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Timber production is an explicit purpose of California's demonstration forests and industrial forest 
ownerships. Selected postfire projects on private and federal land also use a recognizable production-
oriented approach: establish chosen conifers, suppress competing vegetation, and manage the resulting 
stands toward a preferred density and growth rate. Calling the trees native does not establish that this 
approach restores the full ecosystem that would otherwise recover. [1, 6-11]

The central concern is the choice of what recovery should produce. When returning native hardwoods and 
shrubs are treated as obstacles to planted conifers, management is actively selecting one ecological outcome 
over another. Wildlife habitat and watershed benefits must be evaluated independently of timber growth. 
They cannot be demonstrated simply by counting planted trees.

The records also expose a verification gap. CAL FIRE documented grant-supported herbicide work before 
planting, while Lahontan acknowledged that its timber waiver does not expressly require herbicide 
monitoring in groundwater and surface water. A proposed study of postfire forestry herbicides was omitted 
from an Effectiveness Monitoring Committee (EMC) funding package despite staff's statement that all 
proposals could be funded. These findings justify scrutiny of priorities and outcomes. They do not, by 
themselves, establish a concealed motive or a statewide majority of plantation acreage. [25-27]

How the agencies describe the production priority

CAL FIRE describes Board policy in terms of maintaining "forest crop land in a productive condition." 
Its explanation of Public Resources Code section 4639 centers "maximum sustained production of high-
quality forest products," followed by consideration of recreation, watershed, wildlife and other values. 
The same page says state forests are retained in timber production for research and demonstration. [1]

These words support describing timber production as a foundational objective in that program. CAL FIRE 
also describes watershed research, recreation and habitat work, and states that timber receipts fund research, 
infrastructure, recreation and administration within the demonstration forests. Those activities are real stated 
purposes; their presence does not answer whether production priorities constrain the ecological choices 
made on a particular site. [1]

The Board's broader description of the Forest Practice Act uses the words "ensure productivity, sustained 
yield, and due consideration of watershed, recreation, wildlife, range, aesthetic, and fishery values." It 
also identifies a duty to adopt rules addressing timber operations that cause or threaten unreasonable effects 
on beneficial uses of water. Production is explicit; the unresolved question is whether protection of the other 
values is demonstrated through measured outcomes. [2]

How far the model extends

CAL FIRE lists 14 demonstration forests totaling approximately 85,000 acres and says their research 
informs the forestry industry and private landowners. These are demonstration sites for a wider sector, but 
they are not a representative acreage inventory of California forest management. [1]
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The management authorities differ across ownerships. CAL FIRE enforces Forest Practice Rules for 
nonfederal state and private timber operations. The U.S. Forest Service operates under federal planning law, 
which requires coordination of timber, watershed, wildlife, recreation and other uses. Its mandate cannot be 
reduced to the state demonstration-forest statute. [3, 5]

CDFW's published background figures identify 16,616,065 acres of timberland within 32,101,515 acres of 
forest, approximately 51.8%. The underlying inventory citation is from 2015, so these are historical figures, 
not a new 2026 estimate. CDFW defines timberland by commercial production capability and lack of 
reservation. The category does not establish that every acre is actively harvested, artificially regenerated, or 
treated with herbicide. [4]

A credible majority claim would require a defined area and a mapped tally of actual practices: plantation 
establishment, harvest method, species selection, herbicide treatment and natural regeneration. Acreage 
treated repeatedly must be counted once when estimating land area. A fire perimeter, project boundary, 
forest ownership, or timberland classification cannot substitute for that tally. The documented finding is that 
the model extends into operational commercial and federal forestry; its statewide plantation share remains 
unquantified here.

How a native forest becomes a managed timber stand

For this report, timber-farm management means deliberately organizing a stand around selected trees and 
production goals through planting, vegetation control, spacing, thinning and eventual harvest. It describes a 
management approach, not a claim that all planted stands are identical or that every intervention has a 
commercial purpose.

