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In a resounding repudiation of the Bush administration's national forest management, a three-
judge federal panel has ordered a halt to three major logging projects in the Plumas National
Forest.

Logging had been set to begin June 1 but now cannot go forward until an environmental
impact assessment conforms to a Clinton administration forest management plan, the panel of
the 9th U.S. Circuit Court of Appeals said.

Judge John T. Noonan Jr. wrote the opinion and also a concurrence that says the U.S. Forest
Service has an inherent conflict of interest when it sells large trees to finance fire protection
efforts, as called for under the Bush plan.

"The financial incentive of the Forest Service in implementing the forest plan is as operative, as
tangible, and as troublesome as it would be if ... the agency was the paid accomplice of the
loggers," Noonan wrote.

A 2001 management plan for the 11.5 million acres of national forest in the Sierra Nevada —
called a "framework” — was approved at the end of the Clinton administration. But the Bush
administration replaced it in 2004.

The Bush plan increased logging by five times, allowed bigger trees to be felled, and limited
safeguards for forests, water, soil and wildlife throughout the 11 national forests in the Sierra,
ostensibly for wildfire prevention.

In January 2005, a who's who of private environmental protection groups sued in Sacramento
federal court challenging the Bush framework.

They claim it runs afoul of federal law by failing to protect habitat of the California spotted owl
and two small carnivores, the Pacific fisher and American marten. They also claim it was
adopted without enough disclosure of its impact and ignored reasonable alternatives.

The claims have never been resolved. U.S. District Judge Morrison C. England Jr., a Bush

appointee, has had the parties' cross motions for summary judgment under submission for
almost two years.
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The challenge to the three logging projects in the northern reaches of the high Sierra is part of
that larger suit.

The Forest Service's reasoning is simple: sell trees to loggers, use the money to clear areas of
potential fire fuel. What the loggers cut can be potential fuel. With one sale, a fire hazard can
be removed and the agency paid so it can remove more fuel.

"Two for one always has an attractive ring," but alternatives delineated in the 2001 framework
are not part of the equation, and they must be, the circuit panel ruled.

"We're going to have to roll up our sleeves here and analyze and evaluate the effects of this
decision," said Janice Gauthier, Forest Service spokeswoman at its Vallejo regional office.

"The court was pretty clear this aggressive logging proposed by the Bush administration is not
legal and a bad idea for a lot of reasons,” said Craig Thomas, executive director of Sierra
Forest Legacy, one of the plaintiffs. He said the Bush plan's projects will have to be re-
evaluated.

Call The Bee's Denny Walsh, (916) 321-1189.
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