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Lessons from Groups that 
Litigate Logging
Douglas Bevington

The Forest Service today is troubled by increasing fire suppression expen-
ditures and litigation challenging fire-related logging projects on national 
forests. Often, the response to those concerns is to blame the environmental 
organizations that litigate over the logging, and to propose measures that 
would reduce the legal tools used by litigating groups, favor “collaborative” 
processes, and increase funding for fire suppression and fire-related logging 
projects.

As the forest program director for a grant-making foundation that 
has supported environmental groups involved in litigating Forest Ser-
vice logging projects in California, I can see that the experiences of those 
groups point in a notably different direction from the route described 
above. In this chapter, I will convey some of the observations I have heard 
from those groups that can help lead to better management of our national 
forests.1 The recurrent message from those groups is that on-going pres-
sures on Forest Service staff to promote commercial logging on national 
forests—to “get out the cut”—continues to lead to mismanagement, and it 
is only by removing those pressures that the Forest Service can put itself 
on a better path for managing forests in which large wildfires are a natural 
and inevitable ecosystem component.

What is needed to enable the Forest Service to engage in a course cor-
rection? In this chapter, I discuss the importance of substantively address-
ing the issues being raised by groups that litigate timber sales. I then ex-
amine how current “collaborative” processes are not an effective means for 
achieving the needed course correction. I consider various reforms that 
could reduce the commercial logging pressures that cause mismanage-
ment of national forests. Finally, I conclude by highlighting ways that an 
alternate approach supported by environmental groups that litigate log-
ging could enable the Forest Service to pursue forest management policies 
that are more ecologically appropriate, less costly to taxpayers, and more 
effective at helping rural communities safely coexist with fire-dependent 
forests. 

1 The views expressed in this chapter are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect the 
views of Environment Now or any of the environmental groups referenced in this chapter.
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Listening to Groups that Litigate
The first step towards a better direction in national forest management is for 
the Forest Service to engage more rigorously with the issues being raised by 
the environmental groups that litigate over logging projects. Currently, criti-
cism of litigating groups often focuses on the motivations of these groups rather 
than examining the merits of the specific issues they raise in their lawsuits.2 
Yet, from what I have observed, the environmental groups in California that 
are litigating logging projects are motivated by genuine concern over the real 
harms from those projects, and their comments, objections, and lawsuits are 
filled with in-depth analyses of these impacts backed by substantial references 
to the scientific literature. In other words, current projects are being litigated 
because, despite being done under benevolent-sounding rubrics such as “forest 
health” and “recovery,” they are causing substantial and unnecessary damage to 
forest ecosystems and wildlife.

Consider, for example, the effects of two recent post-fire logging projects 
in California—the Rim Fire Recovery Project in Stanislaus National Forest and 
the Westside Fire Recovery Project in Klamath National Forest. Both projects 
were litigated by multiple environmental groups. The Center for Biological 
Diversity was one of the groups that sued over the Rim Fire logging project. 
As Justin Augustine of the Center for Biological Diversity explained, “After the 
Rim Fire, the Forest Service’s own surveys found the highest number of spotted 
owls ever recorded in the Sierra Nevada living in the fire area. However, the 
Forest Service did not properly disclose this information to the public when it 
was preparing the project, and when the project was finalized, we realized that 
the Forest Service was targeting almost all of the occupied spotted owl territo-
ries in the fire area. That was a key reason why we filed suit.”3

Similarly, the impacts on spotted owls, as well as endangered salmon, were 
a concern for the environmental and tribal groups that sued over the Westside 
logging project. For this project, the Forest Service projected that it would cause 
“take” (death or significant harm) of 100 northern spotted owls. Tom Wheeler 
of the Environmental Protection Information Center, one of the groups that 
litigated, stated: “The taking of 100 spotted owls—when they are virtually ex-
tinct in British Columbia, damn near extinct in Washington, and heading for 
extinction in Oregon and California—is recklessly irresponsible.”4

Environmental groups have observed that the effects of current logging 

2 See, for example, Thomas, J.W., “The Future of the National Forests—Who Will Answer 
an Uncertain Trumpet?” (2015), last accessed on November 1, 2017, https://www.
evergreenmagazine.com/the-future-of-the-national-forests/

