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The economies of rural counties have been lagging behind urban and suburban 
counties for more than a decade.1 The boom and bust cycle of extractive indus-
tries, slowing population growth, and a demographic shift to an older, retiring 
population have taken a heavy toll on rural communities.2 While the entire 
country faced a slow recovery following the Great Recession, urban and suburban 
regions have finally surpassed the employment numbers they held before 2008.3 
Recovery in rural areas has been a different story—in these communities, overall 
employment still lags several percent below their 2008 levels.4

The farm bill, which is up for congressional reauthorization in 2018, provides a 
ready-made opportunity for lawmakers to strengthen rural economies. Indeed, 
that goal was the impetus for the very first farm bill in 1933, which was passed to 
support struggling farmers who had lost their farms, crops, and earnings in the 
wake of the Dust Bowl—a period of severe dust storms brought on by drought, 
poor land management, and soil erosion that devastated the agriculture and ecol-
ogy of the Great Plains.5 Today’s farm bill, which now encompasses a variety of 
agricultural, food, and conservation programs, can and should help ensure rural 
communities have the tools they need to thrive. 

This report focuses on the role the farm bill plays in U.S. forest policy. In par-
ticular, it addresses the effect of the farm bill on forest restoration, which is often 
overlooked for its potential to create jobs and support healthy, resilient communi-
ties in rural America. Unfortunately, despite the array of activities that fall under 
the forestry title of the farm bill, the focus has continued to be placed on two 
main objectives—timber harvest and wildfire avoidance—even in light of grow-
ing evidence that board feet and firefighting are poor metrics for forest health.6 
Some decisionmakers have also construed forest restoration to mean clearcut-
ting practices and fire suppression tactics, instead of a science-based strategy to 
improve forest health.7 But studies show that decades of widespread logging and a 
misguided commitment to fire suppression have combined to make forests more 
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vulnerable to uncharacteristically severe wildfires than they would have been in 
the absence of these activities, putting the economic and ecological benefits of 
these ecosystems at risk.8 (see text box) 	

This tunnel vision has neglected other key roles forests play as anchors of a robust 
outdoor recreation economy and natural filters for drinking water for more than 
half of all Americans.9 This report includes new analysis from the Center for 
American Progress that finds that an additional 2 million acres of targeted for-
est restoration10 every year—essentially doubling the current rate on national 
forests—could directly create more than 40,000 new jobs, mainly in rural com-
munities, while protecting drinking water, enhancing wildlife habitat, and reduc-
ing the risk of severe wildfires. It also presents new research on the status of 
watersheds within national forests and the importance of these watersheds to the 
nation’s drinking water, which support past recommendations from the Center for 
American Progress to increase investment in the stewardship of these resources.11

These data are necessary for a discussion of the economic and ecological benefits 
of forest restoration, and provide insight into specific policy recommendations 
that Congress can fold into the 2018 farm bill to leverage the job creating potential 
of forest conservation and restoration. Those policies include: 

•	 Fixing the federal budgeting regime for wildfire suppression so that fighting 
wildfires does not decimate the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) budget for proactive 
science-based forest management that would reduce fire hazard and risk

•	 Encouraging partnerships with states, utilities, and businesses to grow investments 
in national forests

•	 Expanding innovation grants and collaborations that empower local communities 
and businesses.  

Forests are a critical part of the nation’s natural infrastructure, and maintaining 
the services they provide requires investments beyond the traditional timber 
considerations that have shaped their current form. Encouraging partnerships 
with drinking water utilities and other innovative uses of forest resources will help 
ensure that local communities can take full advantage of what forests have to offer.



3  Center for American Progress  |  Restoring Our Investment in America’s Forests

Forest restoration refers to a range of actions that aim to manage a forest in a 
way that reflects its historical ecological state in a certain place. This can include 
replanting or reintroducing native plants and animals, mechanical thinning and 
prescribed burning to replicate historical tree densities, removal of invasive spe-
cies, or returning physical processes—for example, fire behavior, functioning 
streams and floodplains—to a more natural and resilient state. 

