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Sierra Nevada Conservancy, Forest Service Target Forest
Health on 25 Million Acres

By Steve Wilent

alifornia is known as “The Golden

State” for the gold discovered there

in the 1840s; for the brilliant yellow
of the state flower, the California poppy;
and for the wealth that has been gener-
ated due to the state’s good business for-
tunes. That, along with a fair climate and a
bounty of agricultural land and natural re-
sources, have attracted many migrants
seeking the good life. With a population
of more than 38.8 million, it is the na-
tion’s most populous state. However, not
everything in California is golden. As the
state braces for a fourth consecutive year of
drought, it faces severe water shortages and
the prospect of large, intense wildfires such
as the Rim and King Fires, which burned
in 2013 and 2014, respectively. These fires
burned in the Sierra Nevada, a mountain
range that stretches for about 400 miles
north and south along the eastern side of
the state. Throughout much of the range,
fuels are dry and many stands are over-
crowded and unhealthy after decades of
fire suppression and the slow pace of forest
management activities designed to return
them to health.
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In California, drought has resulted in larger, hotter fires in recent years. About 50 percent of the 100,000-acre
King Fire in 2014 burned at high severity. Credit: US Forest Service, King Fire BAER Team, inciweb.nwcg.gov.

The Sierra Nevada Conservancy
(SNC), a state agency, recently launched
the Sierra Nevada Watershed Improvement
Program (WIP), an effort to remedy the

situation. The SNC describes the program
as “a coordinated, integrated, collaborative
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Research Matters: Who Plants? A Look
at Reforestation in the Southern US

By Steve Wilent

he shifts in
timberland
ownership
over the past two
decades have en-
gendered much
discussion of the
future of those
lands. Numerous

observers have
Scru[inized [he SAF member Daowei
management, re- Zhang, professor of forest

h d land economics and policy
search, and 1and-  atthe Auburn University
sales practices of

School of Forestry &
the timberland Wildlife Sciences, is
real estate in-

writing a book about the
history of institutional

vestment trgsts forestland ownership and
(REITs) and tim- management.
berland  invest-

ment management organizations (TIMOs)
that acquired millions of acres divested
by the formerly vertically integrated for-
est-products companies. A paper in the
April 2015 edition of Forest Science focus-
es on reforestation—specifically, the refor-
estation rates of the four main private for-
est-landowner groups in the US South: the
REITs and TIMOs, as well as nonindus-
trial private forestland owners (NIPFs)
and the remaining industrial timberland
OWTers.

The paper, “Timberland Ownerships
and Reforestation in the Southern Unit-
ed States” was written by Daowei Zhang,
Xing Sun, and Brett J. Butler. The abstract
explains: “In this study, we look into the re-
forestation behaviors of various timberland
owners in the southern United States based
on plot-level data from the latest complete US
Forest Service Forest Inventory and Analysis
cycle. Our results show that, after controlling
for market and locational variables for all
sampled plots in the study, the probability
of reforestation was higher for institutional
and industrial owners than for nonindustrial
private forest owners and was the highest for
timberland investment management organi-
zations. These findings imply that the insti-
tutional timberland owners do reforest and
embrace sustainable forestry practices.”

Daowei Zhang, professor of forest
economics and policy at the Auburn Uni-
versity School of Forestry & Wildlife Sci-
ences, the papers corresponding author,
is keenly interested in the shift in timber-
land ownership.

“When we embarked on this research
about five or six years ago, the issue was
that there had been big changes in tim-
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SAF Vice-President Clark W. Seely, CF (left) and
SAF Board Member Ed Shepard, CF (right). Credit:
Danielle Watson, SAF assistant director of govern-
ment affairs and external relations.

AF Vice-President Clark W. Seely tes-

tified on March 18 before the House

Subcommittee on Interior, Environ-
ment, and Related Agencies, focusing on
the need for the Wildfire Disaster Fund-
ing Act or similar measures, and the im-
portance of funding for US Forest Service
research. Ed Shepard, SAF Board of Direc-
tors member representing District 2, who
also addressed the committee, highlighted
Bureau of Land Management programs in
the president’s FY 2016 budget request.

For more on the testimony, see page 9.

