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Forester’s Notes 
 
One of the things I will remember about this summer is the extended period of that awful 
smoke from the wildfires in British Columbia that filled western Washington skies. It was 
depressing and gross to be outside, and it made breathing uncomfortable. We canceled 
outdoor plans we had as a family because it was uncomfortable and unhealthy to be outside. 
Instead we stayed holed up inside with the AC and air filtration on. We were lucky in that 
regard—most people did not have that option. 
 
I somewhat jokingly blamed the whole thing on Canadians not managing their forests properly, 
though it is not like the U.S. has done any better. All joking aside, though, if the U.S. and Canada 
don't get serious about restoring natural conditions in inland forests by removing the unnatural 
excess of fuel, this is what we will continually deal with. 
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These unnatural conditions have developed over a long period of time. It started with decades 
of a lack of knowledge, as land managers did not understand the important ecological role of 
fire and the consequences of excluding fire by putting all of them out. Scientists and managers 
did learn and figure that out, though. Unfortunately, where knowledge has prevailed, our will 
to proceed has not. 
 
This lack of will is reflected in the lack of funds allocated to do fuel reduction and restoration. A 
lot of funds are spent on fighting the catastrophic fires as they occur, but not much on 
preventing them from happening in the first place. When I was with the University of 
Washington ten years ago, I was part of a study that looked at the costs of restorative fuel 
reduction treatments vs. the costs of wildfire. We found that preventative treatments cost 
$580/acre, whereas the cost of fires is in excess of $1,982/ac in firefighting costs, damages to 
communities, and lost resources. This includes a dollar value for the cost of firefighting 
fatalities, though in reality you really can’t put a price on that. That notwithstanding, the cost of 
not doing prevention and restoration is well over three times the cost of doing it, and that does 
not include the environmental costs of habitat loss, carbon emissions, erosion, water quality 
degradation, or the air quality degradation (which we all have now experienced firsthand). Do 
you remember the expression “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure”? 
 
Our lack of will is also reflected in the perennial legal wrangling around any tree removal on 
public land, no matter how unnatural and unhealthy those trees are. Coincidentally, during the 
time of our smoky haze, there was a news article about a decision by the 9th Circuit Court of  
Appeals. The decision rejected a lawsuit seeking an injunction against a Forest Service thinning 
project for fuel reduction and restoration in northeast Washington. The plaintiff had argued 
that analysis procedures were not followed correctly. These legal actions are often about 
technicalities of procedure as sort of a proxy for whatever the underlying concern is. In this case 
the underlying concern was about wildlife habitat.  
 
I am by no means qualified nor attempting to make any judgment on the merits of the case 
above. That is the job of the 9th Circuit, who ruled that an injunction was unwarranted and 
stated that the plaintiff had “not demonstrated serious questions, much less a likelihood of 
success.” This scenario is not unique, but rather one that has played out many times over the 
years. For a historical perspective, a study published in 2006 found that of the 575 lawsuits 
against the Forest Service that were decided by the courts between 1989 and 2002, the courts 
sided with the Forest Service 73% of the time. That is a lot of lawsuits that the courts have 
deemed unwarranted. 
 
Back to the present, I see two ironies in arguing that thinning overstocked stands is bad for 
habitat. The first is that there is broad scientific consensus that thinning improves habitat. The 
second is that when those areas burn in unnaturally intense fires, said habitat will be 
completely destroyed, and there will also be direct mortality to wildlife from the smoke and 
flames. I wonder sometimes about how much this management through litigation costs in 
taxpayer funds, and what would have happened if those funds had instead been used directly 
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for restoration and habitat improvement, since apparently we can’t otherwise afford it (see 
earlier point). 
 
Solving problems, restoring natural balances, and clearing the smoke takes new ways of 
thinking and a collaborative approach rather than an antagonistic one. This requires trust, and 
that’s where the breakdown has always been. No one trusts anyone else and everyone suspects 
ulterior motives. It’s hard to move forward in that type of environment, and that type of 
environment has greatly intensified over the past few years.  
 
Throughout the years of public land management conflict, there has often been the call to use 
science to inform decisions. What does the evidence say? Scientists are no longer trusted, 
though, and evidence is summarily dismissed. More accurately, scientists and evidence are 
rejected whenever they suggest something that doesn’t fit with someone’s preconceived 
worldview. In other words, science is still lauded as noble, but only when it comes up with the 
answer we want. It was early in my career that I first heard the term “junk science,” and I 
quickly figured out that it meant any study with conclusions you don’t like. 
 