The goal of restoration is not to recreate a specific appearance, but to reduce the 
effects of past human activities, such as clearcutting and fire suppression, that keep 
a forest from functioning like it would in a natural state. This sort of approach 
to forest management provides economic and environmental values and helps 
land managers ensure the land will support communities by protecting natural 
resources including timber, wildlife, and water. 

Defining forest restoration 

Examples of current forest restoration efforts

•	 In central Oregon, Blue Mountains Forest Partners has con-

vened timber companies, environmental groups, ranchers, 

and county governments to work with the U.S. Forest Service 

on restoration and management of the Malheur National 

Forest.12 The group helps coordinate research on timber 

production, grazing, and restoration, and share those results 

with the communities that rely on the forest. It also uses this 

research to bring together groups and plan different forest 

uses to ensure that all management needs are being met for 

the community. 

•	 The Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program 

funds a set number of partnerships in national forests across 

the country that link USFS, state agencies, businesses, and 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) to plan and conduct 

science-based restoration. Some of these efforts are large-

scale projects, such as the Four Forest Restoration Initiative 

in Arizona, which conducted a 1 million-acre environmental 

impact statement to plan and prioritize mechanical tree 

thinning, prescribed burning, and other restoration activities. 

The goal is to return the native ponderosa pine forests to their 

fire-adapted state to protect wildlife and outdoor recreation 

resources.13 

•	 In Colorado, utility managers at Denver Water, which serves 

1.4 million people in Denver and its surrounding communi-

ties, sought to protect its drinking water reservoirs, which 

become clogged with sediment when fires burn upstream. 

Denver Water partnered with the USFS to pay for tree thin-

ning, prescribed burns, and tree planting that prevented 

erosion, lowered risks of large fires, and created tree stands 

of different ages in the forest—a complex landscape more 

reflective of its natural state.14
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Benefits of forest restoration 

 
The sheer size and scale of forests in America can be surprising. Forests cover 
766 million acres of land across the United States, or roughly one-third of the 
entire nation.15 Approximately 25 percent of forests are managed by the Forest 
Service, and nearly half of all Americans—more than 150 million people—live 
within 50 miles of a national forest.16 The National Forest System is also the 
largest single source of drinking water in the country, supplying 20 percent of 
the nation’s total drinking water needs and at least some of the water used by 
180 million Americans.17 

Forests are huge economic drivers for the nation. Timber harvesting on public 
and private forestland directly generates $200 billion in economic activity, and 
approximately 1 million jobs.18 Managed for multiple-use, national forests include 
rangelands for livestock ranchers, important areas of fish and wildlife habitat, 
wilderness and roadless lands, and serve as an anchor for the country’s booming 
$887 billion outdoor recreation economy.19 

In short, the health of our national forests is inextricably linked to the health of 
our economy and rural communities. However, many parts of America’s forests 
are not in great shape. Climate change is contributing to more frequent and severe 
forest fires that are burning millions of acres of timber and wildlife habitat every 
year.20 This trend is evident on state and private lands as well as on forestland 
managed by USFS. A recent report by the Center for Western Priorities notes 
that, according to fire hazard models developed by the Council of Western State 
Foresters, similar levels of fire potential are present on both federal lands and state 
lands across the West.21 

The watersheds that forests grow within are at risk as well. New research from 
Conservation Science Partners found that more than 25,000 miles of rivers and 
streams within national forests in the West have been altered by human develop-
ment.22 In addition, the USFS has estimated that 7,189 watersheds connected to 
national forest land—and covering more than 160 million acres of federal, state, 
and private land—have been significantly altered by past fires, adverse changes 
to rivers and streams, invasive plant species, and other factors.23 This reduces 
their capacity to filter drinking water and function as critical components of 
natural landscapes.
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Accelerating the USFS’s pace and scale of restoration would not only have a big 
effect on protecting watersheds and reducing the risks to communities from wild-
fires, but also provide a boon to rural economies. Forest restoration requires labor 
and machines, creating employment opportunities and supporting local busi-
nesses. And depending on the location and restoration technique, these projects 
can provide timber and other wood products, such as pulp or biomass energy, that 
support other businesses. 