Sierra Pacific Industries presents its business as a sequence of regeneration and planting, forest 
management, harvest and manufacture. Its listed planted species are native conifers. The company also 
describes biological inventories and water-quality monitoring. This is direct evidence of a timber-
production system and of the company's environmental claims; the webpage alone does not establish what 
chemicals its water testing includes or how results are independently verified. [6]

A 2019 review by university and Forest Service scientists describes standard western reforestation as dense 
conifer establishment in grids, followed by shrub control and thinning. It recommends greater variation in 
planting and use of natural recruitment where appropriate. Native origin and a mix of conifer species can 
coexist with plantation structure. Conversely, some natural forests are predominantly coniferous, so 
broadleaf absence alone does not prove plantation management. [7]

The questions that reveal the management objective are practical. Which species are retained? Which are 
killed? How much natural regeneration is accepted? Does success mean a diverse recovering community, or 
a specified number of fast-growing conifers? Those choices should be disclosed before the project is 
presented to the public as restoration.

Herbicides can target the native recovery itself

UC Agriculture and Natural Resources' March 2026 postfire guidance identifies planted-tree survival and 
development, along with fuel reduction, as primary reasons to control shrubs and grasses. It explicitly 
discusses "targeting of oaks and shrubs like greenleaf manzanita, tanoak, and chinquapin" with 
herbicides. It also discusses suppressing Ceanothus and manzanita. These include native plants, so this 
guidance is not confined to invasive-plant removal. [8]
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The ecological tradeoff is visible in that prescription. A resprouting hardwood or shrub can simultaneously 
compete with a planted conifer and contribute to the recovering ecosystem. Calling it competing vegetation 
describes its relationship to the selected tree; it does not establish that removing it improves the watershed 
or every wildlife community.

Herbicide effects are not uniform across species. UC's guidance notes that shrub reduction can increase 
other native plants. A California study likewise found higher native plant richness after shrub removal in 
reforested postfire areas. That finding does not make the eliminated shrub habitat valueless; it shows why 
evaluating plant counts, composition, cover and wildlife use separately matters. [8, 24]

Operational examples in Lassen and Plumas

Feather River reforestation after the Dixie Fire provides a specific planted-species list: ponderosa pine, 
Jeffrey pine, Douglas-fir, incense cedar and rust-resistant sugar pine. All five are conifers; no broadleaf 
species is named in that list. This is evidence of conifer selection, including several pines, rather than an 
overwhelmingly fir prescription. The account describes dead-tree removal, thinning, mastication and 
chipping, and says 50% of participating landowners agreed to a one-time post-planting herbicide 
application. That is a participant percentage, not a treated-acreage percentage. The list does not establish 
that all existing hardwoods were removed. [9]

On Lassen National Forest, Fall River Resource Conservation District reports that the Bald and Eiler 
projects obtained approval for herbicide use after poor seedling survival in earlier reforestation. It describes 
snowbrush regrowth as a challenge, reports Bald planting completed in spring 2023, and reports mastication 
and herbicide site preparation in the Eiler footprint. The same page describes Manzanita Chutes units as 
predominantly pine plantations planted between 1950 and 1970. These examples demonstrate plantation 
management and native-vegetation control on federal land. Fire-footprint acreage is not the treated acreage. 
[10]

The October 2025 West Lassen Headwaters decision calls for "adequate stocking for future wildlife 
habitat, timber production and other resource benefits." It anticipates 120-200 planted conifers per acre 
with herbicides, and up to 250 without them to compensate for mortality. The long-term target is 25-135 
surviving trees per acre; initial density is not intended mature density. It allows grids and clump-and-gap 
arrangements. [11, printed p. 19]

The same decision includes hardwood and aspen enhancement, meadow and riparian work, and natural 
regeneration in smaller burned patches. It also removes some proposed herbicide areas because of water-
resource concerns. Those provisions prevent an accurate account from describing the entire project as an 
undifferentiated plantation or dismissing every habitat measure as fictitious. The decision nevertheless 
documents deliberate control of regrowing vegetation to establish chosen tree stocking. [11, printed pp. 6-7, 
14-15, 19]

CAL FIRE documented grant supported spraying and promotion

An October 9, 2024 CAL FIRE site-visit report makes the public/private connection especially concrete. 
Under agreement 8GA23900 / 23-DG-11052021-253, Disaster Recovery of Private Lands in California, it 
identifies W.M. Beaty as land manager and lists CAL FIRE, U.S. Forest Service and California Forestry 
Association participants. The sites were Humbug Valley in Plumas County and Cheney Creek in Lassen 
County. [25]



