For over 20 years, sustainable forestry has been using indicators to track progress and
manage for sustainability. Forest certification has relied heavily on practice‐based programs
to measure, verify, and adjust to improve the sustainability of forest operations. Although
widely supported, forest certification still leaves something to be desired because it does
not directly measure and report on outcomes, the real proof of sustainability. Forestry
water quality programs in Canada and the U.S. have also focused on developing BMPs and
related practice‐based indicators which now have a large body of science to support them.
In many arenas, outcome‐based management has gained in recent years, including:
education, social welfare programs, agriculture, and forestry. Remarkably, however, there
are only two places where outcome‐based forestry is applied on the ground. In this talk, I
will discuss the considerations for using outcome‐based forestry for conserving late‐
successional and old‐growth forests in the Acadian Forest Region.
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I will be speaking on three key topics: a definition of outcome‐based forestry and some of
its key success factors, a presentation of highlights gleaned about Maine’s outcome‐based
forestry program, and key considerations for using an outcome based approach for
addressing old‐growth conservation in the context of a managed forest landscape.
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I searched the web for about an hour trying to find a good definition of outcome‐based
forestry. Remarkably the only definition that I found was created by the Maine Forest
Service that focuses on how it works and not very much about what it is. By looking at
literature in other arenas, I pulled together my own definition which focuses on the notion
of an adaptive process of measurement, verification, and improvement. This is similar to
notions of ecosystem management, adaptive management, strategic planning, and cycle of
business development. It means going beyond defining the sought after outcomes and
developing a system of continuous improvement to ensure outcomes and targets are
actually achieved.
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Outcome based management is different from practice‐based management. Outcome
based management focuses on the what or the goal. In contrast, practice‐based
management focuses on “how to” get to the goal. There are a number of terms related to
the notion of outcome‐based management, most commonly of which is results‐based.
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Although it seems simple to distinguish outcome‐based and practice‐based management,
sometimes they become one and the same. For example, original standards for stream
buffers were based on expert judgment. Now, research has confirmed with good precision
how to best apply this practice to keep stream temperatures cool for cold‐water fisheries
and keep water clean.
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I found this document that highlight four key factors that help outcome‐based
management system succeed. These include: sectors that have high compliance culture,
systems that set goals that are specific, measureable (e.g., SMART, more on this in a
minute), and enforceable; appropriate timelines that allow for flexibility to test and
develop innovative solutions but that are not too permissive; and arenas where risk to key
values are low or medium.
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What do I mean by SMART goals? SMART goals are specific, measureable, attainable,
realistic, and timely. This is a widely used framework for identifying targets. While this
graphic was from a weight reduction program, it wording is largely applicable to any
outcome‐base management system. Failure to have SMART targets can undermine any
outcome‐based program.
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There are also consideration for managing the accountability, a key aspect that is essential
to the success of outcome‐based programs. It requires outcomes linked to goals and
indicator to measure whether outcomes and benchmarks have been achieved. This
requires a monitoring program with reporting to support making changes in direction and
provide transparency necessary for credibility.
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Outcome‐based management contrasts greatly with practices‐based systems. Aside from
the obvious contrasts, the biggest impact is on responsibility and burden of costs.
Practices‐based systems are relatively low cost to monitor and enforce. In contrast,
outcome‐based systems require costly verification and enforce systems that are generally
the burden of government. This is problematic because government budgets are declining
and so it is likely impossible for government to afford to provide consistent and adequate
verification.
Hence, while outcome‐based systems can have many benefits there can also be limitations
that can undermine the system.
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Now I will talk about the Outcome‐based Forestry Program developed by the Maine Forest
Service in the response to state legislation. The legislation and program was developed to
reduce the burden of regulations and support innovative and lower cost ways to achieve
results. To be clear, I did not participate in developing the legislation or in the
implementation of the program. However, in the early stages of program development,
transparency was relatively low and information about the program was made publically
available relatively late in the development of the program. Hence, my perspective is from
afar outside looking in.
