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June 23, 2008

The Honorable Arnold Schwarzenegger

Governor of California

State Capitol

Sacramento, CA






Reference:  Tahoe Fire Commission Report





Dear Governor Schwarzenegger,


CLFA, representing California’s state licensed, Registered Professional Foresters, is keenly interested in the ecological health and sustainability of our wildland and forested landscapes.  This includes the growing menace of uncontrolled wildfire and its tragic social, economic and environmental effects.  
We closely monitored and participated in the work of the California-Nevada Tahoe Basin Fire Commission, jointly appointed by yourself and Governor Gibbons in the aftermath of last summer’s Angora Fire in South Lake Tahoe.  This included the submission of a letter with 9 sets of suggested findings and recommendations.

The Commission has now completed its work and released its Report.
  You have also declared a state of emergency and issued a Proclamation.
  The purpose of this letter is to provide CLFA’s responses to both the Report and Proclamation.  It is our hope that ongoing input on fire and forestry questions will be helpful to policy makers both within and outside the Tahoe Basin.  
We appreciate in advance your thoughtful consideration of our views.

Neglect Isn’t Working
We believe the Report and Proclamation to be major steps forward in forest policy in the Tahoe region and potentially throughout the western United States.  An era of well-intended but misguided forest neglect has come to a close.  By substantively incorporating the lessons of last year’s catastrophic Angora Fire, active conservation and fuel treatment efforts will receive greater public attention and support.  The critical determinant will be whether there is adequate political will and courage to implement landscape-level solutions to the problem, which is an excessive and unnatural buildup of flammable woody fuel in the forest.
The era of well-intended but misguided forest neglect referenced above is important to isolate and understand, much as an epidemiologist seeks to track down a specific disease agent in order to properly treat the underlying malady.  We can identify two causative societal factors responsible for the long-term accumulation of flammable material in the forest.  Both arose in the 20th Century.  Both were well-intended.  
First was the longstanding “Smokey Bear” fire control policy.  It had a heavy emphasis on suppression, but prevention only to the extent of minimizing fire ignition factors such as carelessness with campfires, matches and cigarettes.  
The second was, and remains, a tendency on the part of some to assume that nature, left undisturbed, is in fact entirely self-regulating.  These views tend to overlook the presence and impact of humans on the landscape, not just since the American era but for thousands of years beforehand.  Perceptions of what is natural in the outdoor environment sometimes come into conflict with conservation efforts designed to ensure a desired future condition, such as ecological resiliency in response to wildfires.  
In other words, the impulse toward preservation sometimes trumps conservation, with negative outcomes for both parallel objectives.
By embracing the need for preventative fuel treatments, not only in Wildland-Urban Interface areas (WUIs) but out in the broader forested landscape, the Report and Proclamation are boldly calling for a clean break with the past.  These documents articulate views that would have been politically unacceptable as recently as a decade ago.
  

Some activists still believe, however, that it is only appropriate for forest managers to conduct fuel treatments in WUI areas, apparently reasoning that allowing the remainder of the forest to burn is consistent with natural processes and therefore acceptable.  Clearly, the Report and your Proclamation confirm that the public has lost patience with such a limited view of both people and nature.  As foresters and working environmentalists, CLFA will continue to work toward building public trust and support for active forest management to achieve multiple objectives including forest health, fire suppression effectiveness, ecological resilience, carbon sequestration and storage, water quality and quantity, wildlife habitat, aesthetics, and healthy regional economies and communities.

Role for Commerical Products, Enterprise, Infrastructure 


One area that we believe the Report could have been improved is in the area of funding for fuel treatments.  It seems to be an article of faith that fuel treatments are (and always will be) an expense item and that funding is needed for every acre treated.  We respectfully disagree.  Our experience is that, depending upon a number of variables including forest structure and stocking levels, haul distance to processing facilities and site-specific treatment prescriptions, the sale or exchange of excess woody materials such as biomass chips, logs or landscape materials can lessen – even eliminate – the costs of comprehensive fuel treatments.  
Forest management done right – even in the Basin – does not necessarily need to be a financial burden on the public.  Market forces can play an invaluable role in finding productive uses for excess round wood products, chips and residues.  Their use also helps reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  One exciting area of current research and development is the potential use of waste woody material for the production of transportation biofuels.    
Just as we are moving beyond an era of well-intended but misguided forest neglect, we must also challenge a well-intended but misguided ideology that opposes allowing market forces to help meet fuel treatment objectives on public lands.
  Most of the land area in the Tahoe Basin is national forest, managed by the USDA Forest Service.
  The criteria for evaluating a forest fuel treatment should be the measurable results on the ground, not whether commercial products were or were not removed.  As long as the desired outcome is attained, what harm is there in reducing project costs, getting more acres treated, creating additional jobs in the woods and home-grown products and energy?
Don’t Get Stuck in the WUI!!!

