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POLICY STATEMENT: 
NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF STATE FORESTERS 

The Connection Between Healthy Forests  
and Clean and Abundant Water 

 
Summary Statement: 
Some of the cleanest water in the United States flows from healthy forested watersheds.  However, a 
healthy forested watershed is no accident.  It is a direct result of sound policy decisions and 
management actions.  The purpose of this policy statement is to provide context and stimulate 
dialogue that leads to development of strategies for achieving clean and abundant water from 
forested watersheds, and reducing threats to water resources. 
 
With increasing population growth and ever increasing demands on our water supplies, particularly 
drinking water supplies for urban areas, greater pressure is exerted on the lands and watersheds from 
which our water originates. The importance of water to our lifestyles and to our economic vitality is 
reflected in many sectors: from conservation of cold water fisheries, to agriculture; from recreation 
and tourism, to community development.  Complex interactions among natural hydrologic and 
ecological processes, land use, and water management underscore the need for integrated 
management of forested watersheds and drinking water supplies.  Thus, a renewed focus on sound 
forest management and its connection to sustainable sources of clean and abundant water is critical. 
 
Background: 
One undisputed reality is that freshwater is 
a finite resource requiring diligent and 
forward-looking stewardship.  At the turn 
of the 20th century, Gifford Pinchot and the 
pioneering leaders of forestry in this nation 
recognized the intimate connection 
between forests and water.  This was 
acknowledged in the Organic 
Administration Act of 1897 which 
established the nation’s fledgling federal 
Forest Reserves for three reasons, and 
three reasons only; 1) sustainable supply 
of timber, 2) “securing favorable 
conditions of water flows”, and 3) to improve and protect the forest within its boundaries. This was 
an early recognition by the public of the connection between forests and water, but today times have 
changed.  Few people think about where their water comes from.  Fewer than 40% of Americans 
know what a watershed is.  And as the percentage of the nation’s population living in urban 
communities grows beyond 75%, the social disconnect from the origins of our drinking water and 
the importance of forests increases.  Further nurturing this ethic of “drinking water comes from the 
faucet”, water treatment has traditionally been regarded as an engineering problem. Characterized by 

Percent of Population Using Surface Water as a  
Municipal Water Source 

0-33% 33-66% 66-100% 



a “we can fix it” mentality, the focus has been on mechanical and chemical methods of removing 
impurities rather than preventing pollution at the source through sound watershed management. 
 
Today, we know that 66% of the freshwater runoff in the U.S. originates within forests (Sedell, et. 
al., 2000).  In the US, well over half of our population depends on water supplies that originate on or 
are protected, in part, by forestlands, making the bond between drinking water and sustainable forest 
management obvious. 
 
Moreover, the quality, quantity, and timing of that water are dependent upon the condition of those 
forests.  The quality of water emanating from both well-managed and undisturbed forested 
watersheds is typically the highest among all forms of land use in this country. (Binkley and Brown 
1993, Clark and others 2000).     
 
The results are many.  A healthy, well-managed forest:  
 

• reduces rain's erosive effects and helps to prevent soil from washing into surface streams and 
eventually our lakes, reservoirs, and the ocean,  

• helps build in-stream capacity for nutrient capture, 
• increases the amount of water soaking into and stored in the soil, reducing peak stream flows,  
• helps deliver a more consistent and dependable source of surface and artesian water supplies, 

as well as recharging regional groundwater aquifers, 
• filters pollutants, such as nutrients and phosphorus, before they enter waterways, helping 

protect drinking water supplies, and   
• provides needed habitat for fish and wildlife. 

 
Water policy and laws are highly variable, very complex, and therefore challenging.  Clearly, 
healthy forests are critical to sustaining sources of clean and abundant drinking water, as well as 
providing for the products and services expected by the public, such as wildlife habitat, sustainable 
fiber supply, carbon sequestration, as well as spiritual reflection.  With the prospect of continued 
regional droughts and increasing populations, the importance of water and forested watershed 
management will be a driving factor in everyday life, with influences on policy, law, economic 
vitality, and consumer habits far into the future.  Finding common ground between users will require 
cooperation from many groups and will shape the nation’s future, particularly in the west.   
 