FOREST MANAGEMENT AND WATER MONITORING

October 2026  |  4

CAL FIRE's report says: "Activities to date include herbicide purchase and application in two areas: 
Humbug Valley, impacted by the Dixie Fire in 2021 and Cheney Creek, impacted by the Sheep Fire in 
2020." [25]

It then states: "Pre-emergent herbicide application is being conducted in conjunction with mastication 
as site preparation ahead of planting." The intended planting is described as "a mix of Sierra Mixed 
Conifer species planted at a density of 150-180 TPA." TPA means trees per acre. Participants discussed 
how lower planting density would affect later vegetation-release work. [25]

The visit included filming by the California Forestry Association, with CAL FIRE, USFS and W.M. Beaty 
discussing the grant and postfire reforestation. The report closes: "No issues or concerns were noted." It 
contains no receiving-water herbicide measurements. That closing statement records what was noted during 
the visit; it cannot establish that chemicals remained on the treated land. [25]

This record documents funded implementation and public promotion alongside an unreported chemical 
outcome. It does not establish that no testing occurred elsewhere, or identify which particular Motor Sheep 
acres received grant reimbursement. Those questions require treatment maps, payment records and 
laboratory data. The appropriate public standard is that environmental claims accompanying funded forestry 
should be supported by measurements capable of testing them.

Natural recovery is an ecological outcome worth protecting

Forest Service scientists White and Long explain that severe fire can restore meadows, shrubfields and open 
forests with substantial hardwood components where conifers expanded partly because of fire suppression. 
Their warning is direct: "Reforestation in such areas may run counter to restoring ecological 
function." A site can be recovering ecologically even when it is not producing the conifer stocking that a 
forester prefers. [12]

Natural conifer recovery also requires field assessment. A 2025 study of the Dixie and Caldor fires found 
that seeds surviving in cones could support substantial regeneration in some severely burned interiors. The 
result depended on fire timing and other conditions; the authors considered this mechanism more likely an 
exception than a general rule. Early seedlings are not proof of long-term survival. The study strengthens the 
case for surveying before planting or disturbing a site, rather than assuming severe canopy loss means 
recovery has failed. [13]

There are places where seed-source loss, drought or repeated fire make conifer recovery difficult. White and 
Long identify contexts in which planting can help prevent persistent loss of forest values. The decision 
should be based on the site's ecology, likely future climate and intended benefits. A blanket instruction 
either to plant everything or to leave every site entirely alone misses those differences. [12]

Natural recovery should be an explicit alternative in project analysis. Agencies should explain why an 
existing native community is insufficient, which ecological function planting will restore, and why the same 
objective cannot be achieved with less vegetation removal. The burden of explanation is especially strong 
where management proposes killing established native plants to help nursery-grown trees.

Wildlife habitat can be lost while tree growth improves

Early forest recovery after fire can provide abundant herbs, broadleaf shrubs, young hardwoods and dead 
wood. A southwest Oregon study compared postfire stands with limited subsequent management against 
intensively managed clearcuts receiving planting and herbicide treatments. During years 2-5, postfire stands 
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had about twice the vegetation cover and approximately 50% more bird species. Broadleaf cover supported 
foraging, and dead wood supported cavity-nesting animals. [14]

This was an observational comparison of management packages, not an experiment isolating herbicide 
effects. Responses changed with stand age and species group; some bees initially favored harvested stands, 
and many biodiversity measures converged later. The study therefore supports protecting particular habitat 
features, not a claim that every animal always benefits from the same conditions. Its Oregon setting also 
limits direct quantitative extrapolation to California. [14]

A project may improve planted-tree growth while reducing food, cover or nesting structures used by some 
animals. Wildlife assessment should identify those losses and the species affected. Promising future conifer 
habitat does not by itself measure the consequences of removing the habitat present now. A larger landscape 
can need both mature forest and naturally recovering open patches.