3 Justin Augustine, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 30, 2017.
4  Tom Wheeler, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 30, 2017.
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projects are not only damaging, but also often unnecessary. Consider, for ex-
ample, the Moonlight Fire Roadside Safety and Hazard Tree Project in Plumas 
National Forest, which was litigated by the John Muir Project. For this project, 
the Forest Service sought to log more than 15,000 mature and large trees near 
roads in a post-fire area. The agency tried to exempt the project from proper 
environmental review by claiming that these trees were an urgent safety hazard. 
The judge ruled that this was illegal, but allowed the Forest Service to reach a 
settlement in which it could cut trees that it considered a hazard, but not sell 
them. Without that commercial component, the Forest Service selected to only 
cut up to 50 trees at that point. As Rachel Fazio of John Muir Project summa-
rized, “The Forest Service had been telling the judge that these 15,000 trees 
were an extremely urgent public safety hazard if left standing, but as soon as the 
Forest Service was no longer going to receive revenue from selling the trees it 
cut, it suddenly only sought to cut fewer than 50 of them. From 15,000 to 50… 
this is such a clear example of how the pressures for commercial logging lead 
the Forest Service to do unnecessary cutting. Take away those pressures and the 
situation becomes very different.”5

Engaging more substantively with the problems identified by environ-
mental groups would have multiple benefits for the Forest Service. The Forest 
Service could avoid litigation by modifying projects to prevent unnecessary 
harms. This approach could also be beneficial for the agency in terms of paper-
work. As Denise Boggs of Conservation Congress noted, “The Forest Service 
complains about ‘analysis paralysis,’ but I don’t see a lot of real analysis in what 
they’re doing. When they produce these big documents for a timber sale, it is 
done mainly to paper over the decisions they’ve already made, and they’re just 
trying to make it harder for a judge to see what’s wrong with the project. If they 
weren’t so fixated on getting out the cut and instead did analysis that actually 
made the project better, they wouldn’t have to use a lot of paperwork to disguise 
the problems.”6

In the next section, I will explore how the Forest Service can better engage 
with the problems identified by environmental groups that litigate, including 
the role of collaboratives in this process. 

Concerns about Collaboratives
Many forest policy recommendations these days emphasize using “collab-
oratives” to channel input from environmental groups and other mem-
bers of the public to the Forest Service. However, environmental groups in 
California that litigate timber sales have noted significant problems with 

5 Rachel Fazio, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 27, 2017.
6 Denise Boggs, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 20, 2017.
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these collaborative processes. As a result, many of these groups do not 
currently participate in collaboratives. One example is Denise Boggs of 
Conservation Congress. When she first started monitoring Shasta-Trinity 
National Forest, some of the environmental groups involved in the local 
Trinity collaborative asked her not to object to a logging project that the 
collaborative had endorsed. Boggs recalled, “Against my better judgment, 
I didn’t challenge it. And when that project was done, it turned out to be a 
disaster. The collaborative members I know still talk about how bad it was. 
When you don’t have accountability through the courts, that’s when the 
Forest Service will try to get away with the worst logging.”7

Conservation Congress is one of the environmental groups that 
signed on to a collective statement expressing alarm over the current di-
rection of many collaborative groups. One of the key points in this state-
ment concludes that, “The dominant participants (both numerically and 
regarding influence) tend to be Forest Service staff, loggers, timber indus-
try representatives and local community officials whose vested interest is 
to maintain or regain historic community economic reliance on Nation-
al Forest logging revenue. These dominant participants are usually more 
local to the collaborative meeting places and are often or usually paid to 
participate. Collaborative group facilitators often let them steer the group 
agenda and effectively determine the decision outcome.”8

As a result, collaboratives may operate in a manner that filters out in-
formation that contradicts the premises of timber-producing projects. For 
example, George Wuerthner of Public Lands Media recalled that, “When 
I tried to share some published scientific studies about the ecological ben-
efits of mixed-severity fires for spotted owls with this collaborative I was 
participating in, the facilitator refused to forward those studies to the 
other collaborative members.”9 This dynamic can also hinder the flow of 
important information back to the members of environmental groups. An 
example of this problem involves the Rim Fire logging project described 
above. This project was endorsed by the local Yosemite-Stanislaus Solu-
tions collaborative. Christy Sherr, a former park ranger who is now an 
organizer for John Muir Project, subsequently gave a presentation to one 
of the local environmental groups involved in that collaborative about the 
latest scientific research on the ecological role of mixed-severity wildfires. 

