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1 Forest Service Project Planning to Implementation 

INTRODUCTION
For many forest collaborative groups, engage-
ment in the planning of Forest Service projects 
has become familiar territory. These groups, 
along with Forest Service staff, have developed 
robust processes for engaging with the agen-
cy from the very beginning of project develop-
ment and through the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) process. Collaboratives have 
become a cornerstone of many forest planning 
efforts by finding areas of agreement and shared 
understanding among diverse interests, and also 
by bringing outside knowledge and perspectives 
to the development of management actions.

In recent years, collaboratives’ planning-focused 
scope has begun to widen. As more and more 
collaboratively planned projects move into post-NEPA implementation, collaborative groups 
are increasingly exploring what it looks like to engage in this phase of the agency’s work. The 
involvement of collaboratives and other external partners in project implementation has been 
encouraged through recent efforts such as the Forest Service’s Shared Stewardship initiative 
and the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program. Further, this engagement has po-
tential to increase capacity as some partners bring additional resources to implementation and 
as groups help unify efforts across agencies and jurisdictions. 

To more effectively engage in implementation, a number of collaboratives have voiced a desire 
to better understand how the Forest Service moves forward with a project after a NEPA deci-
sion is finalized. This includes the processes of deciding when and how to accomplish planned 
activities and the development of timber sales, contracts, and agreements to carry out the work. 
In response to the need for more information on this 
realm of forest management -- and how it relates to 
project planning -- the Rural Voices for Conservation 
Coalition (RVCC) developed the following guidebook 
that charts the course of a Forest Service project, 
from planning through implementation. This docu-
ment aims to help collaborative groups and other ex-
ternal partners better understand the full “lifecycle” 
of a Forest Service project and, in turn, develop a bet-
ter sense for how and when to productively engage 
with various aspects of the agency’s work, including 
implementation. While this document does not provide specific suggestions for how collabo-
ratives can engage in Forest Service processes, a number of other documents do address this 
topic and are referenced in the Appendix. 

This document aims to help 
collaborative groups and 
other external partners better 
understand the full “lifecycle” of a 
Forest Service project and, in turn, 
develop a better sense for how and 
when to productively engage with 
various aspects of the agency’s 
work, including implementation.

“

”
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About This Guidebook

Important terms throughout this document 
are bolded and included in a glossary in the 
Appendix. 

While the Forest Service undertakes a variety of 
management activities -- from timber harvest to 
trails improvements to bridge replacements -- 
this guidebook largely focuses on planning and 
implementation processes as they relate to veg-
etation management activities. These activities 
are often a key focus of collaborative groups and 
include commercial timber harvest; non-com-
mercial thinning of smaller diameter trees; and 
fuels reduction tasks such as hand thinning trees 
or branches and scattering, chipping, or piling 
slash such as treetops and branches. Given the 
complexities of prescribed burning, we did not 
delve into the specific details of implementing 
that activity in this document. Other RVCC re-
sources that address prescribed fire include our 
2021 report “Fighting Fire with Fire: Policy Op-
tions to Increase the Use of Prescribed Fire on 
National Forests,” and our 2022 paper titled 
“Pathways to Prescribed Fire: Streamlining co-
operative burn partnerships between nonprofit 
partners and the Forest Service.” 

In developing this guidebook, RVCC made every 
attempt to accurately portray the Forest Service’s 
pre-NEPA, NEPA, and post-NEPA implementa-
tion processes. However, the specific activities 
involved in carrying out individual projects can 
vary greatly based on the nature of the project 
and local circumstances. In addition, law, reg-
ulation, policy, and case law that guides these 
processes is complex and continually evolving, 
leading to further variability and periodic modi-
fications in how practices are carried out on the 
ground. In terms of the sequencing of these 
steps and processes, some steps (such as those 
associated with the NEPA process) follow a par-
ticular order determined by federal regulations, 
while other processes (such as those related to 
post-NEPA implementation planning and prepa-
ration) may happen concurrently and their se-
quencing may vary depending on the project, 

district, or forest. Similarly, while this document 
attempts to specify which agency positions are 
responsible for various aspects of planning and 
implementation, this is also variable by local For-
est Service unit. No single employee oversees a 
project through its entire lifecycle. 

For these reasons, this document should be used 
as a general guide that reflects our best under-
standing of agency processes as of early 2022. 
We recommend that external partners consult 
with local Forest Service staff when you have 
questions about these activities in relation to a 
specific project. Lastly, this guidebook is intend-
ed to be a reference and was designed so that 
sections can stand alone and do not need to be 
read in order, nor in their entirety. We welcome 
readers to review the table of contents and then 
to skip to the sections that are of most interest 
and relevance to their work.

Methods

This document was developed through inter-
views and document review that focused on 
planning and implementation processes in For-
est Service Region 6, which provided the fund-
ing for this project. We conducted 12 interviews 
with Forest Service silviculture, timber, fuels, and 
planning staff at the regional, forest, and district 
level in both Oregon and Washington. We be-
gan our document review by reading through 
relevant chapters in the Forest Service Manual 
and Handbook. These two series of documents, 
referred to as agency directives, are the prima-
ry source of administrative direction for agency 
employees. They compile agency policies, prac-
tices, and procedures, which are guided by fed-
eral statute and administrative regulations. Addi-
tionally, we reviewed Forest Service training and 
guidance documents, grey literature, and doc-
uments developed by collaborative groups and 
collaborative support organizations to facilitate 
partner engagement in agency planning and im-
plementation. Review was provided by 10 For-
est Service staff, RVCC staff, and one additional 
non-profit partner.

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/6234abeff904d152ffac92e4/1647619060303/Fighting+Fire+with+Fire_Final_lores.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/6234abeff904d152ffac92e4/1647619060303/Fighting+Fire+with+Fire_Final_lores.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/6234abeff904d152ffac92e4/1647619060303/Fighting+Fire+with+Fire_Final_lores.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/624cdf568c5dc10216d0e838/1649205080351/Pathways%2Bto%2BPrescribed%2BFire%2BReport%2BMarch+2022_web.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/624cdf568c5dc10216d0e838/1649205080351/Pathways%2Bto%2BPrescribed%2BFire%2BReport%2BMarch+2022_web.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/624cdf568c5dc10216d0e838/1649205080351/Pathways%2Bto%2BPrescribed%2BFire%2BReport%2BMarch+2022_web.pdf


3 Forest Service Project Planning to Implementation 

Over the course of planning a Forest Service project, the agency transitions from less formal-
ized and largely internal planning activities to the highly structured, public-facing proposal 
development and environmental analysis processes dictated by the National Environmental 
Policy Act (NEPA) and other associated federal regulations. As part of the NEPA process, 
federal agencies must assess the environmental impacts of their proposed actions and must 
consider other applicable laws and regulations.1 Laws that apply on National Forest System 
lands in conjunction with NEPA include the National Forest Management Act, the Endangered 
Species Act, the National Historic Preservation Act, and the Clean Water Act.2 Further, an 
agency’s proposed actions and/or their location may trigger the need to consider additional 
laws and regulations such as the Wilderness Act, the Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, and the 2001 
Roadless Area Conservation Rule (Roadless Rules).3 The intersection between NEPA and these 
other laws and regulations may require additional analysis and process requirements and in-
crease project complexity. The section below attempts to provide a basic outline of the Forest 
Service’s project planning and NEPA process, but in no way does it comprehensively address 
the complicated interaction between NEPA and other laws, regulations, policies, case law, and 
other factors. 

I. PLANNING
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Tribal Consultation

At the very inception of any management plan-
ning effort, the agency is expected to engage 
with tribes that have treaty rights or trust assets 
on that forest or grassland.4 This engagement 
takes the form of government-to-government 
consultation as well as coordination and collab-
oration.5 Consultation in particular is required by 
the United States government’s trust responsi-
bilities and treaty obligations to tribes. Agency 
directives specify that the Forest Service must 
consult with federally recognized Indian or Alas-
ka Native tribes and Alaska Native corporations 
whose rights or interests may be affected by a 
proposed action or decision.6 Additionally, the 
Forest Service encourages engagement with 
non-federally recognized tribes, including Na-
tive Hawaiians and those tribes that are state rec-
ognized.7 According to agency directives, gov-
ernment-to-government consultation with tribes 
should involve “timely, meaningful, and substan-
tive dialogue,” between delegated agency line 
officers and tribal leaders, or their designated 
representative(s).8 Forest Service district staff 
and tribal government department staff may also 
engage in staff-to-staff information exchange 
and collaboration, which can support and lead 
to better government-to-government consulta-

tion.9 The 2021 Joint Secretarial Order on Fulfill-
ing the Trust Responsibility to Indian Tribes in the 
Stewardship of Federal Lands and Waters makes 
clear that consultation must happen at the earli-
est stages of planning and decision-making and 
should include agencies “giving due consider-
ation to Tribal recommendations on public lands 
management.”10 The Secretarial Order also sets 
out expectations that the agency will incorporate 
tribal land management plans into its landscape 
or watershed-scale planning efforts and that the 
agency will consider tribal expertise and Indig-
enous knowledge during decision-making more 
generally, especially concerning management of 
resources subject to reserved tribal treaty rights 
and subsistence uses.11

While guided by law and policy, the consultation 
process is interactive and often looks different 
with each tribe. Despite this variation, all tribal 
consultation -- both before and during the NEPA 
process -- must comply with certain confidenti-
ality standards and happens separate from and 
on a parallel track with collaborative and public 
comment opportunities.12 Some tribes, for ex-
ample, have regularly scheduled consultation 
meetings with Forest Service staff during which 
they discuss a number of projects in different 
stages of planning and implementation. Other 

The following subsections describe the types of 
planning, assessment, and consultation activities 
that the agency may undertake as it evaluates new 
management actions and develops ideas for more 
specific projects that will then proceed through the 
NEPA process. Projects, in this context, are activities 
that are grouped together for inclusion in a single 
proposed action that is evaluated via the NEPA 
process. Pre-NEPA planning does not take place over a 
particular timeline, nor does the agency follow a certain 
set of procedures. It will also look different depending 
on the project and the forest unit, making it important 
for collaborative groups and other partners to engage 
with local agency staff to understand how they go 
about this phase of land management planning.

Pre-NEPA
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tribes participate in planning as cooperating 
agencies or on interdisciplinary teams outside 
of government-to-government consultation.13 
In its decision-making, the Forest Service is re-
quired to balance its trust responsibilities to pro-
tect tribal treaty rights and resources with other 
agency mandates, such as those related to mul-
tiple use.14

 

Pre-NEPA Project Development

The planning of future management activities 
and development of specific projects begins 
well before the more formal, defined steps of the 
NEPA process. This is a largely internal phase of 
the agency’s planning work and the procedures 
involved vary substantially across districts and 
forests and also based on project type and com-
plexity, previous analysis, available data, and oth-
er factors.15 Additionally, project development is 
often iterative and non-linear and there is not a 
defined point at which the agency officially starts 
planning for a particular project at this stage.16 
With that in mind, the following description is in-
tended to provide a broad outline for what this 
stage commonly includes. 

