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I am Dr. Jerry F. Franklin and I am here today to give testimony for myself and Dr. K. Norman Johnson.  I am Professor of Ecosystem Science in the School of Forest Resources at University of Washington.  Dr. Johnson is University Distinguished Professor in the College of Forestry at Oregon State University.  These comments represent our views and not those of our respective institutions. 

Our testimony focuses on restoration of the Dry Forests that dominate the national forests of eastern Oregon, especially the state of scientific understanding of forest restoration and our recommendations given that understanding.   We previously gave testimony on the scientific principles imbedded in the Oregon Eastside Forests Restoration, Old Growth Protection and Jobs Act of 2009 (S 2895)—the topic of today’s hearing.  Today we thought it would be most useful to address the broad scientific foundations for action in the forests of eastern Oregon, given that S 2895 calls for action and controversies have recently surfaced about whether active management is needed to restore these forests.
Division of federal forests into Moist and Dry Forests based upon plant association is a critical initial step in forest restoration planning and development of forest policy related to old-growth.   The Dry Forests belong primarily to the ponderosa pine and dry mixed-conifer plant associations, which historically were characterized by relatively frequent low- and mixed-severity disturbances, including wildfire and localized insect outbreaks.  Moist Forests are found at higher elevations and are characterized by infrequent disturbances that include stand-replacement components.  On Dry Forest sites, the composition and structure of most existing forests – including those that can be characterized as old growth -- have been significantly altered by western civilization.  These changes have been brought about by numerous activities including fire suppression, grazing by domestic livestock, logging, and plantation establishment.  These activities have resulted in dramatic increases in stand density and shifts in composition toward less fire- and drought-tolerant tree species.  Active management often is required in these Dry Forests to reduce the potential for uncharacteristic and ecologically damaging wildfire and insect outbreaks, even though many of these forests still have populations of old-growth trees.  
Restoration of the dry forest ecosystems and landscapes must be the primary focus of our stewardship in the national forests in eastern Oregon and Washington – not narrowly focused efforts that address only wildfire and fuels!  Threats from wildfire, insects, and climate change only can be dealt with appropriately in the context of returning dry forests and landscapes to a more natural, functional and resilient state.  There are multiple undesirable consequences of the hugely excessive areas of overly dense and drought- and fire-prone stands that we have created during the last 150 years.  Insects are at least as much of a risk to these forests and the services that they provide as severe wildfire.  The monocular focus on wildfire and fuels leads us down blind alleys and interminable arguments about how little or how much management is needed to modify fire behavior, when issues and solutions are much more fundamental.  The dense mature stands of grand fir and Douglas-fir are under constant attacks from spruce budworm and other defoliators; large contiguous blocks of such forests are not sustainable and never have been.  In overly dense old-growth stands, competition from young firs put old pines at increasing risk to bark beetle attack.   There is strong evidence that they are declining in vigor and dying at accelerating rates (see, e.g., van Mantgem et al. 2009, Widespread increase of tree mortality rates in the western United States.  Science 323:521-524).
The scientific evidence is overwhelming that there have been massive changes in the average structure (density) and composition of the dry forests, in the balance among fire regimes and fire behaviors, in the fundamental patterns of forest cover in these landscapes, and in the resilience of these forests.  To argue otherwise is nonsense, defying both what has been documented and what we can see with our own eyes.  Worse, it misleads one to believe that everything that is happening out there is “natural” -- part of a natural cycle -- and that nature will correct it.  Western civilization has massively changed these forests and landscapes, reducing their resilience and putting them at great risk in a warming and drying era.  Nature will provide a corrective to these changes – if we do not – but we will not like the consequences for it will be at high cost in owl and other wildlife habitat, water quality and other services, and catastrophic losses of the irreplaceable old pines!  We created the currently highly dysfunctional ecosystem conditions and, in our opinion, we are obligated to work with nature in bringing them back to a more functional and sustainable state.

