The Minnesota Forest Productivity Plan
Project Backgrounder
The Blandin Foundation’s Vital Forests/Vital Communities Initiative
The Blandin Foundation has undertaken the Vital Forests/Vital Communities Initiative to strengthen and diversify Minnesota’s forest-based economy and promote the long-term ecological health of the forest resource that supports it.  Begun in 2003, VF/VC has led to investments of $7.9 million in initiatives that are focused on strengthening the forest industry, sustaining the forest resource, and supporting forest-dependent communities.  A statewide Advisory Board has listened to broad input from participants in Vital Forest conferences and initiatives and identified a variety of objectives focused on:

1. Maintaining the state’s forest resource base while capturing and enhancing the productivity of Minnesota’s forests for forest products and consumption;
2. Expanding sustainable forest management by encouraging ecologically-based practices, increasing the number of acres being sustainably managed, and advancing public understanding of the role forest management plays in ensuring forest health, quality, productivity, and vital forest communities;

3. Promoting economic development by creating new products and markets for Minnesota’s wood products industry, enhancing operating efficiency and economic viability, increasing the number of acres under third party certification, and increasing the capacity of forest management professionals.

Significant progress has been made toward achieving many of these objectives:

· VF/VC has focused on the preservation of the forested land base through conservation easements across large contiguous tracts of working forest landscapes.  Leadership and resources have been leveraged to support a number of efforts aimed at expanding the amount of private, non-industrial forestlands under forest stewardship plans and to counter trends toward the parcelization of private forestlands.
· A series of interrelated investments, including extensive State and private sector funds, has been aimed at increasing the amount of private and public lands under third party certification.  

· Targeted investments have been made in the area of economic development, including support for entrepreneurs and small business owners working with specialty forest products, niche marketing of Minnesota-grown forest products, capacity building and market development for Minnesota’s secondary wood products industry, and upgraded training of loggers and forest management professionals.

Minnesota Forest Productivity Plan

While continuing to support these and other efforts, VF/VC will now give particular attention to helping the state increase the quality and productivity of its forest resources.  In July 2003, the Governor’s Advisory Task Force on the Competitiveness of Minnesota’s Primary Forest Products Industry published its initial report.  While many of its recommendations have been implemented, two related sections on increasing forest productivity have languished.  A clear vision and plan for addressing the state’s forest productivity challenge is required to increase the sustainable productivity of Minnesota’s forests and ensure long-term viability of its forest economy.  The upper limits of Minnesota’s forest’s sustainable output are not known, but robust plans backed by rigorous scientific research can raise the bar.
The VF/VC Minnesota Forest Productivity Plan consists of the following program elements:

1. Study Tours: Seeing is believing, and nowhere is this truer than in forest management.  The VF/VC Forest Productivity Plan will host Seeing the Forest AND the Trees:  How to Make the Most of Minnesota’s Woods, a series of study tours in the Great Lakes region and Finland and Sweden for policy makers and practitioners to travel together for inspiration and shared learning.  These tours will exhibit:

a. Best practices for increasing productivity through sustainable forest management; 

b. Policies and procedures that sustain those practices; and 

c. Forest landowners empowered to participate in best practices.

Tour participants will commit to sharing their impressions and learnings with others with the goal of helping to adapt and apply best practices to Minnesota’s forests.
2. Field Demonstrations: With virtually all major landowning agencies and companies now certified under one or more globally sustainable forest management standards, it is incumbent on land managers committed to increasing forest productivity to embrace continual improvement.  Good land managers experiment with new techniques, evaluate the results, and incorporate new learning into their practices.  Accordingly, a key component of the Productivity Plan is to promote field application of the best practices identified through study tours and other related activities.    

3. Information & Learning Exchange: Another key component of the Plan is to ensure that the information and insights gained through its efforts are easily and readily shared throughout the forestry community.  This entails:

a. Creation (or adaptation) of a user-friendly interface by which foresters and land managers can access and query databases of forest ownership, conditions, and management projects in Minnesota.  This may include utilization of the Interagency Information Cooperative’s internet-based data systems.    Ultimately, this interface could provide access to available information on stands and projects across ownerships.  
b. Identification and creation of ongoing financial and administrative resources and support for such an Internet-based resource, along with technical support to facilitate dialogue between foresters/loggers/land managers, and market and disseminate related research.

In sum, this plan is designed to help forest management in Minnesota make significant productivity strides. It will create, institutionalize, and generate support for ongoing opportunities to learn, share, and apply best practices that increase productivity while ensuring the long term ecological health of Minnesota’s forest resources. 
