THE FOREST FIRES OF 2000

A Catalyst For Much Needed Change in Public Management

Jack Ward Thomas

B&C Professor of
Wildlife Conservation
The University of Mantana

16 . Fuir Chuse Winter 2000

THE PUBLIC LANDS OF THE UNITED
States make up approximately one-
third of che nation's land base. As
those lands are largely “open
space,” they are primary contribu-
tors to fish and wildlife habitat.
And, outside of most national
parks, these lands are a significant
source of hunting and fishing op-
portunities for the owners of those
lands—rthe American people.
These lands are the last bastion of
“free hunting” in the United
States. No other nation has such
a legacy of ownership of land by
all the people. Yet such an incred-
ibly valuable public asset is a con-
stant source of conflict.

Even these vast tracts of land
are being indirectly influenced by
the increasing demands of a myriad
of recreational enthusiasts fueled
by inexorable population growth,
demographic shifts to western
states where most of the public
lands are located, and growing af-
fluence of the population.

The last 30 years have been
years of dramatic changes in how
the public lands are managed. The
management focus of the Forest
Service and the Bureau of Land
Management shifted dramarically
in response to the legislation and
political pressures that have
marked the “environmental era.”
Among these new laws were the
National Environmental Act, The
Endangered Species Act, Forest
and Rangeland Renewable Re-
sources Planning Act, Federal
Land Policy and Management Act,
National Forest Management Act,
and the Wild and Scenic Rivers
Act, among many others.

The law with the most dra-
matic impact on management of
the federal lands has proven to be
the Endangered Species Act,
which, when threatened or endan-
gered species are designated, pro-
vides the land management
agencies a “partner” in the form of
aregulatory agency. The National
Marine Fisheries Service deals
with marine creatures and anadro-
mous fishes (those that share fresh
water and salt water at various

stages in their life cycle). The U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service fills that
role in the case of terrestrial wild-
life and fishes that are not anadro-
mous. These agencies have
responsibility to produce “recovery
plans” for threatened and endan-
gered species, and hold veto power
over land management actions
that are deemed detrimental to the
welfare of such species.

Over this period, there have
been dramaric reductions in natu-
ral resource extraction rates relaced
to timber, grazing, and mining.
Recreation pressures and attention
to environmental concerns have
increased. Controversy, including
increased licigation, has intensified
as the social, economic, and eco-
logical consequences of adherence
to these laws have become mani-
fest. As might be expected, frus-
trations of interest groups, both
preservationists and users of natu-
ral resources, have, justifiably or
not, focused pressure on the land
management agencies.

Republicans became the ma-
jority in both House and Senate
with the elections of 1994 and
have maintained thar majoriry
through 2000. House and Senate
committees CUHC@[TIBC{ \\’ith nacu-
ral resources were quickly domi-
nated by members from states and
congressional districts largely de-
pendent on extraction of natural
resources from federal lands. Most
Democrat committee members,
with a generally more pronounced
environmental bent, essentially
opted out of the process. The re-
sult, largely, has been a six-year-
long standoff between the
Committees and the Administra-
tion—with the land management
agencies caught in the crossfire.

As Chief of the Forest Service
from 1993 to 1996, I was the pri-
mary witness at a number of hear-
ings held by Congressional
Committees and Subcommittees
related to management of the
public’s lands. And, [ have been a
careful observer of such hearings
from then to now. [ was recently
invited by the Commirree Chair-

man to travel to Washington to be
the lead witness at the last hearing
of the Committee on Resources,
Subcommittee on Forests and For-
est Health, for this Congress. The
subject of the hearing was billed as
"Regarding the Future of the For-
est Service.” The wild fire secason
of 2000 was just winding down and
provided a dramatic political back-
drop for the hearing. Accusations
and acrimony mixed with apprecia-
tion for wildland firefighters were
the moods of the moment. That
testimony | presented was, 1 be-
lieve, well received and has been
widely distributed over the internet
and by other means. The essence
of the testimony was as follows:

The rains have come and the
temperatures are dropping in Mon-
tana. Snows have come to the high
country. The big fire year of 2000
is already fading into memory—and
far too soon. There are lessons yet
to be contemplared and plans to be
made. [t is now a time to be coldly
analytical and rational.