Generally, a project idea emerges from the 
agency’s assessment of where and what work 
(e.g., tree thinning, invasive species treatment, 
stream restoration) is needed based on existing 
conditions and the desired conditions and ob-
jectives outlined in applicable local or regional 
management plans.17 Those plans include each 
forest’s Land and Resource Management Plan 
(or, “Forest Plan”) as well as plans like the North-
west Forest Plan or a Wild and Scenic River Man-
agement Plan.18 This phase may be informed by 
early tribal engagement and consultation and 
is also the time at which the agency may begin 
to explore Tribal Forest Protection Act propos-
als with tribes. Evaluating landscape conditions 
and potential management actions may require 
additional data collection such as botany or 
wildlife surveys, as well as consideration of tra-
ditional ecological knowledge. Specialists are 
often also able to reference existing data such 
as remote sensing data, or information from pre-

vious tree stand surveys or watershed condition 
assessments.19 Based on the universe of possible 
work, the agency identifies management activi-
ties within a certain area that are related and/or 
make sense to implement together and groups 
those activities into a defined project that could 
be put forward for consideration and analysis 
through the NEPA process. Along the way, the 
Forest Service may prepare documents, maps, 
and data reports to support its assessment and 
development of potential management activities 
and locations.20 The agency also may take into 
account suggested management actions put 
forward by collaborative groups or other exter-
nal partners during this somewhat amorphous 
project development phase.21 Engagement of 
stakeholders in the pre-NEPA phase of project 
development can help streamline the formal 
public input and comment processes (see below) 
that are part of NEPA.22 However, there is no re-
quirement that the agency inform the public or 
solicit public input as it goes about this phase 
of its planning work.23 Though variable in how it 
progresses and manifests, the agency’s project 
development process works toward the same 
outcome regardless of project or forest unit. This 
end goal is the creation of a proposed action 
(described below) – essentially a formal project 
proposal that is one of the necessary first steps 
in the NEPA process.24

It is common (though not universal) for forests 
to outline general timelines and sequencing of 
potential projects in what is called a program of 
work.25 While the program of work can be an im-
portant longer-term planning tool, Forest Service 
staff emphasized that priorities and focus areas 
often get re-evaluated and revised due to distur-
bance events such as wildfire, shifts in funding, 
changes in management priorities at the region-
al level, and other factors.26 Given these frequent 
shifts, the program of work is generally consid-
ered an internal working document of projects 
and activities the agency plans to move forward 
through the NEPA process, though members of 
the public may inquire into the plan and it may 
come up during a collaborative group’s discus-
sions.27 
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The projects included in the program of work are 
prioritized and pursued based on a number of 
factors including:

•	 Agency targets, including those related to tim-
ber volume and acres where fuel conditions 
were reduced or maintained (also known as the 
“hazardous fuels” target). These targets are of-
ten the key drivers for forests’ NEPA programs 
of work.28

•	 The degree of departure from desired condi-
tions described in the forest plan, with priority 
generally given to areas with higher degrees of 
departure.29

•	 Agency funding priorities or programs such 
as the Collaborative Forest Landscape Res-
toration Program that may steer the focus of 
future management activities to a particular 
area.30

•	 When available, agency-driven forest or wa-
tershed-specific analyses and processes that 
further prioritize management actions and/or 
locations.i 

•	 Information and feedback from the general 
public, forest visitors, landowners, user groups, 
permittees and forest collaborative groups.31 

•	 Participatory and collaborative planning pro-
cesses that include or encompass additional 
partners and land ownerships, such as those 
aligned with State Forest Action plans, habitat 
restoration goals, or priority areas outlined by 
nonprofit organizations.32 

•	 Anticipated budget and organizational capac-
ity.33 

i   For example, the Okanogan-Wenatchee National Forest in 2012 developed a National Forest Restoration Strategy that 
specifies the forest’s restoration needs and objectives and sets the context and priorities for restoration treatments. The 
Malheur National Forest developed priority watersheds to help guide increased investments associated with the Forest 
Service’s “Eastside Restoration Strategy.” 
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Proposal Evaluation

Before moving forward with a project proposal, 
the agency must ensure that all of the included 
management actions comply with existing law 
and policy. This involves a review of the proposal 
to confirm it is consistent with the forest plan,i 
other regional plans such as the Northwest For-
est Plan, previous NEPA decisions, and all other 
applicable laws and regulations.34 The agency 
also must make a determination that NEPA ap-
plies to the proposed activities, which is guided 
by criteria established in federal regulations.35 
NEPA analysis is almost always required for pro-
posed vegetation management projects.36

Project Initiation

Once the agency determines it will move forward 
with a NEPA analysis for a proposed project, a 
designated responsible official (typically a dis-
trict ranger or forest supervisor who oversees the 
analysis process) assembles a team of specialists 
from various resource areas which is called the 
interdisciplinary team or “ID team.”37 These 
specialists (e.g., wildlife biologists, soil scien-
tists, silviculturists, engineers) help develop the 

proposed action (explained below), respond to 
public comments, develop alternatives to the 
proposed action and analyze potential effects 
of the proposed action, and any alternatives.38 
Other tasks usually included in project initia-
tion include an initial identification of the level 
of NEPA analysis that the agency anticipates a 
project requiring, and, potentially, developing 
a public involvement plan.39 It is also common 
for the responsible official to write a project ini-
tiation letter, which is the agency’s way of in-
ternally signaling that it will move forward with 
– and commit time and resources to – a NEPA 
process.40 The letter may include the project 
objective, schedule of work for the analysis, the 
official’s overall direction and expectations for 
the ID team, potential issues associated with the 
project, and other logistical details.41 It can also 
include expectations of collaboration through-
out the NEPA process.42

Purpose and Need Statement

The agency establishes its intentions for the 
project through the development of a purpose 
and need statement, which explains the ratio-
nale behind moving forward with the proposed 

The formal NEPA process for a specific project 
begins with proposal development. During this 
phase, the Forest Service verifies that its pro-
posed project meets standard criteria in terms 
of NEPA applicability and consistency with ex-
isting laws and plans, develops a guiding pur-
pose and need for the project, and creates an 
initial proposed action that is put forward for 
environmental analysis. 

NEPA Proposal Development

i    A forest’s Land and Resource Management Plan is a key determinant of the Forest Service’s decision-space related to 
the development and evaluation of any project-level management action. These plans are intended to guide sustainable, 
integrated resource management and are mandated by the 1976 National Forest Management Act (NFMA). The 2012 
Planning Rule associated with NFMA sets out the latest requirements for new or revised forest plans and forest plan 
amendments. If proposed actions or alternatives associated with a proposal are not consistent with the forest plan, then 
the plan itself must be amended in order for the proposed action or other alternative to be selected and implemented.
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management actions.43 The statement is framed 
in terms of the changes needed within the proj-
ect area, which are based on the current and de-
sired ecological conditions on the landscape.44 
This statement is important in setting the overall 
direction for the NEPA process given that the 
proposed action and any alternatives analyzed 
should meet the stated purpose and need.45 The 
final decision document based on any NEPA 
analysis also must consider and explain how well 
the selected alternative meets the purpose and 
need.46

Proposed Action

The proposed action builds from both the 
pre-NEPA project development process and the 
purpose and need statement.47 This document 

represents the agency’s formalized proposal for 
activities it would authorize, recommend, or im-
plement to address the identified purpose and 
need.48 The proposed action includes a detailed 
description of the management action to be 
taken as well as anticipated implementation lo-
cations and timelines.49 It can also include the 
monitoring required to ensure desired outcomes 
are accomplished.50 The proposed action should 
be viewed as the agency’s initial outline of po-
tential management activities that may be mod-
ified during the NEPA process through revisions 
to the initial proposed action and development 
of alternatives to the proposed action.51 The 
agency’s release of the proposed action to the 
public for scoping (explained below) marks the 
beginning of the formal, public-facing portion of 
the NEPA process.52
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Public Input

The agency begins the environmental analysis 
stage of the NEPA process by soliciting input 
on its proposed action from the public, other 
agencies, and its own staff. This period is termed 
scoping, and is the time during which the agen-
cy explores the scope of potential issues and ef-
fects that may be associated with the proposed 
action, as well as possible alternative actions that 
the agency should consider in its subsequent 
analysis.54 Forest Service regulations require 
the agency to conduct scoping on all projects 
regardless of whether they are anticipated to 
be a Categorical Exclusion (CE) or go through 
an Environmental Assessment (EA) or an En-
vironmental Impact Statement (EIS) analysis 
(described below).55 The agency uses different 
scoping practices depending on the project 
and analysis type–it is up to the responsible offi-
cials to determine when, how, and for how long 
scoping will occur.56 Public scoping practices can 
range from public meetings and field trips to a 
few emails sent to interested parties.57 During 
this same time period, the agency also conducts 
scoping internally to further explore and solic-
it input on the proposed action.58 The input the 
agency gathers during scoping can help refine its 
determination of what level of analysis is needed 
and may lead to modification of the proposed 

action and/or development of alternatives if is-
sues or unresolved concerns are identified.59

Most proposed actions that are soon to begin 
scoping or are undergoing environmental anal-
ysis and documentation are announced and 
tracked on each forest’s schedule of proposed 
actions (SOPA) webpage.60 Forests regularly up-
date these SOPA webpages and, for each entry, 
share information on project status, a link to proj-

ect documents, and information for the project 
contact person.61 When undertaking an EIS, the 
agency also must announce its intent to con-
duct that analysis through a notice in the Federal 
Register.62 Additionally, Forest Service units may 
announce NEPA-related public comment oppor-
tunities, such as community meetings, in local 
newspapers or other media.63

Once the Forest Service develops a proposed ac-
tion, it proceeds through steps that are part of the 
environmental analysis phase of the NEPA process. 
There are three categories of environmental analy-
sis and while they are each associated with different 
requirements, they follow a similar basic process: 
the agency collects public input on its proposed 
action and then, based on that feedback as well 
as other data sources and analyses, evaluates the 
anticipated environmental effects of the proposed 
action and any alternative actions, if applicable.53 
The responsible official then makes a decision on 
how the agency will move forward based on that 
analysis process.

The agency uses different 
scoping practices depending 

on the project and analysis 
type–it is up to the responsible 
officials to determine when, 
how, and for how long scoping 
will occur. Public scoping 
practices can range from public 
meetings and field trips to a few 
emails sent to interested parties.

“

”

NEPA Environmental Analysis
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CATEGORIES OF NEPA ANALYSIS

There are three different categories of NEPA analysis. The Forest Service initially 
selects the type of analysis it will pursue for a project based on anticipated environ-
mental impacts, characteristics of the project, overall project complexity, available 
regulatory authorities, case law, and other factors.64 The three categories of analysis 
are as follows: 

•	 A Categorical Exclusion (CE) is generally the least detailed and complex level 
of analysis and includes fewer requirements related to public involvement in 
decision-making.65 As the name suggests, a categorical exclusion means a 
proposed action is excluded from an analysis in an environmental assessment 
or environmental impact statement.66 A proposed action may be categorically 
excluded if 1) the anticipated effects will not be significant;i,67 2) there are 
no “extraordinary circumstances”ii related to the proposed action; and 3) the 
proposed action falls into one of several specific categories already determined 
through statute or rulemaking to be excluded from more extensive individual 
analysis.iii The purpose of a CE analysis is to ensure that project effects are not 
significant and that extraordinary circumstances do not exist that would require 
the preparation of an EA or EIS.

•	 An Environmental Assessment (EA) is conducted for proposed actions that are 
not appropriate for categorical exclusion and either do not have significant envi-
ronmental effects or the significance of the environmental effects is uncertain.68 
An EA analysis can be less extensive than the analysis required to produce an EIS 
and is used to determine whether a Finding of No Significant Impact (explained 
below) for the proposed actions can be supported.69

•	 An Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) is generally the most rigorous and 
complex level of analysis and is required if the effects of a proposed action may 
or will be significant.70 The purpose of an EIS analysis is to disclose potential 
significant effects of the proposed action and develop and analyze alternatives to 
the proposed action.71

i   The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ), which promulgates NEPA implementation regulations, requires considerations of 
both context and intensity when determining the significance of an action. Those considerations are listed at 40 CFR 1508.27. 
ii   According to 36 CFR § 220.6, the agency must consider the existence of certain resource conditions in determining whether 
extraordinary circumstances exist in relation to a proposed action. Those resource conditions include federally listed threatened 
or endangered species or designated critical habitat, congressionally designated areas such as wilderness, and American Indian 
and Alaska Native religious or cultural sites. According to the regulation “the mere presence of one or more of these resource 
conditions does not preclude use of a categorical exclusion (CE). It is the existence of a cause-effect relationship between 
a proposed action and the potential effect on these resource conditions, and if such a relationship exists, the degree of the 
potential effect of a proposed action on these resource conditions that determines whether extraordinary circumstances exist.” 
iii   36 CFR 220.6 references the categories of activities that may be categorically excluded from an EA or EIS process.  
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Development of Alternatives 
(EA and EIS only)