How is learning possible if we only look for knowledge that confirms what we think we already 
know? What does learning mean anymore? Am I myself still learning and pursuing new 
understanding? As an educator, these are the sorts of questions that keep me up at night. They 
are also, however, the same questions that get me out of bed in the morning to figure out new 
ways to teach, communicate, and help people (including me) learn and grow. To that end, we 
have a big lineup of programs for you this fall that you can read about below, including some 
brand new programs that I think you will find relevant and valuable. 
  
Kevin W. Zobrist 
Associate Professor, Extension Forestry 
Serving the North Puget Sound Area 
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Invasive Weed Field Practicum 
 
September 30th – Arlington 
 
Is ivy pulling down your trees? Are blackberries 
taking over your newly planted trees? Do you have 
stubborn holly in your understory? Are dreaded 
species like knotweed and Scotch broom popping 
up on your property? Invasive weeds not only 
inhibit the growth of or even kill your trees, they 
cause significant ecological harm by taking over 
ecosystems, crowding out native species, 
degrading wildlife habitat, and increasing erosion. 
Controlling these noxious invaders is a challenging 
but essential task for landowners. 
 
At this field practicum, you will learn to identify 
and control some of the most common invasive 
weeds that cause economic and environmental 
damage in forests, including: holly, ivy, 
blackberries, knotweed, reed canary grass, 
butterfly bush, Scotch broom, and more. The 
practicum will cover both chemical (including 
organic-approved) and non-chemical control 
options. 
 
Field-based, hands-on learning: These practicums are completely field-based and centered 
around hands-on learning. After safety briefings, you will don protective gear (provided) to 
watch demonstrations and then do hands-on practicing of multiple control techniques, 
including hand-pulling, root digging, using a weed wrench, sheet mulching, foliar herbicides, cut 
stump treatments, and stem injection. You will learn about safe use of herbicides, including 
what products to use for specific weeds, where to get those products, how to read a label, 
proper safety equipment, avoiding environmental damage, pesticide laws, tank mixing, 
calibrating a sprayer for the proper application rate, and clean-up. 
 
Details and registration are available at http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/weeds/. Register 
before September 16th and save $15. 
 
 
[Return to top] 
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Managing Red Alder – A two-day workshop for property owners 
 
October 6-7, 2017 – Arlington, WA 
 

Red alder (Alnus rubra) is one of the most common native 
hardwood trees in western Washington. This moisture-
loving tree is most common in riparian areas near streams 
and wetlands, where it contributes to high-quality habitat 
and clean water. Alder is short-lived, though, and older 
stands can quickly lose their value and stability, often 
degenerating into brush patches dominated by invasive 
species. 
 

For larger properties, harvesting alder for timber production may be a viable option. Historically 
considered a weed tree, red alder is now a commercially-valuable tree with recent log prices as 
high as $875/Mbf for high-quality logs. 
 
This two-day workshop (which includes a field trip) will take a comprehensive look at both the 
challenges and opportunities that red alder presents to landowners. We will discuss 
management options for different property sizes and different property uses (e.g. small-scale 
timber production vs. backyard forests and natural areas) and how to provide for long-term 
health, habitat, and water quality in the process. 
 
Session topics include: 

• Red alder ecology – growth traits, suitable sites, life history, and ecological role. 
• Management options for over-mature/dying stands, including both harvest and non-

harvest options for different property types, and managing understory vegetation that is 
typically associated with riparian alder sites. 

• Wildlife in riparian hardwood stands 
• Critical area regulations that apply to all properties in unincorporated Snohomish 

County, and how those regulations apply to caring for alder in county-designated 
sensitive areas. 

• State Riparian Management Zone (RMZ) regulations for larger properties considering 
harvesting alder near streams. 

• Hardwood conversion alternate plans for converting streamside alder into a healthy 
conifer stand that provides for longer-term habitat and water quality. 

• Red alder silviculture – Improving existing stands, managing natural regeneration, and 
growing new alder plantations (this will cover seedling sources, site preparation, 
planting, spacing, and growing conditions for bottomland and upland sites). 

• Markets for red alder 
 
Speakers will include state, local, university, and industry experts in hardwood silviculture, 
streamside ecology and management, wildlife, regulations, and local hardwood markets. The 
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Saturday afternoon field trip will comprise tours of young and older red alder stands and a 
completed streamside hardwood conversion (alder to conifer) project.  
 
Details and registration are available at http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/alder/. Register 
before September 22nd and save $20. 
 
 
[Return to top] 
 
 
Fall 2017 Coached Planning – Preston and Sedro Woolley 
 

Is your forest a recognized Stewardship Forest? Do you have 
the sign and the matching hats?  Do you want to know why 
people say this is the best class they've ever taken? Would you 
like to walk through your woods with a service forester and 
learn about everything that is going on in your forest? Now is 
your chance—fall Coached Planning classes are coming up in 
September. 
 