See page 3 for a Q&A with Forest
Service chief Tom Tidwell.
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The Biggest
Collaboration
Story Ever Told

By Steve Wilent

or the past 10 years or so, as April

1 approaches, 1 smile at the mem-

ory of one of the most well-read
pieces of writing I've ever produced. It
was a classified ad I placed in the April
edition of my local newspaper: “For Sale,
one beautiful noble fir Christmas tree. 12
feet tall, with stand. Cut locally. Used only
once. Paid $25. Will sacrifice, $10 or best
offer.”

I have never had such a good re-
sponse to a classified ad. A couple of folks
left voice mails asking if I was serious, and
one laughed but didnt say a word. Sev-
eral called just to say thanks for the April
Fools gag.

Forest conditions in the Sierra Neva-
da are no laughing matter, as you know if
you've lived or worked there, or read the
story about the Sierra Nevada Conservan-
cy on page 1. In a report issued last Sep-
tember, “The State of the Sierra Nevada’s
Forests,” the SNC stated that “Failure to
understand the urgency of the situation
in the Sierra Nevada will have devastating
impacts on California’s environment and
economy. The potential for more mega-
fires like the Rim Fire is high and the
trend of larger, more intense fires is clear,
with the current drought and ongoing
temperature increases making the situa-
tion all the more “urgent.”

The report puts some facts behind its
use of the word “urgent”:

e The amount of area consumed by fire
in the Sierra Nevada continues to
increase. More land has burned in the
first four and a half years of this de-
cade than the previous seven decades
combined.

® Between 1984 and 2010, there was
a significant increase in the number
of acres within fires burning at high

A September 19, 2014, image of the King Fire in the Eldorado National Forest, California, taken by NASA's

Operational Land Imager system aboard Landsat 8. The fire ultimately burned about 153 square miles. Lake

Tahoe, at right, has a surface area of 192 square miles.

intensity, from an average of 20 per-
cent in the mid-1980s to more than 30
percent by 2010.

e The 2013 Rim Fire, the largest fire in
the recorded history of the Sierra Ne-
vada, burned 257,000 acres, almost 40
percent of which was at high intensity.
Estimates are that the fire produced
the same amount of greenhouse gas
emissions that 2.3 million vehicles
produce in a year.

The intensity of last year’s King Fire,
between Lake Tahoe and Sacramento, the
state capitol, was even higher: about 50
percent of nearly 100,000 acres burned at
a high intensity. The SNC report was is-
sued on September 22, nine days after the
King Fire started.

In talking with people from the SNC
and its partners, I heard two clear points
of agreement: a dramatic increase in active
forest management is needed, and collab-
oration is the way to get there. In recent
years, the Forest Service has demonstrat-
ed that collaboration works in large-scale
projects, such as the Four Forests Res-
toration Initiative in Arizona and on the

Black Hills National Forest in western
South Dakota and northeastern Wyoming,
as well as numerous smaller-scale collab-
oratives across the nation. The agency de-
serves much credit for these successes. So
do the organizations and individuals who
have lent their time, effort, resources, and
influence to these good works—in partic-
ular, The Nature Conservancy, which has
done more than any other conservation or
environmental group to promote sound
forest management on federal lands.

In California, one seemingly intrac-
table conflict must be addressed, sooner
rather than later: the need for action is ur-
gent, but collaboration takes time. What's
more, there isn’t enough funding to do the
work on a scale large enough to be mean-
ingful in the short term.

It is ironic that the cost of suppress-
ing the 257,000-acre Rim Fire had ap-
proached $130 million by the time the fire
was contained, two months after it start-
ed—the same amount that the Forest Ser-
vice’s budget will decrease in 2016, com-
pared to 2015, if the President’s proposed
budget for the agency is enacted. I hope
that Congress does not fail to understand
the urgency of the situation.

Reader Survey
Results

o all 170 of you who responded to

The Forestry Source Reader Survey

over the past couple of months,
thank you. Your feedback is invaluable.
The results clearly show that readers val-
ue news: 52 percent selected “forestry
news articles” as the “most useful or im-
portant” part of the Source. The only oth-
er category in double figures was Field
Tech, with 10 percent. Science & Tech-
nology placed third, at about 8 percent.
Combined, those three categories were
favored by 70 percent of readers, mak-
ing it clear that readers need and want
news and information about forests and

forestry, the tools they use to manage for-
ests, and the research and technological
developments that form the foundation
of professional, sustainable forest man-
agement.

