
Necade ago, RANGE magazine ran a 
cover story called "Something's 'v\tong 

. nUbby, Montana," which discussed 
the possible collapse of the forest-manage­
ment culture in our rural public-land-depen­
dent towns in the West What has happened 
since that article was printed? 

The numbers are SObeling. According to 
Paul Ehlinger & Assodates of Eugene, Ore., 
430 sawmills have closed in the West since 
1988. The job losses in the milling and log­
ging industries exceed SO,OOO. 

Where I live in Uncoln County, Mont., 
(population 18,000) we've lost five sawmills 
and over 1,SOO timber jobs. If the collapse is 
due to forest mismanagement, and/or the 
evening newsrnsts have been con'ect-"We're 
running out of trees"-then the collapse 
would be easier ,to stomach. 

The real reason for the collapse of public 
timberland management in the \r\est is not a 
lack of trees, but a lack of understanding. Will 
Rogers was light when he said: "It ain't what 
you don't know that's a problem. It's what 
you know that ain't so that's a problem." 

V\k do not have too few trees.
 
We have too many trees,
 

ofthe wrong size, ofthe wrong type,
 
and in the wrongpJaces.
 

ByBruce Vincent 

~ When it comes to forest management, the 
~ public knows a lot that ain't so, and that lack 
~ of understanding is saving our forests and 
o forest communities to death. 

Many of the trees we enjoy today should 
have been killed by fires dUring the last 100 
years. But with the advent of Smokey the Bear 
in the early 1000s, we minimized the impact 
of fire in our ecosystems. We now know this 
was a mistake. We should let fires bum the 
forest a bit at a time. After near~( a century of 
flfe suppression. we now have a manunoth 
"fuel loading" problem. 

Contrary to popular opinion, we do not 
have too f€\v trees. Vle have too many trees of 
the wrong size, of the wrong type, and in the 
wrong places. \Nhen today's forests catch fire, 
they bum as never before because the fuel 
load of dead and down timber is, in many 
places, over 500 percent of normal. The fires 
have way too much fuel to bum. Each sum­
mer, catastrophically hot forest fires engulf 
and consume vast watersheds of overstocked 
and overstressed trees. 

None of this is news. The General 

TIlis photo oftbe del'astawl{! aftennadl ofa 2001 wildfire in nonhem New Mexico shol\lsjusthOI\l tllick the Southwest sforests hal'ebecome over the last half­
cenwy. Whedll~rt1JbllliIl{! would have prelfented this is iInpossibJe to say. but the dam,lge most cenaiIlly would have been Jess severe theUJ this total lass. hi some 
aJ'~as, stcllld deIlSity is now a hundred W/Jes greater tllaJl it was a celltl1I)'ago-wI wllJJtendedc01J5equence of the nationsJOlI{!-StWJdiJl{! polic), ofexduding 
wildfire [mIll fOI-estS die public values for its dmbel", 1"eCI-eadoJl potential, wildlife habitat aJld watershed. 
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lV[Oltality ItClSllmr 100percentill tbis lodgepole pine beetleHlfestationnem'Elk City innortIleJ1lldallO's lVez Perce 
National Forest, yetnotbing oos salvaged orreplanted because emil'Onmenta1litigmlts blocked elocl)' Forest SeJ11ce 
attl'111pt to repay' natJn-e's I'vram. StJ-emllS in tIlLs wa tersbed pr0\1de aitical SpaWnYlghabit{lt for salWOll mId steellJmd 

Accounting Office identified the problem in 
1990. They reported that there were over 100 
million acres of forestland in the West where 
the biggest ecological threat is a single wild­
fire. These unnaturally hot blazes race across 
the landscape, burning homes, threatening 
communities, toasting wildlife and its habitat, 
pulveriZing watersheds and boiling stream 
courses. 

There is a better way. We have the technol­
ogy to do fuel-reduction projects that would 
let us remove some of this fuel, take the cho­
sen trees to wood-processing plants in our 
communities, turn these "tubes of carbon" 
into consumable products for a consuming 
society. and then reintroduce fire into our 
fuel-reduced ecosystem. Unfortunately, the 
enVironmental-conflict industry has spent the 
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last decade litigating to stop tills human inter­
vention and force our rural conununities into 
allowing nature to take its destructive cow'Se. 

Thankfully, the policy discussion of forest 
management has changed in the last several 
years. It changed when tens of thousands of 
Southern Californians stood on the roofs of 
their million-dollar homes with six-dollar 
hoses trying to fight the blazes roaring out of 
their million-dollar viewsheds. The polley 
disrussion changed because the residents of 
Ariwna, Colorado. Oregon and California 
have all witnessed the largest frres in their his­
tories in the last five years and, as the old song 
goes. "We've onlyjust begun." 

