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to improve forest health and
reduce the risk of the large
and dangerous wildfires
plaguing the West.

Part of that is doubling
the annual timber harvest
across all three forests from
a recent average of 101 mil-
lion board-feet to 205 mil-
lion board-feet. Between
forest products, livestock
and recreation, the For-
est Service estimates the
revised Blue Mountains
Forest Plan will create up
to 1,173 new jobs and $59.5
million in added income in
the region.

Warness said that all
sounds good, but she — and
others — question how the
Forest Service will achieve
such ambitious numbers.

“The plan itself is fairly
vague in their desired future
conditions as to what they’re
trying to achieve on the
landscape,” Warness said. “I
think that is causing a lot of
frustration for a lot of peo-
ple who have been highly
involved.”

Long overdue

Forest plans are gener-
ally updated every 10 to
15 years, though the cur-
rent Blue Mountains Forest
Plan was adopted in 1990.
The revision process, which
started in 2003, has lasted
as long as the plan it will
produce.

A draft of the plan was
released in 2014, though it
was universally panned by
the Eastern Oregon coun-
ties and environmental and
industry groups. The Forest
Service received more than
4,300 comments, nearly all
of them negative.

In 2015, the agency
decided to re-engage the
public, holding a series of
meetings to hear concerns
and ideas. Officials devel-
oped two new plan alter-
natives, including the lat-
est preferred alternative,
dubbed “E-Modified.”

Steve Beverlin, the Mal-
heur National Forest super-
visor based in John Day,
said E-Modified should lead
to an overall increase in the
pace and scale of restoration
across the forests, working
with local partners and col-
laborative groups.

“I think those opportu-
nities are really interwo-
ven across all three forests,”
Beverlin said.

The Forest Plan itself
does not make any decisions
on specific projects, but
it does establish the side-
boards for future work, set-
ting goals and desired con-
ditions on the landscape.
The overarching goals are
ecological integrity and eco-
nomic and social well-be-
ing, leading into guidelines
on timber, grazing, access,
wilderness, recreation and
other uses.

To fully implement
Alternative E-Modified, the
Forest Service estimates it
would need an annual bud-
get of $78.5 million, which
is $6 million more than
recent allocations. Bever-
lin said he does not expect
funding to increase, but
he pointed to several other
agency-wide initiatives that
will help do work quickly
and more efficiently.

For starters, Bever-
lin said the Forest Service
is looking to tweak how it
reviews projects under the
National Environmental
Policy Act, putting crews to
work faster while avoiding
costly lawsuits.

Congress also recently
passed legislation ending
the practice of “fire borrow-
ing,” in which the Forest
Service took money from
its fire prevention programs
to pay for fighting wildfires.
Wildfires will now be cov-
ered under a $2 billion fed-
eral disaster fund.

“The fire funding fix is
coming on board next year,
so that is going to provide
some additional funding
across the Forest Service to
address some of these crit-
ical issues,” Beverlin said.
“So we’re excited about
that.”

Timber harvest

One oft-cited issue is the
sheer amount of timber and
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A forklift is used to load a pallet of plywood onto a railcar in the Boise Cascade Elgin plywood mill.
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A multi-head radial saw cuts logs into blocks in the log
utilization center at Boise Cascade’s Elgin plywood mill.

undergrowth building up in
the forests, feeding ever-
larger wildfires such as the
110,000-acre Canyon Creek
Complex near John Day in
2015.

Warness, with Boise
Cascade, said the Uma-
tilla, Wallowa-Whitman and
Malheur forests grow about
800 million board-feet of
timber every year, of which
approximately 400 million
board-feet — enough for
30,000 houses — is left to
deteriorate.

As a result, Warness
said the situation has com-
pounded over the last 20
years and left the woods
severely overstocked and
prone to massive wildfires,
as well as insect and disease
outbreaks.

“We believe that logging
is an important tool that can
be used on this landscape,”
Warness said.

Doubling timber harvest
would provide some cer-
tainty for the industry, War-
ness said, but the plan does
not offer any guarantees the
Forest Service will be able
to meet those targets each
year.

Lawson Fite, an attorney
with the American Forest
Resource Council in Port-
land, agreed the plan does
not provide a clear enough
direction for timber harvests
that would maintain the mill
infrastructure in  Eastern
Oregon.

“It’s not a directional
document, like a forest
plan should be,” Fite said.
“There’s no getting from A
to B in there.”

Fite said the organization
is still reviewing all 5,000
pages of documents, but is
“seriously considering” fil-
ing an objection.

“So many mills have
closed, and the level of tim-
ber that’s being processed
in Eastern Oregon is just a
fraction of what it used to
be,” Fite said. “What we
have now is a level of infra-
structure that is really a min-
imum for what the Forest
Service will need to man-
age the landscape for forest
health and fire resilience.”

Livestock grazing

The national forests are
likewise critical for Eastern
Oregon ranchers, who are
a vital cog in the region’s

economy.
John Williams, a recently
retired  livestock  agent

for Oregon State Univer-
sity Extension in Wallowa
County, said local agri-
culture is a $60 million a
year business, and the vast
majority comes from rais-
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ing cattle.

