Too much wood from thinning?

Stimulus projects create jobs, but the market for wood is still slow
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 In the last week, the U.S. Forest Service has awarded contractors more than $2.7 million to cut down small trees, mow brush and pile up wood across almost 10,000 acres of Central Oregon’s public lands — and crews are already at work to reduce the risk of wildfires.

“We’re really happy to have these crews working,” said Mary Farnsworth, deputy forest supervisor with the Deschutes National Forest.

But with Interfor Pacific’s Gilchrist sawmill temporarily shut down and many wood product markets struggling, the agency and others in the industry are also trying to figure out what to do with all the additional cut trees.

“All of a sudden they’ve got a whole lot more wood fiber that they’re taking out as byproducts of restoration projects, and I don’t know where they’re taking it,” said Phil Chang, a program administrator with the Central Oregon Intergovernmental Council. “They’re trying to do the stimulus (projects) quite fast, and the market is down.”

There are still several options for the small trees, limbs and other woody material that will come out of the forest, Chang said.

In Central Oregon, the material could go to a couple of wood-chip producers, companies that make posts and poles, firewood companies and JTS Animal Bedding, which turns pine trees into shavings for horse stalls and other functions.

Melcher Logging, which will receive stimulus money to treat about 3,200 acres, already works with four or five buyers for the small trees cut down as part of forest stewardship projects, said Scott Melcher, president of the company. But it needs to have all of those options, he said, because no one company will take all of what he’s cutting.

“You have to be kind of creative to keep moving the (material),” Melcher said.

So the company sends some small logs to JTS Animal Bedding in Redmond, and some to wood-chip companies on the west side of the Cascades. All American Timber in Prineville makes posts from some small trees, and yet another company grinds up tree tops and limbs and green needles.

Jim Wilson, sales manager for JTS Animal Bedding, said the new stimulus work is welcome since it means a regular supply of logs. But the small wood products companies can’t take all of the logs cut in the forest, he added.

“They’re steady markets, but they’re limited markets,” Wilson said.

Melcher Logging will also have to factor in larger logs — the kind usually destined for a sawmill — with the work funded by the additional stimulus money. And so Melcher has to time the different projects based on how much he can get for saw logs or wood chips that particular week.

“I don’t want to go and cut saw log material, just to be ground up to chips,” he said. “What types of thinning we do in the future depends on the markets.”

For the other logging crews working with stimulus funds, getting the material out of the woods isn’t part of their contracts.

John Williams, owner of Quicksilver Contracting Co., which will work on 3,630 acres, said his crews would mostly be cutting down small trees with chain saws and removing the limbs.

Removing the material would be work for another contractor or the Forest Service, who could pile and burn it, he said, or leave the small wood pieces to naturally decompose.

Dan Boettner, chief of operations for GFP Enterprises, said his company would be using its $412,322 of stimulus money awarded Monday for work on cutting small trees and hand-piling them in areas around Sisters. The project will employ about 40 people by Monday, he said.

“This is really what it’s all about, is putting these kids back to work,” Boettner said.

PatRick Corp. of Redmond received a $421,960 contract Monday to thin out and pile juniper trees on the Crooked River National Grassland in Jefferson County, work which will help stem the spread of wildfires that might start in the area.

The project will put 10 people to work today, another 10 by the end of the week, and an additional 40 people in the future — mostly wildland firefighters who are extending their employment season, said Paul Solarz, PatRick’s operations manager.

It’s up to the Forest Service what happens to the junipers after they’re cut and piled, he said, but the agency could sell firewood permits for the material, or burn the piles.

For these stimulus projects, some of the leftover woody material will be piled up and burned, especially if the areas aren’t easily accessible by roads, said Farnsworth, with the Deschutes National Forest. The agency is also considering selling some as firewood.

And wood-chip companies are still bidding on the logs, she said, so some material will be sold to them.

“It’s whatever we can do, and however we can do it,” she said.

But the Forest Service’s biggest priority is to reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires near communities, Farnsworth said.

“That work needs to take place regardless of where the material goes,” she said.

Kate Ramsayer can be reached at 541-617-7811 or kramsayer@bendbulletin.com.

Travis Moyer with the Oregon Department of Forestry cuts down a ponderosa pine as part of a thinning project in 2004. With federal stimulus money starting to roll in, private crews will start working on wildfire fuels reduction projects this week. �Photo by: Dean Guernsey 








