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¹The comparison of forest area in 1900 and today in both cases takes into account the total 
land area currently encompassed by the 50 states.
² Including tribal lands.

Yellowstone, Yosemite, Denali, Voyageurs, Great Smoky Mountains, Shenandoah, Grand Canyon - these are a few of 
the 51 National Parks.   National Forests, 155 in all, include the Arapahoe, Chattahoochee, Mark Twain, Finger Lakes, 
Tahoe, and White Mountain.  Chances are that you have been in a national forest or national park or both; you may 
have visited a campground or interpretive center in one of these areas, hiked into a wilderness area, or simply viewed 
the scenery or wildlife while driving through.  But in view of the many similarities, have you ever wondered what the 
difference is between a National Park and a National Forest?  The answer may surprise you.

The term “National Forest” describes land that is under the administrative control of the U.S. Forest 
Service.  National Forests are located in 44 of the 50 states, and in several U.S. territories.  The vast 
majority (87%) of land within the National Forest system is located west of the Mississippi River.  The 
establishment of National Forests grew out of an 1891 act of Congress that for the first time gave the 
President authority to protect large tracts of forest land. Designation of forest reserves followed, and 

amid great controversy, Congress in 1897 passed the Organic Administration Act that said in part:
 “. . . no public forest reservation shall be established except to improve and protect the forest . . . for  the  
 purpose of securing favorable conditions of water flows and to furnish a continuous supply of timber.”
Eight years later, in 1905, the Forest Service was established within the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and 
management of the nation’s forest reserves was transferred to this new agency. 

National Forests

Forest Lands in the United States
There are more than 751 million acres of forest land in the United States, comprising one-third of the land area 
of the country.  The total area currently covered by forests in the United States is greater than 30 years ago, and 
about the same as in 1900.1 These forests are owned by private individuals2  (38%), federal, state, county, and local 
governments (44%), and investment groups and corporations (18%).   By far the largest single owner/manager of 
forest land is the U.S. federal government.
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Today, the U.S. Forest Service is responsible for managing over 192 million acres of land, including over three-fourths 
of government-owned forest land.  The agency also manages 222 research and experimental forests, 20 grasslands, 
and wilderness areas.  Over 35.4 million acres of Forest Service land is in designated wilderness areas.

In accordance with the mission of the Forest Service, commercial use of land is permitted, as long as such use is 
consistent with maintaining the health, diversity, and productivity of lands to meet the needs of present and future 
generations.  Commercial uses include timber harvesting, mining, oil and gas extraction, and grazing of cattle and 
other livestock. In view of the fact that such diverse pursuits as camping, hiking, wilderness trekking, downhill skiing, 
wildlife viewing, bird-watching, hunting, white water rafting, and a myriad of other activities also occur on Forest 
Service lands, management aimed at balancing various uses while also protecting watershed values, diversity, and 
future productivity can be quite challenging.

National Parks
The National Park Service was established by Congress in 1916 for the purpose of managing 
federal areas known as national parks and monuments and conserving scenery, natural 
and historic objects, and wildlife in a way that they are left unimpaired for the enjoyment of 
future generations.  As an agency of the U.S. Department of the Interior, the Park Service 
manages 58 National Parks and more than 300 national monuments, historic sites, memorials, 
seashores, and battlefields that encompass more than 83 million acres in 49 states and several 
U.S. territories.  Over one-half of lands managed by the Park Service (over 43 million acres) lie 
within designated wilderness areas.

With an emphasis on preservation, the range of permitted uses of lands contained in the National Parks is more 
limited than those contained within National Forests. The major use of the nation’s parks is outdoor recreation, and 
commercial activity such as timber harvesting and mining is  prohibited.3  Grazing of livestock is permitted in some 
areas.

National Forests vs. National Parks - Clear Differences Until Recently
As established, both National Parks and National Forests are to be managed so as to provide for future generations.  
Yet, there are fairly clear differences in the purposes and functions of National Forests and National Parks:
  
  National Forests                   National Parks
         Mission                      Mission
  Maintain health, diversity, and productivity              Conserve scenery, natural and historic objects,
  of lands to meet the needs of present and              and wildlife in a way that they are left unimpaired
  future generations.                for the enjoyment of future generations.
                  
         Management Objectives                      Management Objectives 
  - commercial production of critical raw materials            - landscape, wildlife, and historic objects
  - watershed and wildlife/biodiversity protection     protection
  - outdoor recreation in many forms, including             - outdoor recreation
    hunting

3Trees may be harvested, including for commercial use, if harvesting is required in order to control
the attacks of insects or disease or to otherwise conserve scenery or natural or historic objects.
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Reduced Timber Harvest - Good or Bad for the Environment?
Some people view less harvesting as always good, and more harvesting as always bad for the environment, but 
is less harvesting necessarily better?  Does less harvesting really result in resource protection? Consider the 
following:

Raw Materials Must Come From Somewhere

Not harvesting trees in U.S. National Forests doesn’t mean that trees will not be harvested.  The more likely result 
is:  
 •trees will be harvested somewhere else, or 
 •materials such as steel, concrete, or plastic will be used in place of wood.

