The evolution of old growth definitions and surveys on the Clearwater National Forest, 1987-1997.





This exposition addresses the changing definitions of old growth used by the Clearwater National Forest since the publication of the Land and Resource Management Plan (LRMP) in 1987, and describes the various ways the Clearwater Forest has attempted to discover the degree to which LRMP old-growth standards have been met.  For the purposes of this discussion, and in spite of my better judgment, I accept at face value the Clearwater National Forest assumption that LRMP standards are adequate to maintain viable populations of old-growth associated species distributed throughout the National Forest. 





In the decade since the LRMP was finalized, the Clearwater Forest has repeatedly attempted to define, locate and tally old growth.  All of these attempts have been characterized by significant dissension in the ranks of the agency, and by results that no one seems to be pleased with.  Throughout almost all of this period, the agency has steadfastly maintained that LRMP standards are being met, and that logging of some old growth on the Forest can continue.





Some of the confusion regarding old growth evidently started with the LRMP itself, which is somewhat less than perfectly clear about old growth standards and definitions.  The Forest-wide standards in the LRMP include the requirements that 10% of the Forest and 5% of each roughly 10,000 acre timber compartment must be maintained as old growth�.  However, this standard does not include a definition of old growth, nor does it require that the old growth management guidelines in LRMP Appendix H be used.  





Although Forest-wide standards are silent beyond the 5% and 10% requirements, the LRMP standards included with Management Area E1 (timber emphasis, where the vast majority of old growth has been cut on the Clearwater) do include a standard that requires the Clearwater Forest to Ò(i)dentify and maintain suitable old-growth stands and replacement habitats for snag and old-growth dependent wildlife species in accordance with criteria in Appendix H.Ó�  Appendix H includes an Òold-growth definitionÓ section that declares that Ò(o)ld-growth Forest is defined as Ôa stand that is past full maturity and showing decay; the later stages of Forest succession,ÕÓ and goes on to require that old-growth stands must meet ÒmostÓ of eight criteria associated with physical characteristics of the stand.�  Appendix H also includes additional direction regarding the management of old growth, including a requirement that stands must be larger than 25 acres, a requirement for protection of larger blocks for pileated woodpecker, and a requirement for the protection of ÒmajorÓ old-growth habitat types in portion to the occurrence of that habitat type on the Forest.�





To the casual reader, the information in Appendix H appears to define old growth in terms of physical stand characteristics, and to provide further guidance regarding old growth management.  However, the LRMP EIS and other subsequent documents make it clear that the Clearwater Forest did not use Appendix H to define the old growth when the agency attempted to quantify old growth during the LRMP analysis and planning.  In fact, the Clearwater Forest counted stands as old growth if they were relatively well-stocked sawtimber stands that were 160 years or older (100 years or older for lodgepole pine stands), and more than 25 acres in size.�  Although the LRMP did not disclose the amount of old growth estimated by the Forest Service to be present in 1987, subsequent Forest Service documents indicate that the agency thought there was about 19% old growth on the Forest at the time.�  Since the initial assessment of old growth in the LRMP, the Clearwater Forest has continued this practice of using stand characteristic based definitions of old growth for some purposes, but using age-based definitions for others.





In the early 1990s, Win Green took over as Supervisor.  He apparently had something of a sincere concern about old growth. Direct evidence of this concern can be found in GreenÕs remand of the Steep Creek Decision Notice on the North Fork District, based upon old growth issues.  Green apparently directed that a Forest-wide assessment of old growth be undertaken, and that until the assessment was completed, that there be a moratorium on the cutting of old growth.  