7 Ibid.
8 Coulter, K. et al., “Collective Statement on Collaborative Group  Trends” (2016), 

last accessed on November 1, 2017, https://bluemountainsbiodiversityproject.org/
collective-statement-on-collaborative-group-trends/

9 George Wuerthner, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 28, 2017.
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As Sherr recounted, “Afterward, many of the members came up to me and 
said they had never been told about the great wildlife habitat created by the 
high-severity patches in the Rim Fire, and they were concerned about how 
the logging project had harmed that habitat.”10

Similar concerns were raised by staff of the Center for Biological Di-
versity and John Muir Project regarding their experience with the Dinkey 
collaborative on Sierra National Forest.11 They participated in this collabo-
rative for more than two years. During that time, they built support among 
the other collaborative members for developing a project that would create 
wildlife habitat benefits through a combination of fire restoration and tree 
girdling without commercial logging. Yet even after the project gained 
broad support within the collaborative, the Forest Service declined to im-
plement it. As Justin Augustine of the Center for Biological Diversity re-
called, “It became apparent that there was no real accountability, and the 
Forest Service would simply pick and choose what it wanted from the col-
laborative. Essentially, the collaborative served to provide cover for what 
the Forest Service was going to do anyway, with minor adjustments.”12 The 
Center for Biological Diversity and John Muir Project therefore decided it 
was not worthwhile to continue participating in the Dinkey collaborative. 
To be clear, this does not mean that they were not interested in work-
ing with the Forest Service to address problems. Like other groups noted 
above, they simply did not experience the current collaborative processes 
as an effective way to address damage being done to national forests by 
commercial logging and fire suppression. Instead, they would find ways to 
work with the Forest Service in other contexts that were more productive.

One example of a productive engagement involves the Frazier Moun-
tain Project on Los Padres National Forest. This forest in Southern Califor-
nia is different from the national forests of the Sierra Nevada because it has 
not experienced any significant commercial logging for more than four 
decades. However, during President George W. Bush’s administration, the 
Forest Service began proposing a series of commercial logging projects for 
Los Padres. The first one finalized was the Day Fire Hazard Tree Removal 
Project. A local environmental group called Los Padres ForestWatch had 
submitted extensive comments identifying unnecessary logging within 
the project, but the Forest Service approved the project as a commercial 
timber sale. Los Padres ForestWatch then sued, and a federal judge who 

10 Christy Sherr, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 31, 2017.
11  Chad Hanson, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 27, 2017; Justin Augustine, 

Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 30, 2017.
12 Justin Augustine, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 30, 2017.
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had been appointed by President George W. Bush ruled against the Forest 
Service. One of the next projects under development on Los Padres Na-
tional Forest also initially proposed to use commercial logging to address 
fire management concerns in another part of the forest. It was called the 
Frazier Mountain Project. Los Padres ForestWatch and John Muir Project 
were troubled by the potential harms from the project and thought they 
might have to litigate. However, when they met with the district ranger, 
they found that he was open to substantively engaging with the problems 
they identified with the project. With the help of the information they 
provided, the Forest Service then developed and selected a new approach 
to the project that would address the fire management goals without us-
ing commercial logging. Los Padres ForestWatch and John Muir Project 
did not challenge it, and the project has been successfully implemented. 
As Jeff Kuyper of Los Padres ForestWatch observed, “It really helped that 
Los Padres National Forest hadn’t had a timber sale program for decades, 
so there wasn’t as much deeply impeded organizational pressure on the 
staff there to get out the cut. That gave the district ranger more flexibility 
to look at a broader set of options beyond commercial logging, and that 
opened the door to finding an amicable solution.”13

In order to find a better path out of its current management dilem-
mas, the Forest Service would benefit from better understanding and re-
solving the real problems with current management practices that are be-
ing identified by environmental groups that litigate. While collaboratives 
are frequently promoted as a tool for communication, in practice they of-
ten act as an echo chamber that hinders finding substantive alternatives 
to the current approach. Yet as the Los Padres example above illustrates, 
the Forest Service can achieve innovative solutions when it has organiza-
tional dynamics in which agency staff are not constrained by pressures to 
produce commercial logging outcomes. I explore steps for achieving this 
dynamic in the next section. 