Reduced harvesting in National Forests since 1990 
provides an example of shifting of harvests to 
somewhere else.  Overall, the harvest of wood from 
National Forests fell by 49 million cubic meters 
between 1990 and 2005.  Coincidentally, the rate 
of harvesting from privately owned forests in the 
southeastern United States rose to a level greater 
than the rate of growth for the first time in over six 
decades, and U.S. net imports of timber and wood 
products increased by almost 61 million cubic meters, 
during the same time period.  What this means is that 
the environmental impacts of harvesting trees were 
shifted from U.S. National Forests to the privately-

owned forests in the southeastern United States and to the forests of Canada and other nations.

If, instead of harvesting trees somewhere else, materials such as steel, concrete, and plastic are substituted for 
wood, other problems arise.  Careful analysis shows that the environmental impacts of using these substitute 
materials, even when they contain recycled content, are in virtually every aspect greater than when building using 
wood (See June 2008 Eco-Link: Consumer Choices4). 

If Not Harvested by Humans, Forests are Nonetheless Subject to Disturbance and Change

Even without harvesting, forests undergo significant change.  The story of any forest is one of intense competition 
in which trees compete for soil nutrients, growing space, and sunlight.  Over time, some trees grow faster and taller 
than their neighbors, and some of these go on to develop into very large mature canopy trees.  Those that are less 
vigorous and slower growing become overtopped and shaded by their more vigorous neighbors and most typically 
die - the result of a “natural thinning” by nature.  Trees also continue to mature, and eventually even the largest die 
of old age.  In addition, through the process of succession, in which the mix of tree species slowly changes toward 
greater and greater shade tolerance, the makeup of forests and the wildlife that depend on them changes over 
time.  Overlaid over all of these processes are the forces of nature, including wildfire, insects and disease, and wind 
storms that often cause dramatic impacts.

Attempts by the U.S. Forest Service to satisfactorily balance such diverse management objectives as timber production 
and mining, with recreation and wildlife protection have led to almost unending conflicts with various interest groups.  
Increased timber production from National Forests in the 1980s was particularly contentious, and in the early 1990s 
the Forest Service moved sharply away from active management and timber production, and toward ecosystem 
protection.  Overall, between the peak harvest years of the late 1980s and 2005, timber harvests from the National 
Forests fell almost 90 percent. The proportion of U.S. softwood lumber consumption provided by National Forests 
fell from 24 percent to 3 percent during the same time period. One result of the change in harvest levels is that the 
difference in management objectives between National Forests and National Parks is not as distinct as it once was.
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Reduced Timber Harvest - Good or Bad for the Environment Continued?
Forest managers strive to design management systems that mimic the natural disturbance regimes and patterns of 
nature while creating opportunities to produce and utilize forest products.  A common style of forest management 
is to remove many of the competing stems before they die, while leaving remaining trees to grow to larger sizes and 
at a faster rate than if harvesting were not practiced.  When mature, the largest trees are harvested and the forest 
re-established to begin the cycle again.5

When management of forests is left to nature, “harvesting” is accomplished by the forces of nature mentioned 
earlier - competition, wind, insects, disease, and fire - with fire often the last step in the process in some regions.  
In the lodgepole pine forests of Montana, for example, periodic infestations of mountain pine beetles and very low 
annual rainfall combine to create conditions leading to stand-clearing forest fires at periodic intervals.  In other, 
wetter forests tree mortality tends to occur in individual trees or patches of trees on a continuous basis across the 
landscape, with the process occasionally accelerated by violent weather, drought, actions of exotic pests, or other 
events.  Nature’s “harvest” in these forests is selective, but ongoing.  In this instance, fire is less frequent than in 
softwood forests in drier regions, with the extent and scale of fire events generally more limited.  

It is in the western U.S., and especially in the U.S. National Forests of the 
West, that the risk of catastrophic forest fire is greatest.  As explained 
in an earlier issue of Eco-Link6 , Native Americans used fire to manage 
their landscape long before European settlement.  Fire was used to fell 
trees, encourage wild seed production, and to create favorable habitat 
conditions for wild game animals, to name a few.  Intentional burning 
was not maintained after European settlement, and forests became 
increasingly dense as more trees survived and fires didn’t burn the 
accumulating wood and fuels. Aggressive forest fire suppression beginning 
in the late 1930s served to further increase tree survival as well as 

accumulation of combustible material. The result was growing risk of intense fire events.  The problem has been 
accentuated in recent years by sharp reductions in harvest rates from the National Forests and even greater rates 
of biomass accumulation than previously.

In both wet and dry forests, periodic harvesting and associated disturbance mimics to some 
extent what happens in nature.  Done carefully, harvesting is compatible with long-term forest and 
ecosystem health and productivity while providing critical materials for society.

Working Forests and Parks Both Important
National Forests and National Parks have different purposes, and both are important 
to present and future generations.  Management of forests to include raw material 
extraction in many ways mimics natural disturbance, while also providing essential 
materials that ultimately must come from somewhere.

4http://www.forestinfo.org/Products/eco-links/16-4ConsumerChoices.pdf 
5For more information see http://www.freenetwork.org 
teachers/pdf/Understanding_the_Forest.pdf 
6For more information see http://www.forestinfo.org/Products/eco-links/12-
1FireEco2.PDF