The Forest Service estimates that between 65 million and 82 million acres of 
national forests are in need of restoration, which they define using the afore-
mentioned data on wildfire hazard potential as well as aerial imagery of insect 
or disease-caused tree die-offs.24 Since 2010, the Forest Service has worked with 
partners to restore 2 million to 4 million acres annually across the country.25 This 
area is twice the size of Rhode Island, but there are still numerous communities, 
watersheds, and other resources that are vulnerable to fire, or otherwise in need of 
ecological restoration. 

If the USFS were to double the rate of restoration—which, conservatively, would 
amount to adding 2 million more acres a year—the agency could put a bigger 
dent in the backlog of restoration projects and create much-needed jobs for rural 
America. As an industry, ecological restoration already generates $24.5 billion 
in economic activity and directly provides 126,000 jobs in the United States.26 
For every $1 million invested in restoration, between 12 to 30 jobs are created, 
depending on the level of mechanization used on-site.27 Based on average esti-
mated restoration costs of $700 per acre for forest restoration, investing in an addi-
tional 2 million acres of restoration annually would create up to 42,000 jobs. The 
indirect economic effects would also be strong, as much of the restoration costs 
are paid to labor and the economic benefits stay within communities. 

To be sure, not all forest restoration proposals are created equal. Forest restora-
tion is not a prescription for wholesale clear-cutting of forests, and it is impossible 
to achieve restoration goals—even improving public safety or sustainable tim-
ber management—by short-cutting important environmental reviews. Instead, 
policies should enable the Forest Service to build from its own research on forest 
fire science, hydrology, and ecology to plan and prioritize restoration projects in 
national forests that protect critical watersheds, are close to human population 
centers, and/or provide important wildlife habitat. Without diving into those 
important issues, this report offers practical ideas for how the 2018 farm bill can 
help conservation and restoration of national forests.  
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Broad exemptions to landmark environmental laws are	
misguided and counterproductive

Restoring forests to better reflect their natural condition requires smart planning based on 

science and input from local government, businesses, and nongovernmental organizations. 

But some members of Congress have proposed granting logging companies egregious short-

cuts to the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA)—allowing tens of thousands of acres to 

be clear cut without any consideration of the environmental impact. These exemptions would 

be an enormous increase–429 percent–from the current 70-acre exclusions. We know how 

this story ends – the singular focus on timber stand production after World War II, without 

regard for the impacts of logging on the landscape, is one reason fire dynamics are so difficult 

to manage today.28

There are also legislative proposals that would restrict the ability for the public to file suit 

over forest plans, requiring instead that they enter binding arbitration with the Forest Service. 

This restriction on public access to courts is concerning, not only because it would break with 

traditions of governance but also because there is no data to support claims that the envi-

ronmental review system has been skewed. A Government Accountability Office (GAO) report 

showed that the actual number of appeals related to fuel reduction projects is, in fact, very 

low.29 Only 2 percent of projects were litigated during the study period, affecting just 121,000 

acres of the 9 million acres slated for fuel reduction. Similar patterns were found in reviews of 

appeals and litigation over Forest Service fuel reduction projects from 2009-2011.30 

The argument for exorbitant categorical exclusions ignores the fact that NEPA is not the 

enemy: there are tens of thousands of NEPA-approved acres in the national forest ready for 

restoration. What is lacking is resources. Officials within USDA, including the secretary of 

agriculture and chief of the Forest Service, acknowledge that existing authorities already 

allow them to scale up restoration, and that the Forest Service has more partnerships with 

outside groups to conduct restoration than ever before in its history.31 Neither public records 

on litigation nor scientific evaluation of fire ecology support the argument that America’s 

bedrock environmental laws hinder forest restoration. Instead, exemptions to environmental 

review could make the dynamics of fire management more complex for the Forest Service 