Repeated planting and reburning deserve direct scrutiny

The plantation-reburn concern has a documented California example. The 2019 reforestation review 
describes areas planted at more than 300 trees per acre after the 1987 Stanislaus complex fire that burned 
again in the 2013 Rim Fire. It reports rapid spread, high intensity and complete mortality in many of those 
young plantations. The authors warn that dense regular spacing can undermine fire and drought resilience. 
This establishes a recurring management risk, not that every postfire plantation will burn identically. [7]

A 2025 northern Sierra Nevada study used prefire LiDAR across five large fires covering roughly 460,000 
hectares. It found 1.45 times the odds of high-severity fire on private industrial land compared with public 
land after accounting for weather and biophysical factors. That is a difference in odds of severity, not a 45% 
increase in ignition probability. Stand structure helped explain the association, and extreme weather 
magnified structural effects. Ownership is not a controlled experiment and does not establish the effect of 
any individual herbicide application. [15]

Evidence also supports some active treatments. A 2024 synthesis found substantial reductions in subsequent 
wildfire severity from prescribed burning and thinning combined with burning; thinning alone was less 
effective. Evidence for these treatments cannot automatically justify dense replanting, salvage logging or 
spraying native vegetation. Each treatment needs evidence that matches its claimed benefit. [16]

A fire in a plantation remains a wildfire. The National Wildfire Coordinating Group defines wildfire by 
unplanned ignition, not by whether the vegetation is untouched or planted. The relevant criticism is that the 
word wildfire does not disclose the land's management history. Fire reporting should identify plantations, 
recent harvest, vegetation-control history and treatment age so the public can evaluate their contribution to 
severity. [17]

More trees do not automatically mean a better watershed

In Yosemite's Illilouette Creek Basin, researchers examined four decades of managed wildfire. Forest cover 
declined by 22%, while meadow area and shrubland expanded. Locations that shifted from forest to dense 
meadow became substantially wetter. The fraction of precipitation becoming runoff appeared stable or 
increasing, compared with declines in nearby unburned watersheds. This supports the possibility that a more 
open, varied landscape can improve water availability under some conditions. It does not show that every 
burned plantation will behave the same way. [18]

A synthesis of 78 western forest studies found that streamflow and snowpack after disturbance could 
increase, remain unchanged or decrease. Increased evaporation and vegetation regrowth sometimes offset 
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expected water gains from tree mortality. Water effects depend on climate, terrain and the vegetation that 
returns. More annual runoff also does not by itself establish more late-summer water for wildlife or cleaner 
drinking water. [19]

Watershed claims should therefore separate water quantity, seasonal timing, temperature, sediment and 
chemical contamination. A project can meet a tree-survival target without demonstrating improvement in 
any of those outcomes. Likewise, an erosion inspection cannot substitute for laboratory analysis of a 
herbicide. The monitoring method must measure the claim being made.

The state documented plantation herbicides in water

The Central Valley Water Board's 2017 information sheet connects the issue directly to plantation 
establishment. It records approximately 12,000 pounds of hexazinone applied in the Battle Creek watershed 
in 2013 and early 2014, alongside other herbicides, most associated with "post-fire conifer plantation 
establishment." It then states: "Hexazinone was detected in all 26 samples." The pilot also detected 2,4-
D, triclopyr and imazapyr, although it did not quantify their water concentrations and had equipment and 
method limitations. [28, p. 16]

The same Water Board document says "label instructions and applications were ineffective at 
preventing discharge of specific chemicals" to surface waters in that sampling experience. That is the 
regulator's assessment of those historical applications. It does not establish failure of every later treatment or 
quantify a current statewide violation rate. It does establish that chemical movement from forestry use was a 
known management problem requiring measurement. [28, p. 23]

A proposed test of the rules was left unfunded

The 2021 concept and full proposal developed an application-informed approach to water monitoring. That 
earlier project was recommended for funding but subsequently withdrawn over indirect-cost limits. The 
later EMC-2022-001 proposal was a separate funding decision. Keeping those events distinct is essential to 
understanding what happened. [20, 22]

Led by UC Davis with USGS and Central Valley Water Board participation, EMC-2022-001 proposed 
testing ten herbicides with four sampling approaches. It tied sampling to application notices and seasonal 
events, including a spring storm and first-flush rainfall. Its text questioned whether existing rules protected 
water after large-scale burned-land treatments. Describing the presumption that certain postfire herbicide 
uses caused no individual or cumulative impacts, the proposal states that it "has not been tested." This is 
the applicants' assessment submitted to the EMC, not a formal finding adopted by the Board. [21, printed 
pp. 4, 6, 8, 12]