The “blame game” and in-
flammatory rhetoric related to the
circumstances of the fire season of
2000 are alive and well, and that
rhetoric triggers memories for
me—raw, sad memories. Six years
ago 1 was in Glenwood Springs,
Colorado, the day after a seem-
ingly benign fire on Storm King
Mountain had exploded into an
inferno that took away the lives of
14 vibrant young firefighters, The
Director of the Bureau of Land
Management and [ stood on the
still-smoldering slope where those
dedicated public servants died; we
swore with choked voices, and
through tears, that such a tragedy
would not happen again.

But, at that moment, the fire
season of 1994 was not over yet.
There were other wildland
firefighters yet to die. There were
34 deaths that year from efforts to
protect lives, property, and natural
resources. We, and our dedicated
staff of professionals, worked dili-
gently for the next two years to in-
still a philosophy that firefighter
safety comes first, ahead of all else—



and cerrainly ahead of structures and
trees. Those efforts have continued.

That attitude change paid off
in this big fire year of 2000, There
have been only a small fraction of
the deaths that occurred in 1994—
but even one is too many. That
improvement in safety was no ac-
cident, for there have been thou-
sands of firefighters in harm's way.
Yet, as the fire season wore on,
there have been rare, but pointed,
criticisms that the firefighters were
not aggressive enough and struc-
tures and other property were lost
as a result. Be that as it may.
Losses to wildfire are tragic. Bur,
in the end, those losses are only of
things and not of lives.

How does one evaluate the
exchange of lives for property? |
only know that [ would give up all
my material wealth to get back just
one of the young lives lost fighe-
ing wildland fires on my watch. 1
say, and unabashedly, God bless
the fire bosses for their caring,
their caution, and their concern
for the safety of the firefighters in
their charge.

In the course of the big fire
year of 1994, much was learned be-
yond the need for increased atten-
tion to firefighter safety. One
political aftermath of that year's
fires was the now infamous “Sal-
vage Rider.” That rider to the Ap-
propriations Act (a terrible means
of making natural resources policy)
was passed overwhelmingly by
both houses of Congress and
signed by the President. The For-
est Service was not involved in the
deliberations, but was required to
report weekly to the Council on
Environmental Quality on
progress toward meeting the sal-
vage rargets. Midway through the
field season, it became obvious
that the political fallout related to
“logging without laws™ (which was
not true) was a disaster. The Ad-
ministration pulled back and left
the Forest Service “holding the
bag.” The acrimony and mistrust
the Salvage Rider engendered still
lingers and poisons the atmosphere
as we enter the 21st Century. We

should not repeat that mistake.

There have been efforts, on
all sides, to make the fire year of
2000 into a political blame game.
Such is both unforrunate in the
short term and unproductive over
the longer term. There is blame
enough to go around as there will
be credit enough for those devoted
to deriving and applying solutions.
For example, | have seen a full-
page newspaper advertisement lay-
ing the blame for the fires of 2000
at the feet of the Clinton Admin-
istration due to reductions in tim-
ber harvest. 1 have a few bones to
pick with the Clinton Administra-
tion, but laying long-term declin-
ing trends in timber harvest at
their feet simply does not hold up
to assessment. The timber cut
from the national forests peaked in
1987 under President Reagan. By
1999, 12 years later, the cur had
declined by 77 percent—some 62
percent by the time Clinron as-
sumed the presidency and 15 per-
cent since. Some 8 percent of the
decline that occurred on Clinton’s
watch was actributable to the
Northwest Forest Plan that ad-
dressed a total shutdown of timber
harvesting imposed by a federal
judge due to previous failures to
satisfactorily address endangered
species issues.

