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April Reese, E&E Western reporter 

After three years of negotiations, two environmental groups and a wood products company have struck an agreement that calls for 
restoring 1 million acres of overcrowded forest across northern Arizona. 

But putting the ambitious vision into action will require an unusual level of coordination and commitment from the Forest Service, 
which oversees four national forests that stretch across the area, known as the Mogollon Rim. 

The memorandum of understanding, unveiled last week, establishes the foundation for one of the largest forest restoration efforts in 
the country and marks the first time environmental groups and the forest products industry have come together to restore forests on a 
landscape level. 

"It's important because in the past, the disconnect between environmental groups and industry has been proposed as a rationale for 
not moving forward -- justifiably in some cases," said Ethan Aumack, director of restoration programs for the Grand Canyon Trust in 
Flagstaff, Ariz., one of the project participants. 

"With this agreement, we're able to bring everyone together and get things done," Aumack said. 

The deal, which also includes the Center for Biological Diversity and Arizona Forest 
Restoration Products, builds on the Forest Service's "Four Forests Restoration Initiative" 
proposed last year but takes the concept further. The agreement calls for thinning about 1 
million acres within a 2.4-million-acre area over 20 years, while the Forest Service initiative 
envisions restoring 30,000 acres a year over a decade. 

Northern Arizona is home to the largest contiguous stretch of ponderosa pine forests in the 
world, but those forests are in poor condition due to fire suppression over most of the last 
century, logging of old-growth timber and grazing (Land Letter, Nov. 1, 2007). Such conditions 
are conducive to large, forest-leveling fires such as the Rodeo-Chedeski fire of 2002, which 
scorched 467,000 acres in eastern Arizona and became a national symbol for the need for 
forest restoration. 

Under the agreement blueprint, a combination of mechanical thinning, controlled burns, and 
monitored wildland fire would be used to remove the spindly trees and brush that have 
crowded ponderosa pine forests over decades of fire suppression. The goal is to return the 
forests to a healthy state, typically characterized by open, park-like stands. 

The deal cites research showing that restoring a patchwork of carefully chosen forest stands 
will be sufficient to safely restore low-burning, naturally occurring fires across the entire 
landscape. 

"By strategically placing treatments where they have the most effect on the landscape, you can reduce the number of acres that need 
to be treated," said Pascal Berlioux, president and CEO of Arizona Forest Restoration Products. 

About 300,000 acres would be treated around residential communities and 600,000 acres would be treated in wildland areas, 
according to the agreement. 

Restoring so much forest land would be virtually impossible for the Forest Service to do on its own, Berlioux added. "It would cost $1 
billion," he said. "This is never going to happen. It is a fact that right now, they simply do not have the budget to implement 
restoration." 

Bringing in industry partners and undertaking restoration in a comprehensive, coordinated effort could offset the costs of restoration by 
about $700 million, Aumack said. 

Economic stimulus 

A key component of the agreement is a plan by Arizona Forest Restoration Products to build a plant in Winslow, Ariz., that will turn 
small-diameter wood culled from the forests into "oriented-strand board," which is used in home construction. The plant will consume 

Healthy ponderosa pine stands are marked 
by an open, park-like forest floor that is 
maintained by regular thinning and low-
intensity burning. Photo courtesy of 
Coconino County, Ariz. Parks & Open Space 
program.
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small trees from about 30,000 acres of restoration treatments per year, creating more than 600 jobs and injecting up to $200 million 
annually into the regional economy, according to the company. 

Proponents say the plant should help re-establish the forest products industry in northern Arizona. Two mills in the area both closed 
within the last six months, leaving a small logging industry clustered around the White Mountains, Berlioux said. 

"The hope is that many different types of industry would be built as a result of landscape-level thinning," said Molly Pitts, executive 
director of the Northern Arizona Wood Products Association. 

The two main considerations in re-establishing the industry are to ensure that the size of the facilities matches the volume of supply, 
so that the mills "will not need more wood than the forests need removed in order to be healthy," and to make sure the industry 
provides a "value-added product" that will help pay for much of the cost of doing the treatment, Pitts added. 

Local government officials are hoping the restoration effort will revive the lagging economy in the region. 

"The economic downturn has hit us strongly," said Kenneth Sweet, executive director of the Northern Arizona Council of 
Governments, which represents the four counties in northern Arizona, home to about 500,000 people. "We're seeing record 
unemployment. Anything we can do to bring jobs back into the region is a benefit to us." 

"As one of the counties most affected by the devastating Rodeo-Chediski fire in 2002, Navajo County has a strong interest in seeing 
our national forests restored to a healthy state," added Navajo County Supervisor David Tenney. "This agreement is a critical and 
unprecedented step toward that end." 

Forest Service cooperation 

Tenney and other supporters of the massive restoration effort are now turning their attention on the Forest Service, which administers 
almost all of the forest land targeted for thinning and holds the key to implementation of the effort. 

"We hope that the Forest Service will do its part to ensure that this historic opportunity is not wasted," Tenney said. 

The effort poses a host of unusual challenges for the agency, said Taylor McKinnon, public lands program director for the Center for 
Biological Diversity. 

"This amounts to a fundamentally new way of thinking for the Forest Service," McKinnon said. "The agency has to date focused on 
reducing crown fire threat on a project-by-project basis in 10,000- to 20,000-acre timber sales largely disconnected from one 
another ... rather than restoring beneficial fire at landscape scales." 

Issuing contracts for such a huge undertaking will be part of the challenge. Typically, thinning contracts cover a short period of time. 
But a long-term contract covering a wide array of projects over many years is needed to sustain a viable wood product industry in the 
region, Pitts added. 

"A guaranteed supply on a consistent basis is absolutely crucial in order to get industry of any size interested in rebuilding or 
expanding their current operations," Pitts said. A good model, she said, is the White Mountain stewardship contract, which guides a 
major thinning project under way in the Apache-Sitgreaves National Forest. 

Brady Smith, a spokesman for Coconino National Forest, one of the four national forests involved in the restoration initiative, said the 
Forest Service is still determining how to handle the contracting issue. 

"Nothing is concrete at this point, and all of that will be determined in the future as we go forward," Smith said. "However, we will be 
considering many things that will facilitate and enhance opportunities for forest restoration, and long-term contracts could be one of 
many tools we use to accomplish forest restoration goals." 

In soliciting input from industry last June, the agency said it "has many questions on how to enter into a relationship with industry in 
this area and for this size endeavor," including questions about "what contract type and options would work best and how should the 
contract be structured to meet industry needs." 

A landscape approach involving long-term contracts is more cost effective for the Forest Service and is a more efficient way to reduce 
the risk of large, unnaturally hot-burning fires such as the Rodeo-Chedeski fire, the Grand Canyon Trust's Aumack said. 

Aumack added that the trust and the center are crafting a set of parameters for restoration projects to ensure that they are ecologically 
sound. "We're working on a set of safeguards that allows us to have confidence that industry won't wag the forest restoration dog," he 
said. 

April Reese writes from Santa Fe, N.M. 
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