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Elliott State Research Forest Briefing 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
Staff are providing an update to the Board of Trustees on progress toward the potential 
establishment by the state of Oregon of an Elliott State Research Forest (ESRF) and anticipated 
next steps. The Board was last fully briefed on this topic at the January 2021 Board meeting, 
with updates provided by the president or provost at subsequent meetings. 
 
Designated in 1930 as Oregon’s first state-owned forest, the Elliott State Forest was named 
after Francis Elliott, Oregon’s first state forester. Its 91,000 acres are in Douglas and Coos 
counties between Coos Bay and Reedsport in the Oregon Coast Range. The proposed Elliott 
State Research Forest (ESRF) consists of the 82,520-acre subset of Elliott lands that are 
associated with the Common School Fund, which supports public education statewide.1 
 
In 2013, a successful lawsuit challenging forest management in federally protected endangered 
species habitat significantly limited timber harvests within the Elliott State Forest. In 2017, the 
State Land Board, which consists of the governor, secretary of state, and treasurer, proposed 
the sale and potential privatization of the forest. The value placed on the forest through a sale 
process was estimated at $221 million, which was adopted as the compensatory obligation of 
the state for decoupling the forest from the Common School Fund. However, in response to 
public input, the State Land Board canceled the sale process and voted to keep the Elliott State 
Forest in public ownership. The Oregon Department of State Lands (DSL) was then instructed 
to explore public ownership options that would include development of an accepted Habitat 
Conservation Plan2 as well as full decoupling of the forest from the Common School Fund. 
 
In December 2018, the State Land Board requested that Oregon State University explore with 
DSL the potential transformation of part of the Elliott State Forest into a state research forest 
managed by the university. OSU was further asked to lead the development of a proposal for a 
university-managed research forest. The State Land Board also approved a declaration to 
implement a statute enacted by the Oregon Legislature in 2017 that provided $100 million in 
bonding toward compensatory obligations to the Common School Fund to support decoupling 
the Elliott State Forest. 
 
In February 2019, DSL and OSU signed a memorandum of understanding that provided a 
framework for collaboration in exploring the feasibility of the ESRF. The exploratory process 
was guided by the State Land Board’s vision for the forest, which includes: 

• Keeping the forest publicly owned with public access; 
• Decoupling the forest from the Common School Fund and compensating the fund for the 

forest asset. 

 
1 The act of Congress admitting Oregon to the Union in 1859 granted nearly 3.4 million acres of the new 
state’s land "for the use of schools." The State Land Board was established to oversee these “school 
lands” and has been the trustee of the Common School Fund for more than 150 years. 
 
2 A Habitat Conservation Plan is a federal agreement regarding the management and use of threatened 
and endangered species habitat, with the governing agencies being US Fish and Wildlife Service and 
National Ocean and Atmospheric Administration. Compliance with an approved Habitat Conservation 
Plan provides some limitation of liability from certain legal challenges associated with protected species 
habitat. 
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• Continuing habitat conservation planning to protect endangered species and allow for 
timber harvests. 

• Providing for multiple forest benefits, including research, recreation, education and 
ecosystem services. 

 
The College of Forestry, in collaboration with DSL and an ESRF Advisory Committee formed by 
DSL, led a collaborative and wide-ranging process that has engaged many stakeholders in 
preparing a research forest proposal consistent with the State Land Board’s vision. OSU 
presented the initial proposal to the State Land Board on Dec. 8, 2020. At that same meeting, 
the State Land Board voted unanimously to affirm its intention to decouple the Elliott State 
Forest from the Common School Fund and to transfer management of the forest to OSU for an 
ESRF. The State Land Board further directed DSL to continue collaborating with OSU and 
members of the ESRF Advisory Committee to finalize the proposal that would accomplish this 
outcome, while fulfilling the State Land Board’s original vision and direction. DSL also was 
directed to provide opportunities for additional public input and periodic progress reports prior to 
bringing the matter back to the State Land Board for authorization to complete the transfer. 
 