Removing the Pressures for Commercial Logging
There is a long record of the Forest Service being influenced by timber pro-
duction goals in problematic ways.14 While the language used to describe 
the rationales for Forest Service logging projects has shifted in recent de-
cades to be framed in terms of fire and “forest health,” the observations from 
environmental groups that litigate those projects indicate that the pressure 

13 Jeff Kuyper, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 30, 2017.
14 Hirt, P.W., A Conspiracy of Optimism: Management of National Forests since World War 

Two (University of Nebraska Press: 1994).
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to “get out the cut” remains deeply embedded in the Forest Service. How 
then can the Forest Service free itself from many decades of internal and 
external pressures favoring policies that promote commercial logging in 
order to identify new solutions to its current management conundrums?

One step is to learn from other federal land management agencies 
that do not have a strong association with timber production, such as the 
National Park Service. The Park Service has been a pioneer in initiating 
fire management policies that treat wildfire as a natural ecosystem pro-
cess. In recent years, the Park Service and its sibling agencies in the De-
partment of Interior have spent on average less than 20 percent as much 
as the Forest Service on fire suppression per acre burned.15 While Forest 
Service officials frequently call for fewer restrictions on logging as a tool 
to reduce fire severity, a large scale analysis of fire severity patterns in the 
western US from 1984 to 2014 found that national parks, wilderness, and 
other areas with the most restrictions on logging tended to burn at lower 
severity than national forest lands with fewer restrictions on logging.16 The 
Park Service thus illustrates that an agency that does not have pressures to 
generate timber outputs can implement fire management policies that are 
less expensive and more effective. 

It is not surprising then that some environmentalists have recom-
mended that national forests should be managed by the National Park 
Service. For example, Sequoia ForestKeeper has advocated for transfer-
ring Giant Sequoia National Monument from the Forest Service to the 
National Park Service. Ara Marderosian of Sequoia ForestKeeper noted, 
“If President Clinton had put the Park Service in charge when he created 
the monument, it would have avoided years of litigation over the Forest 
Service trying to continue doing timber sales there that violated the mon-
ument proclamation.”17

But are there ways that the Forest Service could change its own prac-
tices rather than being replaced by another agency? A key tool in that 
process would be to remove the financial incentives for timber produc-
tion that influence Forest Service decision-making in problematic ways. 
These financial incentives exist at a variety of levels within the agency. 

15 O’Toole, R., “Reforming the Forest Service” (2016), last accessed on November 1, 2017, 
https://www.downsizinggovernment.org/agriculture/forest-service

16 Bradley, C. M. et al., “Does increased forest protection correspond to higher fire severity 
in frequent-fire forests of the western United States?,” Ecosphere 7(10) (2016): e01492. 
They also found that private forestlands with the fewest restrictions on logging were 
even more likely to burn at the highest severities.

17 Ara, Marderosian, Interview by Douglas Bevington, October 31, 2017.
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One example is the financial incentives for individual national forests to 
implement post-fire logging, since they are able to keep the payments they 
receive from timber companies for “salvage” sales. In ruling against a post-
fire logging project regarding the effects of this budgetary incentive on the 
Forest Service’s decision-making, federal judge John Noonan wrote, “A 
bureaucracy, protecting its turf and cherishing the number of its employ-
ees and the extent of its empire, can have as lively a bias towards its budget 
as any old-fashioned venal politician might have in his pocketbook.”18 

At a broader level, the Forest Service creates budgetary pressures for 
logging when it makes projects that seek to do non-logging activities “pay 
for themselves” through revenue from commercial logging. One key prob-
lem with this approach is that the Forest Service’s timber sale program 
operates at a significant net loss to taxpayers, even after accounting for the 
payments made by timber companies.19 Therefore, treating these payments 
as revenue necessary to do other projects is in effect a fiction in terms 
of actual costs to taxpayers. Some groups that litigate logging have noted 
that, from a taxpayer perspective, it could be more financially sensible for 
the Forest Service to take resources currently allocated to fund the timber 
sales program and redirect them to support other types of projects that 
more directly benefit forest ecosystem health and wildfire management. 
In this context, agency staff would be better able to select the most ap-
propriate management actions without undue pressure to use commercial 
logging. While some of the measures described above might need to be 
legislated, others could likely be achieved through administrative action. 

