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Do Mensurationists Dream of Electric Trees?



Titles I considered…

“One Flew Over the Mensurationist’s Nest”



Titles I considered…

“The Lathe of Mensuration”



Do Mensurationists Dream of Electric Trees?



The premise of the book

• In the wake of World War Terminus, many humans have emigrated to 
Mars, where they are served by androids

• However, androids occasionally escape Mars and return to Earth
• There, they are tracked down and killed by bounty hunters, such as 

our protagonist Rick Deckard
• Humans remaining on earth are in emotional shock, relying on mood 

organs, participating in a religion (Mercerism) that emphasizes shared 
suffering, and caring for electric animals to maintain a sense of 
empathy

• Empathy is the diagnostic criterion separating humans from androids



The premise of my talk

• In the “wake of” a global pandemic, generational turnover, and rapid 
technological change, mensuration seems to be at a moment of crisis

• “Our” area of work seems to have been infiltrated by… androids
• It’s not clear what we should do about that, or who is going to pay for 

it if we did
• A lot of published work and practice involves solving other people’s 

problems using other people’s data… creating alienation
• What is a mensurationist anyway? And can we tell the difference 

between a mensurationist and an android?



“I’m not a cop.” He felt irritable, now, although he 
hadn’t dialed for it.

“You’re worse,” his wife said, her eyes still shut. 
“You’re a murderer hired by the cops.”

“I’ve never killed a human being in my life.” His 
irritability had risen now; had become outright hostility.

Iran said, “Just those poor andys.”
“I notice you’ve never had any hesitation as to 

spending the bounty money I bring home… instead of 
saving, so we could buy a real sheep to replace that fake 
electric one upstairs.”



Things Feel Dystopian.

• Things are changing. Really 
fast.

• Who are we really?
• What does it mean to be a 

mensurationist?
• Does “mensurationist” even 

mean anything any more?



The State of Play ca. 1997

Process 
Models

Empirical 
Models

Hybrid 
Approaches





The State of Play ca. 2022

Process 
Models

Empirical 
Models

Hybrid 
Approaches

Machine
Learning



Standard Paper Outline, 2022-23

• Foresters need _______ for sustainable management and carbon 
sequestration

• Field work is very, very expensive
• We used data from a shiny new _______
• We ran those data through _______, a machine learning technique
• The predicted and observed data showed a high R2

• Therefore, _______ has been proven to be successful and everyone 
should use it



ANDROIDS



ANDROIDS
(where did I put that laser tube?)



Standard Paper Outline, 2022-23

• Foresters need _______ for sustainable management and carbon 
sequestration. Says who?

• Field work is very, very expensive. Compared to what?
• We used data from a shiny new _______. And how much did that 

cost? Will it still generate data in 5 years?
• We ran those data through _______, a machine learning technique.

Did the humans learn anything?
• The predicted and observed data showed a high R2. But of course.
• Therefore, _______ has been proven to be successful and everyone 

should use it. Until the next paper comes out.



“Maybe you’re an android,” Officer Crams said. 
“With a false memory, like they give them. Had you 
thought of that?” He grinned frigidly as he continued to 
drive south.



A lack of empathy?

A lack of connection



Practical 
Problems

Quantitative 
Methods

Subject-Matter 
Science





“I have been in the Science & Technology game for over 25 years and 
consider myself to be a sceptical optimist, or perhaps an optimistic 
sceptic, when it comes to the development and application of 
technology for the forest industry.

I learned early on that ideas are cheap, there is relatively little that is 
really new, patenting is often a costly waste of time and money, and that 
implementation is everything. Therefore, I want to start off by making 
one point with regard to Precision Forestry research and technology and 
its application to industrial forestry:

Get the market to provide the lead. Technology driven
research is almost certainly doomed to fail.” (Dyck 2003)



Key Connection:

Link research/academic community and end-
user communities to foster shared problem 
definitions

Linkages involve people, organizations, and 
resources



Who Are the End Users?

• Large, vertically-integrated forest products companies
• Government timber management agencies
• Investment-driven large private landowners
• Smaller, non-industrial private landowners and their professionals
• Carbon markets and other payment-for-ecosystem-services regimes
• Public and private-sector organizations with non-timber objectives





Quantitative Methods – Staying Connected

•Sampling Theory
•Statistical Methodology and Machine Learning



Sampling Theory

• Forestry practice and instruction 
is dominated by design-based
inference

• Ecology, remote sensing, and 
everything else is dominated by 
model-based inference

• Is design-based inference still 
relevant?



Sampling Without a Design

IS NOT

Model-Based Inference



Embrace New Approaches
(Model-based, Hybrid)

AND ALSO

Build On The Past





The State of Play ca. 2022

Process 
Models

Empirical 
Models

Hybrid 
Approaches

Machine
Learning



The State of Play ca. 2022

Process 
Models

Empirical 
Models

Hybrid 
Approaches

Machine
Learning



Mindless application of machine learning 
is easy.

Mindless use of ever-more elaborate 
statistical tools is harder.

Are we connected to practical problems, 
and to subject-matter science?





Web-based search provides such easy 
access to the literature...

that hardly anyone writing papers seems 
to read papers. Much less books.



He shot – the big man’s corpse lashed about, 
toppled like an overstacked collection of separate, 
brittle entities; it smashed into the kitchen table and 
carried dishes and flatware down with it. Reflex circuits 
in the corpse made it twitch and flutter, but it had died; 
Rick ignored it, not seeing it and not seeing that of 
Irmgard Baty by the front door. I got the last one, Rick 
realized. Six today; almost a record.



The Best Way to Stand Against Androids?

Voigt-Kampff Test

Laser tube



The Best Way to Stand Against Androids?

Be kind
Stay connected

Be thoughtful and reflective
Go look at some trees

Mensuration is done by people…
we call ourselves mensurationists



“God, what a marathon assignment,” Rick said. 
“Once I began on it there wasn’t any way for me to stop; 
it kept carrying me along… after I finished, I couldn’t 
stop because there would be nothing left after I 
stopped. You were right this morning when you said I’m 
nothing but a crude cop with crude cop hands.”

“I don’t feel that anymore,” she said. “I’m just 
damn glad to have you come back home where you 
ought to be.” She kissed him and that seemed to please 
him; his face lit up, almost as much as before – before 
she had shown him that the toad was electric.
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