“It’s the economic base
for our county,” Williams
said. “We want to produce
as much as we can.”

Alternative  E-Modified
does call for potentially
adding 51,600 animal unit
months, or AUMs, associ-
ated with vacant allotments
for livestock across the three
forests. An AUM describes
the amount of forage one
cow and her calf, one horse
or five sheep or goats would
eat during a month.

Todd Nash, a long-
time rancher and a Wal-
lowa County commissioner,
remains skeptical whether
that will come to frui-
tion. He said the plan lends
itself to more stagnation,
and appears to favor vacant
grazing allotments as “grass
banks,” rather than issuing
new grazing permits.

At the same time, grazing
restrictions continue to get
tighter for riparian protec-
tions and threatened plant
species, Nash said. He spe-
cifically mentioned a law-
suit filed in January to block
grazing around Spalding’s
catchfly, a summer-bloom-
ing member of the carna-
tion family, on 44,000 acres
within the Hells Canyon
National Recreation Area.

“Cattle are  always
pointed at as the villain,”
Nash said. “We think that
they have a role here in Wal-
lowa County, one of which
is reducing fine fuels avail-
ability. ... All the fire man-
agers will tell you that fine
fuels, a.k.a. grasses, are
what carry the flames.”

Matt McElligott, owner
of LM Ranch in North Pow-
der and public lands chair-
man of the Oregon Cat-
tlemen’s Association, said
ranchers made significant
progress on easing some
restrictions in the plan last
year. Watershed health is
now linked to trends in indi-
vidual allotments, he said,
which in turn dictate graz-
ing standards such as stub-
ble height and stream bank
alterations.
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Blue Mountains Forest Plan
Revision changes under review

The U.S. Forest Service released its final environmental impact
statement for the Blue Mountains Forest Plan Revision in June,
selecting Alternative E-Modified as its preferred alternative.

Item
Miles of road maintained annually
Animal unit months, grazing

Timber volume (million board feet)

Annual forest restoration* (acres)
Jobs created?
Incomet (millions of dollars)

Current  Alternative Percent

(no change) E-Modified change
2,023 2,212 9.3%
242,800 294,400 21.3
79 205 159.5
52,702 69,200 31.3
1,647 2,820 71.2
$54 $113.5 110.2

*Tree thinning, treatment  TTimber, livestock and recreation

Source: U.S. Forest Service

“What they had placed in
there earlier, it wasn’t going
to work,” McElligott said.
“It was just too restrictive
for grazing.”

McElligott said he does
still worry that biological
opinions for endangered
fish issued by federal agen-
cies will supersede the For-
est Plan. One such opinion
on the Malheur National
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Forest, he said, is “more
anti-grazing than anything
else I've read.”

“I’d like for the Blue
Mountains plan to be the
plan that everybody runs
under,” McElligott said.

Access, wilderness

On the other hand, some
environmental groups say
the plan places too much

emphasis resource
extraction, and does not
do enough to protect old-
growth trees and wildlife.

Doug Heiken, con-
servation and restoration
coordinator for the Port-
land-based Oregon Wild,
said untouched wilderness
areas have become increas-
ingly fragmented over the
years, and the Forest Plan
now overemphasizes log-
ging and grazing at the
expense of habitat.

“We’re really afraid the
Forest Service is going to
lose sight of the entire rea-
son we had protections for
these large trees,” Heiken
said. “That’s especially
important in light of climate
change. Those trees are big
reservoirs for carbon.”

Species such as wolves,
goshawks, pileated wood-
peckers and Endan-
gered Species Act-listed
fish would all do better in
greater unmanaged wilder-
ness, he said. He agreed
there is a need for more
active forest management,
but argued that should take
the form of thinning, using
fire as a management tool
when the weather is favor-
able, and perhaps most con-
troversially, closing roads.

“Nobody needs all of
those roads,” Heiken said.
“We do need reasonable
access to our forests, obvi-
ously. ... We can have rea-
sonable access to lands
and still conserve our
water quality, conserve our
salmon and save our big
game from disturbances.”

Road closures remain a
major source of contention
in the plan. The three forests
have a combined 23,421
miles of roads, while the
projected annual mainte-
nance of roads is just 2,007
miles, creating a backlog of
maintenance needs.

The Forest Service has
repeatedly said the plan
does not close any roads,
and those decisions will
be made at a project-spe-
cific level. However, Bruce
Dunn, a forester for RY
Timber in Joseph and a
Wallowa County commis-
sioner-elect, said the plan
does set the stage for roads
to be closed, cutting off a
vital link to residents’ way
of life — from wildlife
viewing to accessing fire-
wood and picking mush-
rooms and berries.

“Youaddall that together,
and that’s why we have this
opposition to it,” he said. “I
think this is going to be a
big thing when we get back
into travel management.”

The Forest Service said it
received its first two objec-
tions to the plan last week.
Beverlin said the agency
looks forward to working
with the public to bring the
plan across the finish line
and start accelerating resto-
ration in the forests.

“We’re optimistic we’re
going to be able to do that
across the Blues,” Beverlin
said.
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