Open Letter to U.S. Senators and President Obama from Scientists
Concerned about Post-fire Logging and Clearcutting on National Forests

As professional scientists with backgrounds in ecological sciences and natural resources
management, we are greatly concerned that legislation which passed the House in July 2015,
H.R. 2647, would suspend federal environmental protections to expedite logging of both post-
fire wildlife habitat and unburned old forests on national forest lands. This legislation would also
effectively eliminate most analysis of adverse environmental impacts, and prevent enforcement
of environmental laws by the courts.

A similar measure, S. 1691, currently proposed in the U.S. Senate, would override federal
environmental laws to dramatically increase post-fire logging, increase logging and clearcutting
of mature forests, eliminate analysis of environmental impacts for most logging projects, and
effectively preclude enforcement of environmental laws. The bills propose these measures under
the guise of “ecosystem restoration,” ostensibly to protect national forests from fire.

Not only do these legislative proposals misrepresent scientific evidence on the importance of
post-fire wildlife habitat and mature forests to the nation, they also ignore the current state of
scientific knowledge about how such practices would degrade the ecological integrity of forest
ecosystems on federal lands. We urge you to vote against this legislation, and urge President
Obama to veto these bills if they are passed in some form by Congress.

National Forests were established for the public good and include most of the nation’s remaining
examples of intact forests. Our national forests are a wellspring of clean water for millions of
Americans, a legacy for wildlife, sequester vast quantities of carbon important in climate change
mitigation, and provide recreation and economic opportunities to rural communities if
responsibly managed. Though it may seem at first glance that a post-fire landscape is a
catastrophe, numerous scientific studies tell us that even in the patches where forest fires burn
most intensely, the resulting wildlife habitats are among the most ecologically diverse on western
forestlands and are essential to support the full richness of forest biodiversity.'

Post-fire conditions also serve as a refuge for rare and imperiled wildlife species that depend
upon the unique habitat features created by intense fire. These include an abundance of standing
dead trees, or “snags,” which provide nesting and foraging habitat for woodpeckers and many
other plant and wildlife species responsible for the rejuvenation of a forest after fire.

The post-fire environment is rich in patches of native flowering shrubs that replenish soil
nitrogen and attract a diverse bounty of beneficial insects that aid in pollination after fire. Small
mammals find excellent habitat in the shrubs and downed logs, providing food for foraging
spotted owls. Deer and elk browse on post-fire shrubs and natural conifer regeneration. Bears eat
and disperse berries and conifer seeds often found in substantial quantities after intense fire, and
morel mushrooms, prized by many Americans, spring from ashes in the most severely burned
forest patches.

'See http://store.elsevier.com/The-Ecological-Importance-of-Mixed-Severity-Fires/Dominick-DellaSala/isbn-
9780128027493/.
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This post-fire renewal, known as “complex early seral forest,” or “snag forest,” is quite simply
some of the best wildlife habitat in forests, and is an essential stage of natural processes that
eventually become old-growth forests over time. This unique habitat is not mimicked by
clearcutting, as the legislation incorrectly suggests. Moreover, it is the least protected of all
forest habitat types, and is often as rare, or rarer, than old-growth forest, due to extensive fire
suppression and damaging forest management practices such as those encouraged by this
legislation. Much of the current scientific information on the ecological importance of post-fire
habitat can be found in several excellent videos, including ways for the public to co-exist with
fires burning safely in the backcountry.'?

After a fire, the new forest is particularly vulnerable to logging disturbances that can set back the
forest renewal process for decades. Post-fire logging has been shown to eliminate habitat for
many bird species that depend on snags, compact soils, remove biological legacies (snags and
downed logs) that are essential in supporting new forest growth, and spread invasive species that
outcompete native vegetation and, in some cases, increase the flammability of the new forest.

While it is often claimed that such logging is needed to restore conifer growth and lower fuel
hazards after a fire, many studies have shown that logging tractors often kill most conifer
seedlings and other important re-establishing vegetation and actually increases flammable
logging slash left on site. Increased chronic sedimentation to streams due to the extensive road
network and runoff from logging on steep slopes degrades aquatic organisms and water quality.’

We urge you to consider what the science is telling us: that post-fire habitats created by fire,
including patches of severe fire, are ecological treasures rather than ecological catastrophes, and
that post-fire logging does far more harm than good to public forests. We urge Senators to vote
against any legislation that weakens or overrides environmental laws to increase post-fire
logging or clearcutting of mature forest as degrading to the nation’s forest legacy. And, we urge
President Obama to veto any such legislation that reaches his desk as inconsistent with science-
based forest and climate change planning.

Sincerely (affiliations are listed for identification purposes only),

Dominick A. DellaSala, Ph.D. Chad Hanson, Ph.D.
Chief Scientist Research Ecologist
Geos Institute, Ashland, OR Earth Island Institute, Berkeley, CA

*http://www.fs.usda.gov/detail/r5/news-events/audiovisual/?cid=stelprdb5431394;

https://vimeo.com/75533376; http://vimeo.com/groups/future/videos/8627070;
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iTl-naywNyY &list=PL7F70F 134E853F520&index=15;
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1BmTq8vGAVo&feature=youtu.be; http://vimeo.com/3428311

*Hutto, R. L. 2006. Toward meaningful snag-management guidelines for postfire salvage logging in North American
conifer forests. Conservation Biology 20:984-993. Beschta, R.L. et al. 2004. Postfire management on forested public
lands of the western USA. Conservation Biology 18:957-967. Lindenmayer, D.B. et al. 2004. Salvage-harvesting
policies after natural disturbance. Science 303:1303. Karr, J. et al. 2004. The effects of postfire salvage logging on
aquatic ecosystems in the American West. Bioscience 54:1029-1033. DellaSala, D.A., et al. 2006. Post-fire logging
debate ignores many issues. Science 314-51-52. Donato, D.C. et al. 2006. Post-wildfire logging hinders regeneration
and increases fire risk. Science 311 No. 5759:352.
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