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Forest Health Advisory Committee – Tuesday, December 16, 2025 

(10:00a – 2:05p) 
 

MEETING SUMMARY 

Attendees 

Committee members present: Darcy Batura (Committee Member Chair), Josh Anderson, Kevin 

Arneson, Brandon Austin, Josh Berkowitz, David Cass, Tiana Luke, Matt Comisky, Jay 

McLaughlin, Oak Rankin, Ryan Sanchey, Janene Ritchie, Chad Davis, Brian Vrablick, Jerry 

Bonagofski, Dave Wernz (joined at lunch) 

DNR staff present: Jen Watkins, George Geissler, Robyn Whitney, Lori Reynaud, Kate 

Williams, Ashley Blazina, Jeffrey Dimke, Kristen Emmett, Collin Haffey, Chuck Hersey, Trevor 

McConchie, Kari Otto, Lislie Sayers, Sam Steinshouer, Andy Tate, Jamey Taylor 

Meeting Summary 

Darcy Batura (Committee Chair) called meeting to order with welcome and acknowledgement of 

historic flooding currently impacting communities. Jen Watkins facilitated roll call. 

Approval of September draft meeting minutes: Kevin Arneson moved motion to approve. No 

changes proposed; Josh Berkowitz seconded. Motion passed. 

Jen Watkins shared that Lori Reynaud will continue as Committee Secretary, but Kate Williams 

will begin assisting by taking meeting minutes. It was also announced that representatives from 

NRCS and other federal partners will join in the future to share updates as support systems 

change. 

DNR Executive Forest Resilience Update 

George Geissler (DNR State Forester) gave opening remarks and shared intent to attend more 

committee meetings going forward. George provided high-level overview of updates at the 

federal level including wildland fire consolidation and Department of Interior agency 

reorganization efforts. Updates included: 

- Federal effort to create a single, centralized fire agency under the Department of 

Interior (including National Park Service, BLM, BIA, US Fish and Wildlife and 

aviation program) via Executive Order. New chief of US Wildland Fire Service has 

been announced: Brian Fennessy from Orange County Fire Authority. It will take an 

act of Congress to move the US Forest Service under a central agency, but effort is 

underway to align the USFS fire programs with DOI. A major consideration is what 

work is part of the fire program and details are being worked out; 

- Federal priorities include increased timber production, grazing, and mineral 

management; 
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- Federal administration has been reviewing comments on proposed USDA 

reorganization and have received negative responses regarding relocating staff 

outside of DC, eliminating regional offices, and moving to a “hub” structure. The 

Forest Service is currently in interim operations with Regional Foresters covering 

both expanded geographic and programmatic areas. Ken Arnie (Regional Forester for 

R8/9) now overseeing State and Private Forestry portfolio which includes forest 

stewardship and forest health; 

Robyn Whitney (DNR) presented brief national legislation and policy update, including: 

- Funding in current continuing resolution is still unknown until a fiscal year 2026 

appropriations bill is presented; 

- Funding priority will shift from mechanical treatments to prescribed fire for treating 

hazardous fuels due to cost; 

- Grants will be closely reviewed for spending activity within two-year timeframes; 

- Proposed NEPA changes include reducing environmental impact statements (EIS’s) 

to 28 days and environmental assessments (EA’s) to 14 days; 

- Timber volume targets are increasing by 250 million board feet each year for the next 

three years; 

- Department of Interior will be updating procurement policies during fire agency 

consolidation using Forest Service policy as guidance; 

- Education underway on the Fix Our Forests Act on provision differences between 

Senate and House versions. 

George explained that the Shared Stewardship Program’s future direction is moving towards 

cooperative federalism using existing agreements to help meet the current federal 

administration’s land management goals. George provided DNR’s 2025 fire season overview, 

preparedness takeaways, response to current flooding situation, and intention for post-flood 

recovery. 

Josh Berkowitz asked about NRCS program reorganization; response was that there is currently 

confusion over programs and George will share out more information as he receives it. Darcy 

Batura asked whether FHAC has an advising role related to Shared Stewardship changes; 

response was yes, but the Forest Service is still creating their vision of how to accept feedback 

from various advisory groups. Elaine Oneil asked whether there has been discussion during 

federal agency reorganization to reduce implementation barriers when trying to differentiate 

between commercial and non-commercial projects; response was that the Forest Service isn’t 

looking at that level of detail yet and that new chains of command are limiting subject matter 

expertise to inform changes. Brian Vrablick commented on how outdated commercial 

requirements for federal and state grant funding are limiting the ability to accomplish work on 

the ground. 