Another concern we have is with Finding 47 in the Report, which sets fuel treatments in the WUI as the first priority for funding.  CLFA does not dispute this, but cautions that channeling all available resources into the WUI would be a tragic mistake.  Policy makers must insist, and have the political courage to advocate, that the Basin’s wildfire threat be addressed on a holistic, landscape-wide basis.  
Foresters Are the Solution

Finally, there seems to be some misunderstanding about the role of Registered Professional Foresters.  The Report’s Finding 36 states, “There is currently a scarcity of Registered Professional Foresters in the Lake Tahoe Basin and the work of marking trees on small undeveloped lots does not fit the typical work that Registered Professional Foresters desire.”  
This statement is untrue.  The licensed profession includes many consulting foresters (i.e., small businesspeople that offer all sorts of varied and highly personalized services to diverse clients statewide including individuals, agencies and corporations).  CLFA Members are more than happy to work in the Tahoe Basin.  The reason there are few currently doing so in the Basin has to do with the untenable regulatory environment that is well documented and addressed in the body of the Report.  We believe the problem described in Finding 36 (and Recommendation 73) is overstated and can be eliminated, for example, by an agency or consulting Registered Professional Forester working with a local fire agency on a programmatic basis.  
Furthermore, with regard to Recommendation 73, the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA) has no authority to define what constitutes a “forested landscape” under PRC 754.  We believe it would be a mistake for TRPA to adopt this recommendation as written.
With regard to the issue of Registered Professional Foresters and the requirements of PRC 4291, we believe that the issue is already settled.  The Executive Officer of Professional Foresters Licensing has issued an opinion that RPFs are not required to enforce the 100-foot structural vegetative management requirements of PRC 4291.  CLFA has no objection to this interpretation.  Recommendation 43(A) is therefore unnecessary.  We are also skeptical about any need to alter the Forest Practice Act (Recommendation 43(B)) in order to expedite permitting in the Basin.

If uncertainties remain regarding these items, we suggest that they be brought to the attention of the California State Board of Forestry and Fire Protection.
Governor Schwarzenegger, your Proclamation and the Commission’s Report detail a shift in public recognition of the severity of the wildfire threat – and the need for preventative action in response.  Work needs to be done to restore overstocked, degraded and highly flammable wildlands and forested landscapes in the Tahoe Basin – and throughout the West.  
The good news is that fuel treatments have repeatedly been shown (including on the Angora Fire itself
) to be effective in lowering risk and damage to life, property and natural resources when the inevitable wildfires strike.  CLFA supports active forest management to help achieve multiple societal objectives, beginning with reversing the trend of ever-hotter, more destructive and expensive wildfires.  

We hope this letter will be helpful to you and other policy makers as outmoded stewardship practices are reformed due to lessons learned from the Angora Fire.





Sincerely yours, 
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Charll K. Stoneman, RPF #2375





President 
Cc:  Ms. Kate Dargan and Mr. Sig Rogich, Co-Chairs, Tahoe Basin Fire Commission.
       The Honorable Ted Gaines, California State Assembly.

       The Honorable Dave Cox, California State Senate.

       The Honorable John Doolittle, United States House of Representatives.

       The Honorable Diane Feinstein, United States Senate.
       Mr. Stan Dixon, Chairman, and Members, California Board of Forestry and Fire Protection.

       Mr. Ruben Grijalva, Director, California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CDF).

       Mr. Crawford Tuttle, Chief Deputy Director, CDF.

       Mr. Mike Chrisman, Secretary, California Resources Agency.

       Mr. John Singlaub, Executive Director, Tahoe Regional Planning Agency (TRPA).

       Mr. Mike Delasaux, Chair, Northern California Society of American Foresters.

       CLFA Board of Directors.

The California Licensed Foresters Association, with a membership responsible for the sustained management of millions of acres of California forestland, represents the common interests of California Registered Professional Foresters.  The Association provides opportunities for continuing education and public outreach to its membership, which includes professionals affiliated with government agencies, private timber companies, consultants, the public, and the academic community.  Governed by an elected Board of Directors, CLFA was established in 1980 after the passage of the landmark California Professional Foresters Law.
� Letter posted to � HYPERLINK "http://clfa.org/whats_new.htm" ��http://clfa.org/whats_new.htm�, under CLFA Responds to California-Nevada Tahoe Basin Fire Commission.  


� The Emergency California-Nevada Tahoe Basin Fire Commission Report, May, 2008.  Posted at � HYPERLINK "http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/" ��http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/�.  


� State of Emergency – Placer and El Dorado Counties:  PROCLAMATION by the Governor of the State of California, May 27th, 2008.  Posted at � HYPERLINK "http://gov.ca.gov/index.php?/proclamation/9722/" ��http://gov.ca.gov/index.php?/proclamation/9722/�.  


� Examples include Report Findings #1-3, 7-13, 21-25 and 30-32. 


� For example, the Sierra Club officially opposes all commercial logging on national forests, � HYPERLINK "http://www.sierraclub.org/policy/conservation/forest.asp" ��http://www.sierraclub.org/policy/conservation/forest.asp�.       


� See Appendix G, Page 234, a map of Lake Tahoe Basin Ownership in The Emergency California-Nevada Tahoe Basin Fire Commission Report, � HYPERLINK "http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/" ��http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/�. 


� See Commission Finding #20, � HYPERLINK "http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/" ��http://resources.ca.gov/TahoeFireCommission/�. 
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