
John Kelly can't see the forest for the
trees, literally.

So many small pines crowd the woods
around Mount Pinos that he couldn't
see more than 20 feet into the forest
that was shrouded in a soupy spring-
time fog.

"We stopped the fires and this is the
result," said Kelly, the Los Padres
National Forest district resource of-
ficer. "You don't see any healthy, small
trees."

A few miles up the road, he stopped
at another patch of woods. Stout Jef-
frey pines, 300 years old, rose high in
the sky, some with black scars of fire
creeping up the bark. Saplings sprout
up from the pine needles on the
ground, which is open and airy with
lupine and gooseberries dotting the
floor. This, he said, is a healthy for-
est.

The difference in the two stands is
the use and attitude regarding fire.

After years of extinguishing fires, the
Forest Service has been changing its
policy on fires in recent years. By not
allowing fires to burn, a buildup of
smaller trees and shrubs has created
a fire hazard, as well as an overall
unhealthy forest.

Agency details plans to keep forests healthy

Los Padres National Forest officials
are planning to increase efforts to thin
the forest -- something periodic fires
would have done -- starting this fall.
Across California, efforts to thin the
forest are increasing, especially in the
wake of the devastating 2003 wild-
fires that killed 22 and burned more
than 700,000 acres in Southern Cali-
fornia, including Ventura County.

Congressional funding to thin the
Cleveland, Angeles, San Bernardino
and Los Padres national forests has
gone from about $1.3 million in 2000
to $34 million this year. Kelly is un-
sure of the exact cost of thinning the
roughly 8,000-acre area, and the plan
still has to undergo a complete envi-
ronmental analysis before the district
ranger gives final approval. The thin-
ning and prescribed burning around
homes and recreation areas within the
forest could start as soon as Septem-
ber. The project would take place over
several years.

"The forest is a process," Kelly said,
one that has had a vital part of it re-
moved for many, many years.

Smokey is outdated

The conventional wisdom these days
is Smokey Bear did too good of a job.
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"The prevailing science of the time
was that fire was bad and there was
an enormous amount of pressure from
Congress to put fires out," said Matt
Mathes, California spokesman for the
U.S. Forest Service. But it took de-
cades for good science to surface.

Only in the past 20 or so years has
the view on fires' role changed. Now,
ecologists know regular fires thin
away the small trees and brush that
can cause catastrophic fires. Certain
species of pines need fire for their
seeds to open and fire creates diverse
habitats. But the good of fires has
been seldom seen in California for-
ests in recent years. Forests are built
up with low-lying trees and brush that
could trigger larger fires. With so
many trees, the larger, older ones are
having trouble competing for water
and nutrients.

"To a great extent, we got ourselves
into this mess," Mathes said, referring
to societal views on fire. "It took us
decades to get into this situation, and
it's going to take us at least a solid
decade to make an appreciable dent
in the fire danger."

Kelly said one of the reasons to thin
the Los Padres forest is to keep it
from the fate suffered in the San Ber-
nardino National Forest.

The public relations campaign im-
printed that forest fires are evil things
that kill cute things in the forest.



There, a too-dense forest combined
with a prolonged drought left the for-
est susceptible to a bark beetle infes-
tation, which killed as much as 70
percent of the forest in patches over
the past decade. Kelly said thinning
the Los Padres forest could save it
from a similar fate.

Many stands would be thinned using
chain saws. In areas thick with shrubs,
a giant masticator would be brought
in to chew up the vegetation. After
those procedures, some areas would
be burned periodically.

Even if they believe fire has been a
bad thing, not everyone agrees with
all the Forest Service's plans.

Size of trees

Monica Bond, a biologist based in San
Francisco with the Center for Biologi-
cal Diversity, disagrees with the size
of trees that would be removed. Kelly
said many trees with 25-inch diam-
eters should be removed. Bond said
trees no greater than 15 inches should
be taken. She also disagrees that the
bark beetle infestation was wrong,
saying it was possibly just part of a
long-term natural cycle.

Alan Sanders, conservation chairman
with the Los Padres chapter of the
Sierra Club and former Forest Ser-
vice employee, said he's wary of any
plans the Forest Service has and ques-
tions the validity of the science.

But Kelly only has to point as far as
the top of the towering Jeffrey pines,
where they have room to grow and
animals forage on the flowers be-
neath them, to see the benefit of thin-
ning a few trees to save the big ones.

When fire comes through the densely
crowded areas that have been un-
touched for years, he said, "These
300-year-old trees, they are going to
be gone."