Guiding Principles: 
As members of the National Association of State Foresters: 
1) We believe in a strong, sustainable forest management ethic that supports clean and abundant 

water.  To this end, we must develop strategies that address the linkages among forests, riparian 
systems, aquatic systems, and management actions.  A sustainable and integrated watershed 
forest management program may include all of the following activities: sustainable forest 
management of both public and private lands, fire control and prevention, stream monitoring, 
reforestation, afforestation, management of road and trail networks, detection and rapid response 
to control/remove invasive species, fencing and animal management in key watersheds, riparian 
forest restoration, active vegetation management – thinning and fuels reduction operations – 
where needed, and public education and outreach. 

 
2) We believe all our water resources should be “fishable, drinkable, and swimable” as established 

under the Clean Water Act of 1972.  We must re-connect the value of our water and riparian 
resources with sustainable forest management so we can maintain and improve these benefits in 
the future. 

 



3) We believe that a well-managed forest contributes to the production of water as a commodity in 
all its forms. 

 
4) We believe that the protection and management of forested watersheds must consider the 

dynamic nature of forests. Wildfires, floods, insects and disease, hurricanes, and windstorms can 
cause changes at the watershed scale.  Forest management practices can reduce the impacts from 
some natural disturbances.  In the long term, disturbance is often critical in maintaining forest 
health.  Forest management practices can also emulate, but not necessarily duplicate, disturbance 
events and thus, be used to maintain forest and watershed health, while simultaneously providing 
an array of social, economic, and environmental services.  

 
5) We believe that as population increases, our fundamental commitment to sound forested 

watershed management is critical.  A new paradigm for the protection of the natural water-
providing systems must be established with the necessary resources to ensure sustainable sources 
of water now and into the future.  Many of the threats to forested watersheds, such as 
fragmentation, invasive species, and catastrophic wildfire, cross ownership boundaries.  
Watershed partnerships are an important element in developing and implementing this new 
paradigm, as they have historically been the most efficient and cost effective way to protect our 
water resources. 

 
6) We believe the multiple federal, state and local land management mandates over the past three 

decades complicates forest management responsibilities on both public and private forest lands.  
As a result, public investment in watershed management has diminished at the same time as our 
communities’ demand for water resources and attendant watershed values has increased 
dramatically.  The public budgets are now being reduced and the resources currently available 
for forest management are not in balance with the value of the water that is being harvested from 
the watersheds. 

 
7) We believe renewed and long-term watershed research and monitoring is vital to improving our 

application of forest management practices.   
 
8) We believe that private forest landowner compliance with state-approved nonpoint source Best 

Management Practices (BMPs) and/or water quality standards fulfill the landowner’s 
responsibility to provide high-quality drinking water to the public at-large.  Policies and 
assistance, both technical and financial, should provide additional incentives for private forest 
landowners to provide high-quality drinking water to the public at-large.  Expectations for higher 
levels of drinking water quality should be met through cooperative, non-regulatory methods. 

 
Future: 
Our goal is to raise the awareness across the nation of the connection between healthy forested 
watersheds and clean water. Through this, we hope to gain public interest and support to manage and 
sustain forested watersheds to protect and enhance those water resources for immediate and future 
gains. 
 

 
Messages: 

�� Water, in all its uses and permutations, is by far the most valuable commodity that comes 
from well-managed forest land. It is also the one commodity that most of the public that we 
serve want to see optimized from our forest lands. 

 
�� We can have active forest management AND healthy watersheds, provided that Best 

Management Practices are applied.  In fact, healthy forests and watersheds are no accident.  



Planning and active forest management is essential to maintaining consistent flows of clean 
and abundant water. 

• Some of the highest quality water (and best fishing) is on streams that originate in 
watersheds where active forest management is ongoing. 

 
�� Water quality and quantity are the integrated result of connections among the upland 

forest/rangeland, riparian, and stream systems.  Any efforts to maintain or improve water 
conditions will require consideration of these connections and their interactions. 

 
�� Water quantity considerations are just as important as water quality considerations in the 

management of watersheds, realizing that water quality and water quantity may not be 
achieved in the same practices on the land. 

 
�� Significant losses of biodiversity can lead to watershed degradation and decreases in water 

quality.  Sound stewardship of forested watersheds is defined by substantial progress and 
success in both the abundance and quality of the water flowing forth, as well as the quality of 
fish and wildlife habitat. 

 
�� Forested watersheds provide habitat for riparian-dependent species and provide fish passage 

up and down stream at all life stages.  A well-managed forest can provide all these benefits, 
concurrent with delivery of other products and services.   

 
�� The need and cost to manage the watershed is not connected at the policy level to the value 

of the water commodity in all its forms that is being utilized from the forested watersheds. 
 
 


