we have honed to be open and transparent, science based, policy and practice driven. The 
expectation is that these forums will lead to policy and practice decisions within state/provincial, 
business and private landowner forest management.  
 We truly represent the concept of two flags/one forest as Ontario joined the Alliance in 
1997 because we recognized the similarity in forest type with the variations in policy would 
enable a robust exchange of science and policy that would lead to enhanced practice on both 
sides of the border. 
 Consistently our approach to this end has been forums on emerging issues of regional 
significance using science and experience to affect policy and practice on public and private 
forest lands through an open and transparent process among people of integrity with diverse 
forest perspectives. 
 To accomplish that goal, our Board of Trustees includes the following leaders from each 
of the four jurisdictions:  
*  Chief or State Foresters;  
*  Governor or Premier appointee; 
*  Four delegates representing  
 * The academic and research communities; 
 * Business; 
 * Government; 
 * Private landowners; and 
 * The citizenry.  
In addition, representatives from the United States and Canadian Forest Services participate. 
 
 Two of our trustees will share their perspectives on the four concepts we would like to 
briefly describe to you that reflect our work on science, policy and practice.  Dr. Daniel 
Keathley, Chair of the Forestry School of Michigan State University, will share our work on 
developing a suite of sustainable forest management criteria and indicators and a government 
and industry process to research and implement a sustainable forest inventory.  Mr. William 
Thornton, Chief Forester for the Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources, will share about the 
annual region-wide science and policy summit we host on sustainable forest management and 
our most recent endeavor regarding sustaining the future of the forest industry in the Upper 
Great Lakes Region.  
 



Regional Forest Resources Assessment 
 Through contracts with states, universities and the Forest Service research station, the 
Alliance conducted a regional forest resources assessment which was unveiled in 1994.  Key 
findings of that study showed the equitable and integrative relationship among ecological, 
economic and social components of the forest resource.  For example, communities in the region 
with both timber and tourism sectors faired better than those with one or the other or neither.  
The study also demonstrated the need for continued dialogue on the ecological integration.  That 
led the Alliance to its next work. 
 
Development of Sustainable Forest Management Criteria and Indicators 
 The Alliance trustees determined it would be appropriate to develop a suite of sustainable 
forest management criteria and indicators unique to our forest types and to do so through 
dialogue and deliberation among diverse parties.  An advisory committee of research, industry 
and environmentalists guided the process; A consulting firm in Ontario was contracted to 
develop draft criteria and indicators through this public process.  Forums were held in Ontario 
and Minnesota with specific target audience groups, namely, environmental groups and citizens, 
non-industrial private woodland owners, industry and government and the academy.  They 
discussed values and components and the consultants developed a set of over 140 indicators.  
Unique to this process, each indicator was identified for appropriateness at a scale of region, 
forest management unit or private woodland scale and this really appealed to the groups who 
participated in the process.  The drafts were posted on the internet and sent to all participants for 
feedback and finally adopted by the Alliance trustees in June, 1998.   
 A conference was then held at the Johnson Foundation’s Wingspread Conference Center 
in Racine, Wisconsin to prioritize the indicators (we culled and aggregated to a set of 39) and to 
identify definitions and data sets.  For this meeting research scientists guided our work groups:  
Dr. Maureen McDonough of Michigan State University led the social pillar component, Dr. 
James Bowyer of the University of Minnesota led the economic pillar work group and Dr. John 
Kotar of the University of Wisconsin led the ecological work group.  Work groups, in turn, 
consisted of leaders of the region who were state foresters, county foresters, private landowners, 
industry, tourism/ recreation, environmental groups, and citizens from the states and provinces. 
 
Application of the Indicators to Policy and Practice 
     As with most of our work, these indicators have been utilized by the organizations, agencies 
and businesses within the Alliance sphere of influence.    At the Wingspread Conference, 
delegates determined it would be crucial to take these indicators to the community level for that 
was where policy and practice would change in this region.  We conducted a forum for 
communities and through work with Michigan State University, the Alliance developed a 
Community Handbook on Sustainable Forest Management. 
     The Community Handbook includes an understanding of forest sustainability issues, 
historical perspective, an array of local case studies with sustainability indicator development, 
process ideas and a compendium of data sources for communities to compile data for their own 
chosen indicators.  
 One county involved in the community process, from Gogebic County, Michigan, 
through the county forester, are considering plans to train volunteers to collect data to monitor 
the ecological indicators, to provide teacher education efforts to reach local students to be 
involved in the sustainability discussions.  



 In another arena, public natural resource agencies, private forest industries and 
communities have used the suite of indicators in determining the SFM indicators for their lands.  
Wisconsin and Michigan DNR used the indicators as a starting point for their state work and  
these indicators were used to build the set proposed at the State of the Lakes Ecological 
Conference(SOLEC).  
 