Acres considered “suitable
for timber production” declined 39
percent since the peak in 1981—
26 percent by the time Clinton
took office and 13 percent since.
Eight of that 13 percent, was,
again, attributable to circum-
stances in the Pacific Northwest.
If acres subject to timber cutting
had been maintained at the same
level that existed when Clinton
took office, only an additional
eight-tenth’s of | percent of the
forest acres on the national forests
would have been touched by tim-
ber harvest by 1999. That is hardly
enough acreage, by any measure,
to have had much effect on the
fires of 2000.

Miles of new road construc-
tion tells the same story. Construc-
tion of new roads in the narional

forests peaked in 1985 at 3,341 miles
and declined steadily to 192 miles
in 1999—a decline of 94 percent.
About 84 percent of the decline oc-
curred during the Reagan-Bush
years, and 10 percent since.

[ present these facts not to
make any political statement. In
fact, my intent is just the opposite.
The fires of 2000 were largely the
result of nature and circumstances
of climare and forest conditions
that have come about over many
decades as Presidents
came and went and
Congresses did the
same. The interactive
effects (manifest
through case law) of
the some 190 “princi-
pal laws relating to for-
est service activities”
has produced a situa-
tion where significant
reductions in resource
extraction were simply
inevitable. It simply
did not, except to mi-
nor degree, matter
which political party
held the White House
and/or controlled the
bodies of Congress.

In reality the
“roadless issue” that is
s0 prominent today was
essentially sectled by
1993 by the economic
considerations of “be-
low cost” timber sales
along with related en-
vironmental impact
and public opinion.
Due to these factors
and effective lobbying
by environmental
groups, Congress—
even under Republican
control—steadfastly
refused to fund roads into roadless
areas (areas of 3,000 acres or more
without roads) and the game re-
lated to timber extraction from
roadless areas changed, at least for
the foreseeable future.

There has been a creeping
and ongoing paralysis of the active
management of public lands. And,

To the protagonists, to
the agency, fo the
Congress, | say:
“carpe diem—seize
the day.” Check the
old, tired rhetoric at
the door. Look for
points of agreement.
It is time, well past
time, to replace
clenched fists and
closed minds with
open hands and
open minds.
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[ believe that to be unfortunate
—particularly as that relates to
wildlife management in general
and management for elk, deer, tur-
key, grouse, and other game spe-
cies associated with early forest
succession. The spate of environ-
mental legislation of
the late 1960s and
YEAIS 19705 has combined to
produce an increas-
ingly unwieldy and un-
workable situation for
public land managers.
Considering each
law in isolation, most
would agree with the
intent of nearly all that
legislation. But, these
laws were passed by dif-
ferent Congresses at
different times with no
discernible consider-
ation of the political
interactions of those
laws and the resultant
case law. Now, the
chickens have come
home to roost. The le-
gal system related to
public land manage-
ment has unwittingly
evolved into a night-
mare for public land
managers who have a
bent toward active
land management—for
whatever purpose.
Some of these
laws are antithetical in
some of their aspects.
For example, the Na-
tional Forest Manage-
ment Act clearly
intended that plans for
each national forest were to be in-
dependently developed with close
attention to public participation.
The tyranny of the Endangered
Species Act, among others, has
forced, for good or ill, planning at
a hugely magnified scale when
wider-ranging species are declared
threatened or endangered. The
case of the northern spotted owl
and salmon in the Pacific North-
west is the classic example where
plans concerning 14 national for-

lands

ests and several Bureau of Land
Management Districts were simul-
taneously amended to meet re-
quirements of the Endangered
Species Act as judged by the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service and the
National Marine Fisheries Service.
Clearly the concerns for
biodiversity preservation have
overridden the direction in the
Organic Act, the Multiple-Use
Sustained Yield Act, and the Na-
tional Forest Management Act.
Debates rage as to the legitimacy
of that conclusion.