During development of an EA or EIS, the Forest 
Service ID team uses information received from 
scoping to, if necessary, modify the proposed 
action or develop alternative actions that meet 
the purpose and need and address unresolved 
issues and conflicts.72 Mitigation measures, 
monitoring, and adaptive management strate-
gies may be added to address concerns about 
potential management impacts.73 While external 
entities like collaborative groups can propose 
alternatives during scoping, the Forest Service 
makes the final decision on whether to analyze 
a particular alternative in detail.74 There is no 
direction or policy requirement that the agen-
cy produce a specific number of alternatives, 
though federal regulations reference the need 
to examine “reasonable alternatives” to address 
unresolved conflicts related to the proposed ac-
tion.75 Also, when conducting an EIS, the Forest 
Service is required to examine a no-action alter-
native (i.e., what would happen if the proposed 
action were not implemented).76 For each alter-
native, ID team specialists determine the actions 
required to meet the stated objectives, including 
vegetation treatments, harvesting procedures, 
potential logging systems, and roads systems.77 
Specialists often consult with one another in de-
veloping alternatives to ensure, for example, that 
a silvicultural prescription accurately considers 
specific wildlife habitat needs or is feasible with 
certain logging systems.78

Effects Analysis

Once it has developed alternatives, the ID team 
analyzes the anticipated physical, biological, 
social, and economic impacts of the proposed 
action and any alternatives to the proposed ac-
tion.79 Both this stage and the development of al-
ternatives may involve additional data collection 
(e.g., surveys or field reconnaissance).80 Findings 
from the analysis process are documented and 
submitted to the responsible official.81

Public Comment (EA and EIS 
only)

Once the Forest Service ID team completes the 
effects analysis, the agency releases the EA or 
draft EIS for public comment.82 The agency may 
identify a preferred alternative or alternatives 
in these documents, which is the agency’s pre-
ferred course of action based on its analysis.83 
The public comment process is an opportunity 
for the public to consider a more detailed view 
of the agency’s proposed plans and correspond-
ing analysis, and to thus provide more specific 
feedback than during the scoping process.84 
Timelines and requirements for this comment 
period vary based on the type of project and 
level of analysis.85 After the comment period, 
the agency reviews, considers, and if needed, 
responds to the public input received by con-
ducting additional analysis, adjusting the pro-
posed action or alternatives, or other actions.86 

These actions lead to the finalization of an EA or 
EIS, which is necessary for the development of a 
draft decision document (explained below). The 
agency is required to include responses to pub-
lic comments in the final EIS analysis document, 
and may do the same for the other analysis cat-
egories.87

Decision-making

In this final stage, the responsible official decides 
how the agency will move forward on the pro-
posed management actions (either the proposed 
action or an alternative) based on the findings 
of the environmental analysis and how well the 
selected actions meet the original purpose and 
need.88 With the exception of some types of cat-

The public comment process is 
an opportunity for the public to 

consider a more detailed view of 
the agency’s proposed plans and 
corresponding analysis, and to thus 
provide more specific feedback 
than during the scoping process.

“

”
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egorical exclusions, the responsible official issues 
what is called a decision document to publicly 
communicate their decision and reasoning for 
selecting a certain course of action, referred to as 
the selected alternative.89 It is common for deci-
sion documents and the associated analysis doc-
uments to establish certain sideboards as part 
of the selected alternative through the inclusion 
of project design criteria, best management 
practices, and other resource protection mea-
sures intended to mitigate anticipated impacts 
of the approved actions.90 Beyond those com-
monalities, the agency must follow different de-
cision-making processes and produce different 
decision documents for each analysis category. 

•	 CEs are documented with a decision memo. 
Decision memos are only required for certain 
categories of activities and there is no require-
ment to give the public a formal opportunity 

to comment on a draft of the decision memo 
before it is finalized.91 In some cases a draft 
decision memo may be made available for 
public review and comment at the discretion 
of the responsible official.92

•	 EAs are documented with a decision notice 
and Finding of No Significant Impact (DN/
FONSI), which are issued if the EA analysis 
finds the selected alternative will not have a 
significant environmental impact.93 Before fi-
nalization of those decision documents, the 
agency must go through a predecisional ad-
ministrative objection process (explained in 
box below).94

•	 EISs are documented with a record of deci-
sion (ROD). Similar to EAs, EISs are subject to 
a predecisional administrative objection pro-
cess before a final record of decision can be 
issued.95

ADMINISTRATIVE OBJECTION PROCESS 

Before finalizing a decision on an EA or EIS (or a proposed Forest Plan, Forest 
Plan revision, or Forest Plan amendment) the Forest Service is required to go 
through an administrative objection process.96 This process gives the public an 
opportunity to review and, under certain circumstances, object to the agency’s 
decision before it is finalized.97 Timelines and requirements associated with 
administrative objection vary based on the type of project and level of analysis, 
but it generally involves the following steps. 

1.	The agency finalizes its EA or EIS document and issues a draft decision docu-
ment (a draft DN/FONSI or draft ROD).98

2.	The release of the draft decision document initiates a required objection 
period. During the objection period, individuals and entities who submitted 
timely, specific written comments during the public comment process afford-
ed by NEPA may file a written objection to the decision before it is finalized.99

3.	If an objection is filed, the agency must proceed through an objection res-
olution process that includes meeting with the objector(s) and preparing an 
objection response.100

4.	The agency may issue a final decision document after preparing a written ob-
jection response. If no objection is filed, the agency may move forward with 
finalizing the decision document.101
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With the signing of a decision document based on the National Environmental Policy Act 
(NEPA) process, a project moves into the implementation phase, which involves coordinating 
how activities are carried out, developing more detailed site-specific plans, and complet-
ing on-the-ground project preparation activities. In this context, a “project” refers to man-
agement activities (e.g., timber harvest, road improvement, stream restoration) in the same 
general area that are planned and/or implemented together.1 As described below, these im-
plementation steps are informed and constrained by the planning and analysis that occurs 
before and during the NEPA process. Both NEPA analysis documents and the decision doc-
uments themselves contain language that dictates how planned activities can be carried out. 

Additionally, while presented as separate, sequential steps, many of the processes in the 
implementation phase run parallel to and are influenced by one another. The boundaries and 
configuration of a fuels reduction project, for example, may influence the type of logging 
equipment used, which may influence overall project costs and revenues, which may influence 
the contract or agreement mechanism used to carry out the project. Conversely, the imple-
mentation mechanism (e.g., timber sale, stewardship contract, service contract) selected 
may influence how a project is designed, which carries implications for other aspects of im-
plementation. Some of these implementation processes also differ depending on the type of 
work (commercial or non-commercial) or implementation mechanism used. When that is the 
case, this document will highlight that distinction.

II. IMPLEMENTATION
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After a NEPA decision is signed, staff represent-
ing timber, silviculture, fuels, hydrology, and oth-
er natural resources specialties meet with each 
other and with timber sale, contracting, and 
grants and agreement specialists to coordinate 
when and how to implement commercial and 
non-commercial activities approved in the de-
cision.2 These efforts ideally inform the creation 
of longer-term implementation plans that forests 
are expected to maintain.3 The plans are gener-
ally supposed to extend out approximately five 
years, though agency staff said activities and 
timelines are nearly always in flux.4 Forest Service 
staff explained that implemen-
tation planning is an ongoing 
process that involves constant 
reassessment and adjustment 
as activities are completed; 
timelines, priorities or condi-
tions change; or new funding 
becomes available.5 The de-
gree of coordination between natural resources 
staff, and the frequency and nature of implemen-
tation planning efforts also appears to vary by 
district and by forest, according to agency staff.

Coordinating the implementation of planned ac-
tivities involves a number of interrelated evalua-
tions and decisions. In general, those decisions 
relate to: 

•	 The implementation mechanism (e.g., tim-
ber sale, service contract, stewardship con-
tract) used to carry out planned activities.6 A 
range of implementation mechanisms, each 
with distinct features, are available for carrying 
out planned work. Common implementation 
mechanisms are outlined on pages 18–19. 
Factors considered by the agency in choosing 
an implementation mechanism are discussed 
on pages 20–21.

•	 The bundling or grouping of activities and/or 
operational units into a project that will be 
carried out through a certain implementation 

mechanism.7 The agency bun-
dles activities and operational 
units based on what is econom-
ically and logistically feasible 
and aligns with the desired 
conditions in the NEPA analysis 
and decision. Major factors in-

fluencing the design of projects are explored 
on page 22.

•	 The timing and prioritization of activities for 
implementation. While the agency generally 
prioritizes commercial projects, multiple fac-
tors and forces come into play during deci-
sion-making about which activities to pursue 
and when.8 Those factors are discussed further 
on page 23. 

This phase involves develop-
ing plans and timelines for im-
plementing activities that were 
evaluated and approved via 
the NEPA process. The agency 
considers a number of inter-
related factors when deciding 
when and how to get work 
done on the ground.

Implementation Planning

Coordinating the 
implementation of 

planned activities involves 
a number of interrelated 
evaluations and decisions.

“

”
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There are a number of implementation mechanisms that the agency may select to carry out planned 
vegetation management activities. Commercial work can be implemented through traditional timber 
sales, stewardship contracts, stewardship agreements, or Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) agreements. 
Service activities or service work (also known as non-commercial activities or non-commercial work) can 
be implemented either in conjunction with or separate from commercial projects.9 In a traditional timber 
sale, for example, certain service work within the sale area can be included in a sale area improvement 
plan, road maintenance plan, or brush disposal plan, which are funded through timber receipts from 
the sale or deposits from sale purchasers.10 These plans are discussed in further detail in the “Perma-
nent and Trust Fund Collections and Other Deposits” section below.11 Other implementation tools, 
namely stewardship contracts or agreements and GNA agreements, allow non-commercial work to 
be implemented under the same contract or agreement as commercial activities.12 Non-commercial 
activities also can be implemented on their own through various types of service contracts or through 
agreements such as participating agreements or challenge cost-share agreements.13 Commonly used 
implementation mechanisms are described in further detail below. 

Timber sales
Timber sales are the primary mechanism for offering timber from National Forest System lands. Timber 
is primarily sold through a bid process or at a fixed price, though any sale appraised at over $10,000 
must, at least initially, be advertised and offered through a competitive process.14 Timber sales may not 
be sold at lower than a minimum rate established by the agency’s national headquarters (also referred 
to as the Washington Office) or regional offices. The agency must award the sale to the highest bidder 
who meets all terms and requirements of the sale, which are established in a timber sale contract.15

Stewardship contracts
Stewardship contracts are considered integrated resource contracts, which can incorporate both reve-
nue-generating timber sales and service work.16 This capability enables the value of harvested timber 
to offset some or all of the cost of associated non-commercial restoration.17 The stewardship authority, 
which allows the Forest Service to use this integrated resource contract type, requires that such con-
tracts be evaluated and awarded based on best value criteria, instead of cost alone.18 Integrated Re-
source Timber Contracts (IRTCs) are used when the value of the forest products is greater than the cost 
of planned service work.19 Integrated Resource Service Contracts (IRSCs) are used when the value of the 
timber is less than that of planned service work, and thus require agency appropriations to supplement 
costs for that work.20 Under IRTCs, timber receipts that remain after the exchange of goods for services 
-- referred to as “retained receipts” -- can be used to fund restoration service work on other steward-
ship projects.21 Collaboration with local interests and key stakeholders is required in the development 
and implementation of stewardship contracts and they must be used for work that accomplishes resto-
ration objectives.22

Stewardship agreements
Like stewardship contracts, stewardship agreements are used to complete projects that incorporate 
both commercial and non-commercial work, and allow revenues from commercial work to cover the 
costs of service work in the same project. Stewardship agreement proposals must be evaluated using 
a best value approach determination (which allows for consideration of factors other than cost), must 
be used to accomplish restoration objectives, do not allow for the cooperator to profit from agreement 
activities, and require collaboration throughout the life of the project.23

SPOTLIGHT: IMPLEMENTATION MECHANISMS
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Service contracts
Service contracts are used when the Forest Service acquires goods or services from another entity.24 
A service contract does not allow for the selling of timber or any other forest product, and is there-
fore only used for non-commercial work.25 Service contracts fall under federal acquisitions regula-
tions, which allow the government to evaluate service contract proposals or bids based on the best 
value to the government - not simply price.26 Commonly used service contracts include:

•	 Open: Contracts that are awarded through full and open competition.

