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Forest Service Tries to Blend Strategies
Of Forest Restoration, Fire Risk Reduction

F orest fires have grown larger and more severe in
much of the United States over the past few de-
cades, and 2012 has added to the trend. The fires

have fueled debates over what can be done through
more active forest management.

Environmental activists have strongly opposed tim-
ber cutting, including salvaging burned and downed
trees, and have proved adept at using litigation to block
timber harvests that they consider harmful to forest
health.

Timber companies have complained year after year
about reduced quantities of federal timber for sale, and
hundreds of sawmills have closed for lack of work over
the past 20 years. So many sawmills have closed that
federal officials and members of Congress have warned
that the capacity to manage forests may be compro-
mised by a shortage of mills to take removed timber as
well as a shortage of loggers.

Tom Tidwell, chief of the U.S. Forest Service, has the
task of guiding the agency toward the goal of ‘‘forest
restoration,’’ a favorite term lately for many parties that
can include management strategies that activists
fiercely oppose. Tidwell’s decisions are challenged by
the activists in court, and he faces skeptical members of
Congress telling him the Forest Service is not doing
enough to reduce fire risks and to sell timber.

Tidwell recently told BNA the service will accelerate
restoration planning, which includes an increase in for-
est ‘‘treatments’’ that reduce fire risks. He has told
members of Congress the same thing, and some of them
have introduced legislation to push the pace of the
work.

More Forest Treatments Planned. Forest treatments
can include tree thinning, removal of deadwood, pre-
scribed burns, and the occasional larger tree harvest
that creates breaks in the forest.

Thinning typically removes smaller trees, including
those that can serve as ‘‘ladders’’ by allowing a ground-
level fire to climb to the crowns of larger trees, where
fires can become more destructive. Deadwood removal
is commonly called ‘‘surface fuel removal,’’ because the
natural or human-induced debris on a forest floor be-
comes fuel for fires. Either mechanical removal or pre-
scribed burns can be used to reduce surface fuels.

The Forest Service plans to increase treatments to 4
million acres a year, with an assumption of a flat bud-
get, Tidwell said. ‘‘It’s not enough, but it’s a step in the
right direction,’’ he said, noting that it will boost treat-
ment by 20 percent within three years.

The service estimates that 65 million acres to 82 mil-
lion acres need some type of restoration, which is why

Tidwell and many members of Congress say the current
rate is not enough.

Of the acreage needing restoration, there are about
12.5 million acres that need some form of mechanical
treatment, including timber harvests, he said. This year,
the timber harvest target for the Forest Service is 2.6
million board feet.

Almost 9 Million Acres Burned in 2012. The current fire
season is not over, but already 8.98 million acres have
burned in 2012, according to Oct. 16 data from the Na-
tional Interagency Fire Center (NIFC). The 10-year av-
erage is 6.7 million acres, the agency said.

The total acreage burned in 2011 was less, but the
year saw one of the largest fires, the Wallow Fire that
burned more than 538,000 acres, become the biggest
fire in Arizona history.

The NIFC has posted annual acreage data on fires
starting with 1960. The annual average for 1960-1986, a
period preceding the modern era of larger fires, was
3.63 million acres. And the fire agency listed only one
unusually large fire, the Laguna Fire of 1970, in that pe-
riod.

This year has been a bad one, in part because of little
snowpack in the mountains, Tidwell said. That meant
potential fire fuels dried out earlier than usual. To com-
plicate matters, more and more homes are being built in
what is now called the ‘‘wildland-urban interface,’’ re-
sulting in a year of significantly above-average losses of
homes to fires, he said.

Causes of More Fires Debated. Environmental advo-
cates have often argued that the longer, drier fire sea-
sons can be blamed to some extent on human-induced
climate change. Other critics of forest management
practices have argued that decades of fire suppression
have left forests filled with crowded trees and dead-
wood, making them tinder boxes awaiting a lightning
strike.