\I\'ith the reality of natural management 
burning down to the edges of the San 
Bernardino Airport. President Bush's Healthy 

Ibis lodgepole pille beetIe was dug fmln 
tIle bm'k oTa tree on nOlthern Idallo 's 
Nez Perce National Forest, scene ofa 
del'astawlginfestation tIlat liasyet to 
I'/JIl its course. Once beneatb tlle bmk 
layer. beetle kill is almost assw'ed 
BeetIes call detect tree stress bJ'Ougbt on 
by tbe presence ofmore trees mml a 
gmwing site call support, especially 
during prolonged dl'Ought 

Forest Initiative passed both cham­
bers of Congress and was signed into 
law in 2003. Unfortunately. attempts 
to implement this commonsense 
legislation have faced lawsuits from 
the professional litigants \vithin the 
environmental-conflict industry. 
Very little positive action has hap­
pened in the forest near communi­
ties like those in northwest Montana. 
For many. such as those employed at 
the Owens and Hurst Mill in Eureka, 
implementation was too late. 

In our rural communities. the 
impact of such closures is felt well 
beyond the sawmill fence. For every 
one of the nearly 200jobs lost in Jim 
and Carol Hurst's manufacturing 
plant, another five jobs are lost in our 
county. These jobs are in the service 
sectors of oil and gas stations, gro­

cery stores, hardware stores and restaurants. 
In addition. the families employed at the 
plant leave with their children, and the 
schools then feel the double impact of a loss 
in students amid a collapsing tax base. 

County Commissioner Marianne Roose 
of Eureka says: "The impacts just keep rolling 
through our town. We have a new eight-mil­
lion-dollar schooL and we have no idea how 
we'll pay for it now." 

The sawmill and its workers also pro­
vided financial support for the communi­
ty's civic and social network. Mrs. Roose 
wonders: "Who is going to contribute to 
our local churches? Who is going to con­
tribute to the local Little League? Who is 
going to buy the children's stock at our 
annual fair 4-H sale? I bet it won't be the 



TIus ponderosa pine thinning on pril'atelillld in eastel7l Oregon is all exceJ1ent example ofthe kind ofthinnuJg work so desperatelyneededin federal forests UI tile 
ulterior West. Such tlJiJlJlings almost alwaysprompt appeals aJld litigation by radical enl'UWlmentaJgroups, which is S<1d because tilese projects reduce tile liskof 
Ultastrophic m-ealld disease, ulcrease wildlife forage andprompt natural l-egeneratio/l. 

attorney for the Ecology Center." 
In Libby, County Commissioner Rita 

Windom points out that we have 140 gradu­
ating seniors in 2006 from our high school 
and 75 incoming kindergaItners. We have lost 
1.200 students from our small sy.;tem in the 
last five years. "The family-wage jobs that we 
have lost are now translating directly into lost 
families:' Mrs. Windom say.;. "If you vvant to 
live in an area and raise a family. you need a 
family-wage job. and the sawmills and log­
gingjobs have left or are leaving-and taking 
the next generation with them." 

Will the timber culture ever return to 
Libby? I think so, but reality is a relentless dic­
tator. The fact is that the Kootenai National 
Forest has 2.5-million acres of trees. Each 
year, this forest grmvs 492-million board feet 
of wood while 300-million board feet of tim­
ber dies due to windthrow, insects and dis­

ea5e.1f we do not remove some of tills fuel. 
we are simply stacking 3OO-million board feet 
of firewood in our forest, in our watersheds, 
aI'Ound our communities and around our 
homes. 

If professional litigants rather than pro­
fessional managers continue to contl'Ol our 
forests, America will, in time, get to enjoy a 
summer show of natural management that 
will be anything but benign. This is not 
conjecture. It will happen. Just as levee 
breeches in New Orleans were known 
threats to that city, the fuel buildup in our 
western forests is awaiting a "category five" 
ftrestorm event. 

If we have not learned what science is 
telling us before that time, then possibly from 
the ashes will aIise some sanity that will not 
ignore the realities of nature or the needs of 
humanity. Perhaps we will recognize the need 

to provide for our domestic consumption of 
wood ftber rather than importing 65 percent 
of our wood-fiber needs from other nations 
with less envirorunental sensitivity than our 
own Perhaps \'ve will see a new generation of 
forest stewards move back into our area with 
the courage to irNest in tl1e multimillion-dol­
lar machinery necessary to implement mod­
ern forest-management theory with the 
suppoti of society rather than its scorn. 

Perhaps. But if society waits for tl1e reali­
ties of ash and smoke to dictate a positive step 
tQ\ivard sanity in forest management. then our 
forest ecosystems and our forest social and 
economic sy.;tems will continue to pay a terri­
bleprice. _ 

Bruce Vincent, a third-generation Jogger, Jives in 
Libby, Mont. He is executive director ofCommuni­
ties for a Great Northwest. 
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