The responses to the open-ended
questions were all over the map, with
a wide range of suggestions and com-
ments—mostly positive, 'm happy to
say. A significant number of respondents
asked for more information about con-
tinuing education resources, and sever-
al suggested listing webinars that they
might take for CFE credit. My colleague
Joe Smith and I will include more of such
information in future editions.

A handful of respondents called
for more coverage of GIS, GPS, and re-
mote sensing, and yet more respondents
named GIS for Foresters as the least use-

ful or important of the paper’s categories.
Several readers cited wildlife, habitat, ur-
ban forestry, and private-forest manage-
ment as topics deserving of more empha-
sis. We'll keep that in mind from now on.

In hindsight, I ought to have includ-
ed Letters to the Editor in the survey. 1
don’t know about you, but that’s the first
place T usually turn to after scanning the
front page of my local newspaper. It's
the same with most of the magazines I
get, including the Journal of Forestry—I
want to know what others think. That
includes you, Forestry Source readers. 1
want to know what you think, wheth-
er in the form of a letter for publication
or an off-the-record note or phone call.
You can reach me at (503) 622-3033
(my home office in Oregon) or wilents@
safnet.org.

The Forestry Source
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program to rtestore the health of Califor-
nia’s primary watershed through increased
investment and needed policy changes.”
That watershed encompasses 22 counties
and 12 national forests across more than
25 million acres—about one-quarter of
the state—and provides more than 60 per-
cent of the state’s developed water supply.
In addition to being a source of water, the
Sierra Nevada is home to world-renowned
landmarks, such as Yosemite and Sequoia
National Parks; numerous cities, towns,
and rural residential properties; produc-
tive private timberlands; and many other
resources.

The SNC is not acting alone. Among
numerous partners are the US Forest Ser-
vice, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and
the Association of California Water Agen-
cies (ACWA). On March 4, the SNC and
its partners held a summit in Sacramento
designed to introduce the WIP and explain
“the urgent need for restorative action in
Sierra Nevada forests and watersheds, and
the foreseeable consequences of inaction.”

The main WIP objectives are to:

e |dentify and quantify the level of resto-
ration activity needed to restore Sierra
Nevada watersheds to a state of proper
function and resilience, as well as the
cost of implementing these activities.

e |ncrease state and federal investment
in restoration activities, as well as
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securing investment from those who
benefit from the region, such as the
urban, business, and agricultural
communities who receive water from
the region.

|dentify and address state, federal,
and local policy issues that serve as
impediments to increasing the pace
and scale of restoration and improving
the socioeconomic well-being of Sierra
communities.

“We and a lot of our partners believe
that the benefits of the Sierra forests are at
serious risk,” said Jim Branham, the SNC3
executive officer. “The overarching risk or
threat is from large, damaging wildfires—
you might even say megafires—like we
have been experiencing in recent years. The
Rim Fire was the largest in the recorded
history of the Sierra Nevada, and last year’s
King Fire was large and unusually intense.
Unfortunately, these fires appear to be part
of a new norm. In a lot of the region, con-
ditions are very similar to those that existed
prior to the Rim and King Fires. If we don't
change course, the likelihood that we will
continue to have fires like these is extreme-
ly high.”

The effects of drought, a climate anom-
aly, can be exacerbated by local conditions.

“In many areas of the national forests,
we have far too much vegetation on the
landscape. Theyre overgrown, which is
not a healthy condition to begin with, and
the drought makes these excess fuels even
drier,” Branham said. “And then you over-
lay a more long-term, more or less gradual
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Weeks after the King Fire was contained last fall, the Sierra Nevada Conservancy, a California state agency,

and the US Forest Service hosted a tour of the area for state and federal legislative staff. Topics discussed
included wildlife impacts, greenhouse gas emissions and climate change implications, and impacts to
communities, infrastructure, and water supply. Credit: Sierra Nevada Conservancy.

trend that we're seeing in the Sierra Neva-
da, which is the increase in temperatures.
That means less precipitation in the form of
snow, and when we get out of the drought,
more in the form of rain. It also means an
extended and more severe fire season.”