Beyond removing financial inducements for commercial logging, the 
Forest Service would also benefit from restoring greater independence to 
the scientists within the agency. This issue was highlighted by Chad Han-
son of John Muir Project. He earned his PhD in ecology with dissertation 
advisor Malcolm North, a Forest Service research scientist who is affiliated 
with the University of California. Hanson described significant changes to 
the role of scientists within the Forest Service since the early 2000s: “There 
used to be a clear dividing line between the research branch of the Forest 
Service and the management branch, which is focused on logging. With 
a few exceptions, that line is almost entirely gone now. As a consequence, 
the research branch has basically been enlisted by the logging branch of 
the Forest Service to defend logging on national forests. In the course of 

18 Earth Island Institute v. U.S. Forest Service 2003, 351 F.3d 1291: 1309.
19 Voss, R., “Taxpayer Losses from Logging Our National Forests,” John Muir Project of 

Earth Island Institute: 2005.
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doing that, substantial liberties are being taken with the data.”20

Faced with this new context, Hanson began devoting some of his re-
search time to examining the fire-related studies being produced by Forest 
Service-affiliated scientists, and he became concerned by what he found. 
Consider, for example, research on the question of whether the severity of 
forest fires is increasing. In California, the Forest Service would frequently 
cite two studies by Forest Service scientists that reported increasing fire 
severity in the Sierra Nevada.21 This point was often used as evidence that 
there was an excess of fire that needed to be addressed through more log-
ging. However, when Hanson and research ecologist Dennis Odion re-
viewed these two studies, they found that these studies used only a small 
fraction of the available fire data. They subsequently published a study in 
the International Journal of Wildland Fire analyzing all of the available 
data for Sierra Nevada forests, which showed that there was no trend of in-
creasing fire severity.22 Many other published studies involving California 
forests have also found no increase in fire severity.23

20 Chad Hanson, Interviewed by Douglas Bevington, October 27, 2017.
21 Miller J.D. et al., “Quantitative evidence for increasing forest fire severity in the Sierra 

Nevada and southern Cascade Mountains, California and Nevada, USA,” Ecosystems 12 
(2009): 16–32; Miller J.D. and H.D. Safford, “Trends in wildfire severity: 1984 to 2010 
in the Sierra Nevada, Modoc Plateau, and Southern Cascades, California, USA,” Fire 
Ecology 8 (2012): 41–57.

22 Hanson, C.T. and D.C. Odion, “Is fire severity increasing in the Sierra Nevada, 
California, USA?,” International Journal of Wildland Fire 23 (2014): 1–8. See also Safford 
H.D. et al., “Differences in land ownership, fire management objectives and source data 
matter: a reply to Hanson and Odion (2014),” International Journal of Wildland Fire 
24 (2015): 286-293, and Hanson, C.T. and D.C. Odion, “Sierra Nevada fire severity 
conclusions are robust to further analysis: a reply to Safford et al.,” International Journal 
of Wildland Fire 24 (2015): 294-295.

23 Baker, W.L., “Are high-severity fires burning at much higher rates recently than 
historically in dry-forest landscapes of the Western USA?,” PLoS ONE 10(9) (2015): 
e0136147; Collins, B.M. , “Interactions among wildland fires in a long-established 
Sierra Nevada natural fire area,” Ecosystems 12 (2009):114–128; Dillon, G.K., et al., 
“Both topography and climate affected forest and woodland burn severity in two 
regions of the western US, 1984 to 2006,” Ecosphere 2: Article 130 (2011); Keyser, A.R. 
and  A.L. Westerling, “Climate drives inter-annual variability in probability of high 
severity fire occurrence in the western United States,” Environmental Research Letters 
12 (2017): 065003; Miller, J.D. et al., “Trends and causes of severity, size, and number 
of fires in northwestern California, USA,” Ecological Applications 22 (2012): 184-203; 
Odion, D.C. et al., “Examining historical and current mixed-severity fire regimes in 
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Data omission was also a concern regarding a Forest Service study 
on fire behavior in areas where fire was previously suppressed. It is often 
assumed that if fire occurs in forests that have missed multiple cycles of 
fire (in technical terms, the “fire return interval departure”), these “over-
stocked” forests would “all burn up” in high-severity fire. This point is 
often used to argue that forests need extensive logging (“thinning”) be-
fore fire can be restored. However, when Odion and Hanson tested this 
key assumption in terms of the actual behavior of three large fires in the 
Sierra Nevada, they found that these areas did not predominantly burn at 
high-severity.24 Forest Service scientist Hugh Safford and his colleagues 
then published a reply to this study in which they reanalyzed the data, 
and reported finding a trend in which increasing departure from the fire 
return interval correlated with increased fire severity.25 However, when 
Odion and Hanson examined the analysis in the reply, they found that 
Safford and his colleagues had only included one of the three fires and they 
had conflated two separate fire return interval departure age categories 
into one. Odion and Hanson subsequently published a follow-up study 
showing that when one includes all three fires and use the proper fire re-
turn interval departure categories, fire severity was not a reflection of the 
fire return interval departure.26 Likewise, numerous other published stud-
ies of empirical research on this topic in California have reached similar 
conclusions.27

