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REVISITING THE PINE BEETLES
   Colorado's devastating pine beetle epidemic has faded from the front-page coverage it garnered for so many years – forgotten that is unless you live in areas just west of the Continental Divide that were pretty much turned into a sea of brown. To this day, this writer believes it could have been dramatically limited with knowledge the forest service had all along.
   In 2007, in San Francisco, Federal District Judge Phyllis Hamilton threw out new rules created by the Bush Administration. Those rules gave forest managers more discretion to approve logging and other commercial projects without lengthy environmental reviews.
   Judge Hamilton's ruling stated:  “The government failed to adequately consider the effects the rules would have on the environment and neglected to gather public comment on the issue.” The ruling overturned a key administration environmental rule that  governed all 192 million acres of national forests and stopped plans such as logging and mining in the parks. 
   That ruling has been referred to a number of times in previous columns by this writer as it seems to apply so often to what the government does.
   The pine beetle devastation did not reach its epidemic proportions overnight, and it is hard to pin forest officials down as to just when it first started or when they recognized it. According to the U.S. Forest Service (USFS), “some efforts were made to control spruce beetle and mountain pine beetle  in Colorado in the 1940s and 1970s, but unfortunately, no success was documented. The University of Colorado references a 1980's outbreak centered in Grand County. Extremely low temperatures in the winters of 1983 and 1984 killed the beetle larvae.
   Numerous public meetings have been conducted in the past 20 or so years. All have had pretty much the same theme – the jest of which have been “there is nothing we can do except let it run its course,” and also, “thinning the trees means a healthier forest.” The distance early on was thinning to 20 feet between trees, then it went to 30, and who knows, maybe its now 40 feet, which leaves you with am area so sparse it is no longer a forest.
   When the Lower North Fork Fire raged out of control, prescribed burns were justified as the only way of removing fuel from the forest. In that fire (set by the Colorado State Forest Service), unburned fuel left on the forest floor from prior mitigation efforts made the fire burn even more intense. Now the theory has been amended to “it's the least expensive way to do so.”
   In the Special Report:  Colorado Firefighting Air Corps to the Governor and General Assembly on Strategies to Enhance the State's Aerial Firefighting Capabilities, Paul L. Cooke, Director of the Colorado Division of Fire Prevention and Control, stated:
· The USFS maintains retardant slurry is not effective or recommended for directly attacking the flames or the head of a wildifre; however, there is no real-world experiental data to support this claim. (writer's emphasis) Think long and hard on what this statement says.
   Recent public projects in the Denver Metro area have made front page news as costs escalated outrageously over the published bids when the contracts were awarded – namely the expansion at Denver International Airport and the Veterans Hospital. How many projects would be built if the actual costs were published?
   Those two projects have given new meaning to a budgeting process term, strategic misrepresentation. The definition of strategic misrepresentation is “the planned systematic distortion or misstatement of fact – lying – in response to incentives in the budget process,” or perhaps it is simply “a predictable response to the incentive structure of the budgetary game.” Maybe the question should be asked again:  In light if this definition, how many projects would be built if the actual costs were published?
   In 1998, the USFS published a research paper on the effectiveness of certain pesticides in preventing pine beetles from successfully attacking individual trees. The research paper acknowledged that “tree losses generally have a catastrophic impact, except in firewood production,” and pointed to other impacts:
· the value of a mountain homes may be severely reduced by mortality of shade and ornamental trees; and
· mortality of trees located in campgrounds or other administrative sites can have long-range management effects.
   The USFS also made these points in 1998:
· The value of these individual trees, cost of removal and the loss of esthetic values in campgrounds or in private residences may justify protecting individual trees until the main thrust of an infestation subsides or the conditions causing the stress abates.
· Mountain pine beetle and western pine beetle can be prevented from successfully attacking individual trees by the application of chemical insecticides to the bole of the tree.
· Several formulations of carbaryl have been evaluated and found effective for protection of individual trees from attack by bark beetle.
   The conclusions of the report:
· Obviously, large areas of overstocked forests cannot be thinned in response to the beginning of a drought.
· Also, thinning is not always feasible or desirable depending upon management objectives, i.e., watershed zones, wildlife areas and lack of access.
· Another response to excessive bark beetle-caused mortality is salvaging of dead trees. Salvage harvesting and thinning do not, however, solve the problem of how to protect high value trees from beetle attack.
· Such trees as those in parks, campgrounds, visitor centers, rest and picnic areas, adjacent to private dwellings and other administrative sites, require short-term management tactics or strategies to prevent unwanted and unnecessary mortality.
   The summarizing conclusions:  “Presently, the only tactic available to pest managers to protect individual trees from lethal attack by bark beetles is to spray the bole of targeted trees with insecticides to kill attacking beetles before they penetrate to the phloem and trigger a mass attack.” “This study extends our knowledge about the persistence and efficacy of a known insecticide (carbaryl) as a preventative treatment and establishes the efficacy of additional insecticides (cyfluthrin and esfenvalerate).”
   A recent news release announced the USFS will be spraying 7,400 trees to control mountain pine beetle at U.S. Forest Service campgrounds – Dowdy Lake, Bellaire, Mountain Park, Jacks Gulch, West Lake and Redfeather Work Center.
   The choice of insecticide?  You guessed it, CARBARYL!!
   The term “strategic misrepresentation” seems to have more applicability than just the budgeting process – the planned, systematic distortion or misstatement of fact – lying – in response to incentives . . .  
   Yes, it is an insecticide, but applied as recommended by the USFS in this paper, the opportunity costs would be negligible considering just the number of campgrounds located across the 192 million acres of national forests.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver.com.