The time is long past for a
new try at an overhaul of the
myriad laws bearing on public land
management. [t is time for re-
evaluation and reformation. If a
Commission is appointed to that
task (the usual course of action) it
should not, as in past such efforts,
be composed of big names with
appropriate political pedigrees.
Such a team should be centered on
folks rich in their knowledge of
natural resource management for
multiple purposes. The required
report should not be noted for
flowery rhetoric and scholarly dis-
course—i.e., much prose leading
nowhere but to a dusty bookshelf.
The report should take the form of
draft legislation upon which de-
bate could center—a platform for
defining conservation of the pub-
lic lands in the new century.

That may be too ambitious
in view of the present level of po-
litical acrimony surrounding pub-
lic land management. However,
there is an opportunity that can be
exploited by the Administration in
power. That opportunity lies in
the simultaneous revision of the
regulations of the land manage-
ment and regulatory agencies. The
purpose of those revisions would be
to “streamline” and coordinate
processes and ensure maximum
possible efficiency.

So, it is up to the American
people, acting through Congress, to
give the public land management
agencies what they desperately
need—a clear, or at least relatively
uncluttered, mission. It is most cer-

tainly not a time to loak for “bo-
geymen"” either in the political
arena or in the Forest Service to
play to one extreme or another of
the “conflict industry” for political
advantage in either contributions
or votes. This is the time for lead-
ership, for statesmanship, and—
most certainly—for reason.

The Forest Service has taken
several “personalities” since the
agency was established in 1905.
First, there was the era of land con-
solidation and protection—the
custodial era (1905-1945). During
the period 1945-1987, the Forest
Service filled the nation’s post-
World War Il demand for timber—
the timber emphasis period. The
era of 1988 to the present has been
an era of coming to grips with the
environmental concerns of the na-
tion expressed in the laws of the
late 1960s and the 1970s—the en-
vironmental era.

The transition has not been
easy. On one side, the hard-core
environmental movement has not
come to grips with the conse-
quences of success. They wander
about the battlefield bayoneting
the wounded. Having won great
victories over a 30-year period, it
is essential that they support the
program changes in the land man-
agement agencies' missions they
have helped engender. Environ-
mentalists have proven them-
selves formidable foes to the land
management agencies, but very
poor friends and supporters of
positive actions.

On the other end of the
spectrum are those who enpage in
ritualized “ghost dances” aimed at
the resurrection of resource ex-
traction levels of the “good old
days” of the 1980s. Having suf-
fered preat defeats, it is essential
that the ghost dancers move to
ensure that some justifiable, sus-
tainable—and needed—level of
resource extraction continues
with appropriate attention to en-
vironmental concerns.

It has been observed that, in
our democracy, decisions are made
by the majority of the minority



that is concerned with a particu-
lar issue. These are the people, on
both sides of the debates, who are
the minority that truly cares about
the future of the public lands.

But, it is well to note that the
vast majority of those not so com-
mitted to their causes weary of the
noise and smoke of a war that is
over—at least for a rime. More
and more of this “middle group”
demand a truce and a period of
relative stability (which will be
temporal) in the management on
the public lands that would result.
So, 1 suggest, it is time, past time,
" to rely on the ancient wisdom to
be applied when we sicken of
strife—"Come, let us reason to-
gether.” [ learned in junior high
school to revere the Congress
where reasoned debate predicated
upon that ancient tradition was
the order of the day. Down deep,
I still want to believe that—and 1
do, with appropriate caveats.

As an amateur historian, [
conclude that such occurs only in-
frequently when the stars are ap-
- propriately aligned. Only at those
opportune moments can the prom-
ise of “reasoning together” be re-
alized. Such a magic moment may
be at hand as a product of the fires
of 2000. It will not last long as the
snows of winter replace the fires of
summer. To the protagonists, to
the agency, to the Congress, I say:
“carpe diem—seize the day.” Check
the old, tired rhetoric at the door.
Look for points of agreement. It
is time, well past time, to replace
clenched fists and closed minds
with open hands and open minds.