and state agencies. Similarly, restrictions on public input would not reduce the potential for 

uncharacteristic wildfire, but may exacerbate the problem by focusing on fire suppression 

and harvesting approaches that are appealing to commercial timber activity and detrimental 

to rural communities and businesses that benefit from restoring natural fire patterns and 

watershed conditions. 
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Through the 2018 farm bill, Congress can encourage investment in forests and 
nearby communities. First and foremost, policymakers should develop a compre-
hensive fix for the fire budget to ensure that fighting costly catastrophic wildfires 
does not come at the expense of other USFS programs, including restoration 
projects that help to reduce the severity and cost of wildfires. Second, policymak-
ers can build upon new authorities from recent farm bills to leverage partnerships 
with state and private entities that expand the pool of funding for forest restora-
tion. Finally, Congress should expand federal grants programs that spur innova-
tion at the ground level, empowering local communities and businesses to pursue 
products and projects that have long-term benefits for forests and the people who 
depend on them.

Fix funding for fighting wildfires

The costs of fighting wildfires are skyrocketing every year. Longer, hotter, drier 
fire seasons mean that more and more of the USFS budget is eaten up by fire 
suppression activities. 

In fact, more than 50 percent of the USFS budget is now spent on fighting 
wildland fires, up from 13 percent in the mid-1980s.32 In order to prepare for fire 
season, the USFS now waits to allocate money for nonfire management purposes; 
federal law prevents the Forest Service from spending more money than it has, so 
other activities have to wait until the impact of a fire season is known. Ironically, 
diverting funds to firefighting means the Forest Service cannot invest in activities 
that protect public resources from future wildfires. 

Escaping this Catch-22 dynamic does not require wholesale changes to forest 
fire budgeting. In recent years, more than 30 percent of the USFS budget has 
been spent on fighting less than 2 percent of wildfires.33 As Congress reconsid-
ers how to fund disasters following the powerful 2017 hurricane season, they 
should structure eligibility for federal disaster resources to include the worst 1 

Recommendations: Enhancing 
forest stewardship and job growth
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percent of wildfires. Treating fires as natural disasters—much like a hurricane 
or an earthquake—would allow the Forest Service to tap into a special account, 
rather than needing to siphon off funds intended for other important forest 
restoration activities.

As an example of the benefits of such a fix, in 2015, the USFS spent more than 
$320 million to fight just 10 fires.34 Had that money alone been allocated to resto-
ration activities, the USFS could have restored an additional 450,000 acres across 
the country.35 This investment could have lowered the risk of future large wildfires, 
protecting rural properties, timber, and outdoor recreation opportunities. It would 
have also created contracts for local businesses to conduct restoration, and gener-
ated upwards of 9,600 jobs, protecting natural resources and private property. 

While Congress has come close to passing a fix for wildfire funding in the past, the 
must-pass reauthorization of the farm bill in 2018 may be the perfect vehicle to 
finally get this much-needed change done. 

Create space for more partnerships

Healthy national forests provide huge benefits to society, including clean water 
and places for outdoor recreation. Businesses and state and local governments, 
therefore, have a vested interest in protecting this natural infrastructure. The 2018 
farm bill could help the USFS accelerate these partnerships through the authori-
zation of novel financial agreements between USFS and utilities, federal support 
for small utilities, and appropriations that allow USFS to scale up technical and 
contracting capacity. 

FIGURE 1

Fighting fire now dominates the U.S. Forest Service budget

Share of U.S. Forest Service budget spent fighting wildfires

 

Source: U.S. Forest Service, The Rising Cost of Wild�re Operations: E�ects on the Forest Service's Non-Fire Work (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, 2015), available at https://www.fs.fed.us/sites/default/�les/2015-Fire-Budget-Report.pdf.

