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December 23, 2009

Jim McKinney and IFWG Members:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Proposed Interagency Forestry Working Group (IFWG) Work Plan Outline, Task #3, Development of Sustainable Forest Biomass Provisions for Energy Project Development and Greenhouse Reductions (Nov. 23, 2009).  We appreciate the work that went into developing this draft.  We do not believe that energy projects using forest woody biomass are appropriate for all forests, especially federal forests.  To the extent that woody biomass, however, is used from certain forest areas, we support the objective of ensuring that the strongest sustainability standards be put in place.  Habitat values and key indicator species are already in decline across many of California’s forests.  To avoid further declines from yet another set of demands for forest materials, strong, effective, and mandatory sustainability measures must be used.  
As noted in my oral comments at the November 18, 2009 IFWG meeting, we are concerned about the lack of public input in the drafting of this document and appreciate the assurances given during the meeting that the public will be involved in further development of the Work Plan.  We believe that the draft assumptions set forth on page 4 of the Plan are indicative of the lack of public input.  We have strong concerns about these assumptions and request the opportunity to address these concerns as step one of moving forward with the Draft Workplan.  Our concerns are as follows:
Assumption 1.  This is built upon a set of assumptions that must be unpacked and clearly analyzed in light of empirical science.  Issues that should be addressed regarding this assumption include:  defining its terms, including: (1) what is the definition of “large amounts of fuel”?  what size and types of fuel are encompassed within this definition?   where are such fuels located? (2) “substantially increased” – how is substantially defined?  from what baseline are comparisons being made?; (3) “extreme fires” – what is the definition of extreme fires?  As explained in the December 21, 2009 comments of Dr. Chad Hanson, p.11,“overall, the data indicate that there was about 2-4 times more high-intensity fire historically in western U.S. conifer forests than there is currently.  Other assumptions that must be examined include whether an increase in high intensity fires (if such increase were occurring) is harmful or whether it is beneficial and under what circumstances.  Such an analysis must take into account many factors, including habitat values, location, forest type, and the ability to protect homes by thinning small trees immediately around homes.  Assumption 2 builds off the faulty premises of Assumption 1.  If Assumption 1 is proven false, then thinning is not broadly necessary and large volumes of wood biomass would not be made available.  Finally, Assumption 3 at least suggests that current forest regulations may be sufficiently protective of resources.  We must investigate whether these rules, in practice, given current resource extraction activities, have resulted in a well functioning and sustainable ecosystem or a declining ecosystem.  We must also consider how adding another source of consumption to the demands on current forest ecosystems will impact those resources.  
Dr. Chad Hanson has set forth a number of fundamental issues that we agree should be examined, using the best existing scientific evidence, before moving forward with developing a Work Plan.  These assumptions include:  
1)  Whether increased logging will increase or decrease carbon stocking; and whether wildland fires increase or decrease carbon stocking.
2)  Whether high intensity fires are increasing or decreasing, according to what measures, including whether they are below historical levels; whether high intensity fires are an integral part of historic, natural fire patterns; whether high-intensity fire areas support peak levels of native biodiversity dependent upon high-intensity fire areas or whether high intensity fires are unnatural and “threaten” forest ecosystems and if so, where.
3)  Whether current forests are “overstocked” or actually far from their maximum biomass density; and whether there is a deficit of large dead trees given ecosystem needs.  
4)  How “thinning” is defined; what, if any, thinning is effective and under what circumstances; how thinning projects have been undertaken in practice, including how frequently large trees are included for economic purposes and what the effects of such “thinning” projects are; and whether “thinning” of any sort is necessary to reduce potential fire intensity, in what locations, and under what circumstances?  

5)  Whether spring and summer precipitation is, and has been, steadily increasing; and what is the effect of precipitation timing, including the effect of increased spring and summer precipitation versus the effects of reduced snowpack.
We propose that these initial questions be included as the first steps of any Workplan, so that basic assumptions have been thoroughly considered and agreed upon to the degree possible.  We believe that much of the current dispute around these issues is due to a lack of clear definition of assumptions.  One first step could be a seminar in which the experts analyze the science in an open manner, with the goal of defining areas of agreement, areas of disagreement, and areas of additional study.  Once these basic assumptions have been examined, it would then make sense to proceed with developing a work plan for developing sustainable forest biomass standards.

Thank you for you consideration of these comments.

Sincerely,
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Danielle Fugere