Coached Planning is our flagship program. This comprehensive, 
university-based forestry class will help you get the most out of 
the land you love. Whether you have just a few acres of woods 
or a large forest tract, if you have trees on your property, this 
class is for you. 
 

Topics covered include: 
• How do you know if your trees are healthy? What should you do if they aren’t? 
• What types of trees do you have? Does your forest look like a “mess”? 
• Are characteristics of your property attracting or repelling the wildlife you enjoy? What 

can you do if wildlife cause damage? 
• When should you worry about trees being hazards? 
• How do you know if your trees need to be thinned, and how do you go about it? 
• Are invasive and noxious weeds taking over your underbrush? What are the risks and 

what can you do about it? 
• What kind of soil do you have and how does that affect what grows? 
• What is the risk of wildfire on your property? 

 
Save money, too:  
As part of this class we will "coach" you in the writing of your own simple forestry plan that may 
qualify you for property tax reductions or conservation cost-share grants. 
 

http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/alder/
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Remaining 2017 Classes: 

• Preston – Fall 2017: Tuesdays starting September 12th. For details and registration, visit 
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/cppreston/. This class is now full – contact Kelsey 
Ketcheson at 206-263-1128 to get on a waiting list. 

• Sedro Woolley – Fall 2017: Thursdays starting October 5th. For details and registration, visit 
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/cpskagit/. 

 
 
[Return to top] 
 
 
Whidbey Island Forest Owners Field Day 
 
September 9th – Clinton 
 
We have one last summer field day for you! This is a 
smaller, local version of our regional field day. The 
Whidbey Field Day will feature a suite of outdoor 
workshops specifically for people with wooded property 
on Whidbey Island. Forestry specialists will be providing 
instruction, demonstrations, and resources throughout 
the day on a variety of topics that will help you to better 
understand, protect, enhance, and enjoy your Whidbey 
Island forest. 
 
In addition to a great lineup of educational offerings, 
there will be demonstrations of a small-scale sawmill at 
the site. At the conclusion of the field day, the Glendale 
Shepherd Farm and Creamery’s farm store, which is 
located on site, will be opening for cheese tasting. 
 
Details, registration, and the full schedule and list of workshops are available at 
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/events/whidbey/. Register before August 30th and save $20. 
 
 
[Return to top] 
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Other Educational Opportunities 
 
Please note: any non-WSU events are listed for informational purposes with no implied 
endorsement by WSU. 
 
Washington Tree Farm Program Fall Forestry Seminar – September 29th in Longview. 

This year's theme is "Forest Heath: How Do I Know if My Forest is Healthy?"  For details and 
registration, visit https://watreefarm.org/?tribe_events=fall-forestry-educational-seminar 
 
 
[Return to top] 
 
 
Market Update 
 
Here is the latest news on log prices in Western Washington based on data provided by our 
friends at DNR in their monthly Timber Sale Query reports. 
(http://www.dnr.wa.gov/programs-and-services/product-sales-and-leasing/timber-
sales/timber-sale-querylog-prices) 
 
Log prices are particularly strong right now for Douglas-fir, hemlock, and red alder. Cedar has 
sagged a bit, though.  For a more in-depth analysis of current and forecasted log prices, you can 
subscribe to DNR’s “SFLO News” e-newsletter at http://dnr.us8.list-
manage.com/subscribe?u=686976a400749d61e09522350&id=c8cf71d34a. 
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Subscription and Contact Info: 
 

You are currently subscribed to the WSU Extension Puget Sound Forest Stewardship mailing list. 
This newsletter is also available in a large print format. To subscribe, unsubscribe, change 
your subscription options, or to access newsletter archives, visit 
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/newsletter/ or call 425-357-6017. 
 
 

Kevin W. Zobrist 
Associate Professor, Extension Forestry 
Washington State University 
600 128th St SE 
Everett, WA 98208-6353 
425-357-6017 
kevin.zobrist@wsu.edu 
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/ 
Also join us on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/wsuforestry 
 
The WSU North Puget Sound Extension Forestry program is made possible in part by funding 
from Island County, King County, King Conservation District, San Juan County, San Juan Islands 
Conservation District, Skagit County, Snohomish County Surface Water Management, 
Snohomish Conservation District, and Whatcom County. 

Extension programs and employment are available to all without discrimination. Evidence of 
noncompliance may be reported through your local Extension office. Reasonable 
accommodations for the events described above will be made for persons with disabilities and 
special needs who contact us at the address above at least two weeks prior to the event. 

http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/newsletter/
mailto:kevin.zobrist@wsu.edu
http://forestry.wsu.edu/nps/
https://www.facebook.com/wsuforestry