ACTIONS SINCE THE JANUARY 2021 BOARD MEETING 
 
On Feb. 15, 2021, Provost Feser charged an ESRF executive-level OSU group to guide the 
university’s work on the ESRF. Membership includes Provost Feser, vice presidents Mike 
Green and Steve Clark, Senior Associate Vice President Paul Odenthal, Board Secretary Jackie 
Bangs, Dean Tom DeLuca and Associate Dean Randall Rosenberger from the College of 
Forestry, and Senior Associate General Counsel Terry Meehan. Odenthal was assigned to 
oversee work on governance, legal, financial, and other issues that have university-level 
implications while DeLuca is overseeing matters of forest management and the engagement of 
other OSU colleges and the Research Office on plans and implications for multi-disciplinary 
research, teaching, Extension, and outreach. 
 
Decoupling. The expectation remains that the ESRF will be fully decoupled from the Common 
School Fund. DSL is working with State Land Board members on funding mechanisms for 
decoupling. The governor has stated a desire to address decoupling in the upcoming February 
legislative session. 
 
Governance. Initially, OSU worked with the ESRF Advisory Committee to develop a proposed 
governance model that was premised on OSU serving as owner of the forest. The model sought 
to assure an appropriate balance between providing OSU with sufficient autonomy to properly 
manage the forest to achieve the research vision and the imperative of ensuring accountability 
to the public interest in the management itself, a priority of particular concern to stakeholders. In 
working on the governance model, OSU also explored how to mitigate financial risk to the 
broader university should there be a catastrophic loss of revenue associated with the forest. 
After some consideration, the university determined that such risks could not be mitigated to an 
acceptable level under the ownership and governance approach initially contemplated. Based 
on this conclusion, OSU, the ESRF Advisory Committee, DSL, and the assistants to the State 
Land Board agreed in August 2021 to explore alternative ownership models. 
 
OSU, DSL and the assistants to the State Land Board have now proposed that an independent 
state entity—currently referred to as the Elliott State Research Forest Authority (ESRFA)—
would assume ownership of the forest, including overall fiscal responsibility in close partnership 
with OSU for forest and research management. It is currently proposed that the ESRFA will be 
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overseen by a board of directors appointed by the State Land Board. The board of directors 
would be solely focused on the success of the ESRF mission in alignment with the research 
proposal. This structure appears to provide the right balance of prudent leadership, focus on the 
research mission, and public oversight. It allows OSU to use its expertise to steward the 
research and operate the forest with acceptable financial risk to the overall university. At the 
same time, it is important to stress that this governance structure would mean that OSU would 
not have direct control of the forest. 
 
DSL, OSU, and the ESRF Advisory Committee reached consensus on the ESRFA legislative 
concept in November 2021. The draft legislative language is currently under review and is 
expected to be considered during the upcoming special session. Key elements of the legislation 
include:  

• A mission statement that sets research as the purpose of the ESRF and recognizes 
other public values of the forest. 

• Creation of the governance structure of ESRF, including appointment of a board, 
clarification of authorities of the board, establishment of OSU as the director of research 
and manager of all forest operations. 

• Establishment of continued oversight by the State Land Board through appointment of 
the board and review or approval of documents related to the management of the forest. 
The dean of the OSU College of Forestry would be the only permanent member of the 
board, in non-voting status. 

• A “sunset” provision stating that the following conditions must be met by July 1, 2023: 

o The appraised value of Elliott State Forest is provided to the Common School 
Fund and the State Land Board votes to decouple the forest from the fund and 
authorize actions necessary to transfer the forest to management described in 
sections 1 through 13 of the 2022 act. 

o A Record of Decision approving a habitat conservation plan for the forest has 
been issued pursuant to the Endangered Species Act of 1973 (16 U.S.C. 1531 to 
1544). 

o The State Land Board has approved a forest management plan, as defined in 
ORS 526.455. 

o The Department of State Lands contracts for assistance from a third party expert 
to inform the Department's decision approving a plan submitted by the university 
demonstrating the financial viability of forest operations and management as 
contemplated by the mission and management policies described in section 2 of 
this 2022 act. 

o The Board of Trustees of Oregon State University has authorized the university 
to participate in management of the Elliott State Research Forest. 

o Based on expertise from a third party contractor DSL has approved a plan 
submitted by the university demonstrating the financial viability of forest 
operations and management.  

