SEEING THE FOREST FOR THE TREES:
A DEFENSE OF ACTIVE FOREST MANAGEMENT
Jason Wells, Sonoma Resource Conservation District
As a forester and native Petaluman, I’m proud to be a member of the west county community.
It’s obvious to me that Sonoma County’s residents have the health and wellbeing of our incredibly diverse and beautiful northern California ecology at heart. I’ve been working as a professional forester in Sonoma County for almost two years, and in that time I will confidently
state that the most common questions I receive are about fire, its role in our local ecology, and
whether or not reactions by Cal Fire and other agencies to streamline fuels reduction are
overzealous. One of my favorite things about living and working in Sonoma County is the
general interest that residents here have for doing right by the land and doing right for the people that live here. There is a long history of environmentalism in Sonoma County that should
be praised, and it’s encouraging to know that I live in a place where people care about leaving
a functional planet for future generations. With this mind, I know that my message may be
controversial, but I have faith that the community will hear me out: our forests need more active management, and yes, that includes removing some trees.
Let me take a step back and acknowledge our local history. Historically, we humans have done
a great deal of damage to the environments in which we live, and Sonoma County has not been
exempt. Logging in the region began with the introduction of Russian settlers in the early
1800s, but their operations were fairly limited in scope and were localized to the area around
Fort Ross. The newly independent Mexican government was also eyeing the area, and multiple
land grants were issued to encourage settlement; again most logging in the area was limited in
scope but a booming tanbark industry began around this time. Local tanoak trees were stripped
of their bark for tanneries, which resulted in the death of many of the larger tanoak trees in the
region. By the 1840s the Russians were leaving the area due to a declining pelt supply (their
primary motivation for colonization of the area) as well as the extensive costs associated with
maintaining operations so far from their homeland. As history tells, the Mexican Government
would not become the beneficiary of the former Russian land claims. The Mexican-American
war ended in 1848 with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which gave the United States ownership of California. The Gold Rush immediately preceeded this annexation of
land, and in response to a flood of immigrant miners from the eastern United States who dramatically increased the local demand for wood, logging of the redwoods began in earnest.
As time went on, technological advances, such as the advent of the steam donkey, improved
the ability of loggers to increase production. Fast forward to the production boom following
World War Two: logging technologies had increased to include the use of handheld chainsaws,
which meant an old growth tree could be felled in under a day, rather than a week. Caterpillar
tractors were employed to build roads and to skid logs, which were still being skidded downhill to the nearest stream channel. These roads and skid trails increased the pace at which logs
could be delivered to the mill, and to our great detriment, also increased the erosion and mobi-
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lization of fine sediment in every logged watershed. Eroded soils filled in our local rivers and
streams, the negative effects of which are still being felt by local fish and wildlife populations.
At the time, in order to meet the growing demand for wood products, the government was actively encouraging the liquidation of timber resources by taxing landowners on the standing
value of their trees.

Ladder fuels unthinned - Photo by Jason Wells

By the 1960s and 70s, there was a growing awareness regarding the destruction of the environment, which gave rise to a movement that brought along protections such as the PorterCologne Clean Water Act, the Federal Clean Water Act, and the Federal Endangered Species
Act. In 1973 the Z’Berg-Nejedly Forest Practice Act was signed, creating the modern California Forest Practice Rules, and in 1976 the Z’Berg-Warren-Keene-Collier Forest Taxation Reform Act was signed, exempting timber from taxation until the point of sale. These laws were
just the start of the fight for a better environment, and in the 40 or so years since their passage
there has been considerable fight both in the courts and on the ground to improve industry
practices related to forestry, agriculture, and other land use practices.
Clearly, a lot of good has come from the environmental movement. With that said, it’s important to recognize that much of the modern environmental movement’s stance on forest management is largely rooted in John Muir’s ethic of preservation. The preservationist ethos makes
the case that America’s wildlands can restore and manage themselves in the absence of human
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influence. This approach has been popular for many years, and is the management strategy
taken by National Parks. But John Muir, however well intentioned, disregarded the extensive
and integral influence native inhabitants have had on the land.
Humans have been living in and around Sonoma County’s coast for at least 8,000 years. The
original inhabitants of this land were adept hunters, gatherers, and active managers of the landscape. They managed the local ecology to maximize the abundance of the plants and animals
which provided food and materials for their continued survival. One of the key tools in the native population’s management toolbelt was prescribed fire, which was used for a number of
beneficial purposes: promoting foraging grasses, stimulating acorn production, promoting
open understories for hunting, and stimulating coppicing of sedges and willows for basketry.
By burning often and regularly, natives not only cultivated this landscape to promote an environment that was beneficial for their needs, they had a widespread effect on the ecology as a
whole. Over time this kind of management promoted large and well-spaced trees with adaptations, such as thick bark, that were resistant to fire. These practicers managed pest and disease
populations by cleaning the forest floor and effectively fumigating the canopy. With the introduction of European-style land management--removing large trees for lumber and suppressing
fire--the fire-dependent ecology was greatly disrupted. The result is forests that are crowded
with small trees, rife with invasive plants and susceptible to disease.
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Does this sound familiar? Chances are you have driven our country roads and seen the road
flanked by impenetrable woods, trees two-inches-thick growing just a few feet from the next
tree. When discussing heathy forests, it’s important to remember that trees require soil nutrients, water, carbon dioxide, and light in order to survive. An acre of land can only support a
given number of trees, and this number is largely influenced by the availability of those necessary resources on that acre. Additionally, any given acre of land can support a higher number
of smaller trees than it can large trees, and as trees grow they need more space to be successful. As trees begin to compete for these resources, they become more susceptible to disease
and insect damage.
Taking no action is a management decision, and it is one that has left us with forests in a poor
and fragile state. These forest stands are probably the ones that keep you lying awake at night,
thinking of the next great wildfire. Unlike those forests that natives adapted to fire— forests
with large trunks, thick bark and well-spaced trees—these forests are made of kindling-size
trees. The bad news is that we may not be able to manage our forests with the broad use of fire
like natives did. The good news is that we can mimic the effects of fire in our forests by physically removing trees. And we can do this in a more ecologically responsible manner than our
historical counterparts.
So, what does this really look like? If we want our forests to be resilient to disease and fire, if
we want to have long-lived trees that sequester carbon for decades, we should promote active
forest management that encourages maintaining larger trees and a number of trees per acre of a
given size that the ground can support. If you want to promote late-seral redwood ecology, you
are promoting the growth of trees that may be in excess of 60 inches in diameter. The ground
may only support a few dozen trees of that size, which means a (common) stand containing
200+ trees averaging 18 inches in diameter is going to lose 150+ trees before those conditions
are met. In other words, having a healthy forest stand in the future may eventually require removing most of the trees currently in the stand.
I understand that the idea of removing trees may be difficult to face, but I hope to convince
you that it really is in the forest’s best interest, and in ours, too. The next time you go out
walking your woods, or take a drive on our wooded country roads, take a look at the forest
with fresh eyes. Could you imagine the forest looking more open? Looking safer? Looking
more beautiful? It’s time for Sonoma County to think with an open mind about the benefits of
ecologically- and scientifically-sound forest management, which, counter-intuitively, may include logging to meet our goals. –
Jason Wells is California Registered Professional Forester #3014. He serves all of
Sonoma County as the forester for the Sonoma Resource Conservation District. Contact
him to learn more about developing a LandSmart® Conservation Plan for your forested
property. JWells@SonomaRCD.org, (707) 569-1448 x107
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