
 
Forest Service readies massive thinning plan   

By CYNDY COLE 
Sun Staff Reporter 
Tuesday, April 28, 2009 

 
The Forest Service is beginning to draft plans to thin 300,000 acres in Arizona over about a 
decade, most likely starting near Williams and Flagstaff. 
 
Altogether, there would be thinning in the Coconino, Kaibab, Tonto and Apache-Sitgreaves national 
forests. 
 
The extended logging would produce not only a healthier forest but enough guaranteed wood to 
get a long-stalled wood products mill off the drawing boards. 
 
And instead of taxpayers footing the bill for the thinning, owners and investors in the mill likely 
would pay to harvest and truck out the wood. 
 
The Southwestern branch of the U.S. Forest Service sent a letter to loggers, biomass businesses 
and others in the wood industry on Friday soliciting interest. It said it expected the cut to be at 
least 30,000 acres for 10 years, and probably much longer. 
 
"We are soliciting businesses from around the country that might be interested in this project and 
may want to be a partner/owner and build a plant to utilize the material," said the letter. 
 
The subject for many years of group meetings between environmentalists, loggers and other 
agencies, this would be the largest thinning project ever in Arizona and far exceed logging in the 
White Mountains following the Rodeo-Chediski fire of 2002. 
 
ENVIRONMENTALISTS BUY IN 
 
Some Flagstaff entrepreneurs are proposing to build an oriented strandboard mill -- a building 
material somewhat similar to plywood -- in Winslow if they can secure a contract to thin thousands 
of acres over about 20 years. 
 
They estimate an OSB mill could create 600 jobs. The facility has yet to be constructed, pending a 
wood contract. 
 
Those seeking to build the OSB mill, Arizona Forest Restoration Products, secured the backing 
Friday of environmental groups Grand Canyon Trust and the Center for Biological Diversity. 
 
Environmental groups have backed thinning in northern Arizona for years, but this is the first time 
in recent history that two major ones have signed in advance onto a specific project here. 
 
"The scientific basis for moving forward with landscape-scale ecological restoration in northern 
Arizona's pine forests is well-established," said Taylor McKinnon, of the Center for Biological 
Diversity. 
 
The logging of mostly small-diameter trees would be intended to improve the health of the 
Coconino National Forest, and others where fire had been suppressed and trees are much denser 
than historically. 
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The agency told loggers, via letters, that some large trees would also likely be offered for logging. 
 
Coconino National Forest Supervisor Nora Rasure has said she has made an agreement to do this 
thinning. 
 
BIGGEST ANALYSIS EVER 
 
The Coconino National Forest office is hiring a few extra employees to help plan how to thin such a 
large area, and is expecting to spend the coming months arranging public discussions and planning 
for an environmental analysis bigger than it has ever done before. 
 
No bid is expected to be issued in 2009, partly because planning is expected to be ongoing for 
some time. 
 
"We do feel this sense of urgency to have this large-scale restoration," said Joe Stringer, deputy 
forest supervisor. "It may be at a snail's pace to some, but we're moving it ahead as fast as we can
internally." 
 
Unhealthy forests, vulnerability to insects, fire, drought and climate change are some of the 
concerns pushing thinning on the Coconino National Forest. 
 
if the current restoration pace is not quickened, it would take about a century to thin and conduct 
prescribed burns on all the areas with ponderosa pine. 
 
It's possible the Forest Service could issue bids without completing all environmental analysis work 
in advance, Stringer said. 
 
Cyndy Cole can be reached at 913-8607 or at ccole@azdailysun.com. 
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