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Because of our addiction to the comforts of power, we won’t stop burning fossil fuels till they’re gone, so greenhouse gasses will continue to increase the temperature differential between the atmosphere over land and sea. Particulate fallout, mostly from wildfires, volcanoes, coal and diesel, will continue to accelerate the rate of snow and ice melt, mostly in the northern hemisphere. The forests of the western US, Canada, Alaska, and many other places around the world will continue to experience progressively more extreme wind and heat events. These forests are surviving in climates vastly different from the climates in which they evolved and are extremely vulnerable to large stand replacement fires.
We did a lot of forest thinning in the '70's. I’d killed around a quarter million trees before I realized that we were doing much more harm than good. Rather than the accepted theory that thinning the forest reduces fire danger, thinning actually increases the long term risk of stand replacement fire. It also produces extremely low quality lumber. Just like they did with their policy of putting out all the fires for most of a century, the Forest Service has a longstanding and unquestioned belief that thinning reduces fire danger. In the short term, with periodic maintenance, this is true, but in a longer perspective, the style of logging and thinning done by the Forest Service creates a very unnatural forest with substantially increased susceptibility to stand replacement fire requiring constant maintenance forever that will never produce a stick of quality lumber. Any forest sufficiently thinned to temporarily prevent stand replacement fire lacks light competition and growth becomes horizontal rather than vertical. The trees grow large low branches, increasing intermediate height fuel load and filling the trunk with large knots, rendering it almost worthless for eventual timber harvest. Because light reaches the ground, subsequent seed drops fill in the forest floor, creating an unbroken ground to canopy fuel ladder. Intensive thinning is a good idea for firebreak at the edge of town, but it’s a long-term disaster for our forests that has already compromised many billions of board feet of lumber and put huge areas of forest at much greater risk from large stand replacement fire. Most of the forests that we thinned thirty to forty years ago are now gone, burned in massive stand replacement fires.
In the pine forests, before the currently warming climate and the invention of the chainsaw, fire would generally crown for a few hours in the afternoon, leaving a patchwork of clearings, and then run through the understory during the night and morning, clearing brush and young trees. In the clearings a progression of new growth would stabilize the soil and eventually a new forest would be born. Dense seed drops would sprout into thick stands of young trees. Competition for light would cause them to grow straight and tall, with no low branches. Gradually the healthiest trees with the best water and nutrients would dominate and the shaded trees would die off in a natural process of thinning that eventually resulted in a mature forest of tall widely spaced trees that was relatively fireproof. When fire found a young forest before it had sufficiently thinned itself, Mother Nature would have to start all over again, but eventually enough of them reached maturity so that most of the ecosystems suitable for ponderosa forest were covered with beautiful stands of widely spaced tall trees with open grassland below. As an old tree died, a new, dense thicket would soon thin out to a mature replacement.
Before the age of extensive logging and warming climate, mixed conifer forests protected themselves from fire with dense foliage that kept the sun off and insulated the snowpack, preserving moisture through the dry seasons. Fire was rare, only occurring after winters of minimal snowfall, but were drastic when they happened, and it took centuries to reforest, but Mother Nature was comfortable with working on a longer time scale that us impatient humans.
 As the climate warms and the long term effects of selective logging and thinning manifest, there are more and larger fires. In the winter of 2004-2005 there was essentially no snow in the southwestern US and the next summer there were major stand replacement fires. The Bear Fire took 50,000 acres of mixed conifer in a week and the Warm Fire took 25,000 acres in one night. These were two simultaneous and very contrasting fires. The Bear fire was in big timber that had been logged and subsequently thinned with no firebreaks thirty to forty years before the fire. It burned with an awesome intensity, and firefighting efforts were almost completely ineffective. It burned until it ran out of fuel and the rain put it out. The Warm fire was in a relatively short, but very dense high mesa fir forest that hadn't burned in over a hundred years. Because it was in a national park, it got a lot of firefighting resources that were worse than useless since it was so seriously overgrown that it was almost devoid of wildlife and needed to burn in order to regrow.  
         There are methods of forest management that are much more effective.
 Thinning should be much gentler, but more often, for the most part culling only the trees that have lost light dominance. Instead of one cutter covering an acre or two a day, one cutter should thin about ten times that many acres. 
Instead of the current policy of miles and miles of uninterrupted canopy, we need contour related strip clearcut for firebreak where we start new forest that can be continuously rotated.

The current push toward smallwood utilization in conjunction with thinning is beginning to destroy a lot of forest as they encourage overharvesting of young trees and let in lots of light.
The current practice of selective logging followed by thinning is extremely overdone, allowing too much light in over extensive areas. Moderate contour related clear-cut would be much closer to nature.

We need to substantially change our approach to salvage logging after a fire. Contemporary large scale logging practices are too destructive to use after a fire, but the amount of small scale targeted logging using non-destructive methods could be increased manyfold.
Any activity that results in lack of competition for light eventually results in an increase in intense fire activity and will result in extremely poor quality lumber with a very high proportion of logging slash. A forest without light competition will never grow into a mature climax forest. The Forest Service seems to think that they can grow trees in a few decades, but it takes centuries to grow a forest. In the meantime, we need to very substantially reduce the harvest and change our focus on what we use wood for. Stone and steel and a host of other building materials are much stronger and more durable than wood. For the next century or so, the Southwestern forests that manage to avoid major fires will only yield lumber that’s full of knots; unfit for much other than paneling and pulpwood.  We need to find other jobs for much of the logging industry.
The most important change is to understand that we need to grow forests instead of trees. This requires a bit of patience.
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