EDITORIAL

FOREST OFFICE — BASIC ORGANIZATIONAL UNIT OF FORESTRY

This year, Croatian forestry marks the 260" anniversary of
the establishment of the first forest offices. It is widely known
that these were the forest offices of Ostarije, Krasno, and Pe-
trova Gora. To this day, only Krasno Forest Office has conti-
nuously existed since its establishment. However, the rema-
ining two forest offices did not disappear, but only changed
their headquarters’ locations. Ostarije Forest Office moved
down to the coast in Karlobag, while Petrova Gora Forest Of-
fice moved out of the forest to the town of Vojni¢, although
half of the forests of Petrova Gora are managed by the forest
offices of Gvozd and Topusko, so it can be said that they are
also successors to one of the first three forest offices. The first
forest offices were established as part of the military structure
of the Croatian Military Frontier, which lasted for the next
hundred years. These forest offices were transitioned into the
civil system with the demilitarization of the Military Frontier
in the early 1870s. In the civilian part of Croatia, forest offices
were mostly established by large forest landowners, and to a
lesser extent by the state, which did not possess large forest
complexes in that area, and later by some municipalities for
their own forests.

It is worth recalling what forest offices as basic organizational
units of forestry represent. By examining the preserved fo-
restry maps from the 18 and 19t century, it is evident that
the headquarters of forest offices were chosen in the heart
of forest complexes. After the construction of the railway
network, it became an important factor in choosing the he-
adquarters of a forest office. The organization of forest offices
for state forests was created in the 1870s in the territory of the
Kingdom of Croatia-Slavonia, excluding Istria and Dalmatia.
It comprised 43 forest offices with an average area of 15,000
hectares. The initial organization was further developed by
establishing forest offices for municipal forests, which were
separated from state forests. Thus, in 1923, the number of
forest offices had grown to 79, with some locations having
two forest offices — one for state forests and another for mu-
nicipal forests. The average area of the forest office decreased
to 9,000 hectares. At the beginning of 1942, after the dissolu-
tion of municipal forests and their return to state ownership,
the number of forest offices increased to 102, with part of
Dalmatia also being included in the forest area. The trend
of growth continued after World War II with an increase in
the area of state forests, and in 1952, within nine forest ma-
nagement units located from Ilok to Dubrovnik, the number
of forest offices rose to 138. The maximum number of 187
forest offices within the territory of Croatian today’s borders
was reached in 1955, when forest offices operated as instituti-
ons with independent financing, without forest management
units. With the re-establishment of forest management units
in the early 1960s, the number of forest offices stabilized,

since there were no longer frequent reorganizations like in
the previous 15 years. In most cases, practice showed that
frequent changes did not bring any improvement, so former
solutions were reinstated. With the establishment of Croa-
tian Forests, a unified company for the management of fore-
sts and forest land in the Republic of Croatia, the number of
forest offices in 1991 was 167. Today, the number is slightly
higher, with 169 existing forest offices and an average forest
office area of 12,000 hectares. Excluding 26 forest offices
from Istria and Dalmatia, the average area per forest office
is slightly less than 10,000 hectares. This is 5,000 hectares less
than the average size of a forest office in 1873.

The working conditions and tasks of a forest office over the
past century and a half have changed significantly. In its early
days, the main role of the forest office was to protect forests
from illegal and unplanned logging, which is why most of
the staft were forest guards. Over time, the role of the forest
office evolved, and the need grew for educated forestry em-
ployees capable of performing all forest-related tasks. Thus,
the forest office has always had a significant social role in the
local community. Nowadays, when we observe negative de-
mographic trends in Croatia, reducing the number of forest
offices would only support the negative trend in rural areas.
Closing forest offices in smaller communities would further
reduce the motivation to live in those places, where even post
offices, schools, and shops are disappearing. Although the
days are gone when the most respected people in the village
were the teacher, the priest, and the forester, the role of the
forester in smaller communities is still significant. Today, fo-
resters are among the few citizens of Croatia whose work co-
vers all areas of the country, including border regions, which
strengthens their role in overseeing the territory, especially
with the construction of forest roads and firebreaks. In the
territorial organization of the state, forest offices play an im-
portant role in the forestry sector, which is why the abolition
of, for example, Cakovec Forest Office, the only forest office
in Medimurje County, would reduce forestry in that county
to the level of a district manager, which lacks the institutional
strength and cannot represent either the profession or the fo-
restry sector as a forest office manager can.

Regardless of changes of states, social systems, types of fo-
rest ownership, and the organization of forestry, forest offices
have always been and will remain the basic units responsible
for performing operational tasks in the field. The stability of
their existence guarantees greater dedication to the primary
role of forestry in sustainable forest management.

For all these reasons, let us preserve forest offices. They are
proof of our presence in all parts of our homeland.
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