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County airs grievances over forest direction

Troy Hooper -Aspen Daily News Staff Writer

01/08/200521 :34

Everything from tuft-eared cats to snowmobiling on the
backside of Aspen Mountain was addressed in a quarterly meeting between the U.S.
Forest Service and Pitkin County commissioners Tuesday. Words such as
"discomfort," "frustrating" and "trouble" marked much of the dialogue and reflected
some of the disagreements officials are having with changes to forest rules under
the Bush administration.

Aspen District Ranger Bill Westbrook and White River National Forest acting deputy
supervisor Dan Hormaechea first informed the commissioners that individual forest
management plans will soon be streamlined to improve efficiency and save money.
On-the-ground decisions generally will not be included in future forest management
plans, eliminating the need for environmental assessments and impact statements,
according to a White River National Forest information sheet.

"We don't want the process to be so quick and easy," responded Pitkin County
Commissioner Patti Clapper. 'This is a community that loves to be involved."

County Commissioner Jack Hatfield pointed to "multiple trouble areas" with the new
forest planning rules, saying, "I agree with (doing away with) cumbersome
bureaucracy, but I'm concerned we're going too far the other way."

The foresters replied that the new system is designed to provide "greater public
involvement" because the process will be shorter, which they reason should make it
easer for residents to get involved from the early planning stages through the end
results. Most management plans will be "categorical exceptions," they said.

Cindy Houben, the county's director of community development, pointed out that in
her experience categorical exceptions have led to less public involvement, and that
local governments "have not gotten the notification we thought we were going to
get."

Hormaechea emphasized that many of the alterations to the forest rules were done
to streamline and eliminate redundancies with other federal processes.

Canada lynx, more than 160 of which the Colorado Division of Wildlife has been
importing into the 2.3 million-acre White River National Forest, are also the target
of forest management changes after the U.S. Department of Agriculture reversed a
conclusion that forest activities likely impact the cats adversely. That decision
came in December as Department of Agriculture deputy undersecretary David Tenny
claimed there were no documented evidence of lynx in the state in over 25 years
and that the White River National Forest plan should be consistent with other
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