•	 Indefinite delivery, indefinite quantity (IDIQ): Contracts that allow for the agency to establish 
a formal relationship with a contractor that sets out a minimum and maximum amount of work 
within a specified time period and at a specific per-unit cost.27 The government then issues task 
orders to request specific amounts of work as needed up until the end of the contract or the 
maximum ceiling of work.28 With multiple IDIQ contracts, the agency establishes relationships 
with several contractors through a single solicitation.29

•	 Blanket Purchase Agreements (BPA): Agreements that allow the agency to establish a relation-
ship with a contractor or contractors to procure services on a repetitive basis.30 BPAs cover specif-
ic types of work and, when those services are needed, the agency issues requests for proposals 
to contractors in the BPA that are specific to their areas of work. When the government decides 
to move forward with a contractor’s proposal, they enter a contract for a specified amount of 
work.31

Good Neighbor Authority (GNA) agreements
GNA agreements allow states, counties, or tribes to perform restoration-oriented work on Forest 
Service lands.32 States (but not tribes or counties) are authorized to retain revenues from commercial 
restoration activities (generally timber sales) to fund the implementation of non-commercial resto-
ration activities, monitoring, or restoration-oriented planning on national forest land.33

638 agreement
This tool enables the Forest Service to enter into contracts with federally recognized tribes or tribal 
organizations under the 1975 Indian Self-Determination and Education Assistance Act.34 Though the 
agency enters into contracts with tribes, this is a non-procurement instrument and so the agency 
considers it an agreement.35 Federal law requires that 638 agreements be used to implement proj-
ects that are NEPA-approved and were proposed under the Tribal Forest Protection Act.36

Participating agreements or challenge cost-share agreements
Both of these agreement types enable the Forest Service to partner with external entities on mutu-
ally beneficial work across a range of focal areas including forest health, habitat enhancement, and 
workforce development.37

Administrative use permits
In certain cases, the agency is permitted to dispose of timber through an administrative use permit, 
which allows timber to be sold for less than the agency’s established minimum rate.38 Administrative 
use permits may be used to accomplish forest restoration, among other purposes.39 If conditions 
warrant, the administrative use avenue may also be used to offer a limited amount of timber for 
free.40
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Forest Service specialists consider a number of factors in determining which implementation mech-
anism they will use to carry out activities analyzed and approved through the NEPA process. Those 
factors include: 

Timber value and operational costs
Estimated timber revenue and anticipated harvesting or other forest treatment costs will often in-
fluence whether vegetation treatments will be implemented via a timber sale or other commercial 
mechanism, or whether they will be considered service work.41 In timber sales, for example, timber 
managers aim to create sales that will garner bids from purchasers, so the value of timber in a sale 
area needs to be greater than the costs to harvest it and perform associated road and post-sale res-
toration work.42 If costs are estimated to be greater than the value of a proposed sale, the agency 
may consider a different implementation mechanism.43 Timber value depends on the species, grade, 
and usable timber volume planned for removal, while costs depend on factors like logging systems 
to be used, complexity of the silvicultural prescription, amount of associated roadwork and required 
restoration, and hauling distance to a sawmill or other processing facility.44 Sale preparation crews 
usually develop general rules for estimating costs and timber revenues within a proposed sale area, 
enabling them to determine whether or not it can be offered as a profitable sale early on in the pro-
cess, rather than waiting until a more extensive appraisal (explained below).45

Landscape conditions
Locations of existing roads, topography, proximity to log processing facilities, and anticipated log-
ging systems will affect anticipated costs of a given project, which is a key factor in how the agency 
decides on an implementation mechanism.46 Steep slopes without road access, for example, might 
require helicopter logging that costs more than the value of the timber, thus requiring completion 
via an IRSC, GNA, or service contract.47

Forest or district-level practices
Some forests and districts have guidance or goals related to minimum volume amounts or number 
of projects offered through the stewardship or GNA authorities, for example.48

Partnership tradeoffs
There are various costs and benefits of working with a partner through an agreement mechanism as 
opposed to a contract. For example, agreements often take additional time and coordination to set 
up but establish an avenue for partners to bring additional funding and unique capabilities to work 
on national forests.49

Benefits or drawbacks of bundling commercial and non-commercial work
Bundling activities such as commercial harvest and pre-commercial thinning into a single contract 
may be more efficient or allow the agency more flexibility in the sequencing and timing those activ-
ities, in which case the agency may consider using a stewardship contract.50 In other cases, resource 
specialists may prefer to implement non-commercial activities via individual service contracts that 
enable them to more directly oversee that specific work product.51

SPOTLIGHT: IMPLEMENTATION MECHANISM 
DECISION-MAKING FACTORS
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Funding for non-commercial work
Because there is a general lack of appropriated funding for service work, the Forest Service often 
considers opportunities for funding non-commercial activities as it weighs the pros and cons of dif-
ferent implementation mechanisms.52 Stewardship contracts, for example, may be used to bundle 
service work with commercial activities while timber sales produce revenues that are allocated to 
various permanent and trust funds, which are an important funding source for standalone service 
contracts.53

Local stakeholder considerations
Line officers may take into account the stated preferences of local stakeholders, including county 
commissions and collaborative groups in deciding between different implementation mechanisms.54 
Different stakeholders may have certain reasons for preferring one mechanism over another. For 
example, collaborative groups may advocate use of stewardship contracting to prioritize best value 
and local benefit in contractor selection.55
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Alongside decision-making on implementation mechanisms, agency staff must determine which ac-
tivities and operational units to package together in each timber sale, contract, or agreement proj-
ect. Factors that influence the final design of a project include: 

Timber value and operational costs
Estimated operational costs and revenues often influence which areas and activities are included in a 
sale, contract, or agreement.56 In an Integrated Resource Timber Contract, for example, operational 
units and activities will be included or dropped in order to ensure the estimated value of the timber 
is greater than the associated mandatory service work.57 Expected costs also influence the design of 
service contracts because the agency has to develop a scope of work that is commensurate with the 
amount of available funding.58

Landscape conditions
Topography, road access, and potential haul routes influence which locations are included in a proj-
ect based on economic and operational feasibility and efficiency.59 For example, operational units 
will often be grouped close to haul routes and close to one another to make it easier for operators 
to move from unit to unit and haul logs and other forest products to a sawmill or other processing 
facility.60 Units where landscape conditions make treatments more expensive may be dropped if tim-
ber managers determine that they make a commercial project uneconomical.61

Subsequent activities
A project may be designed to facilitate activities that take place sequentially, with one necessar-
ily following the other. For example, a NEPA decision often calls for prescribed burning to follow 
vegetation treatments in order to further reduce fuel loads and improve resiliency to wildfire and 
other disturbances. Fuels and timber managers may work together to group and locate vegetation 
treatments to create the large, contiguous blocks of fire-ready land that are needed for prescribed 
burns.62

SPOTLIGHT: PROJECT DESIGN
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Forest Service staff consider a number of factors in determining the timing and prioritization of project 
activities and locations. These considerations are closely connected with decision-making related to 
implementation mechanism and project design and include: 

Targets
Forests receive annual targets for timber volume and for acres where fuel conditions were reduced or 
maintained. Activities may be scheduled or prioritized based on potential to help achieve those targets.63

Commercial vs non-commercial
Commercial work usually gets prioritized and scheduled first, given that timber revenues are important 
for supporting agency operations and other service work.64 Service work most often happens after 
the completion of commercial work and, if not bundled with commercial work through a timber sale, 
contract, or agreement, is usually pursued opportunistically, given unreliable and insufficient funding.65 
Thus, timelines for completing non-commercial work can be less predictable and significantly longer 
than those for commercial work. Some forests use a separate master list to keep track of non-com-
mercial activities that aren’t bundled with commercial work so staff can reference them when available 
funding or implementation opportunities come up.66

Funding availability
The amount and type of available funding affects how much of any given type of work the Forest Ser-
vice can plan to accomplish each year.67 Additionally, certain activities may be prioritized over others 
due to their alignment with funding programs like the Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration 
Program or the Joint Chiefs Landscape Restoration Partnership.68

Alignment with priorities and priority areas 
Regions, forests, and districts have a range of processes and plans that identify priority areas for work.69 
Those include Shared Stewardship priority areas, wildfire risk assessments, and participatory mapping 
and prioritization processes between agency staff, local cooperators and collaborative groups.

Necessary layout, preparation, plans, and surveys
Surveys, (such as those for wildlife, botany, or archeological artifacts), burn plans for prescribed fire, 
and unit preparation activities such as boundary marking and buffer area flagging are examples of ad-
ditional requirements that need to be fulfilled before treatment activities can take place.70 The need to 
complete those requirements may delay implementation of a potential body of work or activity. 

Date of NEPA decision 
Some districts and forests prioritize the completion of work associated with older NEPA decisions wait-
ing to be implemented, often called NEPA shelf stock.71

Seasonality
Resource protection requirements and other mitigation measures in NEPA documents often limit ac-
tivities to certain seasons or certain types of weather.72 For example, logging on certain soil types is 
only allowed during certain months of the year; mechanical operations are often limited during wildlife 
nesting or mating seasons; and prescribed fire activities must comply with a multitude of season and 
weather-dependent factors. 

SPOTLIGHT: TIMING AND PRIORITIZATION
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Silvicultural Prescription 
Development

Any activity that involves cutting, burning, estab-
lishing, or otherwise modifying forest vegetation 
must follow a silvicultural prescription.73 Prescrip-
tions are written by silviculturists and describe a 
forest stand’s current and 
desired condition and pres-
ent instructions for modi-
fying tree density, species 
composition, and/or stand 
structure to achieve the 
desired condition.74 These 
instructions may address, 
for example, aspects such 
as spacing between trees, 
creation of tree groupings 
or openings, and retention of snags or downed 
wood for species habitat.75 In developing pre-
scriptions, silviculturists must incorporate a vari-
ety of considerations, including those related to 
wildlife habitat, recreation needs, logging equip-
ment capabilities, and soil type.76 That being the 
case, this process requires close communication 
between the silviculturist and a variety of re-
source specialists about desired outcomes and 
potential impacts of forest treatments.77

Prescription development may begin during 
a NEPA analysis, though it cannot be finalized 
until the decision is signed.78 NEPA documents 
will vary in how specifically they dictate certain 

aspects of prescriptions, such as species prefer-
ences or tree diameters above which trees can-
not be cut. The prescription document will also 
incorporate, or go hand in hand with, project 
design criteria, best management practices, and 
any other mitigation measures that are included 
in the NEPA decision document and/or support-

ing analysis.79 Often, silvi-
culturists will work from a 
standard set of previously 
developed prescriptions, 
then modify them based 
on specific requirements 
associated with the loca-
tion, management direc-
tion, evolving science, or 
collaborative input.80

Marking Guide Preparation

Marking guides are prepared by the silvicultur-
ist in tandem with the silvicultural prescription.
Marking guides are used by marking crews and 
operators to determine which trees to leave or 
cut.81 These guides clearly outline cutting in-
structions that are directly based on, and are 
usually identical to, what is written in the asso-
ciated silvicultural prescription.82 Marking guides 
for each operational unit are included in timber 
sales or service contracts and are used by timber 
cruisers to determine the total harvestable vol-
ume in a sale.83

This set of steps includes on-the-ground 
activities as well as more specific planning 
needed to prepare a project for inclusion in a 
sale, contract, or agreement. Various aspects 
of the project, such as the exact location of 
temporary roads, log landings, and treatment 
areas may need to be changed or adapted as 
agency staff compare on-the-ground condi-
tions with the activities outlined in the NEPA 
document.

Implementation Preparation

I       mportantly, all designation 
methods require some 

interpretation of the marking 
guides—either by marking crews 
or logging operators—and the 
same prescription can produce 
very different results based on 
the designation method, the 
operator, or the marking crew.
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Designation Method 
Determination

The designation method, which is also deter-
mined around the same time as the silvicultural 
prescription, dictates how, and by who, trees will 
be chosen for cutting. Designation method may 
be specified in the NEPA document, or selected 
post-decision by the silviculturist in consultation 
with other resources staff.84 Tree designation de-
cisions are based on their cost and resource re-
quirements and the nature of the prescription, 
among other factors. Importantly, all designation 
methods require some interpretation of the mark-
ing guides—either by marking crews or logging 
operators—and the same prescription can pro-
duce very different results based on the designa-
tion method, the operator, or the marking crew.85

There are four ways to designate trees to be cut.86

•	 Individual tree marking involves marking crews 
spraying a band of colored paint on individual 
trees, with different colors indicating wheth-
er the operator should cut, leave, or avoid a 
tree.87 Individual tree marking is almost never 
used for non-commercial tree thinning activi-
ties, given the time-intensive nature of mark-
ing trees and the low value of the trees to be 
removed.88

•	 Virtual tree marking is a newer designation 
method that involves marking trees and units 

digitally.89 The operator uses a tablet or some 
other mechanism with GPS capabilities to iden-
tify trees marked for cutting based on what is 
indicated on the digital map. 

