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Climate zones planet-wide are shifting progressively uphill and towards the poles.  In the short term, this will result in severe heat stress in many temperate ecosystems. This presents many new challenges in the care and management of our remaining forests. In the immediate future, most temperate zone forests will be living in climates that are periodically much hotter, dryer, and windier than those in which they evolved. 
Without major changes in our firefighting efforts, it’s likely that in the next few decades we’ll lose just about all of our western forests to fire. They won’t be back again as mature forests for centuries and they never will until we fundamentally change our current forestry and firefighting tactics. In the last few decades, chainsaws and the kinds of fire they bring to the forest  have destroyed most of the remaining harvestable mature timber in the temperate zone forests. It will be many generations before it’s ready to harvest again.  
If we wish to save any of our remaining forests from future fires, protect the community from fire at the urban interface, grow new forests, and save a lot of money, we need to focus much more on preplanning. We have virtually nothing that can even slow down a wind or slope driven crown fire, and to think that we ever will is fantasy. Contour related strip clear-cut for firebreaks is preferable to the massive clear-cut of today’s large fires which are the direct result of the Forest Service policy of uniform canopy fat trees with no clearcut for firebreaks.

For most of a century, the Forest Service policy was to put out all the fires, completely ignoring the many warnings from people with a more farsighted knowledge of forest ecology. The current Forest Service policy of selective logging and subsequent thinning with no firebreaks is even worse. 

The natural growth of a forest is driven by competition for light, resulting in tall straight trees with no low branches and an open forest floor. In its youth, a natural forest is very vulnerable to fire, and might have to start over many times before it gets the chance to reach maturity, but when it does, it is extremely resistant to stand replacement fire. Selective logging and thinning eliminates competition for light, resulting in short, fat trees with lots of low branches and constant growth of new trees at ground level. A selectively logged and thinned forest will never grow into a mature forest. It will always be vulnerable to stand replacement fire unless it is constantly thinned, and will never produce anything but extremely poor quality lumber full of knots with a very high volume of logging slash.   

To rectify this requires a fundamental change in logging and thinning policy. Mother Nature seldom does anything resembling selective logging, and she thins by competition for light, water, and nutrients. If we work with nature, we can log in successive contour related strip clearcut and start new forest, and thin by only taking out the trees that are being shaded out by stronger trees. We need to grow forests, not trees. 

We have the available technology to easily and relatively inexpensively stop any of the big fires as soon as the weather lets us fly the DC 10's. Since slurry doesn’t penetrate in tall timber we need firebreaks of young trees. A half dozen DC 10's flying in formation could lay a line to stop just about any fire if the trees are short enough to allow penetration and the slurry is dropped wet and heavy.
Many fires should be allowed to burn, but there are many times when they should not. We have the available technology to stop almost any fire before it gets the chance to get away. The current fleet of air takers cannot maneuver at all, cannot fly in wind, and are flying at about an acre a second. They're absolutely worthless on spot fires and are of very little real help in general. We have many hundreds of mothballed A10 Warthogs that are specifically designed to hit spot ground targets, can carry 1,500 gallons of slurry, and can fly in relatively high winds, but when I correspond with Tom Harbour, head of Forest Service Fire and Aviation, I get long winded replies bragging about the efficiency of our current efforts and he can't do a thing about getting some A10s because it doesn't fit the paperwork. The U.S. Government already owns hundreds of A10s that are sitting around doing nothing. We could just give some to the air tanker builders to experiment with. Just about any pilot would love to fly a Wartwog. 
Unfortunately, the Forest Service is thinking old school. Their plan for a new fleet of air tankers is to upgrade the same old obsolete firefighting strategy with more of the same old equipment, just bigger. They still regard slurry as completely incapable of putting out a fire and only capable of slowing the fire down a bit to support ground crews. All Forest Service equipment is designed for ground crew support when, with today's available technology, it should be the other way around.

Fire is a natural and necessary part of most wildland ecosystems. If it doesn't burn this year, it will just burn hotter later. Much of the Forest Service's firefighting budget is spent fighting fires to protect structures, when often the fire should be allowed to burn. The current move toward separating firefighting from structural protection is a good idea, but the fire equipment industry is deeply entrenched in building engines and equipment that are exclusively designed for fighting the fire, and there is nothing available designed specifically for protecting structures. Here in the Fireline section you can find a preliminary business proposal for building engines specifically designed for structural protection at the wildland interface.

One day about forty years ago, thinning east of Snow Lake, I dropped a tree and was lopping it up when I came upon a little spotted owl sitting on one of its branches. I put it in another tree and went back to work. I’ve always wondered how it handled the trauma. Terrifying from the owl's perspective. Later that year, working on a relatively small logging operation high up in the back country of the Sangre de Cristos, I was sitting on a log with virgin spruce forest and a beautiful dusting of snow behind me, watching the dust and devastation of an ongoing clearcut in front. At the other end of the log an ermine was sitting, watching with me. I have many years of experience logging and thinning in our Southwestern forests, as well as 16 years experience as a volunteer firefighter on a well respected rural department, where I spent many hundreds of hours a year building and maintaining equipment. I own a small sawmill and I’ve salvage-logged several fires. My daughter and son-in-law are professional firefighters with the Forest Service who lost good friends on the Yarnell fire. I'm a mechanic, a machinist, a welder, a millwright, and a lot of other things. I’ve also been studying climate for many years. I know a bit about what I’m talking about. Please contact me if you’d like a more in-depth discussion.

