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ur
national

forests in
eastern
Oregon and
Washington
are not in
great shape.
With every good intention, we tried for
more than 100 years to exclude fire
from these fire-adapted forests, all the
while harvesting the big, old, valuable,
fire-resistant trees to provide lumber
and jobs for our communities and the
country. The result now is forestland
dominated by densely-stocked stands
of smaller diameter, low value, and
fire-susceptible trees.

As with just about every persistent
force, Mother Nature eventually has
her way. We can put out lightning fires
for a while, but this allows the forests
to accumulate more biomass, meaning

that every fire we put out
makes the next fire even
more likely—and even
more intense.  

Recent fire seasons in
the Pacific Northwest are
good evidence of this and
remind us that we are
headed for a different for-
est condition in the future.
Since 2011, more than 1.85
million acres (750,000
hectares) of forestland in
Oregon and Washington
have burned, the most of
any 5-year period in the
records. In 2015 alone,
more than 530,000 acres
(215,000 hectares) of
national forest land
burned in Oregon and Washington. 

The projections for the future are
even more sobering, with scientists
forecasting hotter, drier, and longer
fire seasons. Mother Nature is having
her way, as she always has, and some
may say there is no problem with
nature taking its course.

Working with nature

Forest ecologists recognize that fire,
insects, and disease are all part of the

system, and they have worked togeth-
er for millennia to create patterns of
forest density and composition that
can absorb these types of distur-
bances. Left to its own devices, our
forests will indeed change or move to a
different state from the current condi-
tion. The questions we should ask are:
Is this future state something that we,
as a society, want from our forests? Are
we prepared to live with the effects of
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New Approaches Needed to Restore
Resilience in our National Forests
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these large disturbances on our com-
munities and forests?   

One approach to influence this
future is to use active management,
working alongside natural forces, to
restore forests toward the conditions
we do want. Active management of the
national forests of eastern Oregon and
Washington is often focused on reduc-
ing fire risk to the things we care
about—fire-safe communities, private
lands, and healthy ecosystems, includ-
ing large old trees, high-quality water,
diverse and productive fish and
wildlife habitat, and desirable places to
recreate.  

Unfortunately, our current rate of
planning and conducting active forest
restoration work is failing to keep pace
with the growing problem and our
national forests are losing their ability
to persist in the face of natural distur-
bances. They are losing their resiliency.

The Forest Service Eastside
Restoration Strategy arose out of the
recognition that the time is now to do
something different. We need to accel-
erate the pace of planning our work
and restoring these forests if we ever
hope to catch up to the pace of forest
growth that Mother Nature has set—
we have been lapped once, and we’re
going to get lapped again if we don’t
do something drastically different.

The timing is right to try some dif-
ferent approaches. There is developing
social license to do more work, and in
most places in the Pacific Northwest,
the infrastructure and workforce is in
place to get the work done. The sci-
ence is also quite clear about what
needs to be done.  

Enter the Blue Mountains Restoration
Team. This inter-disciplinary team of
resource specialists is charged with
planning restoration projects in the
Blue Mountains at a much larger scale
and on a very fast pace. The typical
forest restoration project on national
forests in the Blues covers about
25,000 acres and treats 10-20% of that
area, with a plan that takes several
years to complete. In contrast, the first
project planned by the Blues team was
just under 100,000 acres and calls for
mechanical thinning on 40-50% of the
forested area, and prescribed burning
on just about all of it. The planning
work was completed in about 21
months, much faster than the national

average for a project of this scale.
The team’s next project is even big-

ger. This work starts by evaluating forest
restoration needs across the entire 6.0
million acres of the Blue Mountains,
and could eventually call for thinning
and burning of hundreds of thousands
of acres of dry forest in strategically
important places for management of

fire on all four national forests in the
Blues.  

To work at this scale, we must think
differently about our methods for plan-
ning and implementing projects. The
Blue Mountains team is an experienced
lot, and we have challenged them to
experiment with new approaches to
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Understory thinning and hand piling of small trees and branches can be
used to restore resilience to forest stands in the Blue Mountains of
northeastern Oregon. Here, a project on the Umatilla National Forest
creates shaded fuel breaks along a major forest road so that when a fire
does start in the vicinity, crews have a safe place to work at containing
the fire by “bringing the fire to the road.” This is an example of using active
management (thinning, piling, and burning) to complement natural distur-
bance (fire) to restore fire-prone forests.
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Wildfires burning at a low to moderate intensity in dry mixed conifer forests
can play a role in restoring these forests. In this case, the Pole Creek fire
on the Deschutes National Forest in 2012 burned pine, mixed conifer, and
lodgepole forests on the east slopes of the Cascade Mountains in central
Oregon. Ground fire (as shown in this photo) burns through the litter, duff,
and logs on the ground, killing young shade-tolerant trees while the larger
fire tolerant trees survive—a scenario played out countless times before the
era of fire-suppression.

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE)
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collecting and evaluating natural
resource data for restoration plans.
With respect to large-scale planning
tools, methods, and approaches, they
aim to discover what is needed, develop
what is needed to fill gaps, and demon-
strate what it takes to plan at this scale
and pace. And they are making progress!