During 1991 and 1992, the Forest Service ran a series of computer queries on the timber database.  This database has no spatial context (it cannot distinguish blocks of old growth).  It contains information about stand structure, but for the predominance of timber stands, this information has not been derived from field exams, but largely from aerial photo interpretation.  These queries run in the early Ô90s selected old growth by age and timber stand strata. Strata are general codes for timber stand stocking and size class data that has been inferred by regression analysis.  Strata derived from photo interpretation (so-called ÒPI strataÓ) do not convey information about snags, downed woody debris, nor, in most cases understory. In fact, of the eight characteristics listed in LRMP Appendix H, only numbers 1, 2 and 4 can be derived from PI stratum, and then only with rather predictable error, making it effectively impossible to assess old growth by Appendix H characteristics using PI stratum (or indeed, even standard timber stand exam data).�  Nevertheless, the Forest Service conducted many queries of the timber database using only age and stratum.  These queries came up with 12% or more old growth in the non-Wilderness portion of the Forest, depending upon the stand age used (minimum ages used were 150 and 160 years).�





In March of 1992, the assessment was more or less complete, and the agency issued a flurry of documents on old growth.  During this time, agency people expressed numerous concerns about the old growth assessment.  This concerns acknowledged that the 160 year, 25 acre working definition of old growth seemed to be inconsistent with the Forest Plan, that different Districts were using different selection criteria, that Appendix H itself was in direct conflict with the ChiefÕs direction that old-growth definitions must be forest-type specific, and that the Forest Service did not do what it told the Audubon Society it was doing in an old-growth FOIA response. �  





	Documents from March, 1992 still differed on the definition of old growth that was being used: in the more public documents, old growth was defined as meeting LRMP Appendix H criteria,� but in documents that were likely to stay in-house, the Forest Service detailed a different story.  In-house documents indicated that the agency continued to use 160 year old stands of 25 acres or more as its working definition of old growth,� and that in practice, initial queries of the timber database were done with old growth being defined as 140 years or older, and with an average tree diameter of 12 inches.�  This doesnÕt mean that other, more detailed types of information werenÕt used to supplement information on certain stands under consideration for old growth,� however, the majority of timber stands did not have significant sources of additional information with which conformance to most of the Appendix H criteria could be evaluated.  I do not know how many timber stands had field exams by 1992, but an early 1997 copy of the Clearwater Forest timber database obtained by the Ecology Center has only about 20% of the timber stands on the Clearwater National Forest listed as having had any kind of field exam, for which any additional information beyond photo interpreted data would be available.  Certainly, the vast majority of stands listed on the 1992 old growth list had not had field exams designed specifically to discover the old-growth character of the stand, and were therefore designated as Òtentatively identified old growth.Ó�  We can safely infer that probably no more than 20% of this tentatively identified old growth had any sort of data beyond aerial photo interpretation to back up designation as old growth.





Despite all of the shortcomings of the 1992 survey,� without any consideration of fragmentation due to roads and cutting units, without any consideration of elevation or habitat type,� and without any sound data about the Selway Bitterroot Wilderness,� the Forest Service declared that there was about 9.7 percent old growth in the non-Wilderness portion of the Forest, and that Ò(i)t is assumed that there is sufficient old growth habitat within the SBW to meet or exceed the Forest Plan standard of 10%.Ó�  The Clearwater Forest then lifted its temporary moratorium on old-growth logging.





In 1992, Region One published definitions and guidelines for old growth that are habitat-type specific.�  These essentially adopted the so-called North Idaho Old-Growth Guidelines that had been developed by an interagency committee.  The Clearwater National Forest began to use the North Idaho definitions for old growth when conducting field exams during the NEPA process for site-specific projects.�





Throughout 1994, after the arrival of James Caswell on the Clearwater, Forest Service documents described varying views about old-growth issues.  In January of that year, Caswell issued a memo that revised a 1991 old-growth management memo by Win Green.�  CaswellÕs memo included language for NEPA documents that provided an explanation of how the Forest was meeting the 10% old-growth standard.�  CaswellÕs memo allowed Òwalk-throughÓ exams in place of the more detailed stand exams required by Green.�  At this time, Caswell stated that Ò(t)he Status Report that was produced in March 1992 is still be best source of collective information and direction concerning tentatively identified old growth.�





Before and during 1994, the Clearwater was getting unfavorable feedback from the public� and from District Biologists� regarding the adequacy of the 1992 survey. In order to meet LRMP standards, the Forest was having to assume that virtually all of its tentatively identified old growth would eventually be field verified.  As more stands of the tentatively identified (i.e. office verified) old growth turned out not to be old growth when examined in the field,� the Forest was compelled to shore up sagging faith in the 1992 survey.   This shoring up came in the form of a rather revisionist documentation of the 1992 old growth survey.  Among other things, this document lashed out at any attempt to infer anything about the 1992 survey based upon recent field exams.�  It declared that the purpose of the 1992 inventory was only to identify approximately 150,000 acres (about 10% of the non-wilderness portion of the Forest) of the better old-growth stands.�  Incredibly, after rebuking the practice of using field exams to make inferences about old growth surveys, the memo goes on to unveil another computer-based old growth assessment conducted by the Forest Service.�  This new model evidently concluded that about half of the 1992 stands would probably not meet North Idaho criteria, that another 196,000 of new potential old growth had been identified.�  The message of this memo was that the 1992 survey was junk, but that there was plenty of old growth out there, so donÕt worry about it.  Apparently, this message was not received, since many subsequent Forest Service documents still reference to the 1991-92 survey, and do not mention the 1994 computer modeling exercise.�





During 1994, the Forest Service offered some sales (Winchester and Shotgun timber sales from the Crooked Fork EA - still uncut at this point) that would cut old growth in compartments that were very close to the 5% minimum.�  The actual amount of old growth in the compartments was under dispute, because the Forest Service surveyed only those timber stands in or near cutting units, and simply assumed that other tentatively identified old-growth stands were, in fact, old growth.�  In spite of the risks inherent in the Forest Service assumptions about the adequacy of tentatively-identified old growth, the agency continues to propose cutting of old growth in units where it has not necessarily field-verified 5% of the compartment as old growth.�





In 1995 the Clearwater Forest published another list of old-growth stands for the 1994 Monitoring and Evaluation Report.  This report concluded that there was about 10.3% old growth forest wide.  Apparently, the Forest Service relied to a very large extent on the original 1991-92 list, and only made changes where NEPA projects had resulted in site-specific analyses.�  This list continued to include nearly 90% tentatively identified old growth, which has not been checked in the field for conformance to either Appendix H or the North Idaho Guidelines.  In August of 1995, the Clearwater also updated its 1994 interim old-growth direction.  This basically echoed what was in CaswellÕs 1994 memo on the same topic, except that the 1995 version dropped all reference to the 1992 analysis.�





In late 1997, the Palouse District produced its own old-growth inventory,� and the Clearwater Forest produced a series of old-growth lists for the other Districts.�  Narrative describing the process for this analysis was only produced for the Palouse District, but the lists are very similar in composition to the 1995 lists.  However, all Districts have removed significant acreage from the total.  The Powell total is 67,312; 9,183 is listed for the Pierce; the Lochsa has 12,635; and the North Fork has 34,197.�  





The Palouse has examined about half (14,450 acres) of the tentatively identified old growth stands on its list, and found that only 1,364 acres qualify as old growth under the North Idaho Guidelines.�  Previously, the Palouse had accepted without question the several thousand acres of stands that had been designated as old growth through previous NEPA processes (by whatever criteria were used at the time of designation), but the Palouse appears to have abandoned this practice with the 1997 report.  In any event, if one goes against considerable evidence to the contrary and accepts as old growth all of the unverified, tentatively identified old growth on the Palouse, there is a total of 14,204 acres of old growth on the Palouse.�  Adding all of the Districts together and adding in the 37,500 acres that is suspected to be in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness brings the Forest-wide total of old growth to 175,031 acres, or 9.8% of the Forest.  A somewhat more realistic approach would be to take the Palouse District BiologistÕs word for the fact that there are probably only about 4,300 acres of old growth (3% of the District) on the Palouse.�  This brings the Forest-wide total to below 9.3%.