Give the land management
agencies even a glimpse of a clear
mission and the resources to do the
job, and they will come through to
the extent possible under current
laws and regulations. Coordinate
the laws and regulations to make
it possible for them to perform.
Insist upon clear lines of author-
ity—and responsibility. Make cer-
tain that the professional
leadership of the land management
agencies can freely surface issues
of law and resource needs and al-

locations. Bring decision-making
closer to where the trees and grass
grow and the water flows. Move
as many people and funds to the
lowest levels in the organizations,
where the good earth is. There lies
the future.

During the period of 1895-
1905, the agenda for conservation
in the 20th Century was set. In
my opinion, it is likely that the
period of 1995-2005 will be a time
when the course for conservation
in the 21st Century will be like-
wise set. Historians of the late
21st Century, wicth a focus on
natural resources, will write volu-
minously of this period. We will
be the “stars” upon whom these
historians focus. What would we
like our great grandchildren to
read about us in those tomes yet
to be written?

| believe that a fourth phase
of public lands management focus
began in the mid-1990s—"ecosys-
tem management.” The focus is on
preservation of biodiversity, and
meeting the needs of people within
economic and ecological con-
straints. Management will be
based on the recognition that we
humans, as all of God's creatures,
must exploit our environment in
order to live. Such is nort at ques-
tion. The question is how that
exploitation might occur in a sus-
tainable fashion.

It is time, past time, for the
body politic to relegate the fringes
of opinion that makes up the “con-
flict industry” to the role of being
the white lines on the roadside
that define the outer limits of what
can be. It is time, past time, to
move toward the yellow centerline
where resources are used within
the capability of ecological re-
newal and economic realities.

At this moment, it is difficult
to view the fires of 2000 as any-
thing but a tragedy. But, if this
long hot summer paves the way for
renewed rational, civil, informed
discourse about the future of pub-
lic land management, the billow-
ing smoke columns may yet prove
to have a silver lining. 4 4 a
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B&C MEMBER MAKES TRACKS FOR WILD BEARS

Smid starts new foundation dedicated to conserving critical wild
bear habitat, scientific research, and conservation education.
Bear Trust International, located in Missoula, Montana, was founded to
work exclusively for the conservation of the world's eight species of wild
hears. The arganization came into existence following more than a year of
intense discussions and numerous meetings with wildlife experts, bear
researchers, conservation interests, grass roots organizations, private citi-
zens, and potential donors. The organization was incorporated in Montana

and received its 501{c)(3) designation in November 1989.

A.C. Smid, President of Bear
Trust International, believes that
wild bears in their natural habitat
are key indicators of ecosystem
health, and their ahility to sustain
themselves as a free-roaming
species is critical to other wild-
life sharing their hahitat. “Al-
though we are a young
organization, we are making
significant contributions to the
future of wild bears. We have
heen raising research dollars
for black hear studies in the
Teton Valley of Wyoming
and in eastern Kentucky, and a study of poten-
tial bear crossing along the I-90 corridor in western Montana.”

And all the hard work over the last year has started to pay off. Re-
cently, Bear Trust International was awarded two foundation grants totalling
over $130,000 for the Teton Valley research, and conservation education.

Smid is passionate about his wark. "Wild bears are natural am-
bassadors for conservation,” he says. "People working together can make
a significant difference for wild bears, their hahitat, and other wildlife.”

Those who have been instrumental in creating the organization and
helping design the program structure, and who are members of the Bear
Trust Advisory Council include: Jack Ward Thomas, Ph.D., John J. Craighead,
Ph.D., Robert W. Munson, Christopher Servheen, Ph.D., Daniel Pletscher,
Ph.D., and Robert L. Bailey.

For more information on Bear Trust International, visit their web
site at www. beartrust.org or call 406/523-7779.
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