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   Today’s re-run of an October 2006 column which appeared in the “old” Weekly Register Call is prefaced with these additional comments bringing it to present day. The purpose of the re-run is to encourage the reader to take note of just how inept Congress and Washington is – almost seven long years have passed and citizens of the West are still begging Congress for funding to fight the wildfires that devastate the West EVERY year. 

   And, of course, there is always the reminder of how fires mean renewal and regeneration to a healthy forest – forests that became unhealthy due in large part to policies and politics occurring for decades. 

   The logging industry was allowed to clear cut the most easily accessible areas of the forest, all the while requiring the federal government (at taxpayers expense) to build access roads. Such horrendous costs were so exorbitant in most cases that the government (taxpayers) realized little or no profit from the logging of the forests. (Source:  Government Accountability Office.) 
2006’s RECORD WILDFIRE SEASON

   Living as Gilpin County residents do, surrounded by the forests, the threat of wildfire is always with us. The County has been lucky so far this year, but other areas of Colorado, and throughout the United States, have not been so lucky.

   In December of 2003, Public Law 108-148, the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (the Act) was signed by President Bush. Public laws such as this one are always lengthy and broad in scope, but the purposes set forth in the Act are worth repeating.

   The purposes are:

1. to reduce wildfire risk to communities, municipal water supplies, and other at-risk Federal land through a collaborative process of planning, prioritizing, and implementing hazardous fuel reduction projects;

2. to authorize grant programs to improve the commercial value of forest biomass (that otherwise contributes to the risk of catastrophic fire or insect or disease infestation) for producing electric energy, useful heat, transportation fuel, and petroleum-based product substitutes, and for other commercial purposes;

3. to enhance efforts to protect watersheds and address threats to forest and rangeland health, including catastrophic wildfire, across the landscape;

4. to promote systematic gathering of information to address the impact of insect and disease infestations and other damaging agents on forest and rangeland health;

5. to improve the capacity to detect insect and disease infestations at an early stage, particularly with respect to hardwood forests; and

6. to protect, restore and enhance forest ecosystem components: to promote the recovery of threatened and endangered species; to improve biological diversity; and to enhance productivity and carbon sequestration.

   As seems to be the case with many such laws, it can be said every word in the purposes section of the Act is long overdue. The catch to implementing the Act is that old nemesis – funding.

   The statistics on the number of wildfires and the number of acres have grown far more serious than they were when the Act was signed in 2003. In 2002, 88,458 fires burned 7 million acres and killed 23 firefighters. In 2003, 59,159 fires burned 3.8 million acres and 28 firefighters died fighting them.

   By the end of the summer of 2006, 9.6 million acres in the American West had burned at a cost of $1.5 billion to fight the fires. That represents an increase by more than double the number of acres as of July this year, just since 2003.

   Signing the Act presented an incredible photo op, and at the time, the claim was made: “Using the President’s Healthy Forests initiative, the Bush Administration has taken steps to establish a more effective and timely process to protect communities, wildlife habitats, and municipal watersheds from catastrophic fires.” As the previous statistics show, the country seems to be going in a backward direction when it comes to reducing the number of wildfires, their catastrophic damage and taking of lives. It is almost as if once the Act was signed, it was forgotten.

   Earlier this year, Senator Ken Salazar, D-CO, fought an uphill battle to get $30 million added to the Emergency Supplemental Appropriations bill, “to directly address fire hazards resulting from insect infestation, including the bark beetle, across the country.” It was later removed by a conference committee after the threat of a veto by President Bush. Considering the size of the Emergency Supplemental Appropriations bill, that surely could not have been the only item to have caused the threat of a Presidential veto.

   A report released earlier this month by the National Wildlife Federation (NWF) entitled “Fueling the Fire” (the Report), presented an in-depth, detailed study of the threat to the American West’s fish and wildlife by global warming and fossil fuels. The Report also presents some very alarming statistics and information on the growing danger from wildfires in the American West.

   As discussed in an earlier column, global warming contributes to warmer temperatures all over the Earth. The Report by the NWF contains a vast array of statistics. The average temperature in the United States this year, January through June, was the warmest on record for this period since 1895 when recordkeeping began. The extreme temperatures have occurred throughout the United States west of the Mississippi. More than 160 people died in California alone during the month of July’s triple-digit heat wave. Considerable losses of crops and cattle were suffered by farmers and ranchers as a result of the heat wave.

   Warmer winter temperatures in the American West have allowed the freeze line to continue to recede; for example, the freeze line severe enough to kill insects used to be at say 8,000 feet elevation, but now may be at 11,000 or 12,000 feet elevation – in many areas putting it above the tree line. Freezing temperatures kill insects such as the bark beetle, and prevents them from moving to higher elevations of the forests, as has occurred in Summit and Grand Counties where entire forest areas have been killed.

   The Colorado River Basin is experiencing the worst, most persistent drought in 500 years, according to the United States Geological Survey. Around the Grand Canyon, wildlife has become dependent on man-made catching devises as their only source of water.

   Living, as Gilpin residents do, surrounded by forests, the serious consequence of global warming that should be of the most concern is catastrophic wildfires – not only in the increase of incidences, but also the severity of wildfires. “Fueling the Fire” blames decades of fire suppression, extensive grazing and other factors. With global warming ignored for so long, even underground springs are becoming warmer and the summer-dry periods have also expanded.

   In the American West, the number of major wildfires has increased four-fold and the area of forests burned has increased six-fold since 1986 when compared to the prior years of 1970-1986.

   Senator Salazar stated that in Colorado alone, the Forest Service has 113 projects covering 280,000 acres of hazardous fuel treatments, but current funding levels will only allow for Colorado to receive funding for somewhere between 35,000 and 83,000 acres of fuel treatments.

   The irony of catastrophic wildfires? They exacerbate global warming by the enormous amounts of carbon dioxide into the atmosphere – the very cause of global warming!

   The reader’s comments or questions are always welcome.  E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.