The two examples above illustrate how Forest Service-affiliated re-
search on forest fires can selectively apply data to reach erroneous con-
clusions that are then used to promote commercial logging. Restoring a 

Ponderosa pine and mixed-conifer forests of western North America,” PLoS ONE 9(2) 
(2014): e87852; Picotte, J.J. et al., “1984-2010 Trends in fire burn severity and area 
for the coterminous US,” International Journal of Wildland Fire 25 (2016): 413-420; 
Schwind, B., “Monitoring trends in burn severity: report on the Pacific Northwest and 
Pacific Southwest fires (1984 to 2005),” US Geological Survey (2008).

24 Odion, D.C. and C.T. Hanson, “Fire severity in conifer forests of the Sierra Nevada, 
California,” Ecosystems 9 (2006): 1177-1189.

25 Safford H.D. et al., “BAER soil burn severity maps do not measure fire effects to 
vegetation. A comment on Odion and Hanson (2006),” Ecosystems 11 (2008): 1-11.

26 Odion, D.C. and C.T. Hanson, “Fire severity in the Sierra Nevada revisited: conclusions 
robust to further analysis,” Ecosystems 11 (2008): 12-15.

27 Miller, J.D. et al., “Trends and causes of severity, size, and number of fires in 
northwestern California, USA,” Ecological Applications 22 (2012): 184-203; Odion, 
D.C. et al., “Patterns of Fire Severity and Forest Conditions in the Western Klamath 
Mountains, California,” Conservation Biology 18(4) (2004): 927-936.
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greater separation between the Forest Service’s research branch and its 
timber branch could help address this problem. It could also give the For-
est Service better tools to guide its forest and fire management policies, as 
I will explore in the final section of this chapter.

A Manageable Approach to Forest Management
There is a growing body of published research being produced largely out-
side of Forest Service-funded circles that has discovered that mixed-sever-
ity fires are a natural and beneficial component of western forest ecosys-
tems, and that these forests need more mixed-severity fire, not less.28 These 
studies are frequently cited in the comments and briefs submitted by envi-
ronmental groups that litigate logging to show how proposed commercial 
logging projects conducted under fire-related rationales are unnecessary 
and harmful to forest ecosystems. That said, this research could also be a 
resource to the Forest Service because the findings of these studies have 
important implications for forest management policies that could poten-
tially fix some of the key problems facing the agency.

Current Forest Service fire policies emphasize the prevention of large 
mixed-severity fires that include patches of high-severity effects. The term 
“catastrophic” is sometimes used to describe these fires, though the Forest 
Service would do well to avoid using this term because it is unscientif-
ic and does not reflect the research showing that mixed-severity fire is a 
natural component of western forest ecosystems. In light of this research, 
current efforts to prevent mixed-severity forest fires through direct sup-
pression and preemptive logging appear to be a Sisyphean task. The cur-
rent approach is also extremely expensive. Direct fire suppression costs 
are a skyrocketing portion of the Forest Service budget (although, as not-
ed above, other federal land agencies are managing wildfire at a fraction 
of the expenditures of the Forest Service).29 Likewise, proposals for large 
landscape-level logging as a precondition to fire restoration are also ex-
pected to be quite costly. 

These policies are generally based on the premise that there is an ex-
cess of high-severity fire that must be prevented in order to protect for-
ests and communities. A corollary premise is that fires will burn mainly 
at high-severity unless forests where fire was previously suppressed are 
logged (“thinned”) first. However, as discussed in the previous section, 

28 For a recent synthesis of this research, see DellaSala D.A. and C.T. Hanson (eds.), The 
Ecological Importance of Mixed-Severity Fires: Nature’s Phoenix (Elsevier, 2015).