• Delayed implementation date of Jan. 1, 2024 when the act becomes effective. 
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Financial Analysis. OSU has further developed the proposed financial model for the ESRF. A 
summary is provided in Attachment 1. 
 
With appropriate start-up funds to build infrastructure and to support operations until harvest 
revenue begins to be realized, under conservative assumptions, and assuming no catastrophic 
interruptions to timber revenue, the model shows the research forest achieves financial 
sustainability in the fourth year of operations. At that point, the forest begins to generate modest 
net revenues that can be placed in a reserve to cushion against annual fluctuations in revenues 
and expenditures. Important to note, however, is that some factors that may affect financial 
sustainability would be beyond OSU’s direct control, including adjustments to the operations 
and research activities that might be mandated by the ESRFA. 
 
An updated financial analysis will be conducted in 2022 based on the ESRFA legislation, 
additional options for research station infrastructure, and new information generated during the 
forest management plan development process. There will also be an independent third-party 
review of the financial plan conducted by DSL. 
 
Forest Management Plan (FMP) Development. The intergovernmental agreement between 
OSU and DSL was amended in October 2021 to provide funding for FMP development. This 
agreement and funding have allowed the FMP development to start in earnest. FMP 
development is led by the OSU ESRF Program Director Shannon Murray, who was selected for 
this position in September 2021. The FMP will detail how the ESRF will achieve the objectives 
outlined in the research proposal, including forest management strategies to achieve the 
research vision and how decisions will be made. OSU is collaborating with partners in the 
university and at other institutions on the planning process, including refining the experimental 
design that was presented in the research proposal based on updated information and criteria, 
conducting further modeling and landscape analysis, incorporating input from stakeholders, and 
determining strategies for monitoring and adaptive management. OSU is working closely with 
DSL to ensure that the FMP aligns with the Habitat Conservation Plan (HCP). Recreation, 
education, and public access will fit within the research and conservation programs on the 
forest.  
 
Multidisciplinary Research and Collaboration. The College of Forestry has reconstituted an 
existing Research Exploratory Committee to include representation of scientists from across 
disciplines, colleges, and universities in Oregon. The College of Forestry also has convened a 
group of research forest managers and directors with representation from the University of 
Washington, University of California-Berkeley, Bureau of Land Management, the Nature 
Conservancy, and the H.J. Andrews Experimental Forest to provide advice on development of 
the FMP and ESRFA. In addition to these efforts, the college is engaging with researchers from 
multiple institutions and a range of relevant disciplines as well as local stakeholders and 
organizations to form science-working groups as part of the FMP development process. Input 
and feedback from these groups will be a key part of planning efforts in 2022. 
 
NEXT STEPS 
 
Legislation. In mid-January, the legislative concept, now Senate Bill 1546, was e finalized for 
introduction during the 2022 legislative session to establish the ESRFA. Additionally, the 
Governor will be requesting $120M in general funds to decouple the Elliott State Forest from the 
Common School Fund. The session starts on Feb. 1; both a hearing and work session on the 
bill are anticipated by the second week of the session. Executive Director of Government 
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Relations Katie Fast is working with DSL and State Land Board staff on a legislative strategy 
and engagement. 
 
FMP Development. The College of Forestry is working with partners across the university, 
researchers at other institutions, the DSL Advisory Committee, multiple working groups, and 
local stakeholders to gather information and input as OSU drafts the FMP. An outreach and 
engagement plan has been developed to outline how the university will collaborate with 
stakeholders and provide timely information to the public for additional feedback. Several 
hybrid-format public information sessions will be held in summer 2022 in local communities 
surrounding the Elliott State Forest, with options to join virtually for those who are not able to 
meet in person. OSU will present a draft of key sections of the FMP to the State Land Board in 
December 2022, with continued work and presentation of the final plan in 2023. 
 
Board Action. No action by the Board of Trustees is required at this time. OSU has 
communicated that the Board’s consideration of authorization must be preceded by 
determination of a viable path to decoupling the forest from the Common School Fund, 
confirmation of appropriate resources, and finalization of governance and several other matters. 
According to the current draft of the sunset provision in the legislation, the OSU’s Board of 
Trustees would consider and act upon an authorization to manage the ESRF no later than July 
1, 2023. 