•	 Under the designation by prescription (DxP) 
method, it is up to the operator -- instead of 
tree markers -- to select which trees to cut and 
leave based on the marking guidelines that 
describe the desired composition of the cut-
ting unit post-harvest.90 This method is more 
difficult to carry out with complex prescriptions 
and the silviculturist often needs to work di-
rectly with sale administrators and operators to 
make sure they understand the prescription.91 
DxP is commonly used to thin a stand to a par-
ticular basal area, for example, while retaining 
healthy larger trees and prioritizing particular 
species. 

•	 Under designation by description (DxD), 
trees are designated to be cut or left uncut 
through descriptions of measurable charac-
teristics of individual trees and/or how they 
compare to one another.92 Designations could 
reference species, stump diameter, spacing, 
damage class, or a combination of these fac-
tors and should be unambiguous, so that 
two different people reading it would always 
choose the same tree.93 Common uses of DxD 
include thinning uniform stands of one species 
to a specific spacing or removing all of one 
product from a stand.94
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Unit Layout

In order to facilitate implementation, timber har-
vest or vegetation treatment projects are divided 
into smaller operational units. These operation-
al units are designated areas on the landscape 
and are a primary means by which silvicultural 
prescriptions, resource protection measures, 
and other vegetation management actions are 
assigned to particular locations within a larger 
project area.95 Unit boundaries are often des-
ignated in NEPA documents, but can also be 
defined during the imple-
mentation stage of a proj-
ect within the side boards 
established through NEPA 
decision-making.96 During a 
process called unit layout, 
pre-sale crews or silviculture 
or fuels staff assigned to 
contract development visit 
operational units to prepare 
them for vegetation treatments and assess how 
conditions on the ground compare to what was 
stated in planning documents, which could have 
been prepared without a specialist ever visiting 
that area.97 As crews are going through this pro-
cess, they often modify unit boundaries to meet 
management objectives outlined in NEPA docu-
ments.98 They may remove areas of units that are 

not operationally or financially feasible, which 
could be due to landscape features like rocky ar-
eas or steep slopes or the constraints and capa-
bilities of the chosen logging system (discussed 
below).99 Units also get modified as crews des-
ignate buffer or no-cut areas in order to pro-
tect resources such as streams or archeological 
sites.100 Several agency staff said it is not uncom-
mon for the total treatment acreage authorized 
in the NEPA document to be reduced by one 
quarter to one third as a result of this on-the-
ground review.101 As they work their way through 

units, crews also paint trees 
to indicate unit and sale or 
contract area boundaries, 
mark trees that should be 
retained for special purpos-
es such as wildlife habitat, 
use GPS units to calculate 
unit acreages (a practice 
called traversing), and mark 
trees that should be cut or 

retained based on the silvicultural prescription 
(if trees are designated by individual tree mark-
ing).102 While the unit layout process is general-
ly similar between commercial timber sales and 
service contracts, non-commercial vegetation 
treatments almost never involve individual tree 
marking and may also be laid out virtually.103

Several agency staff said it is 
not uncommon for the total 

treatment acreage authorized 
in the NEPA document to be 
reduced by one quarter to one 
third as a result of this on-the-
ground review.
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Transportation Planning 

In this step, Forest Service engineers finalize 
transportation plans and road maintenance 
needs for the upcoming project. These proj-
ect-specific plans tier from the transportation 
or roads sections of NEPA documents, which 
establish the outer bounds of what is permitted 
in terms of permanent and temporary road lo-
cations and uses, improvements, openings, clo-
sures, and decommissioning.104 Once the type 

and scope of project activities has been deter-
mined, engineers identify road improvement 
and maintenance needs based on anticipated 
timber haul volumes and equipment, weather 
conditions, soil type, drainage requirements, wa-
ter quality protection, and other factors.105 Road 
improvement and maintenance requirements 
that are related to timber removal are combined 
into what is often called a roads package.106 The 
roads package is incorporated into a timber sale 
contract or IRTC as the responsibility of the pur-
chaser.107 If the purchaser opts out of complet-
ing the roadwork themselves, they must pay the 
Forest Service a pre-established amount to cov-
er the cost for the agency to contract out those 
activities.108 In IRSCs or service contracts, all road 
and trail construction, reconstruction, and main-
tenance is considered service work.109

During the transportation planning process, 
engineers and logging systems specialists also 

work together to identify timber haul routes 
and delineate potential locations for infrastruc-
ture such as temporary roads, corridors for ca-
ble logging, skid trails and landings that aren’t 
specified in NEPA documents.110 This planning is 
closely intertwined with unit layout and logging 
systems planning (described below) because 
transportation systems must be designed to ac-
commodate the chosen logging equipment and 
methods while unit boundaries and buffer zones 
can both influence and be influenced by logging 
systems and associated transportation infrastruc-
ture.111 It is important to note that while Forest 
Service staff establish potential locations for fea-
tures like temporary roads and logging corridors 
at this stage, the timber sale purchaser, service 
contractor, or agreement partner often has some 
flexibility to work with the timber sale adminis-
trator, contracting officer, or agreement program 
manager during implementation to adjust those 
locations based on factors such as ground condi-
tions or logging feasibility.112

I t is important to note that while 
Forest Service staff establish 

potential locations for features 
like temporary roads and logging 
corridors at this stage, the timber 
sale purchaser, service contractor, or 
agreement partner often has some 
flexibility to work with the timber 
sale administrator, contracting 
officer, or agreement program 
manager during implementation 
to adjust those locations based on 
factors such as ground conditions or 
logging feasibility.
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Logging Systems Planning 

Logging systems refer to the equipment and 
methods used to harvest timber. The main types 
of logging systems are: 

•	 Ground-based logging: During ground-based 
logging, large machines drag or carry felled 
material from where it is cut to a landing, 
where logs are stored until they are trans-
ported to a processing facility. Ground-based 
equipment is usually used on more gradual 
slopes and in less sensitive areas.113

•	 Skyline or cable logging: This method of log-
ging involves the use of cables anchored at 
either end to transport harvested timber to a 
landing.114 The cables run along vertical corri-
dors that are parallel to the slope of a hill or 
mountain and are cleared of trees so that logs 
can be easily transported.115 This method is 
often used on steep slopes that are difficult 
for ground-based equipment to traverse or 
where ground conditions are not suitable for 
such equipment.116

•	 Helicopter logging: The most cost-intensive 
method of logging, helicopter logging in-
volves hooking felled trees to a wire rope that 
is attached to the helicopter and then flying 
the logs to a landing.117 This method is used 
in areas with limited road access, or where to-
pography or other landscape conditions make 
ground or cable operations infeasible.118

The logging system used to implement a given 
activity depends on the silvicultural prescription, 
road access, level of acceptable disturbance, 
and topography, among other factors.119 Like 
transportation planning, logging systems plans 
are often initiated during the development of a 
proposed action and are evaluated as part of the 
NEPA analysis.120 During post-NEPA implemen-

The type of logging systems 
selected, and their associated 

capabilities and limitations, greatly 
influence overall costs of a project 
and the final determination of where 
treatments will occur.
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tation preparation, a logging systems specialist 
finalizes the planned logging methods based on 
what is outlined in the NEPA document and any 
adjustments that are necessary due to post-NEPA 
modifications to unit design, new information 
about on-the ground conditions, equipment 
cost and availability, or other factors.121 Logging 
systems may be modified as long as the alter-
native and its potential impacts were analyzed 
during NEPA and the modification accomplishes 
the desired outcomes stated in the NEPA docu-
ments.122

The type of logging systems selected, and their 
associated capabilities and limitations, greatly 
influence overall costs of a project and the final 
determination of where treatments will occur.123 
If it is determined that logging equipment can’t 
access certain parts of a unit, for example, or if 
the chosen logging system is deemed too costly 
compared to the anticipated value of the timber, 
part or all of that unit may be dropped from a 
project.124 Logging systems also may influence 
how a prescription will be developed and carried 
out, and in some cases the silviculturist may need 
to modify a prescription if it isn’t feasible with the 
designated logging system.125 Conversely, the 
logging system for a particular area may have to 
be modified based on the final design of the op-
erational units.126

Data Collection and Surveys 

Depending on the depth and specificity of vari-
ous aspects of the NEPA analysis, resource spe-
cialists may need to conduct additional fieldwork 
to ground-truth planning documents.127 For ex-
ample, they may need to further assess land-
scape features like soil type or ephemeral stream 
locations in order to determine the final design 
of units, transportation systems, prescriptions, or 
logging systems.128 Additionally, it is common for 
NEPA decisions to condition the start of some ac-
tivities on the completion of additional surveys, 
such as heritage or archeology surveys.129 Those 
processes and protocols would be explained in 
the NEPA document and would need to be com-
pleted during this phase as well.130

Cruising (commercial projects 
only)

After unit layout and silvicultural prescriptions 
have been finalized on commercial projects, the 
timber sale or stewardship contract preparation 
team will do a formal assessment of the project 
area to determine the quantity and quality of 
timber to be offered. This assessment is termed 
cruising and happens through two main meth-
ods. The more common is area-based cruising, 
in which cruisers calculate per-acre tree volume 
and other information based on data collected 
from several sample plots that are extrapolated 
to the entire project area.131 Less common - and 
more resource intensive - is tree-based cruising, 
which requires crews to tally all trees within a 
unit, then examine and measure a random sam-
pling of trees in order to calculate an estimated 
volume.132

The cruising process is intended to collect data 
on tree diameters and heights, species type, 
defects, grade (generally saw wood, non-saw 
wood, and pulpwood), and form class (the shape 
of the trunk).133 The amount of usable timber in 
a project area (and thus the amount of timber 
the purchaser can be required to pay for and re-
move) is determined by merchantability specifi-
cations for each tree species and grade.134 Those 
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specifications establish length and diameter 
measurements above which the timber is consid-
ered to be usable and are based on an agency 
determination of what a mill or wood products 
manufacturer would purchase.135 However, mer-
chantability specifications can be problematic 
(and often are) when they don’t align with the 
size or length of sawlogs that are usable by local 

wood products industries.136 For example, agen-
cy standards (which are often set at the regional 
level) may state that any log of a certain diameter 
that is greater than 8 feet long must be classified 
as merchantable, while the minimum log length 
preferred by mills is much longer than that.137

Appraisal (commercial projects 
only)

The appraisal process involves estimating the 
fair market value of timber that is to be included 
in a timber sale or stewardship contract or agree-
ment.138 Appraisals, which are only necessary for 
commercial activities, are based on data about 
the grade and volume of usable timber that is 
collected during the cruising process.139 The 
primary appraisal method used by the Forest 
Service, transaction evidence appraisal, aims 
to estimate the fair market value of the timber 
based on bid rates and logging costs from past 
timber sales in the area.140 Key factors consid-
ered in producing a final appraisal figure include:

•	 The value of each species, grade, and form 
class based on previous sales during a certain 
time period and within a certain area around 
the proposed timber project.141 These are 
known as the base period prices and are in-
formed by regularly updated state or regional 
reports as well as local data the forest gathers 
from past sales.142

•	 Costs related to harvesting and transporting 
timber that have to be covered by the con-
tractor and thus reduce the overall profit mar-
gins of a sale or contract.143 Those include the 
equipment and labor costs of felling, yard-
ing, skidding, and hauling timber as well as 
road maintenance and construction or recon-
struction costs.144

•	 Various required deposits for activities such as 
essential reforestation, engineering services, 
and brush disposal.145

•	 Adjustments in order to account for unique 
conditions and characteristics of a sale (e.g., 
location relative to viable markets) and oth-
er factors such as potential oversights in the 
appraisal, current market conditions, and the 
need to encourage sufficient competition.146 

