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ABSTRACT 
 

Between 1945 and 1970, .nearly, 1 million 
acres of commercial forest land: in Oregon and 
Washington were converted to nonforest uses. Road 
construction was the leading cause; urban and 
industrial expansion the second most important 
cause. Other significant causes of forest loss were 
agricultural clearing, powerline clearing, and 
construction of reservoirs and other bodies of 
water. An additional 362,000 acres of commercia1 
forest have been set aside in reserved areas. 
Several changes in the ownership pattern of forest 
land have occurred, including an increase in 
National Forest and forest industry land and a 
decrease in Indian and farmer-owned land. 
 
KEYWORDS:. Forest ownership, forest conversion. 



 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Forest is the natural vegetative cover over most of western Oregon 
and Washington and large areas in eastern Oregon and Washington. In many 
parts of the Pacific Northwest, timber has been and still is the economic 
mainstay-the basic resource supporting communities. Forests not only 
provide the raw material for the wood products industries, but they 
directly or indirectly affect man and the environment in many ways. 
Commercial and sports fisheries and the shellfish industry can be affected 
by the condition of watersheds,' which in many areas are forest lands. 
Many species of animals are sensitive to changes in the forest and some 
could not survive without the forest as a source of food and cover. As 
population increases, forests are of increasing importance simply for 
their natural beauty and as quiet retreats where people can escape from 
the noise and tension of the city. 
 

Since the first settlers came to the Oregon Territory a little 
over 125 years ago, the composition and appearance of the forest have 
changed greatly; and its total area has decreased. 
 

This report summarizes information on losses of commercial forest1 
in Oregon and Washington (see tables 1-3). The greater portion of the 
loss has been caused by physical conversion to roads, urban development, 
agriculture, powerlines, and reservoirs. These forest losses reduce the 
wood supply and alter the environment in various ways. Of lesser 
importance has been the loss of commercial forest land to dedicated 
Wilderness, Parks, and other reservations. Though these losses also 
reduce the wood supply, in most cases such reserved forests are in the 
high mountains and are relatively low in productivity. Reservations do 
not physically change the forest. 
 

The information in this report was gathered and compiled by the 
Forest Survey Project of the Pacific Northwest Forest and Range Experiment 
Station. This information should be useful to legislators, land use 
planners and managers, and others who need to be aware of what is 
happening to our forests. 
 
 

1Commercial forest land is forest land that is producing, or capable of producing, 
crops of industrial wood and is not withdrawn or developed for other uses. Commercial 
forest is capable of growing at least 20 cubic feet of wood per acre per year. 
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As one might expect, urban and industrial expansion was generally 
confined to private lands, though some commercial forest losses did 
occur on military reservations, State-owned lands, and other public 
holdings. Most of the urban and industrial expansion occurred on the 
farm and miscellaneous private land, though some forest industry-owned 
land was also developed. Several timber companies have real estate 
subdivisions and have been converting forest land to home sites. 
Farmer-owned land is usually sold to a land developer or real estate 
company before it is developed, Development has historically spread 
along main transportation routes, but an increasing number of outlying 
developments are appearing in many areas in both Oregon and Washington 
(fig. 4) . 
 
 
Farm and pasture clearings 
caused 16 percent of loss 
 

The net loss due to clearings for agricultural use, including 
livestock grazing and Christmas tree growing, was 159, 000 acres, or 16 
percent of total loss. These losses were almost totally confined to 
western Oregon and western 
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Washington (fig. 5) and to private lands ( except some Christmas tree 
lands owned by the State of Washington). Included in this category are 
a few large agricultural clearings by ranchers and farmers, as well as 
numerous small clearings by nonfarm owners such as those who own 5 to 
40 acres of land and need small pastures for one or more riding horses. 
Losses in eastern Oregon and eastern Washington were nearly offset by 
gains due to forest reclaiming abandoned fields and pastures. 
 
 
Powerline clearings caused 
15 percent of loss 
 

About 149, 000 acres of commercial forest have been converted to 
powerline rights-of-way that are at least 120 feet wide (fig. 6). Loss of 
forest to powerlines was distributed fairly evenly among ownerships, 
though proportionally somewhat higher on private lands than on public 
lands. Though many long distance transmission lines are routed over public 
lands away from cities, they are more numerous near urban and industrial 
centers where the forest is largely in private ownership. 
 
 
Reservoirs and other impoundments 
 caused 5 percent of loss 
 

The loss of commercial forest due to the construction of 
reservoirs and other artificial bodies of water was about 55, 000 acres. 
Included are a number of large reservoirs built by power companies and 
Government agencies (fig. 7), as well as numerous small lakes 
constructed by individuals and small corporations. In western 
Washington, some small lakes on private lands have been created as part 
of real estate developments (fig. 8). Reservoirs are also used for 
recreation, livestock watering, and irrigation. 
 
