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Submitted via https://cara.fs2c.usda.gov/Public/Commentlnput?project=NP-3239

Re: Request for Information on Federal Mature and Old-Growth Forests (Executive
Order 14072) #NP-3239

Dear Public Lands Stewards:

Thank you for advancing President Biden’s Executive Order on Strengthening the Nation's
Forests, Communities, and Local Economies. Protecting our remaining mature and old growth
forests and trees on federally-managed public lands is one of the simplest and most cost-effective
climate policies the United States can implement. As the climate and biodiversity crises grow
exponentially worse, it is critical that you act urgently to fulfill the President’s directive to
provide lasting protections for these ecosystems.

President Biden’s Executive Order rightly recognized the critical role mature and old growth
forests play as a climate solution. Yet in striking contrast, federal public land stewards continue
to propose short-sighted logging in these critical climate forests. Take for example the egregious
Flat Country Timber Project, which proposes to clearcut over 1,000 acres of mature and old-
growth trees up to 170 years old in the Willamette National Forest. With units directly adjacent
to the Mt. Washington Wilderness, this cherished area provides habitat for imperiled species like
the Northern spotted owl, crucial carbon storage, and the source of drinking water for tens of
thousands of people downstream. Neither we nor the generations that will follow can afford to
lose these forests and the many values they represent; mature and old growth forests are worth
far more standing.

For the purpose of protecting these climate-critical forests from logging, definitions of mature
and old growth forests and trees must be conservative, science-based, and regionally-focused.
‘Mature’ should be defined as trees that are 80 years or older, a benchmark that would
effectively safeguard our most climate and carbon-critical forests. These forests collectively
contain the bulk of the carbon already stored in federally-managed public forests and they
continue to sequester carbon at high rates. They also provide vital habitat and biodiversity
benefits across forest types, help maintain greater stream flows, and support important sources of
drinking water for communities. Protecting mature forests and trees today will provide the
foundation to recover old growth ecosystems that have largely been decimated by logging across
the landscape.

A recent USDA Secretarial Memorandum inaccurately claimed that, “A primary threat to old-
growth stands on national forests is no longer timber harvesting, but rather catastrophic wildfire
and other disturbances resulting from the combination of climate change and past fire exclusion.”
Indeed, logging projects that target fire-resistant mature and older growth forests are proposed
under the guise of “restoration,” “hazardous fuels reduction,” and “wildfire mitigation.” This



represents an alarming and inaccurate assessment of threats to mature and old-growth forests.
Uncharacteristically severe wildfire is very largely driven by small trees and brush, not big, fire-
resistant trees that have survived for generations. Further, scientific research indicates that
logging of federal forests is a major source of carbon dioxide emissions to the atmosphere that is
at least comparable to, and probably greater than, levels associated with wildfires. Long-lasting
protections for carbon-storing old growth forests are the answer, not more greenwashing of
thinly-veiled timber grabs, and federal agencies have the ability to include ecologically-
appropriate fire risk reduction and investments in community preparedness in those protections.
Moreover, the fact that wildfire threat is an increasing risk because of climate impacts does not
somehow remove logging as a threat. Federal agencies continue to propose new mature and old
growth logging and aggressively conduct post-fire logging, exacerbating the damage caused by
fire by releasing remaining stored carbon, disturbing sensitive soils, and introducing non-native
invasive plant species.

If the Biden Administration is to do all it can—and must—to limit atmospheric carbon levels and
demonstrate international leadership, protections for mature and old growth forests must be
established through binding regulations that will endure in future administrations, much like the
Clinton-era Roadless Rule. To ensure a rule can be adopted on the necessary urgent time frame,
with opportunity for robust public engagement and environmental review, it is critical for federal
agencies to initiate a rule-making process as soon as possible.

In summary, we urge the Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management to work together to
initiate a rulemaking based on a conservative, science-based definition of mature forests and
trees of 80 years to permanently end the avoidable loss of their critically important carbon,
water, and wildlife values to logging. In the interim, both agencies must cease proposing new
logging in mature and old-growth forests and rescind decisions authorizing logging in these
forests.
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