Land, Water and People
Forest Management Comes of Age
By Laura Garcia
During the late 1800s and the early 1900s, high demand for natural resources greatly impacted the natural environment. Early timber harvesting methods were wasteful and others, such as large scale clear cutting, were harmful. It was during this time that the federal government began taking notice of the disappearing forests. 
Early visionaries of conservation first sought to bring awareness to Americans by investigating, photographing and writing about the impressive beauty of the western mountains and valleys. These combined efforts swayed Congress to establish the first national park, Yellowstone, in 1872. Still others were convinced that the forests in the public domain also needed protection from frenzied pillaging.
In 1891, the Forest Reserve Act was passed, which allowed the President to set aside public domain forests into reserves. Just a few years later, the Organic Act of 1897 was passed, which was the first step toward management, protection and care of the forests. Gifford Pinchot was appointed as the first Chief of Forestry and helped the Division of Forestry gain full bureau status in 1901, thus becoming the Bureau of Forestry. Just four years later the United States Forest Service was officially established and three years after that, in 1908, the Rio Grande National Forest was established. 
The U. S. Forest Service acts as guardian to our forests and seeks to manage the forest for multiple uses and purposes. The Rio Grande National Forest provides opportunity for outdoor recreation, livestock grazing, timber harvesting, watershed protection, and wildlife and fish habitat. All uses and purposes for the forest are treated equally under the Multiple-Use Sustained-Yield Act of 1960, but this does not mean that all uses are appropriate for every acre of forest.  The Rio Grande National Forest's 1996 revised forest plan directs which uses are to be emphasized in designated areas.
Timber management on the Rio Grande National Forest today is an ever changing process. Not only have the methods for timber harvesting changed, but attitudes and views have also changed. Pinchot wrote about these views saying, “the common word for forests was ‘inexhaustible.’ To waste timber was a virtue and not a crime. There would always be plenty of timber.” 
Today, trees are a valuable natural resource that are wisely managed and conserved. The Rio Grande National Forest uses a variety of timber cutting methods that prioritizes forest and ecosystem health while providing a sustainable supply of timber. Shelterwood cutting, single-tree selection, group selection, seed tree and clearcutting are all harvesting methods that are part of the forester’s toolbox to be used to bring about desired conditions on the ground. 
Recently, the spruce bark beetle infestation has caused a shift in timber management. Approximately 200,000 acres of our spruce forest have been infested and the evidence is clearly seen along Highway 149 and Forest Service Road 520. 
The Rio Grande National Forest is using “sanitation-salvage” timber management practices to remove the numerous dead and dying trees. Most areas contain enough subalpine fir and young spruce to fill in behind the trees being removed, but in some places the Forest Service plants seedlings to jump start the next forest. Considering the magnitude of the current spruce beetle infestation, the Forest Service will primarily focus on sanitation-salvage timber harvesting for the foreseeable future. 
Whatever the future holds for our precious forests, we must appreciate that our natural resources are of a delicate nature and without them, life itself is impossible.  As Pinchot said, “From birth to death, natural resources, transformed for human use, feed, clothe, shelter and transport us. Upon them we depend for every material necessity, comfort, convenience, and protection in our lives.” 
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