Imagine, for example, models that
describe the condition and composi-
tion of the forests 80 years into the
future as influenced by climate
change, fires, insects, and disease (see
sidebar on page 7). We can take this
further by describing this future forest
condition with and without the proj-
ects being planned by this team—

clearly illustrating to the public and
the agency the effect of the agency’s
work, as well as the effect of doing
nothing, on the future of these forests.
No easy task, given the complexity of
natural systems and the scientific
uncertainties involved.  

The social license to conduct this
work is critical. The Blue Mountains
includes five public collaboratives—
groups of interested citizens that help
the Forest Service understand public
demands and needs from the forests.
These collaboratives include represen-
tatives from local and national envi-
ronmental groups, timber industry, the
ranching community, and other forest

Anticipated Benefits
of the Blue Mountains

Forest Resiliency
Project

• Greater forest and community
resiliency to fire. 

• Increased amount of open
canopied and large tree/old forests. 

• Reduced incidences of large
pulses of smoke from uncharacteris-
tically severe fires. 

• A broad-scale integrated analysis
of where active forest management
(thinning and managed fire) will con-
tribute the most to forest resiliency. 

• Improved wildfire management
decision making, incorporating scien-
tific analyses of areas where fire will
have desirable versus unwanted
effects. 

• Jobs and supplemental eco-
nomic benefits to local communities. 

• Resilient forest habitat for high
value resources, such as fish,
wildlife, native plant species, water
quality, air quality, and protected trib-
al treaty resources. 

• Scientifically consistent data and
analyses that can be used in other
national forest project plans or to
support multi-partner planning,
implementation, and funding of land-
scape-scale restoration with adjacent
landowners. 
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Commercial treatment of forested stands is often the first step in restoring
fire resilience to these stands and protecting other resources in the land-
scape. In the center of this aerial photo is a harvest unit of the ToFu Timber
Sale on the Walla-Walla Ranger District, Umatilla NF in northeastern Oregon.
Above and to the right of the ToFu unit in the photo are canyons of the
North Fork Umatilla Wilderness, and below the unit (and off the photo) are
the communities of McDougall Camp and Tollgate. The purpose of this
treatment is to protect these communities when the inevitable wildfire
starts in one of these canyons and burns uphill toward the communities.
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users, as well as the governmental
partners of the Forest Service (Indian
tribes, and state and local govern-
ments). Not all of these groups, or
their individual members, are entirely
comfortable with the idea of increas-
ing the pace and scale of restoration in
the manner envisioned by the Forest
Service’s Pacific Northwest Region, so
the team is spending a great deal of
effort with these groups gaining a
mutual understanding of their ideas
and concerns and implications of
working at this scale.  

The science background is also crit-
ical and the team is working closely
with agency, university, and non-gov-
ernmental organization scientists to
help describe the current condition
and desired future condition of the
forests in a scientifically credible way.  

Do we know whether planning our
work at this scale will work? Will it be
accepted by the public, including the
local workforce that will be imple-
menting this work? We don’t know. But
the time is right to try something dif-
ferent now.

Albert Einstein is widely reported to
have said: “The problems that exist in
the world today cannot be solved by
the level of thinking that created
them.” We believe that landscape-scale
problems require landscape-scale
solutions, and we cannot hope to

catch up to the backlog of unhealthy
forest conditions by working in the
same ways as we have in the past. In
the end, the challenge for the Blues
team is to figure out if it is possible to
plan and implement projects at a
much larger scale, resulting in a land-
scape-scale difference that works with
the forces of nature to restore
resilience to our national forests.  ◆

William C. Aney is Eastside Restoration
coordinator for the USDA Forest Service
in Pendleton, Ore. He can be reached at
541-278-3727 or waney@fs.fed.us. More
information about the Pacific Northwest
Region’s Eastside Restoration Strategy is
on the web at http://tinyurl.com/o8jv2ls.
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Climate-informed
Vegetation Models

How can we account for climate
change in forest restoration planning?   

Vegetation “state-and-transition
simulation models” are being used to
predict the future for forest vegeta-
tion in the Blue Mountains. By start-
ing with the current condition, “grow-
ing” the forests into the future, and
adding in the influences of natural
and human-caused disturbances, the
Blues team is able to compare the
effectiveness of alternative manage-
ment approaches, including doing
nothing, to restore forest resiliency. 

We know that climate is chang-
ing, and that climate change will
have an effect on the future condi-
tion of our natural landscapes.
Because of this, the team is consid-
ering likely climate change scenarios
and their influence on future vegeta-
tion. The key questions are: What is
the likely future condition, with or
without active management, given
climate change and future distur-
bances from insects, disease, and
fire? Can our active management of
these forests create conditions that
are more resilient to climate change?
And if we do nothing, what will the
forests of the future look like?

This work is a great example of
the partnerships the Blues team has
developed with the science commu-
nity. The “climate-informed” state and
transition simulation models used by
the team were developed by a group
of scientists from US Forest Service
Pacific Northwest Research Station,
the University of Washington, and
Common Futures. 
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Understory thinning of both merchantable and non-merchantable material
sets stands up for an eventual prescribed fire. Here, contractors thinned a
young stand of ponderosa pine on the Malheur National Forest, removing the
excess merchantable material and piling the remainder, leaving a stand bet-
ter prepared for fire.