The November 18, 2022 minutes record staff's statement that "all proposals could be funded as 
requested." Nevertheless, the approved package covered EMC-2022-003, 004 and 005, omitting 001. CAL 
FIRE representative Drew Coe questioned its connection to the rules; the minutes summarize his view as 
"does not have as direct linkage back to the FPRs." Other members supported the proposal. [27, pp. 8-9, 
15-16, 19]

In discussion of another proposal at that meeting, Central Valley Water Board representative Justin LaNier 
described private-land management as "more like cropland." This is a recorded assessment, not a 
statewide acreage finding. The minutes establish a funding choice and public reasons for concern about rule 
relevance. They do not disclose every individual's ranking rationale or prove that liability avoidance 
determined the outcome. [27, p. 13]
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The accountability question is concrete: why was the application-linked chemical test omitted when staff 
reported enough money to fund it, and what equivalent monitoring was subsequently implemented? 
Completed ranking sheets, tally records, correspondence and later project deliverables should answer that 
question. General references to environmental protection do not answer it.

Lahontan expressly acknowledged the testing gap

Lahontan's May 9, 2025 letter states: "The Lahontan Timber Waiver does not expressly require 
monitoring of groundwater and surface water for herbicides and mixtures of herbicides." It also 
acknowledges case-by-case investigative authority. This is direct evidence about the waiver's express 
requirements, rather than an inference based only on an unsuccessful records search. [26, letter p. 2; 
supplied volume p. 62]

The published effectiveness-monitoring form describes "a visual evaluation of management measures" 
and focuses on erosion and sediment delivery. A road inspection or photograph can be useful for that 
purpose. It cannot identify the herbicide dissolved in a water sample. The existence of effectiveness-
monitoring paperwork is therefore not evidence that herbicide containment was chemically verified. [29, p. 
1]

In the Motor Sheep matter, Lahontan's November 21, 2025 response states: "The Lahontan Water Board 
staff did not conduct an inspection during project implementation." It explains why the agency 
considered the later requested inspection unhelpful, disputes attribution of the detections to the project and 
closes the matter. The records thus preserve both the inspection gap and the agency's position; the 
contamination-source dispute remains distinct from the fact of chemical detection. [30, letter pp. 3-4; 
supplied volume pp. 99-100]

DPR operates environmental-monitoring programs, and companies may also claim water monitoring. Those 
facts do not establish adequate coverage downstream of a specific forestry application. The relevant records 
are analyte lists, sampling locations, rain and snowmelt timing, detection limits, laboratory results and the 
budget assigned to collecting them. The documented Lahontan gap must not be inflated into a claim that no 
California agency ever tests water. [6, 23]

What public accountability should require

California Water Monitoring Project can test the watershed claims at the scale where applications occur. 
The proposed starting point is Lassen and Plumas counties: obtain pesticide-use records, identify treated 
locations, prepare a sampling plan, and test connected runoff during fall rain and spring snowmelt. Expand 
geographically as funding and volunteers permit.

Sampling plans should identify the reported active ingredients and select laboratory methods capable of 
detecting them. Record locations, dates, flow conditions, chain of custody, quality-control samples and 
detection limits. Where feasible, compare water above and below the treatment area. Access to remote 
runoff pathways matters because convenient road crossings may not capture the relevant drainage.

Publish application records and laboratory results together, distinguishing detected chemicals from 
demonstrated sources or effects. A detection downstream supports investigation; attributing it to one project 
requires attention to other applications, drainage connections and timing. When warranted, submit 
complaints, guide regulators to the sampling locations, and publish their investigation findings and 
responses.
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Agencies and funded project operators should disclose treatment maps; pre-treatment regeneration surveys; 
planted and retained species; herbicides and application dates; expected timber outputs; wildlife tradeoffs; 
runoff-testing budgets; sampling results; and criteria for changing practices when impacts appear. These 
records would let the public compare promised watershed protection with measured outcomes.

Logging has an important economic and historical place in California. Recognizing that role does not 
require presenting timber production as equivalent to ecological restoration. Where public funding supports 
conifer establishment and removal of native regrowth, agencies should state the production objective plainly 
and demonstrate the claimed watershed and wildlife benefits with evidence independent of tree-growth 
targets.
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