29 O’Toole, R., “Reforming the Forest Service” (2016), last accessed on November 1, 2017, 
https://www.downsizinggovernment.org/agriculture/forest-service
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there are now numerous studies showing that fire severity is not increas-
ing, and when fire is returned to forests where it was previously sup-
pressed, those fires will naturally burn mainly at low and moderate levels 
with some high-severity effects. Moreover, the patches of the high-severity 
fire that do occur create “complex early seral forests” that provide excellent 
wildlife habitat30.

At a time when many Forest Service officials express concern over 
how to pay for the current management approach, this science points to a 
new path for the Forest Service that can overcome its troubles. The good 
news for the Forest Service from this research is that current proposals 
for expensive landscape-wide logging are not necessary as a precondition 
for restoring fire to forest ecosystems. Similarly, the Forest Service’s huge 
expenses from fire suppression actions conducted on national forest wild-
lands away from communities also appear to be an unnecessary and ineffi-
cient expenditure of resources, and could instead be replaced with a much 
lower cost strategy focused on managing for mixed-severity fires.31

In addition to saving money and benefiting forest ecosystems, this 
new approach would allow the Forest Service to put greater emphasis on 
helping the communities adjacent to national forests prepare for and safely 
coexist with fire. This approach would also enable the Forest Service to 
draw upon one of its key underutilized strengths—the body of research 
on the “home ignition zone” led by Jack Cohen, at the Forest Service’s 
Missoula Fire Science Laboratory. Cohen’s work is frequently referenced 
by environmental groups that litigate logging because his results show 
that fire-suppression activities far away from houses are largely irrelevant 
to whether houses burn during wildfires. Instead, whether a house burns 
is determined by the material in the house (such as whether it uses fire-
safe roofing and siding materials) and the landscape within 100 feet of 
the house—the home ignition zone. As Cohen wrote, “My research results 
indicate that the big flames of high intensity wildland fires do not directly 
ignite homes at separation distances beyond 100 feet… This suggests that 
how we approach fire in our ecosystems and who takes such action should 
be different from how we prevent residential fire disasters and who must 
mitigate the home ignition zone. Given that wildland fires will occur un-

30 DellaSala, D.A. et al., “Complex Early Seral Forests of the Sierra Nevada: What are They 
and How Can They Be Managed for Ecological Integrity?,” Natural Areas Journal, 34(3) 
(2014):310-324.

31 DellaSala, D. A. et al., “Accommodating Mixed-Severity Fire to Restore and Maintain 
Ecosystem Integrity with a Focus on the Sierra Nevada of California,” Fire Ecology 13(2) 
(2017): 148-171.
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der extreme fire conditions and that fire is an ecological process, the home 
ignition zone indicates that we will have wildland fires and at the same 
time prevent residential fire disasters.”32

These findings could have big implications for the Forest Service. 
Rather than needing to modify forests and suppress fires across vast land-
scapes, home safety is best achieved through actions focused within 100 
feet of houses. The latter path is a much less costly and much less compli-
cated path than the approach currently used by the Forest Service. This 
shift would reduce the financial challenges faced by the agency, and by 
not pursuing large, controversial fire-related logging projects, the agency 
would also avoid the litigation associated with those projects. One chal-
lenge for the agency in making this shift is that most of the land in the 
home ignition zone is on private land rather than national forests. There-
fore, to engage at the relevant level, the Forest Service will need to enhance 
its mechanisms to assist private landowners, much as the agency previous-
ly emphasized its outreach to improve private forestland management in 
the early decades of its existence.33

Such a shift would be a significant change from the Forest Service’s 
timber sale program-related priorities, and it would require uprooting 
longstanding organizational incentives connected with that program in 
order to give agency staff greater capacity to pursue effective steps not 
tied to commercial logging. Yet if the Forest Service is able to successfully 
make this shift to a new path that is supported by the science cited by 
environmental groups that litigate logging, the agency will be able to un-
dertake policies that are more ecologically appropriate and more effective 
at helping rural communities safely coexist with fire-dependent forests, 
while at the same time making the agency’s workload more manageable 
and far less costly. 
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