With the Forest-wide total of old-growth currently below the 10% standard, one is left to wonder what means the Clearwater Forest will employ to allow itself to cut more old growth in timber sales like Fish Bate.  We may anticipate that one line of reasoning the agency may try to sound out is one that goes like this:  Òsince we have designated replacement old growth (i.e. that which does not currently meet North Idaho Guidelines, but which probably will in the future), we have fulfilled our obligations for old growth.Ó  A counter-argument would hinge on a reasonable interpretation of the word ÒavailableÓ in the following LRMP Appendix H requirement:  ÒExisting old-growth stands may be harvested when there is more than 5 percent in an old-growth unit, and the Forest total is more than 10 percent, or a replacement stand becomes available.Ó  A reasonable interpretation of ÒavailableÓ in this sentence would be that it is available for designation as bona fide old growth because it has acquired enough old growth characteristics under the Appendix H and/or North Idaho Guidelines, not that is has become available for designation as replacement old growth, regardless of stand characteristics.  Any stand is always available for designation as replacement old growth, even if it has little or no old-growth character.�





In summary, the Clearwater Forest cannot currently insure that it has 10% old growth forest wide, and that it is therefore providing adequate habitat to maintain viable populations of old-growth associated species.  Since the very first old-growth inventories on the Forest, the agency has relied upon lists of old growth that incorporate a predominance of stands which the agency has selected using only photo interpretation, inference, and age-based selection criteria that do not directly address most of the LRMP Appendix H and North Idaho Old-Growth Guidelines.  The Clearwater Forest is now confronted with a situation where it must reconcile its old growth inventories with Forest Plan standards, or get out of the business of cutting old growth and potential old growth.





Bill Haskins


October, 1998


� Clearwater LRMP II-23.


Forest Standards, 


5. Wildlife and Fish, 


d.  Provide for old-growth dependent wildlife species by:


(1)  Maintaining at least 10 percent of the Forest (including Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness) in old-growth habitat.


(2)  Selecting at least 5 percent of each approximate 10,000 acre watershed (timber compartment) or combination of smaller watersheds (subcompartments) within forested nonwilderness areas to manage as old-growth habitat.


� Clearwater LRMP III-23.  Goals and standards by resource: Timber standards.


� LRMP Appendix H.  Old-growth and snag dependent management guidelines.


II.  Old-growth definition


Old-growth Forest is defined as Òa stand that is past full maturity and showing decay; the later stages of Forest succession.Ó  Stands must meet most of the following requirements to be considered old growth:


1.  15 or more live trees per acre.


2.  One or more snags per 2 acres over 21 inches d.b.h.


3.  Two or more canopy levels, heart rot and other signs of stand decadence.


4.  Overstory canopy closure of 10-40 percent.


5.  Usually with a definite shrub-sapling layer of at least 15 feet tall with a canopy closure of over 40 percent.


6.  With understory and overstory canopy combined, exceeding 70 percent.


7.  With significant coarse woody debris, including snags (> 10/Ac over 20 feet) and downed logs (>20 ton/Ac and snags and logs) ( minimum 4/Ac) that are large (>= 21 dbh) and > 50 feet long.


8.  Live tree component of various species with wide range in sizes and age including long-lived seral dominants.  More than 10 live trees/Ac that are either old or have become large (>21 dbh).


� Id.


III.  Old-growth habitat guidelines.


1.  The 10 percent minimum old growth to be maintained may be found in wilderness, research natural areas, riparian areas, travel corridors, and areas identified as unsuitable for timber as well as areas suitable for timber harvests.


2.  For the purpose of achieving the 5 percent of each 10,000 acre minimum standard, timber compartments will be used as a basis of measurement.


3.  The minimum size of an area that can be considered old growth is 25 acres.  However, to insure optimum wildlife diversity and abundance, somewhat larger stands of approximately 80 acres area the preferred minimum.  (Thomas 1979.)


4.  In each 10,000 acre unit of suitable habitat, a 300 acre stand should be managed as old growth for pileated woodpeckers.  It is recommended that the 300 acres be contiguous, but it is acceptable to divide the 300 acres into not more than three 100 acre areas as long as the areas are within 2 square miles.


5.  The 300 acre areas (or the three 100 acre areas) should be at least 200 yards wide at any one point.  However, the remaining 200 acres (in the minimum 5 percent distribution unit) can be of any width but not in less than 25 acres units.