In a timber sale or IRTC, the final sale price is 
reflected in what is called the advertised rate.147 
In an IRSC, this is termed the minimum accept-
able offer for timber.148 However, this advertised 
rate may need to be increased beyond what is 
indicated by appraisal calculations in order to 
comply with base rates for the material. Base 
rates represent the lowest price that federal tim-
ber may be sold and are the highest of either: 
a) The minimum rate for species and classes of 
material set for each forest by the Washington 
Office or the Regional Office or b) The calculat-
ed sum of required regeneration or reforestation 
costs, plus timber property value, plus the $0.25 
per hundred cubic feet (ccf) required deposit to 
the National Forest Fund (NFF).149 Base rates 
apply to all commercial timber offerings except 
for qualified salvage sales and timber offered 
through administrative use permits.150 When an 
appraisal is complete, the agency produces an 
appraisal report that is publicly available and 

However, merchantability 
specifications can be problematic 

(and often are) when they don’t align 
with the size or length of sawlogs that 
are usable by local wood products 
industries.  For example, agency 
standards (which are often set at the 
regional level) may state that any log 
of a certain diameter that is greater 
than 8 feet long must be classified 
as merchantable, while the minimum 
log length preferred by mills is much 
longer than that.
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summarizes the cost estimates, product prices, 
and adjustments used to calculate the final ap-
praised value.151

While the appraisal establishes a final value for a 
commercial project, economic analyses of timber 
value, harvesting, and hauling costs, and other 
required payments occur 
throughout the project 
development process.152 
As mentioned in the pre-
vious implementation 
planning and preparation 
steps, sale and contract 
preparation teams and 
other specialists are con-
stantly weighing costs and 
timber value as they design projects and units, 
prescriptions, logging systems, and transpor-
tation plans.153 Each of those elements may be 

tweaked or adjusted to make commercial proj-
ects more economically viable.154

In discussing the appraisal process, those inside 
and outside the agency noted that the process-
es and sources used in appraisals sometimes lag 
behind or fail to reflect actual market conditions, 

don’t capture the unique 
circumstances of a partic-
ular place, or don’t accu-
rately represent industry 
costs.155 All of these factors 
can produce appraisal pric-
es out of sync with current 
conditions, which can pose 
challenges for putting to-
gether timber sales as well 

as stewardship contracts and agreements that 
are financially viable and will attract responses.156

All of these factors can produce 
appraisal prices out of sync 

with current conditions, which 
can pose challenges for putting 
together timber sales as well 
as stewardship contracts and 
agreements that are financially 
viable and will attract responses.
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The Forest Service is authorized to collect a portion of timber sale receipts as well as 
non-reimbursable deposits from purchasers of federal timber in order to support associ-
ated activities such as roads maintenance, preparation and administration of certain sales, 
and post-harvest restoration.157 These are collectively referred to as permanent and trust 
funds.158 These deposits and collections have historically been a crucial source of support 
for non-commercial service activities and other aspects of agency operations.159

In order to collect timber receipts and deposits on a project, agency staff must develop 
plans that specify the activities that could or should be funded with permanent and trust 
fund dollars -- a process that occurs in the implementation preparation phase.160 Minimum 
and/or maximum receipt collection and deposit amounts are based on the amount of re-
quired and desired work in these plans, though it is rare for a sale to generate enough 
timber receipts to fund all planned activities.161 Line officers also have some discretion 
over how to allocate timber revenues between funds based on local needs and other con-
siderations that may go beyond the content of each plan.162 Once completed, permanent 
and trust fund plans and activities get included in an appropriate contract or agreement 
document, depending on the implementation mechanism.163 The most common types of 
deposits and collections are:

•	 Roads-related deposits: The agency can require different deposits from a timber sale 
purchaser related to road maintenance and planning. One type of deposit funds the 
maintenance of asphalt roads that are used during timber hauling, though that amount 
can be decreased if necessary for sale feasibility.164 Another deposit type funds the 
engineering services required to design and administer the roads package.165 Finally, 
if the purchaser is not willing or able to complete maintenance and improvement work 
identified in the roads package, some forests allow the option of collecting a deposit to 
fund the agency to complete that work or contract it out.166 If Forest Service staff antic-
ipate that the value of the timber in a sale will not exceed roads costs, it is common for 
the agency to decrease the required deposit for asphalt road maintenance or reduce 
maintenance requirements (and thus maintenance costs) for other forest roads in order 
to make a sale more economically feasible.167

•	 Brush disposal deposits: The Brush Disposal Act requires purchasers to make depos-
its to pay for the disposal of unwanted slash, brush, and other debris that result from 
logging within the sale or contract area.168 To estimate needed brush disposal collec-
tion amounts, agency fuels personnel develop brush disposal plans, which can include 
chipping slash, piling fuels, burning piles, or broadcast burning.169 Purchasers are either 
required to perform brush disposal activities themselves, cover the cost for the Forest 
Service to accomplish those tasks, or a mix of the two.170 Reducing brush disposal obli-
gations is another strategy the agency uses to make a timber sale more attractive and 
economically feasible for purchasers.171

PERMANENT AND TRUST FUND COLLECTIONS 
AND OTHER DEPOSITS
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•	 Knutson-Vandenberg (K-V) collections: The Knutson-Vandenberg Act authorizes the 
Forest Service to collect a portion of timber sale revenues to pay for reforestation activ-
ities (e.g., tree planting, weed removal, seed sowing) as well as a broader array of post-
sale restoration needs, including watershed restoration, wildlife habitat, range improve-
ment, and weed treatments.172 Activities funded through Knutson-Vandenberg (K-V) 
collections must be identified and prioritized in a sale area improvement (SAI) plan, 
must be located within a timber sale area, and must have been identified and analyzed 
in a NEPA decision.173 There are two tiers of K-V activities: required reforestation activi-
ties associated with establishing a new tree stand and non-required restoration activities 
that accomplish more general resource improvements.174 Required reforestation activi-
ties can be included as mandatory expenses in a timber sale, while non-required K-V ac-
tivities are funded with timber receipts as they are available.175 Because it is common for 
the cost of proposed K-V activities to exceed the amount of timber revenues available, 
this second category of K-V activities is funded by order of highest priority.176 Available 
K-V funds can also be used to address identified K-V activities elsewhere in the region 
where the commercial project took place.177 When a contract ends or is terminated, any 
unfunded K-V work is no longer eligible for those funds.178

•	 Salvage sale collections: The salvage sale program is intended to support the prepara-
tion and administration of salvage timber sales, which are those that involve the removal 
of insect-infested, dead, damaged, or down trees as well as associated trees that pose a 
risk to overall stand health.179 Salvage sales are intended to be an avenue for removing 
such trees as quickly as possible in order to capture economic value that would other-
wise be lost.180 In order to support these types of sales, the National Forest Management 
Act allows the Forest Service to collect a portion of timber receipts from salvage sales 
to cover the cost of designing, engineering, preparing, and supervising future salvage 
sales and the necessary roads to support them.181 The agency estimates necessary sal-
vage sale collection amounts based on the previous year’s actual costs and anticipated 
salvage sale needs developed by the forest.182 Like non-essential K-V funds, the amount 
of salvage sale funds collected on a project depends on the final price of the timber and 
any other collections and deposits that are required to be made.183

•	 Retained receipts: Under Stewardship Authority, individual forests are allowed to keep 
timber revenues that exceed the cost of mandatory service work included in a stew-
ardship project.184 These revenues are called retained receipts and must be used to 
complete service work on other stewardship projects.185 Importantly for collaborative 
groups, retained receipts may be used for project-level implementation or effectiveness 
monitoring and to support the collaborative process by paying for costs such as facili-
tation, meeting rooms, or travel directly related to an approved stewardship project.186 
Retained receipts are typically collected from IRTCs and are deposited into a forest’s 
stewardship fund.187 While these dollars are usually used on the same administrative unit 
in which they were generated, they can be used across multiple forests if a stewardship 
project is structured that way.188
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Any activities on the national forest that 
the Forest Service doesn’t perform itself 
are implemented by other entities through 
either contracts or agreements.189 Con-
tracts are used by the agency to sell trees 
and other forest products (via timber sales, 
for example) or to purchase goods or ser-
vices.190 Agreements are used by the For-
est Service to partner with a non-agency 
entity. They usually involve resource con-
tributions (e.g., funding, staff time, indirect 
costs) by both parties, they generally may 
not be used for profit-making endeavors, 
and they often require mutual interest and 
mutual benefit.191 Following the implemen-
tation planning and preparation phase, 

agency staff set about developing contracts or agreements that capture all project activities, 
specifications, and requirements through clear, enforceable language.192 The wording in these 
documents is crucial in determining how the intended outcomes of the NEPA analysis and 
decision will be realized on the ground. Once finalized, agreements move forward into imple-
mentation while contracts usually go through some type of public advertisement process, after 
which the agency evaluates responses and selects a contractor or timber sale purchaser.193 
As projects move into the contract and agreement development phase from implementation 
preparation, responsibility transitions from the line officer and their team of resource specialists 
to a designated contracting officer and their sale or contract administration team or, in the case 
of agreements, a grants and agreements specialist and a program manager.194 Because timber 
sales, service contracts, and agreements have distinct characteristics and associated processes, 
some of the following sections include subsections to clearly explain any relevant differences 
between these types of implementation mechanisms. 

Contract or Agreement 
Document Development 

Developing contract or agreement documents 
involves translating management activities, de-
sired outcomes, and special requirements like 
project design criteria into specifications that are 
clearly defined, measurable, and enforceable.195 
Some items may be categorized as optional, 
subject to factors such as revenue generated, 
market conditions, or appropriated dollars avail-
able.196 Additionally, timber sale contract devel-
opment teams must evaluate if a sale should be 
offered as a small business set aside, or reserved 
for specific socioeconomic groups or categories 

of businesses.197 Before contracts or agreements 
are finalized, interviewees said it is beneficial if 
specialists from the NEPA interdisciplinary team, 
engineering specialists, and representatives 
from sale preparation and administration teams 
review those documents to ensure desired out-
comes and requirements are clearly communi-
cated and understood.198 The agency also may 
host public pre-offer meetings for timber sales, 
service contracts, or stewardship contracts where 
potential purchasers or contractors can ask ques-
tions about the sale or contract, provide input on 
its viability, or identify potential challenges with 
the contract terms that the agency may want to 
consider.199

Contract or Agreement Development and Offering
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The following is information specific to develop-
ment of certain implementation mechanisms.

•	 Timber sale: Timber sales are implemented 
via contracts, which are overseen by timber 
contracting officers and timber sale adminis-
trators and are subject to a different title in 
the Code of Federal Regulations than service 
contracts.200 The development of timber sale 
contracts tends to be closely focused on de-
veloping an economically viable sale package 
that will attract bidders.201

•	 Service contracts: Also referred to as procure-
ment contracts, service contracts are over-
seen by contracting officers and contracting 
officers’ representatives and are subject to 
the same federal acquisitions regulations that 
apply across government 
agencies.202 Unlike timber 
sales, service contracts 
may be evaluated based 
on best value, which con-
siders price and non-price 
criteria.203 In that case, 
agency staff developing 
the contract must decide 
on screening and evalu-
ation criteria other than 
cost that will be used to 
evaluate responses to the 
contract solicitation.204 
Potential best value crite-
ria include technical ap-
proach, work quality, past 
performance, and potential socio-economic 
benefit to the local community.205 Local pref-
erence for contractors can be incorporated 
into this evaluation method as well.206

•	 Stewardship contracts: Integrated Resource 
Timber Contracts (IRTCs) and Integrated Re-
source Service Contracts (IRSCs) incorporate 
elements of timber sales and service work and 
are thus subject to a combination of timber 
sale and federal acquisitions regulations or 

just timber sale regulations, depending on 
the contract type.207 Any products removed 
under either of these contracts must be ap-
praised and offered at their fair market val-
ue.208 Stewardship authority also sets certain 
requirements for stewardship contracts, in-
cluding that they be awarded based on best 
value criteria.209 These criteria are established 
in the contract and are often developed and 
defined through a collaborative process be-
cause Forest Service directives require that 
collaboration be a part of stewardship project 
planning and implementation.210

•	 Agreements: Agreements differ from pro-
curement and timber sales in how they are 
developed and structured. For example, they 
are developed through discussions and nego-

tiations with the non-federal 
partnering entit(ies), as op-
posed to the arms-length rela-
tionship required with timber 
sales.211 Instead of contract 
specifications, agreements 
include components such as 
financial plans, partner re-
sponsibilities, deliverables, 
and project description that 
includes methodology and 
technical specifications.212 
Agreements are overseen by 
an agreement manager.213 
Once an agreement is final-
ized between the partner and 

the Forest Service, the partner typically enters 
into a contract with an operator to complete 
the agreed-upon work.214

After contracts are signed they can be modified, 
though doing so can be a complex process in-
volving multiple approvals.215 Agreements are 
generally easier to modify as long as changes 
made fall within the scope of the original agree-
ment.216

As projects move into the 
contract and agreement 

development phase from 
implementation preparation, 
responsibility transitions from 
the line officer and their team 
of resource specialists to a 
designated contracting officer 
and their sale or contract 
administration team or, in the 
case of agreements, a grants 
and agreements specialist and 
a program manager.