 
Net effect of all other 
causes of commercial 
forest loss is negligible 
 

All other causes of commercial forest change were lumped together 
and the results showed a net loss of only a few hundred acres. Included 
were forest clearings at mine sites, ski runs, dumps, as well as natural 
changes. Some natural changes noted were loss of forest from landslides 
(fig. 9.), both loss and gain of forest along streams and near the 
Pacific coast, and' encroachment of forest into natural openings in 
eastern Oregon and eastern Washington.3 
 
 

3By Forest Survey standards, an area must be at least 10 percent 
stocked with trees to be classified as forest. 
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CHANGES IN RESERVED COMMERCIAL FOREST AREA 
 
 

Since 1945, the total area of commercial forest land set aside in 
Parks, Wildernesses, Natural Areas, Botanical Areas, and other 
reservations has increased by 362, 000 acres. These are predominantly 
public lands, administered by the U. S. Forest Service or the National 
Park Service, but they also include areas managed by the Bureau of 
Land Management, the two States, counties, and others. 
 

The following tabulation shows reserved commercial forest area 
at four points in time in Oregon and Washington. 

The fluctuation in reserved commercial forest acreage in Oregon 
between 1945 and 1963 is largely due to changing definitions used by the 
Forest Service to classify National Forest lands. In the period 1945 to 
1953, the Forest Service designated large tracts of land as "limited areas, 
" to be reserved from timber cutting pending further study. Included were 
Illinois Canyon on the Siskiyou National Forest, Eagle Creek on the Mount 
Hood National Forest, Umpqua and Diamond Lakes on the Umpqua National 
Forest, and Waldo Lake on the Deschutes and Willamette National Forests. In 
the 1953-63 period, some of these limited areas were reclassified as 
commercial forest. Portions of these former limited areas as well as some 
other areas in both Oregon and Washington are under study for wilderness 
and other restricted uses and are currently classified as "deferred" (fig. 
10). In the 1953-63 period, some reductions were also made in the existing 
wild and primitive areas before they were officially designated as 
Wilderness. 
 

The decrease in reserved commercial forest area in Oregon between 
1963 and 1970 is due to the reclassification of the Sky Lakes limited 
area on the Rogue River and Winema National Forests from reserved to 
deferred. 
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CHANGES IN OWNERSHIP OF COMMERCIAL FOREST AREA 
 

The pattern of forest ownership has changed considerably in many 
parts of the Northwest since early settlement and continues to change. 
Since 1953 these general changes were noted. 
 

National Forests have had an active land exchange program whereby 
they have consolidated some of their holdings. They have also acquired 
land from other Government agencies and private landowners. In 
Washington they have acquired about 12,000 acres. In Oregon they have 
acquired over 500,000 acres, most of which came from the terminated 
Klamath Indian Reservation. 
 

Though the trend in Washington has changed recently, Indian 
lands had been going into private holdings, and Bureau of Land 
Management lands had been going into State and private ownership. 
 

Commercial forest land owned by forest industry has increased an 
estimated 500, 000 acres in Oregon and Washington, mostly between the 
early 1950's and mid-1960's. These lands were formerly held by 
miscellaneous private owners that did not qualify as forest industry by 
Forest Survey standards (i.e., they did not operate a forest products 
mill), by farmers, and by various public agencies. Included were some 
tax-delinquent lands held by the counties. Over 60, 000 acres of Indian 
lands were acquired by forest industry, mostly from the Klamath Indian 
Reservation. 
 

Farmer-owned commercial forest area has decreased in both Oregon 
and Washington, the lands going into miscellaneous private and forest 
industry holdings. Miscellaneous owners include large industrial 
concerns, land development companies, corporate farms, and thousands of 
individuals who own land for homesites, recreational use, or speculation. 
In many areas, land development companies have bought farmer-owned lands, 
subdivided them into smaller parcels, and offered them for sale for home 
or recreational sites. At this time, a very large area of these 
subdivided tracts remain unsold, and many that are sold have not been 
developed (fig. 11). It remains to be seen what will happen to them. 
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SOURCE OF INFORMATION 

The basic information on changes in commercial forest land area 
between 1953 and 1970 came from these sources: 
 

National Forest lands, --Information was provided by the Regional 
Offices in Portland, Oregon; Missoula, Montana (for northeastern 
Washington); and San Francisco, California (for the Oregon portion of the 
Klamath National Forest), and by the timber management and lands 
divisions of the various National Forest Supervisors' Offices. 
 

Bureau of Land Management lands, western Oregon. --Information was 
provided by the State Bureau of Land Management office in Portland and 
used to supplement information from Forest Survey plots on Bureau of 
Land Management land. 
 

Private and all other public lands. --The Forest Survey project has 
established about 6, 600 permanent plots, 1 acre in size, in a grid 
pattern throughout the forested areas of Oregon and Washington. These 
plots are on all lands except National Forests, National Parks, State 
parks, and county and municipal parks. The plots were examined at 
different points of time either on the ground or from aerial 
photographs. Both changes from forest to nonforest and from nonforest to 
forest were noted and recorded by ownership classes as determined from 
county assessor ownership records. 
 

Information on changes in forest area set aside for Parks, 
Wildernesses, and other reservations was obtained from various agencies, 
including those mentioned above. Information on changes in forest 
ownership came from various land-owning agencies, as well as county 
assessor records examined at different points in time. 
 

Information on forest area changes before 1953 came from data 
compiled for the Timber Resource Review.4 
 
 

4Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. Timber resources 
for America's future. Forest Resource Report No. 14, 713 p., Washington, 
D.C., 1958. 
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