Continuous Forest Inventory Analysis  
 Another effort which really came out of the Regional Resource Assessment and 
Sustainable Forest Management work was to partner with industry and state governments to 
support research at North Central Research Station in St. Paul, Minnesota to develop a 
continuous forest inventory process in the region.  A group of state government and industry 
leaders proposed the Alliance host a forum on the forest inventory and analysis work, which we 
did.  From that, industry leaders from Mead, now Mead WestVaco, led an effort to draw support 
from industry in the region and the state agencies who together contributed over $140,000 to 
support the research.  North Central Research Station was able to secure additional federal funds 
because of the commitment expressed by the region. 
 Coming from this work, the Alliance began developing a Great Lakes Forest at a Glance 
data sheet which combined the criteria and indicators developed earlier with the data collection 
effort so we can share more information about the region to policy and practice decision makers.  
Perhaps even more challenging was the work the Alliance sponsored among the states, the 
federal governments and the province to share data and reformat data to meet each other’s 
categories and definitions.  Mensurationists from the state/provincial agencies and federal   
research stations grappled with definitions and re-organization of data sets to create a data 
compilation according to the indicators selected by jurisdiction and by regional totals.   
 One example is a data chart which shows the trends in forest land over time. It documents 
available data on the amount of forest land since the 1930's. It helps us to see both the impact of 
the sheer mass of forest land in the Province of Ontario (and thus the volume of Spruce-fir forest, 
but also shows subtle differences, though significant volume variation from one state to another 
over the time period. It suggests the importance of looking at these data from both the local and 
regional scales to see the full story the data can tell.   

Great Lakes Forests as a Glance 
Forested Lands by Jurisdiction   

Sustainable Forest Management Summits 
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 As these examples demonstrate, conducting forums on emerging issues of regional 
significance was the primary focus of the Alliance.  Mr. Thornton will share some of that work 
with you.  
 The Alliance sponsored forums among scientists, policy and practice folks around an 
array of topics over the next years, from climate change, the Canada Lynx, the inter-relationship 
of carbon and climate and consumption. We conducted nearly annual visits to Washington, D.C. 
and a visit to Ottawa to speak with federal agencies and policy makers on both sides of the 
border.  Our goals were to raise the issues of importance to governments, business and citizens in 
our part of the countries. 
 Success with those forums led the Alliance to consider an annual symposium of science 
and policy and practice around the theme of sustainable forest management. 
 We have conducted three annual summits to date.  The first was held in June, 2002 in 
Wisconsin and invited scientists and policy and practitioners to exchange knowledge and 
experience around data collection, monitoring, research, policy, practice and educational efforts.  
Our goal was to guide sub-regional units of government, business and organizations to integrate 
SFM into their policy and practice decisions. A tour was conducted on the Menominee Tribal 
Forests and an extensive poster and exhibit session highlighted the event. 
 The second summit was hosted in our province of Ontario and Ontario Ministry of 
Natural Resources made a substantial commitment to ensure its success.  Our goal was to 
provide a venue for natural resource scientists, policy makers, practitioners, the academy, 
conservation groups, industry and private landowners to exchange views and to network on 
sustainable forest management issues. This time we hosted pre-summit sessions of various 
groups which added to the outcomes.  Tours were held to visit communities in Ontario, private 
woodlands in Michigan and tourism and industry sites. Topics at the session ranged from forest 
certification to C&I for sustainable forest management, value-added products, environmental 
education, private lands forestry, climate change, riparian zone management, wildlife habitat and 
a global perspective.  The Ontario Forest Research Institute published the papers in a serial book 
and an outcome of the event was for professionals involved in education and outreach to form a 
network which will potentially host our next Summit in 2005.  These documents are also posted 
on our website. 
 The third summit was conducted as a specific topical summit on sustaining the Future of 
the Forest industry in the Upper Great Lakes region.  We invited speakers from each 
Governor/Premier’s office, state/provincial forest management unit and from industry leaders in 
the region. Participants brainstormed the ecological, economic and social benefits of the industry 
in the region, raised issues of concern the industry was facing and those most time-sensitive and 
significant included transportation, certification and bio-energy.  Participants then developed a 
set of strategies that would enable the industry to remain. The governors and premiers are 
working collectively right now on a Great Lakes Forest Sustainability Accord that each office 
has endorsed within their states or province and we anticipate the group to officially sign the 
document in spring.  The Alliance will host work groups comprised of scientists, policy makers 
and practitioners from each state/province in the region to determine strategies to address these 
issues.  This work, as with our other work, is posted on our website.  
 
 
 
Science, Policy and Practice Integration Benefits 



 All of these events provide benefits across our region, across the borders of the US and 
Canada in the Great Lakes region.  We have each gained through the personal contacts we have 
made with our peers in neighbouring jurisdictions.  We use these forums to foster and facilitate 
cooperative efforts, such as the Accord, to move forward the practice of sustainable forest 
management.  These activities provide a foundation which we can use for policy and practice in 
government and industry, in non-governmental organizations, in communities and as a research 
agenda for the academy.   
 Over the few years of this partnership, we recognize we have similar forests and that our 
communities and industries and political bodies have similar concerns.  As evidenced by the 
Accord, we also believe we can find similar solutions.   
 Certainly there are continuing challenges facing us.  One way we anticipate addressing 
these challenges are through better data and better dialogue to help us determine better direction 
for our forests, for our agencies and for the people of our states and province.   
 
Presenters:   
Dr. Daniel Keathely, Chair, Forestry School, Michigan State University 
Mr. William Thornton, Chief, Forest Management Division, Ontario Ministry of Natural 
Resources 
 
Moderator:   
Wendy Hinrichs Sanders, Executive Director, Great Lakes Forest Alliance, Inc. 
Post Office Box 722 
Hayward, WI 54843 
715.634.2006 (phone and fax) 
www.LSFA.ORG 