“

”
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Timber Sale Advertisement or 
Release of Contract Solicitation 

Processes in this step vary by implementation 
mechanism.

•	 Timber sale: Any timber sales with an ap-
praised value of over $10,000 must be pub-
licly advertised and offered through a com-
petitive bidding process.217 For each sale, 
the Forest Service develops a public adver-
tisement and a bid package, which includes 
a sale prospectus that highlights unique or 
notable features of a sale, a sample contract, 
and forms purchasers would submit to bid 
on the sale.218 Timber sales without unusual 
circumstances or interest must be advertised 
for a minimum of 30 days.219 For these sales, 
Forest Service staff must deliver the sale pro-
spectus and prospective bidder letter to pro-
spective bidders as well as others who have 
asked to receive notice of sale offerings.220 
Sales of unusual interest must be advertised 
for 45-90 days and advertisements must also 
be published in trade journals, as well as in 
local newspapers.221

•	 Contracts: The Forest Service can solicit con-
tract bids through an invitation for bid, a re-
quest for quote, or a request for proposal.222 
The latter two are more frequently used be-
cause they allow the agency to request more 
information from bidders (such as how they 
propose to complete the project and the ex-
perience and skill level of their employees) 
and to evaluate bidders on best value criteria, 
rather than price alone.223 A typical contract 
solicitation includes project requirements, 
terms, and conditions; information request-
ed of the offeror; criteria used to evaluate 
solicitation responses; and any opportunity 
available for offerors to propose alternative 
approaches to achieving the contract’s de-
sired outcomes.224 Contract opportunities are 
advertised on the federal government’s online 
system for award management.225

•	 Stewardship contracts: IRTCs are advertised 
via a similar process as traditional timber sales 
while IRSCs are posted in the online system 
for award management, along with other ser-

vice contracts.226 Both must be publicly of-
fered for 30 days or longer, depending on the 
complexity of the project.227

•	 Agreements: Agreements, such as steward-
ship agreements, Good Neighbor Agree-
ments and 638 agreements, are entered into 
through a non-competitive process. 

Pre-bid Meetings or Field Trips 

After a timber sale advertisement or contract so-
licitation is released, the agency may host field 
trips to the work site or hold meetings that of-
fer potential purchasers or contract bidders the 
opportunity to meet with agency staff and ask 
questions about a sale or contract opportunity.228 
These are open for the public to attend.229

Accept and Evaluate Bids or 
Solicitation Responses

Processes in this step vary by implementation 
mechanism.

•	 Timber sale: Timber sale bids must be sub-
mitted by mail or delivered by hand - emailed 
bids are not accepted.230 Traditional timber 
sales must be awarded to the highest bidder 
who also meets all the conditions of the sale, 
unless all bids are rejected.231 At a stated date 
and time, the designated sale officer opens 
and publicly reviews these sealed bids.232 
The officer may determine the apparent high 
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bidder based only on the information sub-
mitted or, on some forests in the West, the 
agency may subsequently conduct an oral 
auction, which can significantly affect the final 
price of the sale.233 This oral auction is held 
among only the bidders who initially submit-
ted sealed bids and the sale is awarded to the 
highest bidder from that process.234

•	 Stewardship contract: All stewardship con-
tracts are evaluated and awarded on a best 
value basis, which considers both price and 
non-price criteria that are tailored to the proj-
ect and its intended outcomes.235 In order 
to select a contractor, a team that includes 
resource and operation specialists evaluate 
all stewardship contract technical proposals 
based on the set of criteria established during 
contract development.236 The best value de-
termination also includes a review of the con-
tractors’ financial and logistical ability to fulfill 
the contract.237 

•	 Service contract: If a service contract is to be 
evaluated based on best value criteria (rather 
than price and technical acceptability alone), 
agency representatives review and evaluate 
responses to the solicitation based on those 
pre-established criteria.238 Before selecting a 
service contractor, the agency is allowed to 
negotiate with bidders, or ask them for clarifi-
cations or further information.239

•	 Agreements: Evaluation of responses or bids 
is not applicable to agreements. 

Prepare a Bid Abstract (timber 
sales and sometimes IRTCs) 

Once a timber sale has been awarded, the agen-
cy prepares an abstract of bids received and dis-
tributes it to interested parties.240 Some forests 
also do this for IRTCs.241 This report includes 
information about the sale (location, estimated 
volume, species and product offered etc.), mini-
mum and advertised rate, and the total bid value 
submitted by each of the bidders.242

No Bid (timber sale and IRTCs 
only)

If a timber sale or IRTC does not receive any 
bids, it can be reoffered without further adver-
tisement.243 Bids (or offers and technical propos-
als in the case of IRTCs) must be received within 
one year of the original advertisement.244 Before 
reoffering a sale or IRTC, agency staff go through 
an assessment of sale development processes 
and sale or contract terms to determine poten-
tial reasons for the no-bid outcome.245 Based on 
that assessment, staff may adjust the amount of 
restoration work (brush disposal, required refor-
estation etc.), required roadwork, or other ele-
ments to make the sale or IRTC more attractive 
in subsequent offerings.246 They also may choose 
to repackage or reoffer the work via another 
implementation mechanism, such as a Good 
Neighbor Agreement or a service contract.
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The implementation of planned ac-
tivities represents the culmination of 
the project planning, implementation 
preparation, and contract develop-
ment phases. For work performed by 
non-agency entities, implementation 
of agreed-upon activities may begin 
after finalization of a contract (timber 
sale, service, etc.) or agreement. Imple-
mentation also may be preceded or fol-
lowed by monitoring activities designed 
to assess the impacts and effectiveness 
of management actions. 

In discussing this final stage of the proj-
ect lifecycle, it is important to note that 

the inclusion of activities in a NEPA-approved project does not imply a guarantee of when or if 
they will be implemented on the ground. Given the timelines of various implementation mech-
anisms, Forest Service staff and budget constraints, and the logistical realities of coordinating 
management actions, it can take a decade or more for the agency to begin implementing some 
of the activities—particularly non-commercial activities—approved in a decision document.247 
Some activities included in NEPA decisions may never be completed, may be deemed unneces-
sary based on the effects of other activities or events, or may not be completed before the NEPA 
decision is deemed to be outdated or irrelevant due to changed conditions.248

Implementation 

Forest Service staff are closely involved with proj-
ects throughout implementation. As mentioned 
in the previous stage, Forest Service points of 
contact vary based on the implementation 
mechanism, but include 
contracting officer’s repre-
sentatives for service con-
tracts and program man-
agers for agreements.249 
Before work begins on a 
sale, contract, or agree-
ment, these points of con-
tact meet with timber sale 
purchasers, contractors, 
or agreement partners to review the scope of 
work, specific contract provisions, and other ex-
pectations associated with the contract or agree-
ment.250 As activities progress, the designated 
agency officials monitor work performance in 

order to enforce contract terms (in the case of 
contracts) or ensure that the cooperator upholds 
programmatic and financial commitments (in 
the case of agreements).251 These agency staff 
also work with timber sale purchasers, service 
contractors, or agreement partners regarding 

on-the-ground decisions 
or necessary modifications 
such as those related to the 
location of skid trails and 
landings, type of equip-
ment used, or construction 
and decommissioning of 
temporary roads.252 Over 
the course of a contract, 
sale, or agreement, timing 

of on-the-ground implementation is subject to a 
number of factors including seasonal restrictions 
and operating windows, the sequencing of pre- 
and post-harvest or thinning work, and unit or 
task order-specific timelines. 

In discussing this final stage 
of the project lifecycle, it is 

important to note that the 
inclusion of activities in a NEPA-
approved project does not imply 
a guarantee of when or if they will 
be implemented on the ground.

“

”

Project Implementation and Monitoring
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Monitoring 

Implementation monitoring intends to assess 
the effects and effectiveness of Forest Service 
management actions.253 Monitoring can take 
a number of different forms, from methodical 
data collection to qualitative assessments made 
during field trips to a treatment site, and is used 
to address both biophysical and socioeconom-
ic questions that help inform management ac-
tions.254 Monitoring requirements often originate 
from a forest’s management plan (and the asso-
ciated NEPA decision) but can also be included 
in project-level NEPA documents, with an ex-
ample being monitoring requirements linked to 
adaptive management strategies.255 Adaptive 
management strategies involve implementing 
a management action and then monitoring the 
effects of that action for the purpose of learn-
ing and adjusting future management actions to 
better achieve desired outcomes.256 In addition 
to NEPA decisions for projects or forest manage-
ment plans, key drivers of monitoring activities 
include:257

•	 Regional plans such as the Northwest Forest 
Plan.

•	 Programs such as the Collaborative Forest 
Landscape Restoration Program.

•	 The National Forest Management Act.

•	 Compliance requirements related to laws like 
the Endangered Species Act or the National 
Historic Preservation Act. 

•	 The interests of a forest collaborative group or 
other partners. 

•	 The responsibilities of Forest Service points of 
contact to ensure a contractor fulfills the terms 
of a sale or contract or that agreement partners 
uphold their respective commitments. 

While an important task, Forest Service staff said 
monitoring is not consistently funded nor com-
pleted.258 Agency staff also said internal account-
ability for accomplishing monitoring tasks can be 
variable and outside partners often play a key 
role in emphasizing the importance of required 
monitoring and/or assisting with implementation 
of monitoring plans.259
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CONCLUSION
The process of bringing a Forest Service project to fruition – from pre-NEPA planning 
through implementation and monitoring – requires many steps and spans multiple years. 
While the process is complex with many parallel processes and moving parts, we hope that 
greater knowledge of how the agency undertakes vegetation management projects may 
help collaborative groups and other partners better understand when and how they might 
engage with this important work. 
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Appendix 

Additional documents related to collaborative 
engagement in Forest Service planning and/
or implementation: 

•	 A Roadmap For Collaboration Before, During 
and After the NEPA Process, National Forest 
Foundation

•	 https://www.nationalforests.org/assets/
files/Roadmap-for-Collaboration-Before-
During-and-After-the-NEPA-Process_NFF.
pdf

•	 Innovative Contracting: A Guide for 
Collaborative Groups and Community 
Partners, Ecosystem Workforce Program

•	 http://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/
ewp.uoregon.edu/files/QG_
InnovativeContracting.pdf

•	 Forest Service Contracting: A Basic Guide 
for Restoration Practitioners, Ecosystem 
Workforce Program

•	 https://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/
ewp.uoregon.edu/files/downloads/
ContractGuideFinalReadersSecure.pdf

•	 Collaborative engagement documents 
developed by the North Central Washington 
Forest Health Collaborative (WA) and the 
Lolo Restoration Committee (MT)

•	 Tracking Progress: The Monitoring Process 
Used in Collaborative Forest Landscape 
Restoration Projects in the Pacific Northwest 
Region, Ecosystem Workforce Program

•	 https://ecoshare.info/uploads/ivmg/
WP54_CFLRP_Monitoring_Process.pdf

Important Terms 
Adaptive management: A management strate-
gy that involves a cycle of planning, implement-
ing, monitoring, evaluating, and incorporating 
new knowledge into management. After a man-
agement action is implemented, the effects are 
monitored for the purpose of learning and adjust-
ing future management actions to better achieve 
desired outcomes.1

