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Forest stewardship contracts tangle in complexity

By Patrick McGann

For the Forest Service, the ability to trade timber for forest restoration and road decommissioning is a bureaucratic godsend that is all for the greater good. But for environmentalists the scheme is an easy and irresistible target.

A recent court ruling stopping a stewardship contract on the Coeur d'Alene National Forest, the so-called Iron Honey project, should send the Forest Service back to simpler ways of doing things.

Stewardship contracts seem like a good idea on the surface. Simply, they allow the Forest Service to circumvent the normal revenue-and-expenditure obstacle course. The idea is to expedite restoration of forests damaged by a century of abusive mining and logging practices.

Instead of buying the timber with cash, a logging company pays for the restoration projects in lieu of cash. In that way, what before would have been two separate projects now becomes one.

This 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals ruling -- from a lawsuit brought by the Ecology Center, the Lands Council, the Kootenai Environmental Alliance and the Idaho Sporting Congress -- dismantled the restoration part of the transaction.

In a tiny nutshell, the court found that the deal was too complicated and that the Forest Service data weren't good enough to justify the swap. Linking restoration with timber sales may make bureaucratic sense, but in reality it just makes necessary restoration harder and timber harvest no easier. In fact, if this case ripples as environmentalists hope, the added complexity actually makes future sales more problematic.

That's a real frustration for forest managers. Dave O'Brien, a spokesman for the Idaho Panhandle National Forests, angrily blamed environmentalists for blocking restoration in a badly abused forest.

But that's not what they did. They opposed the sale, just as they would have done in any event and will continue to do. They weren't the ones who put the restoration project in the line of fire; the Forest Service did.

The forests of the Idaho Panhandle are some of the most densely roaded in the nation. The creeks in many stretches are no more than ditches. This plan would have built culverts, restored riparian habitat and ripped out almost 80 miles of road. All in exchange for logging on 1,400 acres.

Didn't work. The Forest Service should let sales fall or stand on their own merits and not try to hide them behind restoration. As if we didn't already know it, environmentalists are quite willing to shoot the hostage. -- P.M.