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The program was recommended about 15 years ago to the legislature by the Maine Forest
Service. Shortly afterward enabling legislation was based to support experiment outcome‐
based forestry, confining its application to areas 10,000s in acres in size. Subsequent
amendments expanding the acreage and eliminated the “sun setting” of this legislation.

11

Here is a list of key characteristics of the program based on information from the Maine
Forest Service. Remarkably, it takes a broad, triple bottom line view of forest sustainability
and sets broad goals for 9 key sustainability topics for participants.
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The governance and verification are key aspects of any outcome‐based forestry program.
The ME program is overseen by a panel of experts appointed by the governor. This panel
works with the MFS and the forest landowners to establish landowner objectives. The
landowner provide information which can include proprietary information and allows the
panel to conduct site visits to verify outcomes. Forest certification by 3rd party auditors is
also greatly used to help verify outcomes. The landowner submits annual reports to the
panel and the MFS regarding the status of outcomes. All three parties report to the
legislature.
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Here is a list of outcomes that are relevant to old‐growth forest. They don’t actually
mention anything about old‐growth forest though they do reference late‐successional
forests.
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From the information that is available, the Maine OBF Program has three limitations: (1)
the panel of experts does not include a conservation biologist; (2) the objectives made
public are not “SMART”, they are not specific, measureable, and lack quantitative targets;
and (3) does not specifically address old‐growth forests, a key age class for the
conservation of biological diversity. The lack of SMART objectives diminish the credibility of
this program.
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It is interesting to note that the only other jurisdiction that has gone this route is British
Columbia. BC created a tangled practices‐based forestry system that became way to
expensive and unwieldy to apply and so when on to try and develop an outcome‐based
forestry program. Along the way they realized that verification and monitoring of outcome‐
based systems can become too onerous for government and taxpayers. Hence, they own
have a hybrid system compassed of outcome‐based and practice‐based programs.
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So how does this all apply to using outcome‐based forestry to conserve old‐growth forest
in the Acadian forest region?
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Well, the forest landowner sector has pretty high compliance with most non‐voluntary
forest regulations and even voluntary regulations such as water quality BMP programs. If
mistakes are made, it may be that landowners avoid “breaking regulations as a risk control
and social license management strategy. So I give the sector a large green check for high
compliance.
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I give a small green check for SMART and enforceable objectives. We know a lot about how
to get some OG outcomes, especially structural outcomes and have less confidence for OG
species outcomes. We know enough to know that some species have demanding
requirements but we don't know whether science‐based information is sufficient for
achieving successful species outcomes and targets. Our biggest challenging is having high
confidence on manage species at the landscape level. If we maintain a certain
configuration of LS and OG habitats, will species definitely be present? Can we reliably
manage habitats and landscape configuration for different species.
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I have no check mark for appropriate timelines. Many OG and LS species may be at risk to
extinction debt where individuals may be present but the habitat conditions necessary for
population viability no longer exists. These species are also referred to the living dead in
some contexts because the individuals are present but they contribute little to ecological
function, that they are functional dead and will likely be extirpated.
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Extinction debts can occur through habitat fragmentation or other forms of habitat
degradation. If you pretend that these small mammals are OG insects. A residual patch
may contain several species at the time of harvest of the surrounding forest but over time
most of the species die off from the patch until there is only one species hanging on.
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The final factor of success to consider for outcome‐based forestry is the risk to key values. I
don’t include any check because the risk to LS and OG are inherently high in managed
forest landscape. There is large economic pressure not to maintain LS and OG and once
they are lost is takes centuries to restore LS and OG conditions.
Overall, It is very difficult to use outcome‐based forestry to conserve old‐growth forest in
managed landscapes because it is hard to get the timelines right and because the risk to
OG values is high. This is not to say that outcome‐based forestry can’t work for other key
forest values, such as water quality.
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In summary
Outcome‐based forestry focuses on using an adaptive process of measurement,
verification, and improvement to ensure outcomes are achieved.
Maine has a strong example but may be missing two key components: inclusion of an
expert conservation biologist and lack of measureable specific outcomes
Lack of scientific knowledge and risk factors may make it difficult to apply outcome‐based
forestry to LS/OG.
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