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The White River National Forest near Vail. Photo by Eryn Gable.

10. FORESTS: Gov. Ritter announces plan to protect Colo.'s forestlands
(11/13/2008)

Eryn Gable, special to Land Letter

Colorado Gov. Bill  Ritter (D) announced a comprehensive legislative proposal yesterday that aims to protect the state's
forestlands and stimulate economic activity.

The nearly 23 million acres of forests in Colorado are critical to the state's economy, supporting tourism and recreation
as well as producing valuable materials for construction and renewable energy markets, Ritter noted.

"Our forests are at grave risk," Ritter said in a
statement. "They are at risk from pine beetle and other
insect epidemics. They are at risk from drought, climate
change, wildfire and development. And these risks
threaten not just our forests, but also Colorado's
communities, economies, air quality, water supplies and
wildlife."

The proposed Healthy Forests/Vibrant Communities Act,
which is slated to be introduced in the upcoming 2009
legislative session, would help mountain and Front
Range communities plan for forest health management
activities. The legislation would providing funds to
reduce wildfire risk and protect watersheds, water and
power infrastructure, and encourage business
opportunities for wood-products companies.

The act would include multiple pieces of legislation
aimed at providing:

Resources and technical support to help local communities assess wildfire risks and create effective response
plans.

Additional support to reduce imminent threats through thinning projects focused on protecting homes and
community investments such as reservoirs, power lines and other infrastructure.

Increased support for long-term restoration projects in community watersheds to protect public water supplies
and create high-quality wildlife habitat.

A revolving loan fund to support businesses and create jobs by finding new ways to market timber and other
wood products generated by community protection efforts.

The legislation would build on other forest health laws adopted since Ritter took office two years ago. It also would
incorporate ideas from the Forest Health Advisory Council that Ritter established earlier this year and from an interim
legislative committee that met this summer.

The measure would be funded with $5.5 million in fiscal 2009-2010 through the Severance Tax Operational Account,
which derives its revenues from the tax that oil and gas companies pay to "sever," or extract, energy resources in
Colorado.

State Sen. Dan Gibbs (D), a wildland firefighter, and Rep. Christine Scanlan (D), who co-chaired the interim legislative
committee, backed the proposal. "This proposal will help make our communities safer by reducing the fire threats from
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The San Juan National Forest near Durango. Photo by Eryn Gable.
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dense stands of trees -- especially those that have been killed by the ravaging bark beetle," Gibbs said in a statement.

State Sen. Mike Kopp (R), who also served on the
legislative committee, also supported the proposal,
saying the funding would help minimize the wildfire risk
along the Front Range and in the high country. "This is a
good step for Colorado, and we commend the governor
for it," he said in a statement.

Kopp will sponsor three measures supported by the
interim committee in the next legislative session,
including a bill to provide high-risk wildfire mitigation
grants and another to create commercial incentives for
removing dead trees that were infested by bark beetles
and pose a fire hazard.

Nearly a decade into the pine-beetle epidemic, 1.5
million acres of mature, high-country lodgepole pine
forests in Colorado have been killed. Forest health
experts say up to 2.2 million more acres of mixed
conifer forests will be affected in the coming years.

Suzanne Jones, regional director of the Wilderness
Society's Central Rockies office, indicated that the details of the proposal will be critical. "While the devil is in the details,
which we haven't seen yet, we look forward to working with Gov. Ritter and the General Assembly to ensure that
Colorado's forests are managed in a manner that protects homes and communities from wildfire risk while also restoring
natural conditions and protecting our wild backcountry," she wrote in an e-mail.

Gable is an independent energy and environmental writer in Woodland Park, Colo.
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