Nature doesn’t benefit from logging fire-damaged lands
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 The U.S. has made great strides by relying on science to inform our decision making. Science helped us travel to the moon, advance medicine and health, and understand the complex web of life on land and in rivers, lakes and oceans.

Science has also opened our eyes to the workings of forests and provided the blueprint for federal plans to protect old-growth forests, fish and associated resources in the Pacific Northwest. So we should look to science to understand how forests behave ​ and how we should behave ​ after forest fires.

Under the guise of “restoration,” Washington’s Democratic U.S. Rep. Brian Baird and Oregon’s Republican U.S. Rep. Greg Walden have proposed legislation in Congress that would speed logging and replanting after fires.

But what seems like a reasonable way to clean up the landscape and restore trees would actually slow the recovery of natural forest and of the streams and creatures within them. Like so many things about nature, asking simple questions or pursuing simple solutions can lead to simple, but ecologically wrong, answers.

More than 10 years ago, and again two years ago, I joined eight other scientists to explore whether forests might be restored by logging soon after a fire. We had among us a wealth of knowledge across a wide range of fields. We pored over several decades of research but found nothing to show that fire-adapted forests might be improved by logging in the wake of a fire.

In fact, we found just the opposite: Most plants and animals in these forests are adapted to periodic fires; they have a remarkable way of recovering ​ literally rising from the ashes.

These forests have evolved with fire. Periodic fires have been part of a normal cycle lasting thousands of years. Logging a burned forest damages the soil, carrying away nutrients, robbing seedlings of moisture and clogging nearby streams. Trees in a burned landscape, both dead and alive, continue to provide homes for wildlife after a fire and form the building blocks of new forests.

Yet these are precisely the trees that would be burned or hauled away under Baird and Walden¹s proposed legislation.

Baird and Walden would have us believe that forests are restored by replanting seedlings.

In reality, left alone, a forest with intact soils and the shade of big, even burned, trees will establish, as one informal survey showed, up to four times as many seedlings as a logged area. And the seedlings that recolonize these sites are the descendents of trees naturally selected over many generations to grow in these places.

As we saw after the Yellowstone fires of 1988, life processes will soon give rise to a forest that again displays a rich array of plants and animals. Comparing a tree plantation to a forest is like comparing cornfields in the Midwest to tallgrass prairie.

We need a more complete ​ a more considered and realistic ​ view of what a forest is: a place of dramatic diversity and renewal, where a fascinating array of processes work with the parts of regional ecosystems to clean our water, nourish fish and other animals, grow trees, and provide places for us to spend time with friends and family.

This more complete view of forests would also acknowledge, rather than ignore or distort, the science that tells us forests best serve many human needs when they are viewed as vast, complex systems where uninformed actions inevitably have unintended consequences. And the science shows very clearly that post-fire salvage logging is not the way to restore forests.
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