Bob Zybach, an expert on wildfires and forestry, told
BNA the problem is that the scale of forest management
has been inadequate for more than two decades. Be-
tween about 1950 and the late 1980s, fires were smaller
because management of the forests involved a greater
amount of timber removal—including clear cutting—
and adequate forest road construction and mainte-
nance.

Zybach ran a forest restoration company for decades,
has a doctoral degree in environmental sciences, and
focused his doctoral studies on catastrophic wildfires.
He said guidelines for forest management are not based
on science and seem to be written by people who sim-
ply lack adequate experience and knowledge.

‘‘I think they don’t have the competency,’’ Zybach
said. ‘‘They’ve had a huge turnover in the last 15 years.’’

Tree-Thinning Restrictions. As an example, he said the
Forest Service may restrict a tree-thinning project to
only those trees less than 30 inches in diameter at
breast height, without scientific justification for the
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choice of a size limit. Some of the trees larger than the
size limit may nevertheless be ‘‘invasive species’’ and
appropriate for removal, he said.

Even dominant mature trees, the trees not usually la-
beled invasive, can degrade the ecosystem if they over-
grow meadows and prairie patches that contribute to
plant and animal species diversity, he said.

Over the past two decades, forest treatments have
tended to be so modest in scope that Zybach dismis-
sively refers to some of them as ‘‘landscaping’’ activity,
or work akin to neighborhood pruning of trees.

‘‘I don’t even call it restoration, what they’re doing,’’
he said.

Zybach is especially critical of restrictions on the har-
vesting of burned wood after a fire. Deadwood makes
good tinder for additional fires. The Biscuit Fire, which
became the largest fire in Oregon history when it
burned about 500,000 acres of Siskiyou National Forest
in 2002, grew so large partly because much burned
deadwood was left in the forest after the Silver Fire in
1987, Zybach said.

Deadwood Defended as Habitat. Environmental activ-
ists make no apologies for defending burned trees from
salvage logging. After the Forest Service decided to al-
low logging of half of the burned trees in a California
forest near Lake Tahoe following the 2007 Angora Fire,
activists fought the plan. A brief they filed makes the ar-
gument for leaving burned timber in place, including
standing dead trees called ‘‘snags’’ (Earth Island Insti-
tute v. U.S. Forest Service, 9th Cir., No. 11-16718,
9/20/12).

‘‘The areas scheduled for logging are comprised of
forest which burned at moderate to high intensity, oth-
erwise known as snag forest habitat, wherein most or
all of the trees were killed by the Angora fire, and which
represent some of the rarest, most bio-diverse forest
currently in the Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit,’’
Earth Island Institute and the Center for Biological Di-
versity said in a brief filed with the U.S. Court of Ap-
peals for the Ninth Circuit in 2011.

‘‘Recent science has confirmed the importance of the
burned forest ecosystem, and we now understand that
snag forest habitat is some of the most ecologically-rich
and important of forest habitat types—one that is as es-
sential to maintaining ecological forest health and bio-
diversity,’’ the groups said.

The activists lost that case, but they have won many.
In one instance, a Ninth Circuit judge in 2009 went

beyond questioning logging plans proposed as forest
treatments to reduce wildfire risk in the Plumas Na-
tional Forest. Judge John T. Noonan suggested the ser-
vice was motived by its financial interest in selling tim-
ber, a charge made in his concurring opinion in a ruling
against the Forest Service (Sierra Forest Legacy v. Rey,
9th Cir., 577 F.3d 1015, 8/13/09; 157 DEN A-13, 8/18/09).

Fire Studies Cite Treatment Benefits. Several studies
have concluded that tree thinning, prescribed burns,
and related forest treatments can reduce fire severity.
The studies also said forests will recover faster after
fires if they were treated properly before the fires.

The Wallow Fire in 2011 provided illustrative ex-
amples of reduced fire damage in areas recently
thinned. More trees survived in those areas, according
to a study of the fire by the Forest Service. Untreated
parts of the forest offered more examples of areas
where every tree was killed by the fire. The treatments

also saved hundreds of homes built in forested areas,
the study stressed.