Branham notes that fire activity this
winter was unusually high. In February, a
7,000-acre wildfire destroyed 40 homes on
the eastern slope of the Sierra Nevada.

“This fire was in winter, in an area that
would normally have snow on the ground,”
he said. “That’s the scary reality that we're
dealing with now. From our standpoint,
changing whats out there on the landscape
is critically important. Its going to take a
major, large-scale effort from a lot of lev-
els and agencies of government—federal,
state, and local—and from a lot of our key
partners.”

What’s more, he said, the large fires of
the past two years were more intense than
usual. About 40 percent of the 270,000-
acre Rim Fire burned at a high intensity;
about 50 percent of the King Fires 100,000
acres burned at a high intensity.

“We’re not getting many of the benefits
that can come from fire when the ecosys-
tem is healthier,” said Branham. “Fire is a
part of our ecosystems. Eventually, it will
all burn.”

As an SNC partner, The Nature Con-
servancy plans to work closely with the
agency to implement the WIP, said Ed
Smith, a TNC forest ecologist and SAF
member. To Smith, the SNC’s use of the
word “urgent” is not an overstatement.

“Urgent may be an understatement,”
he said. “We've waited too long to imple-
ment larger-scale projects that have an eco-
logical focus as well as the fuels-reduction
focus. T think its clear from the literature
that the pace of forest biomass accumula-
tion and the increase in large fires, espe-
cially large patches of high-severity fire,
are extraordinary and beyond the range of
natural variability in Sierra Nevada forests.
I think we have an opportunity, given the
state of the economy, to catalyze change
with human activity that is focused on
restoring the functions of these forests, as
well as the sense of community in the Sier-
ras and in the foothill communities. There’s
an opportunity for an alignment of multiple
objectives [and] to line up our human and
financial resources with those objectives to
effect change that is more sustainable in the
long run.”

Dave Bischel, president of the Califor-
nia Forestry Association, a forest-products
industry group, agrees that taking action is

imperative. The association has been an ac-
tive participant in the SNC’s activities.

“We are in the fourth year of a drought,
and who knows how long it’s going to last,”
Bischel said. “Climate change projections
suggest that over the next 100 years we're
going to see an increase in temperature of
as much as nine degrees. Those things are
having major impacts today and will have
major impacts tomorrow on what our for-
ests in the Sierras look like. Since more than
60 percent of the states domestic water
comes from the Sierras, we've all agreed to
work with the Sierra Nevada Conservancy
and try to identify how we can restore those
forests to a more healthy, more fire-resilient
state, and look at the watersheds to see
what can be done in terms of water quan-
tity and quality, to optimize both domestic
and environmental use of that water.”

Branham cites two primary reasons for
the decline in forest health in the region:
decades of successful fire suppression and
conflicts over forest management.

“We were harvesting a billion board
feet of timber per year in California a few
decades ago, which went along with a lot
of other management activities on the land-
scape, and the pendulum has swung back
to where we're at about one-quarter of that
or less. I'm not suggesting that we should
go back to the ‘good old days’ of a billion
board feet, but the lack of management
resulted in a lot of needed restoration ac-
tivities not occurring, activities that are not
based on timber yield, but on ecological
values,” Branham said.

“We have to do something,” said
Bischel, “or our Sierra forests are going to
become our Sierra brush lands.”

Who Will Handle the Timber?

All of the SNC’s key partners agree that
more must be done to reduce the threat of
wildfire and improve forest health. Agree-
ment is the easy part.

“Its a huge challenge to find ways to
utilize the small-diameter material that
needs to be removed from our forests to get
them back into a more resilient condition
and able to respond favorably to a changing
climate and insect outbreaks, and to alle-
viate the crowded conditions that we see
across the Sierran pine and mixed-conifer
forests,” said TNC’s Smith.

Bischel knows all too well about the
long, slow decline in the state’s infrastruc-
ture. Many mills have closed over the last
couple of decades, as several factors led
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to a decrease in the supply of timber from
both federal and private lands. Does the re-
maining processing infrastructure have the
capacity to handle a massive forest-resto-
ration effort?