2025, projected

16%

52%
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Municipal water utilities, for example, hold great potential as partners to invest 
in national forest restoration, as millions of their customers depend on forests for 
clean drinking water. (see Figure 2) Working examples abound. Denver Water 
partnered with the USFS in 2010 to invest $33 million in forest restoration 
activities with the goal of reducing the impact of future wildfires on the reservoirs 
supplying the city with drinking water.36 In 2012, the voters of Flagstaff, Arizona, 
passed a $10 million bond measure to fund forest management in the Coconino 
National Forest that would protect their water supplies.37 Similar partnerships 
between utilities and USFS are occurring across the country.38 California recently 
adopted legislation that makes it easier for utilities to finance watershed restora-
tion projects for drinking water security, which should make it easier to fund 
projects with the Forest Service.39 

The 2014 farm bill made two big changes to USFS policy to support this approach 
for forest restoration: the permanent reauthorization of the USFS Stewardship 
Authority and a five-year authorization to extend the Good Neighbor Authority. 
The stewardship authority allows USFS and the Bureau of Land Management to 
enter into contracts with external groups for up to 10 years in order to achieve 
management goals, including forest restoration.40 The Good Neighbor Authority, 
previously only applicable in Colorado and Utah, was extended to all 50 states and 

FIGURE 2

State by state: The importance of national forests for 
Western states' drinking water

Almost 10 million people in Western states get their drinking water directly   
from national forests 

FIGURE 2

180 million people in the United States get their drinking water
from national forests

Share of population of Western states dependent on national forests for  
drinking water

 

Total

Colorado

Utah

Oregon

California

Montana

Nevada

Wyoming

Idaho

Washington

New Mexico

Arizona .67%

4.38%

5.67%

6.11%

8.66%

13.73%

13.97%

14.45%

14.28%

22.34%

24.50%

37.60%

Sources: U.S. Forest Service, "Forests to Faucets," available at https://www.fs.fed.us/ecosystemservices/FS_E orts/forests2faucets.shtml 
(last accessed September 2017); U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, "SDWIS," available at https://www3.epa.gov/enviro/facts/sdwis/- 
search.html (last accessed September 2017); U.S. Forest Service, “Water Facts,” available at https://www.fs.fed.us/managing-land/nation-
al-forests-grasslands/water-facts (last accessed October 2017).
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Puerto Rico, to allow the Forest Service to enter agreements with state agencies to 
conduct certain types of restoration within National Forests where federal proper-
ties are adjacent to state lands.41 This makes it easier to manage across multiple 
property types, which is a common challenge in western watersheds.

It is worth noting that these partnerships still take years to develop, as they require 
agreements between the USFS and a range of other organizations to plan, finance, 
and implement. As a result, most existing drinking water partnerships with the 
USFS have been made with larger utilities. However, new CAP analyses of U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) drinking water utility data show that 
nationwide more than 5.4 million people in rural counties are served by more 
than 2,800 small- and medium-sized utilities that rely on surface water sources for 
their drinking water.42 Smaller communities and the utilities that serve them face 
unique challenges in protecting their water supplies. In addition to a smaller base 
for raising funds, rural utilities are more heavily affected by necessary maintenance 
and upkeep commitments for existing built infrastructure.43 Protecting natural 
infrastructure often becomes a lower priority for these communities’ limited 
finances, leaving rural jurisdictions more exposed to the effects of forest fires.

In order to ensure that smaller utilities also have the resources to protect the 
forests upstream of their water supplies, Congress should include a green infra-
structure credit assistance program in the farm bill. This program could oper-
ate through the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) Rural Development 
branch in a similar manner as the Rural Water and Waste Disposal Loan & 
Grant Program, through which utilities serving small communities are eligible 
for low-interest loans or one-time grants to help finance projects. Giving small 
communities and rural counties support to make proactive investments in their 
watersheds will improve their resilience to fire, safeguarding a vulnerable aspect 
of rural infrastructure.