Parallel findings emerged from a Forest Service
study of the Moonlight Fire, which burned through
about 65,000 acres of the Plumas National Forest in
2007, and a study of the Antelope Complex Fire, also in
the Plumas National Forest that year.

The treated areas in the Moonlight and Antelope
Complex fires saw less destruction of trees and less
damage to soils. Severe fires not only kill trees but can
bake soil, lengthening the number of years needed for
forest recovery.

Canyon Fire Unrestrained by Treatments. The Fourmile
Canyon Fire in the Front Range Mountains near Boul-
der, Colo., in 2010 provided examples of how not to
treat forests. The fire gained strength from woody de-
bris referred to as ‘‘slash,’’ left on the ground after tree
thinning. The fire spread across small fire breaks with
ease, the Forest Service said in its study of the fire.

The burned area was primarily on private land in
ponderosa pine and Douglas fir forest. It destroyed 168
homes. The treatments, including those on private land,
were done primarily by the Colorado State Forest Ser-
vice, while the federal Bureau of Land Management
was responsible for some parts of the forest.

The Forest Service study said that in many cases the
thinning was negotiated with landowners, which re-
strained the extent of the thinning. The report’s conclu-
sions included a recommendation that debris on the
ground after treatments be mechanically removed or
eliminated through prescribed burns to avoid leaving
fuel for a wildfire. That recommendation also emerged
in some of the service’s other post-fire studies.

To Zybach, the restrained treatments meant that for
all practical purposes the area was not treated.

The Fourmile Canyon Fire report also pointed the
way toward considering economic benefits.

The report said contracts for treatments should take
into account the benefits of fire risk reduction. ‘‘Fuel
treatments are effectively risk mitigation efforts and
should be designed such that the economic benefits of
the entire program in terms of reduced expected loss
due to treatments plus any ancillary benefits, such as
improved tree vigor and aesthetics, exceed the total cost
at the programmatic level,’’ the report said.

Forest Service Economic, Policy Challenges. Forest Ser-
vice policy is to sell timber only if the revenue covers
the costs, with the costs factored into ‘‘base rates’’ for
the sale. That approach does not allow for the potential
savings that might be presumed from reduced fire risk.

The 2002 Biscuit Fire in Oregon cost $150 million to
extinguish and devastated large amounts of habitat for
threatened northern spotted owls and coho salmon. It
provided an extreme example of the costs that might be
reduced through treatments.

Forest Service Chief Tidwell said stewardship con-
tracts rather than timber sale contracts allow a more
well-rounded approach to protecting forest health. A
stewardship contract, providing a contractor with re-
sponsibility for a portion of a forest for up to 10 years,
can obligate the contractor to take care not only of tim-
ber removals but also such activities as road construc-
tion, fisheries improvement, facility maintenance, and
other work.

The greater flexibility of a stewardship contract can
include logging as part of fire reduction efforts. The log-
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ging ideally would pay for itself through wood sales, but
it would not necessarily have to do so, Tidwell said.

Currently, prices for lumber are down, a conse-
quence of depressed housing markets. Weak markets
complicate efforts to plan cost-effective timber sales.
Tidwell said the lumber market problems and the short-
age of profitable markets for woody debris have led the
Forest Service into increased joint efforts with the for-
est products industry to develop biomass energy mar-
kets and cellulose product markets.

Those efforts are needed to help logging companies
and sawmills survive, because they can take care of
much of the work within the concept of forest restora-
tion, he said.

‘‘It’s just essential that we continue to have the
people who can go out and do the work in the woods,’’
Tidwell said.

BY ALAN KOVSKI

The Forest Service report on the Wallow Fire is avail-
able at http://www.fs.usda.gov/Internet/FSE_
DOCUMENTS/stelprdb5318765.pdf.

The Forest Service Moonlight Fire study is available at
http://1.usa.gov/QsxWQu.

The Forest Service Antelope Complex Fire study is
available at http://1.usa.gov/T1r8Yx.

The Forest Service Fourmile Canyon Fire study is
available at http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_
gtr289.pdf.

National Interagency Fire Center current and historic
wildfire statistics are available at http://www.nifc.gov.
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