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Reducing wildfire risk clERRand

The best time to reduce the risk of a big wildfire in Baker
City’s watershed was probably several decades ago.

Which is not to say it’s too late.

Despite the Forest Service’s hands-off approach to the
10,000 acres in the Elkhorn Mountains through which the
city’s drinking water flows — not that a heavy-handed ap-
proach would be an improvement, to be sure — the water-
shed has avoided the fiery disaster that could leave the city
without a safe water supply.

And a bill likely to exceed $15 million or $20 million to fix
the problem.

Managing the watershed is a challenge.

It is not a place where conventional commercial forestry,
designed to maximize the production of board-feet of timber,
makes sense. One reason the streams and springs continue
to produce clear water is that the forests remain intact, able
to absorb torrential rains and the spring runoff without
turning into muddy torrents unfit for drinking or much else.

But those forests, as forests inevitably will, have aged and,
in places, deteriorated, the victims of insects and disease and
drought. A study in the 1990s by fire experts found that the
area probably is overdue, statistically, for a big blaze.

We can't eliminate that risk, of course.

But we can reduce it with well-conceived, and carefully
executed, thinning of some of the densest, least healthy and
most fire-prone parts of the watershed.

And in one sense this might be the ideal time to pursue
that strategy.

Congress this spring at long last ended the practice known
as “fire borrowing.” That refers to the Forest Service and
other federal agencies diverting money earmarked for other
work — including the sorts of thinning projects envisioned
for the watershed — to pay the billion-dollar annual tabs to
fight wildfires.

To put it another way, agencies have struggled to deal with
the problems that contribute to massive blazes because they
were trying to put out... massive blazes.

The bill that passed this year won't immediately fix the
problem. But by 2020 the federal government will set aside
$2 billion annually; as an emergency fund, to fight the bigger
fires. In theory that should make more money available for
thinning projects.

Nor is that the only way Congress can help in this endeavor.

Oregon Sen. Ron Wyden and Rep. Greg Walden last week
sent a letter to the Forest Service’s regional office in Portland
advocating for Baker City’s watershed to be a priority for
some of those dollars.

The threat facing the watershed is hardly of recent origin.
In 1993 the Forest Service and city sponsored a tour of the
watershed during which officials cited the same concerns
that their successors talk about today:
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State Sen. William S. Hansell (29th
District/Pendleton): Salem office: 900
Court St. NE., S-423, Salem, OR 97301; 503-
986-1729. Website: www.oregonlegislature.
gov/hansell. Email: sen.billhansell @
oregonlegislature.gov.

State Rep. Greg Barreto (58th District/
Cove): Salem office: 900 Court St. NE., H-384,
Salem, OR 97301; 503-986-1458. Website:
www.oregonlegislature.gov/barreto. Email:
rep.gregbarreto @oregonlegislature.gov.
State Rep. Greg Smith (57th

District): Salem office: 900 Court St. NE.,
H-482, Salem, OR, 97301; 503-986-1457.
Heppner office: PO. Box 219, Heppner,

OR 97836; 541-676-5154; Website: www.
oregonlegislature.gov/smithg. Email: rep.
gregsmith@oregonlegislature.gov.
Oregon Legislature: Legislative
documents and information are available
online at www.leg.state.or.us.

City of La Grande: Mayor Steve
Clements, City Manager Robert Strope; PO.
Box 670, La Grande, OR 97850; 541-962-
1309; fax 541-963-3333.

Union County Commissioners: Donna
Beverage, Steve McClure and Jack Howard;
1106 K Ave., La Grande, OR 97850; 541-963-
1001; fax 541-963-1079.

Wallowa County Commissioners: Paul
Castilleja, Todd Nash and Susan Roberts;
101 S. River St., Room 202, Enterprise, OR
97828; 541-426-4543, ext. 11; fax 541-426-
0582.

Elgin City Councilors: Mayor Allan
Duffy, 501 N 11th St., 541-437-1016,
mayor@cityofelginor.org; Mary West, 260
N 5th Ave., 541-805-0443, councilor3@
cityofelginor.org; Kathy Warren, PO

Box 697, 541-786-9611, councilor6 @
cityofelginor.org; CouncilorTeresa
Hylton-Shaffer, 540 N. 10th Ave., 541-

663-6666, councilorb@cityofelginor.org;
Risa Halgarth, PO Box 525, 541-437-9462,
councilor2@cityofelginor.org; Rocky
Burgess, 800 N 14th St., PO. Box 854, 541-
786-2417, councilor1@cityofelginor.org;
David Reed, 1011 Detroit St., PO Box 368;
541-975-3306, councilord@cityofelginor.
org; Ryan Martin

Enterprise City Councilors: Mayor
Stacey Karvoski, mayorofenterprise @
gmail.com; Jenni Word; Dave Elliott; Ashley
Sullivan; Micah Agnew; Larry Christman;
Chris Pritchard; 541-426-4196; mail to City of
Enterprise, 108 N.E. 1st Street, Enterprise,
OR 97828

Imbler City Councilors: Mayor Mike
McLean, Corrine Wilfong, Herman
Ortmann, Mark Howell, Rick Vicek, Joan
Harding, Jason Berglund; 180 Ruckman
Ave.; PO. Box 40, Imbler OR 97841; 541-534-
6095

Joseph City Councilors: Mayor Dennis
Sands; Martin Hamilton; Kathy Bingham;
Tanya Collier; Michael J Lockhart 541-432-
3832; PO. Box 15, Joseph, Oregon 97846;
201 North Main St.; cityofjosephoregon@
gmail.com

La Grande City Councilors: Mayor
Steve Clements, Gary Lillard, Nicole
Howard, Corrine Dutto, Mary Ann Miesner,
Troy Pointer, Justin Rock; through the City
Manager's office, 541-962-1309

Union City Councilors: Mayor Leonard
Flint, LeonardFlint@cityofunion.com; John
Farmer, johnfarmer@cityofunion.com;
Randy Knop, councilorknop @cityofunion.
com; Sue Hawkins, susanhawkins @
cityofunion.com; Matt Later, mattlater@
cityofunion.com; Jay Blackburn,
jayblackburn@cityofunion.com; Walt
Brookshire, waltbrookshire @cityofunion.
com
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