“In the short run, yes,” Bischel said.
“Recent massive fires have put [a] huge
amount of blackwood out there, and that
has stressed the capacity of the existing
infrastructure to some extent. Ultimately,
to sustain the watershed-level, long-term
projects that the SNC is looking at, it would
take new infrastructure. But this is a chick-
en-and-egg scenario. You can't put in new
infrastructure and hope that the resource
will be available.”

The Forest Service is determined to
forge ahead. Christine Nota serves as the
agency’s Region 5 liaison to the SNC and to
a variety of other agencies, organizations,
and interest groups that have a stake in Si-
erra Nevada watershed health. The Forest
Service, she said, has long understood the
need for action on forest health.

“We started taking an in-depth look at
the trends and the science for the nation-
al forests in California in about 2008,” she
said. “We had about a two-year process
of having scientists, modelers, and stake-
holders comment and talk to our leader-
ship about the trends, the climate change
science, population trends, and so on. The
result of that two-year discussion was a call
to action for us.”

One result was the document “Region
5 Ecological Restoration Leadership In-
tent,” which presented a rationale for res-
toration not only in the Sierra Nevada, but
throughout the state: “While sound resto-
ration work is being conducted throughout
the region to increase forest and watershed
resilience, important indicators suggest
that disturbance impacts already outpace
the benefits of this work and that we will
fall further behind over time.”

The Region 5 staff spelled out a long
list of priorities and objectives, beginning
with these four:

e Work together to achieve a collabo-
rative and financially supported effort
among forestland management agen-
cies, private landowners, and the public
to implement a large-scale restoration
program to accelerate the pace of forest
restoration activities on both public and
private lands.

Increase forest resilience through
treatments (including prescribed fire
and thinning) and wildfire, resulting in
resource benefits to approximately nine
million acres of National Forest System
lands.

Restore at least 50 percent of acces-
sible, degraded forest meadows to
improve their habitat function and their
ability to hold water longer into the
summer and deliver clean water when
most needed.

Decrease the occurrence of uncharac-
teristically severe wildfires and their
associated impacts through environ-
mentally and ecologically sensitive veg-

etation treatments, fire management,
and public education.

Nota said that Region 5 has looked
to the Four Forest Restoration Initiative in
Arizona and other large-scale, collaborative
forest-management projects for guidance
on implementing a far larger project, or se-
ries of projects, in the Sierra Nevada.

“We have taken note of the lessons
they have learned,” she said. “Here in Cali-
fornia, we know that we’ll never get to the
pace and scale that we need without work-
ing on larger landscapes. We have collab-
oratives throughout the state that are now
helping us reach our goals, including three
Collaborative Forest Landscape Restoration
Initiative projects. Its become our way of
doing business.”

One project, developed under the
auspices of the agency’s National Cohesive
Wildland Fire Management Strategy, is un-
derway on the South Fork of the American
River, in the central Sierras.

“The El Dorado National Forest is
pulling together a collaborative partnership
to look at around 400,000 acres or so, and
moving that landscape toward resilience.
This area has had many fires and a lot of
other disturbances,” Nota said.

A collaborative group on the Klamath
and Six Rivers National Forests, which are
outside of the SNC region, is addressing
restoration across 1.2 million acres.

“What we learn with those two proj-
ects will be shared with the other forests
in our region,” Nota said. “Collaboratives
work. Our vision is that, in time, every for-
est [in Region 5] will have a large-scale col-
laborative project.”

Show Me the Money

With a flat or decreasing budget and a
workforce that has declined in numbers,
some observers question whether the For-
est Service has the financial and human
resources it needs to carry out such a large-
scale effort.

“They are certainly committed to do-
ing these projects,” Bischel said. “Do they
have the human and financial resources to
make it happen? By themselves, I would say
that the answer is probably no, or at least
not at the scale that we're talking about.
But they are bringing in partnerships and
looking at some of the funding that may
be available from the California cap-and-
trade program, fire-hazard reduction pro-
grams—and funding that may be available
through other public and private sources.”