6.  Old-growth stands should be distributed across the major habitat types found in the Forest in proportion to their occurrence.


7.  For those 10,000 acre units without any old growth because of past fires or timber harvesting, select replacement stands.


8.  Fire suppression/management strategies will be based on the objective of improving or enhancing old-growth values.


9.  Existing old-growth stands may be harvested when there is more than 5 percent in an old-growth unit, and the Forest total is more than 10 percent, or a replacement stand becomes available.


10.  A maximum of 200 contiguous areas of wilderness old-growth may be used to meet the 500 acre old growth requirement per 10,000 acre old-growth analysis area.


� Old Growth On The Clearwater National Forest - A Status Report, March  16, 1992.  USFS.  p. 2.


For planning purposes, old-growth habitat was generally defined as Ò...a stand of trees 160 years or older and 25 acres or larger in size.  Certain timber types might provide old growth at 100 years of age.Ó  The estimate of old-growth habitat in the Forest Plan was based on the number of acres in a timberland condition class called HR-SAW. A certain percentage of this condition class was assumed to qualify as old-growth habitat on the forest land base.


� Id.


Information collected during the Forest Planning process estimated that approximately 300,000 acres (19%) of the total Forest would qualify as old-growth habitat.


� Old Growth Mapping.  Memo dated 3/4/92 from Stephen Petro, Acting Timber Staff Officer, Clearwater National Forest.


Appendix H guidelines are very refined, in certain aspects, and difficult, if not impossible, to apply in a mapping effort based upon existing stand exam data and aerial photo interpretation (ie down wood debris).


� Old Growth Estimates from TSMRS Database Using Various Criteria.  T. King/B.Wulf.  11/91


� See note 7.


The following list summarizes our concerns regarding the old growth mapping:


1.  Inconsistencies with the Forest Plan standards for old growth with respect to:


	A.  The criteria used to determine the standard - 160 years and 25 acres. (FP EIS, Chapter II-68)


	B.  The distinction between Wilderness, non-Wilderness, and individual compartments.  (FP, Chapter II-23 & app. H)


	C.  The minimum 5% standard for non-Wilderness compartments.  (FP, Chapter II-23, & app. H)


2.  In consistencies regarding the selection criteria actually used by each District and the degree of review associated the non-inventoried stands.


3.  We are still applying the appendix H old growth definition guidelines in contrast to the ChiefÕs direction to use forest -type specific old growth definitions in determining the extent of old growth (ChiefÕs Position Statement 10/11/89).


4.  This tentative allocation and mapping effort disregards the site-specific NEPA based allocation process mandated by the Forest Plan.


5.  On 7/23/90, we made a public statement in our FOIA response to the Spokane Audubon Society regarding how we are inventorying and allocating old growth.  The mapping effort does not compliment this public statement.


� See note 5, p. 3.


The specific definition and criteria for identifying old-growth habitat in this assessment was taken from Appendix H of the Forest Plan and can be summarized by the following:


1.  Fifteen or more live tress per acre.


2.  One or more snags per 2 acre over 21 inches dbh.


3.  Two or more canopy levels, heart rot and other signs of stand decadence.


4.  Overstory canopy closure of 10-40 percent.


5.  Usually with definite shrub-sapling layer at least 15 feet tall with a canopy closure of over 40 percent.


6.  With understory and overstory canopy combined, exceeding 70%


7.  With significant coarse woody debris, including snags (> 10/Ac over 20 feet) and downed logs (> 20 ton/Ac and snags and logs), minimum of 4/Ac that are large (>21 dbh) and 50 feet long.


8.  Live tree component of various species with wide range in sizes and age including long-lived seral dominants.  More than 10 live trees/Ac that re either old or have become large (>21 dbh).


� Understanding Old Growth - Briefing Paper.  Clearwater National Forest.  3/92. 


Definition - Old-growth habitat was generally defined Òas a stand of trees 160 years of older and 25 acres or larger in size.  Certain timber types might provide old-growth at 100 years of age.Ó


� Id. 


Process - ...Using the timber stand compartment inventory, a query was made of sample stands that were 140 years of age and had average tree diameters of 12 inches.


