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As Brutal Wildfire Season Ends, Can We Choose Differently 
Next Year? 
 
By Barbara Coyner 
 
We have hopefully just about finished a brutal wildfire season, although some western states still smolder or face risk. It’s 
no accident that some of these fires occurred near, or in, overstocked national forests, although drought and climate issues 
also contributed. But a look at a smaller wildfire near my home in northern Idaho can illustrate that prudent thinning and 
even some grazing can ward off fast-traveling wildfires. In the process of thinning, we can reduce health and property 
hazards and maybe turn some of the wood waste residue into green energy. 
 
Wildfire Close to Home 
 
With a lack of snow pack, early melt-off, and hot dry days, August weather conditions were ripe for a fire breaking out 
near a Harvard, Idaho, homestead. The fire was only eight miles from my family’s home, on the edge of what has long 
been called the asbestos forest, because it has never had a major burn. As sparks quickly ignited in the tinder dry woods, 
firefighters responded, with tankers delivering support to keep the wildfire inside a 1,300-acre perimeter. 
 
High winds blasted flames through the timber, as smoke choked our air, and we pondered potential evacuation plans. 
Interestingly enough, the wildfire nearly stopped in its tracks where the landowner had prudently thinned his trees and 
grazed his sheep. His wife said state firefighters were particularly impressed with what they saw in terms of forest stew-
ardship. 
 
Burned or Biomass 
 
“Forest stewardship” is not merely a pleasant tag line for timber companies. Most logging contractors know that hammer-
ing forests with over-aggressive logging is not the answer, but prudent thinning is. As Malcolm North, a researcher for the 
Forest Service at Davis, California, said in a September 16, 2015 article in the Wall Street Journal, “Thinning is a great 
tool. I often joke we need to get beavers on crack out there to start chewing down trees.” 
 
Yet thinning of forests still gets a bum rap—or a blank stare. An Idaho Forest Products Commission representative at a 
recent county fair noted that one woman loved the Commission’s bumper sticker that advocated thinning, but the woman 
said she was against all logging. Go figure! Did she think thinning involves a giant lawn mower mowing down brush? If 
chainsaws and logging equipment are the perceived enemies, then by extension, so is woody biomass. 
 
And therein lies the rest of the problem. People who can’t get behind prudent thinning—or even define it—will not be fans 
of woody biomass and its potential to provide for some of our power and fuel needs. That might of course be subject to 
change if and when a wildfire ravages the person’s neighborhood or home in the future. The plain reality is most people, 
if correctly informed, would rather have a forest thinned and woody biomass used, than have a wildfire destroy everything 
they own. As I write this, fires are not completely out in the West and those who lost homes in this year’s inferno might 
want to consider advocating for forest thinning, particularly in overstocked and undermanaged national forests. It just 
makes sense. 
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Getting the Message Out 
 
In our currently politically charged culture, it’s hard to inform and make a case for better federal forest management. 
Recently a friend advised me to sign a petition to increase federal funding for fighting wildfires. Really? Does she know 
how that funding works and all the hidden little contracting deals that bloat wildfire funding? Does she know the peculiar 
rules now in place for fighting fires? And does she know that there might be a better way, perhaps providing more funds 
for thinning, upgraded timber industry infrastructure, maybe even woody biomass power generation or cellulosic ethanol 
research? 
 
It is a fact that western forests are a special management scenario, and these days even environmental groups such as The 
Nature Conservancy recognize that. This year the group hired loggers to thin trees on part of its 2,600 acres of private 
forestlands near Lake Tahoe. If The Nature Conservancy is hiring loggers to thin, we are in a new day. 
 
As the Wall Street Journal article notes, “…thinning is challenging work, due in part to mill closures across the West.” 
Transportation charges mount up, especially when there is no local mill nearby. A Forest Service representative said costs 
for thinning have now doubled, averaging $2000 per acre. Yet 52 percent of this year’s $5.1 billion Forest Service budget 
is allocated for firefighting, up 16 percent since 1995. Those dollars have already gone up in smoke, with Forest Service 
funds for thinning now being raided. What would all that money have bought in terms of proactive management and thin-
ning? 
 
Moving Ahead 
 
Clearly we need to get past arguments and costly litigation that stall important forestry work, because our western for-
ests require special care—as they always have. We should not be complacent about managing and protecting our federal 
forests, which continue to make all adjacent forestlands vulnerable, as well. We need to thin. And once that thinning 
occurs, we need to use the wood wastes to our advantage. If it means subsidies for timber and energy industry infrastruc-
ture, transportation and other active management, that is far better than padding firefighting budgets. Yet this very day, we 
waffle on our national policy—as if there won’t be another terrible fire season next year.