One source of funding may be the wa-
ter bond measure passed by California vot-
ers in November 2014. Under the measure,
as much as $7.5 billion would be available
for a variety of water-quality, water-supply,
and water-delivery projects.

“Its money that may be available over
the next decade, and some of it, a small
amount, is specifically identified for us,”
said the SNC’s Branham. “Much more is
available for other state agencies to do wa-
tershed restoration work.”

The SNC expects to receive $25 mil-
lion. The state Department of Fish and
Wildlife will receive an estimated $285
million, for example, and the Wildlife Con-
servation Board will receive about $200
million. Having a range of responsibilities,
however, the agencies may not spend all of
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those funds in the Sierra Nevada.

“The State of California also has what is
called the greenhouse-gas reduction fund,”
Branham said. “Some of that has gone to
CalFire [the state fire and forestry agen-
cyl in the current cycle, and that funding
source is going to grow significantly over
time, and that will likely mean increased
investments in the forest sector.”

The greenhouse-gas reduction fund is
a portion of the state’s revenues from the
auction of greenhouse-gas emissions allow-
ances. The fund is projected to receive $2.5
billion to $5 billion annually from such
auctions, beginning this year. However,
forest-health projects are only one of many
potential recipients of these funds.

Bischel notes that private timberland
owners and forest products companies al-
ready are contributing, by practicing good
forestry.

“Our members are already involved in
doing thinning projects and building shad-
ed fuel breaks that connect large and small
landowners and public agencies, to provide
more of a network of safety,” he said

TNC recently released a study that
suggests that increased water yield from
forest thinning could provide economic
benefits that may, in some cases, fully off-
set the cost of forest restoration (tinyurl
.com/Inkrfpj).

“The study found that there is a mod-
est increase possible with removing a per-
centage of the biomass from our forests,
and that signal is likely to be significant in
water quantity and probably also in water
quality to downstream users,” said Smith.
“Where that water has economic value for
farmers, ranchers, or ratepayers and home
consumers, especially where there are hy-
dropower facilities, the value of that water
could pay for forest treatments in whole or
in part.”

Some cities in the West have part-
nered with the Forest Service to improve
drinking-water supplies via forest man-
agement activities funded, in part, by wa-
ter consumers. (See “Denver, US Forest
Service Seal Watershed Restoration Deal,”
The Forestry Source, November 2010,
tinyurl.com/n418f3c.)

“We are in the beginning stages
of proofing out the concept that good,
high-quality, ecologically based forest man-
agement can provide better water security

for downstream users,” Smith said. “The
next step would be to acknowledge that
connection and turn it into policies like
the City of Santa Fe and the City of Denver
have adopted and that many other cities
throughout the West are looking at. These
are potential mechanisms to have water us-
ers—utilities and [other] users—contrib-
ute some of the costs of maintenance for
the forests that provide the service of sup-
plying clean, abundant water.”

More Cutting, More Controversy?

Will the prospect of increased active man-
agement and the sight of more log trucks
on highways heat up simmering conflicts
over timber harvests? If history is any
judge, some degree of conflict is very likely.
However, the SNC, the Forest Service, The
Nature Conservancy, and other partners
think the severity of the problem will win
over the public at large, and that collabora-
tion with a wide variety stakeholders will
secure enough support to get watershed
and forest-health improvement projects off
the ground and see them through to com-
pletion.

Although the SNC5 partners and other
involved stakeholders may have different
missions and outlooks, Bischel said that
this coalition of groups are on the same
page when it comes to the restoration of
Sierra Nevada forests.

“I think that there is a better chance
right now [of broad public support for
active forest management] than there has
been in the last 20 years,” said Bischel.
“Part of that is because organizations with
very different perspectives have ultimately
come together and realized that we need
to deal with this issue, because we all want
healthy, fire-resistant, insect-resistant, dis-
ease-resilient forests. These forests are go-
ing to be providing our water, so we need
to recognize that active forest management
can improve water quality and quantity, as
well as the timing of water availability for
domestic use. As a result of the Sierra Neva-
da Conservancy’s ‘big tent’ approach, more
and more organizations—from the eco-
nomic, forest-management, conservation,
and community perspectives—have come
together on this.”

For more information about the SNC, vis-
it wwwi.sierranevada.ca.gov.
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