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Forestry plan could double Sierra 
logging 
Decision covers federal woodlands 

Glen Martin, Chronicle Environment Writer 

Wednesday, March 19, 2003 

 

California's top U.S. Forest Service official has accepted 
a set of recommendations for managing the Sierra 
Nevada's 11 national forests, a move that sets the stage 
for doubling the amount of timber cut on the region's 
federal lands. 

The decision by Jack Blackwell, the service's regional 
forester for California, would modify the Sierra Nevada 
Framework, the current management plan for the 
mountain range's federal woodlands. 

As it stands, the framework emphasizes the preservation 
of wildlife habitat over commercial logging and favors 
prescription burning over "mechanical thinning" -- or 
selective logging -- to remove excessive woodland fuels. 

The recommendations for revising the framework were 
made by a research team Blackwell drafted to review it. 

In basic terms, the revisions would allow more timber 
cutting as a means of reducing wildfire hazard, 
particularly in the wooded "interface" areas around rural 
communities. 

The changes would also bolster support for the Quincy 
Library Group Plan, an initiative drafted by residents of 
the mountain community of Quincy that promotes 
vigorous tree thinning as a means of reducing fire hazard 
and providing logs for local mills. 

Blackwell's move generally angered environmentalists 
and pleased timber industry representatives. 

Environmentalists say the decision to accept the review 
team's recommendations runs roughshod over the 
framework, a document that took more than 10 years and 
$20 million to complete. 

"You're going to go from current logging levels of about 
190 million board feet to 450 million board feet," said Jay 
Watson, the western regional director for the Wilderness 
Society. "They're saying it's just a minor revision, but what 
we're basically looking at here is a completely new plan." 

Forest industry representatives, however, were gratified 
by the changes. 

"The forest service really identified some problems with 
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the framework," said David Bischel, the president of the 
California Forestry Association. 

Bischel said that "the potential for catastrophic wildfire is 
the greatest threat facing our forests, and the framework 
didn't adequately address that. We've had nothing but 
gridlock and red tape for years, while the forests have 
burned. Now, we need to move ahead." 

At a Sacramento press conference Tuesday, Blackwell 
said he was looking for common ground, a way to 
balance the needs of threatened wildlife species such as 
the California spotted owl -- which prefers old growth 
forests -- with the wildfire concerns of small towns. 

"We're all in this together," he said. "We all want good 
wildlife habitat, scenic beauty and (the reduction of the 
risk) of unnatural fire that threatens all these things and 
our rural communities." 

Blackwell said Californians must not ignore the "wake-up 
call" of the major wildfires that have ravaged the West 
during the past decade. 

Under the old framework, he said, dense vegetation could 
not be removed fast enough by prescription burning to 
reduce wildfire risk. It is essential to have mechanical 
thinning as an option, he said. 

Blackwell also defended his decision to allow trees up to 
30 inches in diameter to be harvested, including in 
designated old-growth reserves. Under the framework, 
only trees 12 inches or less in diameter may be cut in old 
growth areas. 

By allowing "a few" of the larger trees to be harvested, 
Blackwell said, the costs to taxpayers of fireproofing the 
forests can be reduced significantly. 

Following Blackwell's decision, a supplement to the 
framework's original environmental impact statement will 
be prepared, incorporating recent data and analyzing the 
likely impact of the changes. 

A 90-day public comment period will follow. More 
changes could be made to the management plan during 
this time, Blackwell said. He will officially adopt the new 
plan sometime this fall. 

Brad Powell, the service's regional forester for California 
during the Clinton administration and the current forester 
for federal forests in Montana and northern Idaho, gave 
his conditional imprimatur to the plan. It was under 
Powell's tenure that the original framework was adopted. 

"The framework is a complex document, and we 
recognized that implementation would be the real 
challenge," Powell said. "The key now lies in how they 
analyze the new data. The objectives are to both protect 
the (human) communities and wildlife habitat, so careful 
analysis is essential." 
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Forestry plan could double Sierra logging / Decision covers federal woodlands

Blackwell has rallied a number of groups besides 
commercial foresters to his side, including the ski 
industry, cattle ranchers, farmers and off-road vehicle 
enthusiasts. 

"In the original (framework), we were collateral damage," 
said Bob Roberts, the executive director of the California 
Ski Industry Association. "The old- growth guidelines 
covered most of our resorts, and that really made 
business difficult. We're not out to rape and pillage every 
north-facing slope, and Jack understood that. He came 
out into the field, listened to our concerns and addressed 
them." 

But environmentalists remain largely unmollified. The new 
guidelines, they say, are simply a return to the bad old 
way of doing business on the national forests -- a 
management mode that favors "getting out the cut" over 
preservation. 

"It's a missed opportunity," said Warren Alford, the 
forestry representative for the Sierra Club. "They've been 
dragging their heels on implementing the framework for 
two years, when they could have been out in the forests 
reducing fuels. All this means is more paralysis -- more 
acrimony, more litigation." 

E-mail the writer at glenmartin@sfchronicle.com. 
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