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Why should I thin my trees?

A lot of the trees in this area were planted by timber companies to form timber plantations. To encourage rapid growth and to maximize marketable timber, the trees were planted very close together, closer than would occur in natural settings. A normal forest management plan would include several thinning passes every few years to cull the forest of the weak and damaged trees, encouraging the growth of the better quality trees. Unfortunately for the health of the forest, the timber companies decided to sell the land instead of managing it for timber production. This meant the recommended forest management practices did not occur.

The result is a very tight, dense stand of unhealthy trees. Worse, there is a very large amount of fuel for a potential wildfire.

[image: image2.emf]A dense, crowded stand of trees reduces the amount of light and air that can reach the floor of the forest. This is not a healthy situation for the trees. There is a disease called Swiss Needle Cast that thrives in dark, moist areas of dense trees. It is most commonly found in poorly managed Christmas trees stands and areas of dense trees. This disease is disastrous to trees; the best way to control it is to space trees for good air circulation. Currently there are no reported cases of this disease in King County, but it has been reported in Snohomish County and elsewhere.  

I thought it was good to have trees die off naturally, that the dying trees provided homes and shelter to wildlife. Isn’t that a good thing?

Dead trees that are still standing are called snags. And in fact, snags do provide wildlife with food (insects and such) and shelter. Snags can be created as part of the thinning process. Trees can be girdled or topped and left to rot in place. But small snags do not persist or provide as many benefits as do large snags.  A well-thinned forest will grow faster and develop more structural complexity which wildlife needs. 

Aren’t wildfires a part of nature? Don’t they let fires in National Parks just burn themselves out? 

On this side of the Cascades, fire is not as common an occurrence as on the eastern side. Our weather here tends to produce more green growth and the forests do not burn as often. However, we no longer have a natural forest. An improperly managed timber plantation results in too many trees. The disastrous potential for a wildfire is much higher in our area than it is in a properly managed timber plantation or even a natural forest of old-growth trees. 

If I build up my defensible space around my home to protect it, why should I worry about the forest burning?

As far as simply protecting your home and not worrying about a wildfire, there are two things you need to consider.

1. Even if you have a good defensible space around your home (a great practice), there is still the chance of a hot ember or firebrand floating across your defensible space and landing on something combustible on your home. 

2. You do not live in the forest alone. You have neighbors. If there is a wildfire, the fire will not respect any property boundaries.

A defensible boundary surrounding your home and outbuildings could prevent them from starting a wildfire. 

How does thinning my trees help reduce wildfires? 

Thinning does several things. It immediately reduces the amount of fuel for a fire. More importantly, it increases the space between trees, reducing the ability of a fire to rapidly spread. Thinning also produces healthier trees. Thinned healthy trees are less susceptible to stress from drought.  Healthier trees are less likely to catch fire than dying trees full of dead limbs and needles. In addition to thinning the trees, you may want to prune dead limbs up to a height of 10 – 15 feet, especially on the trees nearest your home. This reduces the ability of a fire to move from the ground up into the crown of the trees and can help produce better timber (if that is your goal). 

What time of year is best for thinning?

Late June through mid-October may be the best times, depending on weather, threat of fire, and other factors. You can thin anytime of the year, however you should consider how best to minimize any damage to remaining trees and minimize damage to the soil. Trees can be damaged if you bump or drag logs against their trunks during the early part of the growing season. By waiting till the early seasonal growth has “hardened off” this risk is minimized. Soils are most likely to be damaged when they are wet and thus compaction and erosion are problems. You should also be aware that there may be limits to the logging based on wildfire hazard. A logging crew may only be allowed to work during certain hours (usually early morning) or may not be allowed to work at all on days when the fire risk is extremely high. 

My neighbors have thinned as much as 50% of their trees. Should I do this as well?

Each stand of trees is going to be somewhat different. In addition, your goals may be different than your neighbors. If you have similar goals and conditions, and you like the results, you may want to remove just as many trees as your neighbor. However, if you have different conditions (more wetlands, steeper slopes, flatter land, etc.) or if your goals are different (more wildlife, more of a natural looking forest), you may want to remove fewer trees. You need to evaluate your conditions and goals and determine what action is best to accomplish those goals. If you need help in determining this, contact a county forester or consider hiring a forest consultant. 

Remember, you do not have to thin your trees into rows or anything that looks too uniform. You can thin to have different densities across your land; you may even want to create small clearings where you remove a small number of adjacent trees. From a permit standpoint, you need to end up with a growing forest, that’s it. You don’t have to create a tree plantation.   

What’s the permit process?

There are two ways to get permits, and you can combine these methods to get what works best for you. 

If you have a Forest Management/Stewardship plan, you can get a state permit ($50) and thin the areas in your plan (outside of the area you have set aside for development). You follow the state guidelines (which are less restrictive than the county guidelines) but you do have a building permit moratorium placed on your property in the thinned areas for 6 years.

The other method is to get a Conversion Option Harvest Plan (COHP) from the county. With this plan you follow all the new buffer rules but when you finish you do not have a moratorium on your property. However, you do need to pay the county’s hourly fees ($144). The DDES person would have to come out to your property and review the area you have covered in the COHP. The fees can run in the hundreds or thousands of dollars. 

You can combine these methods by using a state permit to thin most of your property and a COHP to thin only in the areas you want to develop (house, pasture, septic, etc.). This should reduce the amount of time DDES spends on reviewing your application.

Another way to reduce costs for DDES permits is to batch or bundle the permits so the site reviewer can visit multiple sites at one time.  Also if very specific prescriptions or guidelines for the thinning are spelled out the review time can be reduced.  King County staff from WLR and DDES is working to coordinate forestry permitting and reduce costs.

Why do you say my forest is unhealthy? They look fine to me.


There are several indicators of forest health; an easy one is to compare the total height of the tree to the amount of the tree that has live, healthy branches (branches with leaves or needles, called the crown). This comparison is called the crown to height ratio. A healthy tree has a ratio of between 50% to 35%, or 1/2 to no less than 1/3 of the total height is live crown. 





Another indicator is how the trees held up to the recent ice storm. Because the trees were planted so tightly they have grown quite tall, but they are not very strong. Many trees simply fell over. The tops of other trees broke off under the weight of the ice. A healthier stand would have had fewer trees falling down. 