� Id.


Process - ...The teams used all available sources of existing information including previous data base queries, site specific stand data, ecodata plots, field surveys, aerial photo interpretation, historical and current fire maps and professional judgment to locate old-growth habitat.


� Id.


� See note 7. 


At this point we cannot recognize the old growth mapping as an inventory of existing old growth, nor as a legitimate assessment of Forest Plan standards.  Neither can we truthfully admit that the current mapping represents the highest quality old growth to be found on the Forest or that these mapped locations are where we should manage for old growth development.  The mapping exercise appears too general to utilize as a site-specific planning tool or as a means to account for old-growth management in the five year review of the Forest Plan.


� See note 11.


� See note 5.  p. 2.


Specific data on the amount of old-growth habitat within the SBW is currently not available.


� Id.  p. 6.


� Green, P. et. al.  1992.  Old Growth Forest Types of the Northern Region.  USDA-FS R-1.  SES.


�Interim Old-Growth Management Direction.  Memo from James Caswell, dated Jan. 26, 1994. p. 3.


The North Idaho definitions and criteria represent a substantial refinement from the existing criteria in Appendix H.  The best available information should be used in NEPA analysis and since the North Idaho definitions were developed using local data, this information can appropriately be use din the NEPA process.  Comparisons of stands meeting Appendix H and North Idaho criteria are not necessarily meaningful.  As planning begins for new projects, the NEPA document should cite the North Idaho Old Growth Report in context with the site specific old growth analysis and thereby incorporate the new definitions by reference.


� Id.


� Id.  p. 2.


Information has now been collected and analyzed that indicates a sufficient amount of tentatively identified old-growth habitat exist (approximately 40,000 acres) within that portion of the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness which is managed by the Clearwater NF.  In the interim, NEPA analysis should document that this information is available and simply state that a sufficient amount of old-growth habitat has been identified forest-wide to meet the Forest Plan standard of 10%.


� Id.  p. 3.


� Id.  p. 1.


� See Crooked Fork Appeals from Ecology Center, 1992-1994.


� See Kim RagotzkeÕs old-growth analysis in Crooked Fork EA, Powell Ranger District, 1993.


� Letter from Charles Lobdell, US Fish and Wildlife Service, to Margaret Gorski, Powell Ranger District regarding old growth analysis in the Crooked Fork EA.  Dated February 4, 1994.


The EA indicates that limited field verification of tentatively identified old growth habitat in the project area has revealed that only 43% was actually determined to be old growth.  Following field verification efforts elsewhere on the Powell District and the Clearwater Forest, a similar pattern is emerging, with an average of only 50% of the tentatively identified old growth habitat actually meeting old growth criteria contained in Appendix H of the Forest Plan.


� Old Growth Inventory Notes.  Clearwater National Forest.  9/21/94.


...it is inappropriate to make any inference about the total amount of old growth existing on the Forest from the results of field validation of the initial assessment.


� Id. 


� Id.


� Id.


� White Sand Final EIS. 3/96.  Clearwater National Forest.  p. 3-16


The best source of collective information on old-growth habitat forestwide is a standing inventory of tentatively identified old-growth habitat that originated from a comprehensive evaluation in 1991.  This inventory is updated annually as data become available.


� See note 26.


� See note 25.


� Fish Bate may fit into this category.


� See note 32.


� Updated Old-Growth Information and Interim Direction.  Memo from James Caswell, dated Aug. 8, 1995.


� Old Growth - Late Successional Forest Inventory.  Palouse Ranger District.  Harry Jageman, District Biologist.  11/5/97.


� Pierce, Lochsa, Powell and North Fork District Old Growth Inventories.  S. White. Clearwater National Forest.  11/12/97.


� Id.


� See note 38.


� Id.  (Unverified acreage = Total acreage in database minus acreage examined in field = 27290 - 14450 = 12840).


� Id.


� Id.  


Late Successional forest stands are often the best candidates for old growth replacement stands, but younger stands may also be incorporated particularly when they are located nearby to old growth and late Successional stands.