The farm bill can also ensure that the USFS has the technical capacity to expand 
its participating agreements with utilities for restoration. The projects mentioned 
above have helped USFS develop pilot agreements and contracting protocols, 
but more work is needed to prepare agency capacity for future projects and refine 
monitoring tools that can be used to expand the range of financing arrangements 
available to utilities and investors. 
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Empower local communities and innovative projects

The past several farm bills have provided support for local-level projects that 
better utilize the range of goods and services provided by forests. These include 
incentives to support innovation in conservation and the use of timber products, 
and grants to help multiple stakeholders partner with the Forest Service in large-
scale forest restoration projects.

Conservation Innovation Grants (CIG) provide seed money to support novel con-
servation practices such as carbon crediting or integrated pasture-forestry systems 
that help landowners diversify their on-farm revenue.44 The grants have also elevated 
promising ideas such as “forest resilience bonds” that would allow utilities to finance 
forest restoration by engaging private capital to pay for planned projects upfront 
and earn a return based on improvements in water resources.45 These programs help 
private landowners sustain their forest resources, which include approximately 30 
percent of the nation’s forestland. It is especially important outside of the American 
West where private lands dominate the landscape and recent advances in agriculture 
and landscape conservation need to be brought to scale.46

The federal government can also support responsible forest restoration through 
investments in research and development of new timber products that utilize 
wood from restoration projects. This research can be conducted at the Forest 
Service’s Forest Products Lab, or a range of universities across the country, to help 
develop new building materials and construction techniques, like mass timber 
framing for high-rises and other structures. Identifying suitable products would 
create commercial demand for the products of forest restoration, as well as invest-
ment in wood processing and manufacturing jobs. 

The Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration Program (CFLRP) is another 
recent innovation that should be expanded in the upcoming farm bill. This 
program engages multiple partners in the national forest restoration to protect 
watersheds, reduce wildfire risks, and develop supplemental timber products, such 
as biomass energy, which helps to offset the costs of restoration. Through coordi-
nated and collaborative efforts, these strategies have made restoration approaches 
more efficient.47
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The farm bill should continue to support these projects, expand their scope, and 
scale to maximize their impact. The CFLRP has achieved recognition for its high 
levels of project proposals, and for the external funding that has been leveraged to 
supplement federal support for project activities. Authorizing a larger number of 
projects and an expanded funding cap for the CFLRP would help accelerate the 
return of National Forest System lands to a more natural fire regime, and create 
thousands of additional jobs. The Conservation Innovation Grants have a track 
record of supporting compelling projects, but advancing good ideas within water-
sheds and regions may be better supported through programs such as limited loan 
guarantees for certain types of project, which help absorb some risk of moving 
from field-testing concepts to developing market activity. And supporting research 
into new technologies that utilize wood in construction will help open new mar-
kets, attracting investments that support stewardship and provide opportunities in 
rural economies.
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This is a critical juncture for the nation’s forests, as the effect of historical man-
agement practices and a changing climate threaten to dramatically impact both 
their ecology and the services they provide to society. Recent policy develop-
ments have made it easier to conduct some restoration activities, and have 
supported pilot projects to diversify financing to manage forests. However, the 
scale of the management needs associated with protecting rural communities, 
watersheds, and valuable forest resources far exceed the resources currently 
available to forest managers. 

The 2018 farm bill presents an opportunity to accelerate the pace of restoration. 
Recognizing major wildfires as the disasters that they are will help to reduce the 
impact of firefighting activities on the U.S. Forest Service budget and permit more 
money to flow to restoration activities. Although these activities are not a cost-sav-
ing measure in the short-term, it does allow for investments in restoration projects 
that can reduce fire risk to communities and natural resources that help support 
their economies, for example outdoor recreation. It also frees up Forest Service 
capacity, which will help attract new and innovative funding to protect commu-
nity watersheds and other benefits that flow from healthy forests. This approach 
could potentially double the rate of restoration, creating tens of thousands of 
new jobs while reducing the risk of wildfires to properties and natural resources. 
Establishing programs that capitalize on the value of forests to downstream water 
users and to neighboring communities provides an opportunity to bring sustain-
able support to forest restoration by creating jobs, protecting communities, and 
improving America’s forest resources. 

Conclusion
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