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TRUST YOUR GOVERNMENT? . . . Just ask the Indians! 


The decimation of Colorado’s incredibly beautiful forests by the pine beetle has been in the news for several years, even though the killing really got under way back in the mid-90’s.  As the killing reached epidemic proportions, about the only solution coming from the mouths of those supposedly in the know, a/k/a experts, was “cut and burn.”  

Advice from the forestry service was not only cut the dead trees and remove them, but the only way to have a healthy forest was to thin the trees to 20 feet a part.  Now of course, that number has risen to 20-to-30 feet a part, and no doubt in the not too distance future, that recommended distance will move up to 30-to-40 feet a part.  Beware, those following such recommendations may find themselves without any trees when the pine beetle gets finished.  


As the reader probably well knows, the information coming from both sides of the pine beetle disaster is plentiful, each side pushing their theory or perhaps a better description would be self-serving theory.  


What is accepted data by both sides is that unhealthy forests provide attractive habitat for the pine beetles, but that’s about the only point on which both sides totally agree.  


The forest service makes the case that the trees are too dense.  Said density means trees do not get enough water and sunshine.  As years pass, the tree’s health wanes, thus making it more susceptible to attack by the pine beetle.  Simplistic as that explanation is, the experts fail miserably in a solution to the problem except thin the forest.  


What follows could be thought of as being a “he said” “she said,” but its purpose is to show just how the pine beetle catastrophe has been dealt with by the government bureaucracy while the forests are dying before the eyes of all who care to pay attention.  


As you read, bear in mind, the pine beetle epidemic started back in the mid-90’s – it got so well under way through being ignored by government officials.  As is often the case with our government, there is underlying conduct that government officials and the timber industry were not anxious to have exposed.  Methods of logging the forests came to light that showed very little benefit and often nothing was realized by the government as stewards of the forest for U.S. taxpayers because bids from timber companies were so low.  Source:  The Government Accounting Office (GAO).  The GAO also noted in audits that the timber companies demanded roads to access the best timber locations be constructed by the government at NO expense to the timber companies.  A sweeter deal was not to be had.  The GAO also noted that in many instances, the deals meant a negative amount to you the taxpayer, but this writer must point out, it sure meant big bucks to timber companies!  

As the pine beetle epidemic spread eastward across the Continental Divide, there was no end to the meetings and conferences by the various experts, but the bottom line always pretty much ended up being not a whole lot could be done, it’s a natural occurrence, etc. etc.  

By the time gravity took hold and citizens were hit between the eyes with the proverbial invisible two by four, vast areas of the forest were dead.  The acreage estimate of dead trees was 1.5 million acres when aerial mapping began, at least that was the published figure.  Of course, now that figure has grown to more than 3 million acres.  

What follows are points of information for citizens to consider and weigh in on as the rhetoric continues.  

1.
In 2009, Tom Veblen, a geography professor at CU-Boulder disclosed a report that was based on the historical record of pine beetle outbreaks and forest fires.  To their surprise, researchers found that “fire did not increase because of additional dead trees.”  

The report goes on to point out that conditions such as hot weather, wind and drought lead to devastating crown-to-crown fires in forests dominated by lodge pole trees.  Live, as well as beetle killed trees burn in those conditions.   Point-of-information:  Gilpin’s extension office is from CSU (Colorado State University).  

2.   Chemical pesticides applied to individual trees are said to be the only effective method according to other experts.  (Products and expert’s names are left out purposely.)  This could be looked on as stimulus to the economy and job creation, but it is quite pricey, typically $200.00 per tree.  Citizens are admonished that only licensed personnel can stand on the ground and spray the trees!
3.  Agrihouse, a company headquartered in Berthoud, Colorado is marketing a product under the name of ODC (Organic Disease Control) which is derived from “mercury-free, partially crushed crab and shrimp shells from Iceland.”  

Company president Richard Stoner believes the chitosan based ODC is a cost-effective solution to the pine beetle infestation.  Agrihouse’s ODC literature contains statements such as USDA Forest Service tested on pine trees:

“ODC has been shown effective by USDA Forest Service to elicit enzymes to increase resin pitch out and defends the tree from blue stain fungus and pathogens,” according to Dr. K. Knutson, Plant Pathologist, CSU.”

“Over 20 years of field testing by Agrihouse, USDA Forest Service, researchers and leading universities.”  


Knutson and CSU microbiologist Jim Linden worked with Agrihouse’s Richard Stoner to develop ODC which was patented in 1994.  


The three advocate aerial spraying of ODC, but have had no success in getting the USDA Forest Service to do so.  Agrihouse recently completed development of a formulation that can be applied by aerial spraying,  


The Denver Post reported earlier this year that the only comment made by the Forest Service was a terse statement by an agency spokesman, Steve Sagin, “We’re not testing it here.”  “We have our own research and scientists who need to vet this kind of stuff.”  A claim was made in the Post article that a Forest Service entomologist in Idaho was “looking into testing chitosan on lodge poles this summer,” but that is yet to be substantiated by this writer.    

4.  While various news releases refer to “testing by the US Forest Service” and “US Forest Service tested on pine trees,” such data has yet to be released officially to the news media.  

5.  A “testimonial” provided to a Fort Collins Nursery stated the customer purchased the ODC to treat a favorite 45’ pine tree which had pitch-outs on the trunk and excessive browning with loss of needles which increased over time.  In February, 2010 the owner began treatment with ODC and noticed improvement after only one treatment.  By May and the third treatment, the owner hosed off most of the brown needles and noticed new healthy growth shoots; new cones started appearing for the first time in a couple of years.  
6.  A March, 2010 Colorado State University news release contained a product overview of some common available treatments intended to prevent healthy threes from being infested by mountain pine beetle, noting none of the listed treatments save trees already infested by mountain pine beetle.   Colloidal chitosan” – Pros:  Improves trees, vigor and defense mechanisms (i.e., resin production) in some pine species.  Cons:  Not tested directly for impacts on mountain pine beetle; not tested on lodge pole or ponderosa pines; may require multiple applications.  


To sum all this up, it is this writer’s “learned” opinion that the citizens of this beautiful state are getting screwed over from both sides of the mountain pine beetle issue.  


Why has Colorado State University not tested the ODC/Colloidal Chitosan “directly for impacts on mountain pine beetle on lodge pole pines?”  To include it in a produce overview is an admission of its existence.   


Why has the Forest Service not tested the ODC product in a controlled aerial application or explained why not.  Need it be pointed out, there are millions of acres of national and state forests dying before their very eyes.  Hopefully, down the road we the citizens are not going to hear the typical governmental excuse, “there wasn’t funding to do that.”  


Agrihouse may be on the right track, but why has it not tested aerial application given the time that has passed since its patenting of the product in 1994.  Agrihouse President Richard Stoner advised this writer that “the Forest Service stopped talking when things started to show promise.”  

As this is written while the writer sits surrounded by the national forest, the setting sparks this question:  What would the equivalent of one day’s funding of the wars now going on do to mitigate, or who knows, maybe have prevented the pine beetle devastation now estimated at more than 3 million acres?

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

Doris Beaver