Chad Davis (USFS) gave update on Forest Service structure, budget, and Wood Innovations 

program. Explained that the Forest Service is amid a transition and reorganization process with 

reduced local capacity. Wood Innovations and other competitive grant programs are delayed 
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while awards program undergo additional administrative review. Chad highlighted the success of 

this past year in obligating $135 million grant funds, including $73 million for Forest Legacy, 

during a time of high uncertainty. 

Oak Rankin expressed concerns about the Forest Service’s reorganizational plan to move staffing 

from rural communities to centralized offices in urban areas and asked if there is a plan to 

support rural communities during these organizational transitions. Chad responded that these 

concerns are shared by others, and that there is a focus during the Forest Service’s reorganization 

on maintaining community connections as well as the ability to manage work on the ground. 

Washington Legislative and Budget Update 

Darcy Batura introduced agenda item and highlighted relevance to current flooding events. 

Pat Sullivan (DNR) reviewed DNR operational, capital, and general fund requests. Spoke to 

highest priority as 1168 fund transfer budget ask.  

- Operating asks: to replace law enforcement officers, LiDAR, recreation, Watershed 

Resilience Program, Climate Smart Forestry, and Urban Forestry grants.  

- Capital budget: remainder of Trust Lands Transfer Program, facility maintenance, school 

seismic safety assessments, bridge infrastructure repairs and replacements.  

- Agency requests include: ecosystem services, ask to tribal member to add to Natural 

Resources Board, timber sale efficiencies bill (similar to 2021). 

Davis Cass asked about details for Urban Forestry grant program and CCA funding requests. 

Matt Comisky asked about DNR narrative or strategy on 1168 ask in relation to HB 2089. 

Skippy Shaw (TNC – State Gov’t Relations) spoke to External 1168 Workgroup efforts. Cody 

Desautel and Skippy chairing advocacy table relating to funding 1168 account. Hosting event on 

Lobby Days (January 29th, 2026). Working on sign-on letter to legislative budget writers; 

strategy is to remain funding account agnostic and focusing on importance of the work. 

Committee Member Updates 

Conservation Commission: Jenny Coe unable to join, no update. 

Department of Fish and Wildlife (Brandon Austin): budget cut by 80% resulting in staffing and 

project reductions. Asking to restore funding to $6M/biennium as part of supplemental ask. 

State Parks (David Cass): no major update, agency funding request pushing to meet ADA 

requirements and meet capital budget gaps. Looking to shift funding strategy from capital asks to 

decision package under CCA in 2026-2027. Lacking forester in eastern Washington; slowed 

ability to complete work. 

Josh Berkowitz proposed future discussion on what role private philanthropy can play to help fill 

federal and state funding shortfalls. 

Public Comment 

No public comment submitted ahead of meeting. 
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Oak Rankin asked whether there is any follow-up from previous committee discussion on 

whether FHAC is properly being used to advice the Commissioner on topics like legacy forests.  

Jay McLaughlin asked to what extent DNR is engaging in conversations around creativity, 

partnerships, and efficiencies to skirt funding gaps and project planning barriers. How can FHAC 

help advise. 

Oak Rankin shared local flooding impacts to flag efficiencies between supporting both proactive 

forest health work and emergency response during climate disasters. 

Jen Watkins proposed moving up Committee Operations agenda item. 

Committee Operations 

Jen Watkins introduced agenda items, starting with electing Committee Chair. Darcy Batura 

currently only nominated committee member. No additional committee members nominated a 

member. Darcy willing to serve again, but encouraged other members  

Some Committee Member terms will expire in early 2026 under updated Charter. We’ll identify 

existing and emergent vacancies in the new year, and continue outreach to fill. 

Darcy Batura mentioned Department of Commerce as potential committee representative and 

asked whether they are an appropriate department to approach. Matt Comisky asked what part of 

the Department is appropriate; part of the Department makes sense. Jen Watkins will follow-up 

to get details on likely contacts. Oak Rankin pointed out that they’re already included on Forest 

Practices Board and what role they’d play in this committee. 

Jen Watkins gave brief overview on agenda items following lunch, including: proposed meetings 

and dates. 

Lunch Break 

Committee Operations Cont. 

Jen Watkins called meeting back to order. 

Proposed 2026 meeting dates: March 17, June 16, September 8, and December 15. June and 

September are proposed as meetings with field visits built in, with at least one in northeast WA. 

Meetings are 10a to 2p with exception for optional field meetings in concert with the business 

meeting. Jen requests committee feedback on topics, field tour ideas. Flagged that September 8th 

is the day after Labor Day which may make travel difficult. 

- Dave Werntz has standing meeting on third Tuesday each month. 

