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RESEARCH RELEVANCE

The United States has a rich history of wood
use for a myriad of reasons that we are all fa-
miliar with: it is a plentiful resource, it is a rel-
atively easy material to process, it is easy to
work with, it has beauty and warmth, and many
more. We have also had a long history of re-
search on wood—its properties, processing, ge-
netics and growth characteristics, species varia-
tion, and so on. I am often asked why we con-
tinue to do more research when we know so
much already. My simple answer is that what
we know is enough to generate more questions
and that the wood resource is not static: we are
continually changing the way that we grow
trees, the types of trees we grow, the ways we
process wood products, the types of end prod-
ucts that are produced, the ways we recycle
wood products, and the way we mix wood and
other materials to create new products.

At the same time that all of these changes
are going on, major changes in forest land
management have been taking place. Corncerns
about the health and diversity of forests and
ecosystems within North America are increas-
ing. Management where wood production was
a primary focus is being critically challenged
on most of our federal and other public lands
and to some extent even on private lands. The
current questions with high priority are: How
do we protect endangered species or protect
clean water and maintain or restore health to
our ecosystems?

How does this relate to wood science and
technology? 1 think that it is critical that we
show the relevance of wood science research
to land managers, policymakers, and even to
the public. While the debate has raged over
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land allocation (land that is designated for sin-
gle use), economics and ecology (jobs vs.
spotted owls), and the biological health and
diversity of flora and fauna on the broad pol-
icy level, there comes a time wher new meth-
ods and techniques and ideas need to be im-
plemented on the ground. This is our great op-
portunity to show the relevance of forest prod-
ucts research. It is our challenge to make our
results understandable and applicable to the
current debates.

There have been, and will coniinue to be,
major shifts in the amount and types of wood
harvests from North American timberlands.
What is important is that we show how our
research is helping land managers ¢nd the pub-
lic continue to have affordable wood houses,
furniture, and paper products that are ecolog-
ically sustainable. We have to shcw how our
research in areas such as harvesting systems
for small diameter trees and wood/plastic
composites from recycled material can extend
the forest resource while at the same time pro-
tecting the environment. We need to redefine
our role in the context of ecosystern manage-
ment and truly forge a multiple use system
where all resources are kept in perspective. It
is tempting to throw the wood o1t with the
forest in our rush to embrace a new paradigm;
that is why it is so important that individuals
knowledgeable in wood and its competitive
and comparative advantages mak: sure that
this information is not forgotten i1 the surge
to reform.
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