Advertised rate: The minimum acceptable bid 
rates for timber, which are the rates at which tim-
ber is advertised. Advertised rates must be at 
least as high as base rates.2

Agency directives: Forest Service directives are 
the primary source of administrative direction to 
agency employees. The directives consist of the 
Forest Service Manual and Handbook, two se-
ries of documents that codify the agency’s policy, 
practice, and procedure.3 

Agreements: Agreements do not involve a com-
petitive solicitation or bidding process and are 
developed between the Forest Service and a 
non-agency entity. They generally involve mutual 
interest and benefit for both partners or are used 
for activities that provide a public benefit.4  

Basal area: The area of a given section of land 
that is occupied by the cross-section of tree trunks 
and stems, when measured at the breast height 
(4.5 ft) of a tree above the ground. Basal area is 
used as a method of measuring the volume of 
timber in a given stand.5 

Base period price: The value that represents the 
average bid price of competitively sold timber 
sales in a particular area during a predetermined 
base period. The base period price is the starting 
point of appraisal.6 

Base rate: The lowest rates of payment for tim-
ber that are authorized by the contract used. The 
base rate is the highest of either the applicable 
minimum rates or a combination of required K-V 
deposits for reforestation, plus timber property 
value, plus $0.25 per hundred cubic feet.7 

Best management practices: Practices that en-
able the implementation of a planned activity 
while still protecting the resource managed.8

https://www.nationalforests.org/assets/files/Roadmap-for-Collaboration-Before-During-and-After-the-NEPA-Process_NFF.pdf
https://www.nationalforests.org/assets/files/Roadmap-for-Collaboration-Before-During-and-After-the-NEPA-Process_NFF.pdf
https://www.nationalforests.org/assets/files/Roadmap-for-Collaboration-Before-During-and-After-the-NEPA-Process_NFF.pdf
https://www.nationalforests.org/assets/files/Roadmap-for-Collaboration-Before-During-and-After-the-NEPA-Process_NFF.pdf
http://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/QG_InnovativeContracting.pdf
http://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/QG_InnovativeContracting.pdf
http://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/QG_InnovativeContracting.pdf
https://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/downloads/ContractGuideFinalReadersSecure.pdf
https://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/downloads/ContractGuideFinalReadersSecure.pdf
https://ewp.uoregon.edu/sites/ewp.uoregon.edu/files/downloads/ContractGuideFinalReadersSecure.pdf
https://ecoshare.info/uploads/ivmg/WP54_CFLRP_Monitoring_Process.pdf
https://ecoshare.info/uploads/ivmg/WP54_CFLRP_Monitoring_Process.pdf
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Best value criteria: Method of evaluating solicita-
tion responses that considers both price and non-
price criteria in order to achieve the best value to 
the government. Those criteria include potential 
benefit to the local community, past performance, 
and work quality.9 

Brush disposal plan: Outlines the activities need-
ed to mitigate the fuel hazard caused by slash 
produced from timber harvest. Brush disposal 
activities include chipping, slash piling, and pile 
burning and are funded through brush disposal 
deposits associated with commercial activities.10 

Categorical Exclusion (CE): Generally the least 
detailed and complex level of analysis that can 
only be used if a proposed action meets certain 
criteria.11 

Contract: A document that establishes a mutually 
binding legal relationship between a seller that is 
furnishing supplies or services and a buyer that is 
paying for them.12 

Cruising: The process of measuring characteris-
tics of forest stands such as tree size, volume, and 
quality in order to estimate the quantity and qual-
ity of timber to be offered in an upcoming sale.13 

Decision document: Record that communicates 
the responsible official’s decision on a proposed 
action based on the results of the NEPA analysis. 
There are different decision documents based on 
whether the proposed action is analyzed through 
a CE, EA or EIS.14

Decision Memo: Decision document for a Cate-
gorical Exclusion.15

Decision Notice: Decision document for an Envi-
ronmental Assessment.16

Designation by description (DxD): Method of 
tree designation in which trees are designated 
to be cut or left uncut by describing measurable 
characteristics of individual trees and/or how they 
compare to one another.17

Designation by prescription (DxP): Method of 
tree designation in which trees are designated 
for harvest based on the prescription’s desired 
composition of the unit following harvest. Oper-
ators are provided a marking guide based on the 

prescription and given the responsibility to select 
which trees to cut and leave based on the guide.18 

Environmental Assessment (EA): A document 
that the Forest Service must complete if a pro-
posed action is not appropriate for a Categorical 
Exclusion and either does not have significant en-
vironmental effects or the significance of environ-
mental effects is uncertain.19

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS): Must be 
prepared if a proposed action may or will have 
significant effects on the human environment.20 
The preparation of an EIS involves the most rigor-
ous and complex level of analysis.

Felling: The process of cutting or uprooting 
standing trees.21

Finding of No Significant Impact (FONSI): A 
Finding of No Significant Impact presents the 
reasons why a proposed action will not have a 
significant environmental effect. This document 
provides the agency’s necessary justification for 
not moving forward with an Environmental Impact 
Statement.22 

Hauling: Delivering logs or chips from a loading 
point to an unloading point such as a mill or other 
wood processing facility.23 

Implementation mechanism: Term used by the 
author of this guidebook to reference the various 
methods for implementing planned activities. 
Timber sales, service contacts, stewardship con-
tracts, and agreements are all types of implemen-
tation mechanisms. 

Interdisciplinary Team (ID Team): This is a team 
of specialists from various resource areas that are 
assembled to undertake the NEPA process for 
a proposed project. These specialists help de-
velop the proposed action, respond to public 
comments, develop alternatives to the proposed 
action, and analyze potential effects of the pro-
posed action and any alternatives.24 

Knutson-Vandenberg (K-V) collections: Timber 
sale receipts the Forest Service is authorized to 
collect to pay for post-sale reforestation and res-
toration activities.25
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Landing: Cleared area in a timber harvesting unit 
where felled logs are stacked and stored until they 
are transported to a sawmill or other processing 
facility.26 

Line officers: Agency staff with authority to de-
cide upon or carry out a specific planning action.27 
There are line officers at each level of the agency, 
for example, district rangers at the district level, 
forest supervisors at the forest level, and regional 
foresters at the regional level.

Logging system: A method of logging, such as 
cable or skyline logging, ground-based or tractor 
logging, and helicopter logging.28 Each type of 
logging system requires different equipment and 
comes with different costs, capabilities, environ-
mental effects, and constraints.

Marking guide: Document that instructs tree 
markers or logging operators which trees to cut 
and/or leave based on the silvicultural prescrip-
tion.29

Mitigation measures: Measures that avoid, min-
imize, or compensate for the effects associated 
with a particular action described in an environ-
mental document or record of decision and that 
have a nexus to those effects.30 

National Forest Fund (NFF): This national fund 
holds receipts from agency-managed resources 
and is used to satisfy agency obligations.31 

NEPA shelf stock: A term used to denote planned 
management work that has been cleared for im-
plementation through the NEPA process but has 
not yet been accomplished.32 

Operational unit: A designated area within which 
one or more activities occur. Also known as activ-
ity units, operational units act as a foundational 
organizational structure for implementation plan-
ning. For example, units are grouped together 
to establish areas to be included in timber sales, 
contracts, and agreements. Vegetation treat-
ments are also often assigned and completed by 
the unit.33

Operator: The owner or contractor of a logging 
operation that implements vegetation treatments; 
often synonymous with contractor.34

Permanent and trust funds: Category of timber 
receipt collections and deposits that the Forest 
Service is authorized to retain to pay for a number 
of restoration, reforestation, administration, and 
infrastructure needs associated with sale activi-
ties.35 

Preferred alternative: The alternative or alterna-
tives that represent the agency’s preferred course 
of action after the completion of the environmen-
tal analysis portion of the NEPA process.36 

Procurement: The act of acquiring goods or 
services via a contract for use by the federal 
government. The terms procurement, service 
contracting, and acquisition are often used inter-
changeably in the context of this document.37  

Program of work: Term often used to describe 
the schedule of activities the agency has planned 
for planning and/or implementation. A NEPA 
program of work, for example, encompasses the 
management activities that the Forest Service in-
tends to analyze via the NEPA process, along with 
a rough timeline.

Project: In the context of NEPA, this guidebook 
uses the term “project” to describe management 
activities that are grouped together for inclusion 
in a single proposed action that is evaluated via 
the NEPA process. In the context of post-NEPA 
implementation, this guidebook uses the term 
“project” to describe management activities that 
are part of the same organized effort with a com-
mon location, outputs, and time period, among 
other characteristics. According to these uses of 
the term, the Forest Service could implement sev-
eral projects (a thinning project, a stream culvert 
project, a prescribed burning project, etc.) that 
were analyzed in a single NEPA document, or 
project.38

Project design criteria: Parameters and guide-
lines for implementing site-specific activities 
to comply with the relevant land management 
plans.39

Project initiation letter: A letter issued by the 
responsible official that formally signals the agen-
cy will move forward with an Environmental As-
sessment or Environmental Impact Statement for 
a given proposed action, and outlines plans and 
expectations for the process.40 
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Proposed action: A formalized proposal for ac-
tivities the agency would authorize or implement 
to address the purpose and need identified at the 
beginning of a NEPA analysis.41 

Purpose and need statement: A concise state-
ment developed at the outset of the NEPA pro-
cess that explains the agency’s rationale for pro-
posing certain management actions.42 

Record of Decision: Decision document for an 
Environmental Impact Statement.43 

Responsible official: The designated Forest Ser-
vice employee who has the authority to approve 
the purpose and need statement, the proposed 
action, and the range of alternatives in a NEPA 
process. The Responsible Official also has the au-
thority to make and implement a decision on a 
proposed action.44 

Retained receipts: Timber revenues that remain 
after the exchange of goods for services in an in-
tegrated resource timber contract. These receipts 
can be used to fund restoration service work on 
other stewardship projects.45 

Sale area improvement (SAI) plan: Outlines re-
forestation and restoration needs associated with 
a timber sale. Items in this plan can be funded 
with K-V collections.46

Salvage sale collections: Salvage timber sales are 
those that involve the removal of insect infested, 
dead, damaged or down trees, as well as associ-
ated trees that may pose a risk to overall stand 
health. The Forest Service is authorized to collect 
a portion of timber receipts from those sales to 
cover costs associated with future salvage sales.47 

Selected alternative: The alternative selected by 
the responsible official based on the NEPA anal-
ysis.48 

Scoping: The stage of the NEPA process through 
which the agency explores the scope of potential 
issues and effects that may be associated with the 
proposed action.49 

Service work: Work that does not have a com-
mercial component, such as tree planting, 
pre-commercial thinning, trail maintenance, and 
stream restoration. Also referred to as non-com-
mercial work.50

Set asides: Procurement contracts and timber 
sales that are only offered to certain socioeco-
nomic groups or categories of businesses such as 
those in Historically Underutilized Business (HUB) 
Zones.51

Significant: Several aspects of the NEPA process 
hinge on the significance of actions proposed by 
the Forest Service. The Council on Environmental 
Quality, which promulgates NEPA implementa-
tion regulations, requires considerations of both 
context and intensity in determining the signifi-
cance of an action. Those are explained at 40 CFR 
1508.27.52 

Silvicultural prescription: A document that de-
scribes instructions for vegetation management 
activities such as thinning, harvesting, planting, 
pruning, and prescribed burning.53  

Skidding: Dragging or trailing trees, usually from 
where they are cut to a landing or other location.54 

Solicitation: Any request to submit offers or quo-
tations to the government.55 

Stand: A contiguous group of trees with similar 
characteristics and in a place with uniform site 
characteristics.56 Forested stands are defined in 
agency databases and may be broken up into 
several units for the purpose of implementing 
management activities.57

Timber receipts: The revenue from a timber 
sale.58 

Transaction evidence appraisal: Appraisal meth-
od designed to estimate the fair market value of 
timber based on information from past transac-
tions.59 

Vegetation management: Activities that involve 
cutting, burning, establishing, or otherwise modi-
fying forest vegetation.

Yarding: The process of hauling a log from the 
stump to a collection point.60
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