- Janene Ritchie has Pinchot Partners annual meeting on March 17th 

Jen Watkins started discussion to ask what topics the committee would like to elevate or bring to 

the Commissioner. DNR has list of potential tasking memos 

- Josh Berkiwitz proposed trip to see Lynn Miner’s farm in partnership with WSU 

Extension. 
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- Jay McLaughlin flagged how to coordinate with partners creatively when budgets are 

short. 

- Darcy Batura brought up reoccurring wish for a joint meeting with Wildfire Advisory 

group. Need to elevate conversation on surface fuels reduction; revisit 2023 Prescribed 

Fire Barriers Assessment and see where progress has been made and where  

- Dave Werntz suggested sustainable harvest calculation, increasing acres burned by 

prescribed fire, pile burning, and managed wildfire. Could Barriers Assessment be 

updated to move beyond policy and reflect strategy for increasing acreage? Many 

examples to use, including California plan and tribal plans. Also expressed appreciation 

for field tours to promote creative problem-solving. Also curious if all-lands approach is 

benefiting all land ownerships, and if not, where progress could be improved. Seeing on-

the-ground impacts from federal policy changes and proposes gap analysis for federal 

lands management. 

- David Cass suggested discussing how forest regulation and forest practice rules could be 

updated or improved to meet forest resilience goals. Examples include: distinction 

between commercial and non-commercial definitions to limit funding 

- Jay McLaughlin proposed presentation on macro-economic considerations regarding log 

markets in Washington state. Would help provide context in relation to federal 

administration production goals. 

- Nicholas Kunz seconded partnership topic, specifically where the economics and fire on 

the westside. Has an example in the Skagit area and volunteers to help lead field tour. 

Matt Comisky offered to help lead discussion on economics issue at a future meeting. 

Darcy Batura transitioned to 20 Year Forest Health Plan Monitoring update. This report is 

intended to set targets and measure whether all-lands efforts are meeting goals. 

DNR scientists, Kristen Emmett and Derek Churchill, presented on the 2025 Monitoring Report 

(see presentation). Important updates and takeaways: 

- DNR currently working on or have accomplished monitoring goals set up 20-Year Forest 

Health Plan for eastern Washington.  

- The Monitoring Report will be published in odd numbered years and Legislative Report 

on progress will be published in even numbered years. 

- Reporting updated to try and better describe whether treated acres are in a resilient 

condition by separating measuring density reduction and surface fuel consumption needs. 

- Density reduction efforts are roughly on track (hitting 40% of eastern WA target) but 

lagging on surface fuel consumption (hitting 20% of eastern WA target). Low to 

moderate severity wildfire is helping managers meet fuels targets and burns almost twice 

as much acreage each year compared to prescribed fire. 

- Added assessment whether treatments are being implemented in high wildfire risk areas; 

estimated 83% of projects are in high priority landscapes. 

- Generated key results for many priority planning areas.  
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- Treatments aren’t necessarily changing forest structure as measured by satellite detection; 

open canopy forest is still needed which will require more overstory removal, time, and 

continued maintenance. 

- Two Highlights products created that speak to treatment progress and overall report 

highlights. 

- Meeting with Monitoring Subcommittee in early January to solicit feedback and discuss 

outreach strategy. DNR scientists are asking to meet on-site with partners in coming year 

to review details of results. 

Question from Tim Walls (DFW): is the program counting maintenance differently or separately 

from either density reduction or surface fuel treatment needs? Kristen responded that 

maintenance is lumped in with both targets and “maintenance” is not separate due to data 

reporting. Satellite monitoring of forest structure can’t tease apart “initial” from “maintenance” 

treatments. 

Darcy Batura introduced final topic: Forest Action Plan revision and thanked committee 

members who participated in the process. 

DNR planners, Chuck Hersey, Andrew Spaeth, and Ashley Blazina, presented on the Forest 

Action Plan update (see presentation). Important updates and takeaways: 

- Forest Action Plan updated every 5 years, last update in 2020; this update includes a 

western Washington Forest Health Strategic Plan. The WWA Forest Health Plan won’t 

address forest practice regulations or DNR Sustainable Harvest Calculation. 

- New section in Forest Resource Assessment focusing on socioeconomic, tribal, 

environmental justice, and rural community issues. 

- Updated summary of western Washington wildfire issues. 

- New content and strategies for National Forest Road Strategy, Post-Fire Restoration, 

Emerald Ash Borer, Community Forests, Avoided Conversion, Rural Economic 

Development, Wood Utilization, and DNR Community Resilience Program. 

Jen Watkins offered for committee members to reach out to her if there are questions or feedback 

on these products. Also looking for advice on outreach during collective budget shortages. Jen 

reminded committee that there has been one nomination for Committee Chair, will send email to 

vote. Will also resend 2026 meeting dates with back-up proposed dates. 

Darcy Batura concluded meeting at 2:05p. 


