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Peaks thinning draws protest

The Coconino National Forest will 
take a second look at plans to thin 
13 square miles of forest in Schultz 
Pass and eastern Flagstaff, following 
environmental groups’ assertions that 
the thinning would harm northern 
goshawk habitat.

Forest planners are using a new 
methodology to calculate ways to thin 
the forest -- one that might leave as little 
as 10 percent ponderosa pine canopy 
cover intact in Schultz Pass and fl anking 
the San Francisco Peaks to the east, the 
Center for Biological Diversity and 
Forest Guardians asserted Nov. 20.

These plans would result in harm to the 
northern goshawk and violate the forest’s 
own guidelines, the groups said.

The outcome of this dispute could set 
a precedent across the Southwest if it 
results in new rules for the type and 
number of trees the Forest Service can 
log to thin the forest and reduce wildfi re 
danger.

This proposed thinning by the Forest 
Service south and east of the Peaks 
is supported by the Greater Flagstaff 
Forest Partnership. Originally slated 
to begin late next year, this is the sixth 
major project aimed at protecting 
Flagstaff and nearby communities from 
wildfi re.

It covers Schultz Pass and the area 
of western Doney Park flanking the 
Peaks.

A local Arizona Game and Fish agent 
raised questions about the project’s 
potential impact on the goshawks, 
birds that rely on large trees for nesting 
sites.

The deputy forest supervisor has already 
agreed to reconsider the plans and ask 
for more analysis, he wrote in a letter to 
the environmental groups.

The environmental groups are charging 
the local forest managers with using 
fuzzy math to calculate what to thin.

Instead of setting the percentage of 
tree canopy based on wide swaths 
of the Coconino National Forest that 
include open spaces, forest managers 
are infl ating the percentage by looking 
at only the forested areas, the Center for 
Biological Diversity’s Taylor McKinnon 
said. That allows them to cut more trees 
with the largest canopies -- old-growth 
ponderosas -- and still maintain a canopy 
cover in the smaller clumps of trees that 
support the goshawk.

But critics contend the goshawk needs 
more extensive canopy cover than what 
would be left in the isolated, heavily 
thinned clumps of trees under the Forest 
Service plan.

Ponderosas must be at least 180 years 
old and 14 inches in diameter, among 
other criteria, to be considered old 
growth according to the Coconino 
National Forest’s definition of old 
growth, as outlined in plans to protect 
the goshawk.

Using the same defi nition for old growth, 
McKinnon says this new project could 
be much more heavily thinned than other 
forest areas around Flagstaff and would 
not protect the old growth.

Peaks District Ranger Gene Waldrip 
responded to these groups in a September 
letter to the public, saying some “large” 
trees 16 inches or bigger in diameter 
would be cut to protect other trees, get 
rid of mistletoe and provide for trees of 
differing ages.

He would not cap the size of trees to be 
logged, he wrote.

Goshawks typically nest in larger trees 
and rely on canopy cover to shelter the 
prey they eat.

Most of the area in dispute has seen 
logging before.

Studies indicate that goshawks prefer 
dense stands of large trees for both 
nesting and foraging, the Ecological 
Restoration Institute at NAU has 
found.

But because goshawks inhabited the 
Southwest hundreds of years ago, when 
forests were less dense, the institute 
questioned whether they could not once 
again live with fewer trees overall.

The Coconino National Forest employees 
directly involved with the project could 
not be contacted.
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