Restoration programs must begin with efforts to restore and maintain historic populations of the old pine trees.  Old-growth trees – primarily ponderosa pine but sometimes of other species, such as western larch, Douglas-fir, and sugar pine – are the keystone ecological structures in the dry forests.  In stands of appropriate density these old trees dominate, provide critical habitat, offer the greatest resistance to fire and drought (and climate change), and are the source of the large persistent snags and logs (again, critical habitat for the majority of the vertebrates).  Stewardship needs to focus on retaining and nurturing the existing population of old trees – and, again, they are at as great a risk from excessive stand density (competition) as they are from fire.  Further, stands need to be managed so as to provide younger age classes of pine and larch that can, ultimately, bring old tree population levels back to historic levels and maintain them there.  Finally, the focus needs to be on the old trees rather than simply large trees (e.g., >21 inches diameter in breast height) because it is the old trees that have the greatest ecological and social significance; the current diameter limit permits the removal of irreplaceable old trees and deters us from removing large young competitive firs that threaten the survival of the old trees.

In ecological restoration, old trees need to be dedicated to sustaining ecological values on the site as living trees and, subsequently, large snags and down logs. Salvaging old trees when they are killed does NOT help restore forests—these dead trees provide vital ecosystem functions as large snags and down logs. Not only does salvage of such trees result in further ecological degradation but this practice erodes public trust in restoration management.  Also, greater efforts are needed in prescribed burning programs to reduce unintended damage to and mortality of old trees. We believe that prescribed burning programs in the western United States have been far too casual in accepting significant and avoidable mortality of old pines.  Recently one of us (Franklin) watched personnel doing prescribed burns in longleaf pine forests in the southeast and was struck by the individual attention given nest trees for the Red-Cockaded Woodpecker.  Increased attention to protecting old tree populations must be incorporated into the prescribed burning programs in western North America.  
We are very concerned that misdirection seems to be very much in vogue among opponents to restoration programs in Dry Forests.  For example, some have raised the need for “early successional ecosystems” as an important issue in the Dry Forest landscapes.  We happen to know something about this concept as we helped initiate interest in such ecosystems and have published peer-reviewed articles on it.  The concept of early successional ecosystems has almost no relevance to the dry forest landscapes as it rarely ever existed as a distinct condition there.  Such landscapes were dominantly fine-scale structural mosaics in which non-forest dominated patches were integral parts.  The concept of early successional ecosystems applies primarily to forest ecosystems characterized by stand-replacement disturbances, such as those found at higher elevations in eastern Oregon and in the moist forests on the Pacific slope.  

Another example of misdirection relates to the response of Northern Spotted Owls to stand-replacement fire.  We do not believe that there is any competent owl biologist who believes that Northern Spotted Owls are favored by having their forest habitat subjected to stand replacement wildfire or stand-killing spruce budworm outbreaks.  There is no evidence that such events benefit the owls or even firm evidence that owls persist in such habitat over the long term, once the fidelity of existing pairs is exhausted.

We know enough and it is long since past time to initiate an aggressive restoration program in the federal forests of eastern Oregon and Washington, building on such innovative approaches as the recent Glaze Meadows project near Black Butte Ranch on the Deschutes National Forest.  Since this program would require several decades for completion, there are extraordinary opportunities to use an adaptive management approach.  For example, a research project to quantify the responses of Northern Spotted Owls and other biota to the landscape-level restoration efforts can be designed and carried out and the resulting scientific findings used to modify restoration approaches where necessary.  Indeed, such an adaptive approach -- with committed funding for research and monitoring -- is imperative if the restoration program is to be fully credible.  

In a perfect world, we might wait to take action until we knew with certainty all effects that a wide-spread restoration program would have on all creatures, great and small.  We do not have that luxury given the state of our forests and the values at stake.  The peril to the Dry Forests from inaction is too great.  We need to undertake major restoration efforts in the Dry Forests of eastern Oregon now.
