
More than 1 million acres of protected
national forest scattered across Arizona
could be opened up for road develop-
ment under a policy change announced
Thursday by the Bush administration.

The announcement, although not unex-
pected, drew loud protests from conser-
vation, hunting and recreation groups.
They said the move is a way to expand
timber, oil and gas operations deeper into
the nation's forests.

"The Bush assault on the West contin-
ues," New Mexico Gov. Bill Richardson
said in a national teleconference call.

"This is a very unfortunate decision that
could affect efforts to protect our for-
ests," said Richardson, a Democrat. "It's
development at all costs."

Bush's decision changes a policy that Bill
Clinton put into effect in the final days
of his administration in January 2001.

It imposed a uniform ban on road devel-
opment on 58.5million acres of forest
land, most of it in 12 Western states, in-
cluding Arizona.

The rule change approved Thursday by
the Bush administration lifts the ban and
seeks recommendations from the
nation's governors on which areas should
be considered for development and
which should be left alone.
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In Arizona, that applies to 1.2 million
acres of land dotted throughout
Arizona's six national forests, from low
desert mountains east of Tucson in the
Coronado National Forest to remote
forests on North Rim of the Grand Can-
yon in the Kaibab National Forest.

Gov. Janet Napolitano has 18 months
to send recommendations to the U.S.
Forest Service.

The shape of her proposal was unclear
Thursday, but Napolitano, along with
other Democratic governors, sent fed-
eral officials a letter last fall opposing
the Bush plan.

Administration officials hailed the new
policy as a collaborative approach to
managing the forests because it gives
state, tribal and local communities a
voice.

"We look forward to working with you
... to ensure that roadless-area conser-
vation measures are sensitive to State
and local concerns, and that your unique
situations and circumstances are recog-
nized and addressed," Agriculture Sec-
retary Mike Johanns wrote in a letter
to the nation's governors.

The Forest Service is a division of the
Agriculture Department.

But opponents said the policy risks fur-
ther opening the nation's forests to tim-
ber, oil and gas interests, sacrificing wil-
derness areas for increased business
activity.

They identified Idaho and Montana as
at immediate risk of new road building
because of their timber stands, while
Colorado and Utah face road develop-
ment to aid oil and gas interests.

Many of Arizona's roadless areas don't
have trees, putting them less at risk than
other states, said Erik Ryberg, Southwest-
ern forest advocate for the Center for
Biological Diversity.

However, he said there are luxuriant
stands of trees on the North Rim and in
eastern Arizona in the Blue Mountains.

In Arizona, Napolitano will work with
her Forest Health Council to determine
what is best for the state, said Lori
Faeth, the governor's adviser for natu-
ral-resource issues.

Although no decisions have been made,
Faeth echoed the governor's earlier sen-
timents that the policy change is a poor
one.

Governors already can comment on for-
est plans, she said. And although the
Bush plan seeks their recommendations,
governors' proposals can be modified or
overridden by the Forest Service.

"I think it's unfortunate," Faeth said. "It
sounds like they disregarded public in-
put on this."

'Roadless rule'

The Forest Service received about 1.8
million comments on the rule change,
most of them in favor of retaining the
Clinton "roadless rule."



Opponents called the new policy an ab-
dication of federal responsibility.

"They are ignoring what Teddy Roosevelt
said: That these are national treasures,
and there should be a national manage-
ment plan," Rep. Jay Inslee, D-Wash.,
said in a conference call.

The governors don't get to control the
U.S. military bases in their states, Inslee
said, nor should they. The same logic
should extend to the forests, he added.

But others said it's better to involve lo-
cal interests in setting forest policy.

Martin Moore, executive director of the
Eastern Arizona Counties Organization,
said forested areas close to communi-
ties may need thinning to protect people
and property from wildfire, and road
development may be a helpful tool.

Moore predicted that the county super-
visors represented by his group will jump
at the chance to weigh in on roadless
protections.

"You mention the word 'roads' to the
county supervisors and they'll jump on
it," he said.

U.S. Rep. Rick Renzi, R-Ariz., said in a
statement that the new approach could
help curb wildfires because roads have
proved to be fire blocks in some cases.

"This is vital because many of these ar-
eas, especially in Arizona, are at risk for
devastating wildfires," Renzi said.

But critics had noted earlier that roads
may actually encourage more forest
fires because they bring people deeper
into the forests.

In Arizona, human-caused wildfires out-
strip those caused by lightning by a ratio
of 3-1.

The state's largest wildfire, "Rodeo-
Chediski" in 2002, was caused by hu-
mans.
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