County: 'Fix the forest or we will'
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APACHE COUNTY - Fed up with fires that have destroyed millions of acres of valuable forest, the Apache County Board of Supervisors passed a resolution this week that puts all government officials and agencies on notice: if something isn't done to fix the situation before the next fire season, the county will do it themselves.
Not only will they do it themselves, but they plan on billing the state and federal governments for the costs of fixing a problem they say has been caused by mismanagement of the forests.
Citing their authority to exercise powers "necessary and proper to protect public safety, health, promote public prosperity and improve morals, order, comfort and convenience of the inhabitants of Apache county..." the two and a half page resolution spells out just exactly who they blame and what they say needs to be done.
The resolution lists the problems as "whereas" items:
• "general lack of health on our forest lands due to federal mismanagement driven by ill-advised environmental policies ...
• "existing state and local laws are not being routinely followed ...
• " federal laws and regulations contain reciprocal requirements concerning cooperation, consultation and coordination by federal agencies with state and local governments and such cooperation has not been forthcoming ...
• " the White Mountain Stewardship Contract has been severely and adversely effected with the Wallow Fire, curtailing needful work to be done..."
Also mentioned is the obligation the county has to give "effect to the Arizona Coordination Act." This Act requires local governments to demand federal coordination before implementing, enforcing or extending federal regulations. Federal agencies are required to coordinate land use inventory, planning and management actions with any local government engaged in land use planning.
The county declared that cooperation has not happened.
The resolution follows up with what the county's demands are. Declaring a state of emergency and disaster was first and included communities, the forest, watersheds and the Wildland Urban Interface areas.
"The BOS of Apache County hereby formally demands that State and Federal officials take immediate action to eliminate hazardous conditions..."
There has been some mitigation work done by the Forest Service and the BAER team but the county said it's not enough.
The county's forest liaison Doyel Shamley said in an interview that what has been done so far has not been enough to mitigate flooding issues and the economic losses that will continue to be a problem in years to come. These losses said Shamley include the loss of revenue from harvesting damaged timber, the loss of animal habitat, the damage to watersheds that will be ongoing, the loss of fish and fish hatcheries and the loss of tourism dollars because of the above issues.
The resolution states that the county "gives notice to all relevant State and Federal officials that pursuant to its duty....we intend to unilaterally take such actions as necessary to clear and thin undergrowth and to remove or log fire-damaged trees within the area of the disaster and to assess all attendant costs to those agencies charged with wise management of our forests and whose neglect has caused the dangerous conditions therein."
Supervisor R. John Lee stated that the county is hoping the agencies will take care of their concerns, and, if not, the county is prepared to use its resources and hire private contractors. Lee said they have some emergency money that can be used and are working on a plan should the resolution not provide the results they are seeking. But he also said that they will aggressively seek reimbursement of any expenditures incurred by the county.
The resolution demands that the Governor and the Arizona Division of Emergency Management declare a State of Emergency and Disaster in Apache County and its national forests. It also calls for the Forest Service to respond to the resolution and "immediate notification of all their activities, programs, planning, NEPA processes, etc. having as their object to abate fire and flooding dangers."
It also demands that the Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Congress, the Arizona legislature, and the Governor's office to immediately provide emergency funding to accomplish tree thinning, timber sales, dead tree removal, fuel-load reduction and livestock grazing to protect the affected areas from future catastrophic wildfire.
Shamley stated that there is a narrow window of time in which to get a lot of this work done before the timber can no longer be economically harvested or further damage is done. He also said that trees that have been fire damaged and left standing are at risk for future fires as they are weakened and will burn quicker.
Shamley, as the county's liaison, immediately started sending the resolution out to all local governments, local and state representatives and will be mailing copies to all agencies involved. He is in the process of scheduling meetings with Sen. Jon Kyle and other officials.
The last statement in the resolution calls for the USDA and the U.S. Congress to conduct "an investigation to determine why the requirement of County, State, and Federal ordinances, laws and regulations are not being routinely followed in relation to public safety, recreation, wildfire and economic issues of Apache County forest lands and other federally managed lands."
Apache County is not the only county trying to hold government officials accountable for their actions or lack of actions. Otero County in New Mexico recently did something similar and started their own thinning projects. Several counties in Oregon are doing the same.
Lee said, in response to the question of how long they would wait for feedback or action from officials before taking action themselves, said that there are only about seven months left before the next fire season and they will do something before then.
Supervisors Claw and White expressed interest in spreading the resolution and other information on the effects of fire in their areas, to the Navajo Nation in the Navajo language.
Reach the writer at kwarnick@wmicentral.com
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