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“The big value of Robinson Forest is its size, its maturity and its potential.”

Marc Evans, senior ecologist with the Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission, who opposes the research logging
AT LOGGERHEADS
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The paint on this beech tree means that it is to be left standing during the partial-logging experiment on a portion of Robinson Forest.
Robinson Forest logging research plan reignites debate

By Andy Mead – amead@herald-leader.com
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CLAYHOLE - Tall, mature trees, steep cliffs, rough ground carpeted with decaying leaves -- a hike up a bone-dry stream bed in Robinson Forest can seem like a stroll through untouched nature. 

But the University of Kentucky-owned forest has been touched -- it was clear-cut early in the last century. And the paint sprayed on some trees shout that it's about to be touched again.
This time, the university says, trees will be felled in the name of scientific research. But the management and future of the 15,000 acres that sprawl across a rugged portion of Eastern Kentucky where Breathitt, Perry and Knott counties come together is again being debated.

The painted trees are those that will be left standing as the university begins a controversial experiment that will cut 1,000 acres to test various ways of protecting streams from becoming clogged with silt after logging.
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This was a hillside in what is now Robinson Forest early in the 
20th century.  Most of the existing forest land had been clear-cut.

Chris Barton, a UK forest hydrologist who is a lead scientist on the project, said it will produce results that can be applied on private logging jobs throughout Appalachian Kentucky and beyond. It also could result in extending protection to ephemeral or intermittent streams -- those that flow only occasionally, perhaps after rains or when snow melts.

"With all the issues we've seen lately in the news about the importance of headwater streams, this is addressing that same issue," Barton said during a visit to the forest last week.

But the experiment has drawn criticism from many fronts, including college students; environmental groups; Wendell Berry, the Henry County writer; U.S. Rep. Ben Chandler of Versailles; and Tracy Farmer, a former UK trustee who gave $2 million for a university research and educational center that bears his name.

Debate over the project's validity has occasionally been emotional and heated. And sometimes exaggerated: Some opponents have mistakenly characterized the university's plans as clear-cutting an old-growth forest.

There also have been charges that logging to learn how to do better logging is illogical.

M. Ann Phillippi, a UK graduate and former president of Students to Save Robinson Forest, sarcastically suggested that the university's next research project could be "Burn the books in the library to learn how hot the temperature gets and how fast periodicals burn compared to hardcover books."

Phillippi was president of Students to Save Robinson Forest in the early 1980s; there have been skirmishes over Robinson Forest for decades. Most of them involved whether the forest should be logged, then strip-mined for the thick seams of coal that lie beneath the surface.

Not an old-growth forest
UK's management of Robinson Forest goes back to 1923, when it was given the property by E.O. Robinson, a Cincinnati lumber baron. The land was to be used for "practical demonstration of reforestation" and "the betterment of the people of the mountain region of Kentucky."

Between 1900 and 1920, Robinson had cut virtually all the merchantable timber from the forest. A few trees were left because they were in inaccessible coves, or because they had too many knots or were otherwise unsuitable for lumber.

Daniel Bowker, a forestry graduate student who is working on the project, says a colleague likes to say that there are old-growth trees in Robinson Forest, but not an old-growth forest.

Parts of the area also were farmed. Today, a visitor walking through deep woods will come across piles of rocks that had been moved to the edge of what once was a field or pasture.

In the 1930s, young men in the Civilian Conservation Corps built a camp in the forest and planted some trees, including white pines that covered areas where railroad tracks had been removed.

As the forest that once stood there started regenerating itself, UK built firebreaks, trails and a fire tower.

In some cases, the new forest got a helping hand, including when UK killed beech trees to encourage the growth of oaks.

As trees got larger, many were cut to supply lumber for the College of Agriculture's barns and fences in Lexington.

The trees that make up the forest today are 80 to 100 years old. The forest is, in many ways, as rich and diverse as the one that once stood there.

Classes and meetings are held in the old CCC camp buildings. Streams that drain the forest have been monitored for more than 30 years, and many forestry experiments are going on continuously.

A rock in a stream bed will, for example, sport a round metal tag -- part of a study on how much rain it takes to move rocks downstream.

After years of arguments, UK agreed in 1991 to allow strip-mining of some of the outlying tracts of the forest. The same year, the university, with the help of Tom FitzGerald of the Kentucky Resources Council, pushed to have the 10,000 acres at the core of the forest declared "unsuitable for mining" under a federal law that protects watershed research.
FOREST | Critics question value of research; UK officials stand firm
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University of Kentucky research scientist Chris Barton has worked three years to set up the logging research project in Robinson Forest.
He said the research could lead to increased protection for intermittent or ephemeral streams in commercial logging projects.
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The current logging project would cut trees on about 10 percent of that core. It is the largest project ever undertaken in the forest.

Specifically, eight watersheds for tributaries of Clemons Fork would be logged. They range in size from 60 to 230 acres. The average is 140 acres. Most are on the outer edge of the forest, next to land that has been mined. The trees would be taken out through the mined lands. The locations have raised suspicions, which UK strongly denies, that the land will be mined after it is logged.

Two other watersheds would serve as controls and be left untouched.

Learning from logging
Under the Kentucky Forest Management Act of 1998, logging jobs are required to have a trained logger (called a master logger) on site, and to follow certain regulations called best management practices, or BMPs.

One of those BMPs is designed to keep silt from logged areas from washing into streams. On slopes of 15 degrees or more, for example, a 55-foot buffer area, called a streamside management zone, must be left on either side of a stream. No more than half the trees can be cut in the zone. Leaving trees along a stream shades the water, and leaves and twigs that fall feed small aquatic creatures that feed fish.

The university says the current BMP was based on research conducted in New Hampshire in the 1950s.

The UK research will include some logging that follows that BMP, and some that halve it or double it. The number of trees left standing also will vary.

A few trees will be left along ephemeral streams where current BMPs allow all trees to be cut.

"We know -- we hypothesize -- that leaving trees within those environments is important," Barton said.
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Forestry graduate student Daniel Bowker walked through part of the forest that is scheduled to be logged.
Lessons learned from the project probably will end up being adopted by the state as new BMPs. UK says Kentucky has 1.2 million acres of forests with similar tree species of similar ages of those in Robinson Forest. An additional 6.4 million acres are a few decades younger and will be harvested in the future.

The project also will use what is called a "deferment harvest," which leaves about 10 mature trees on each acre.

The logging will be carried out by one or more commercial logging companies. Trees that are to be left standing have been marked with paint at chest height to alert loggers, and close to the ground so the researchers will be able to tell whether one is cut that should have been left.

Barton, who worked for three years to set up the experiment, said Robinson Forest is the perfect laboratory.

"These (watersheds) were all formed in the same geology, they have the exact same land-use history, they have the same vegetation ... the same hydrology, the same wildlife," he said.

But FitzGerald, of the Kentucky Resources Council, says the university could get the same results by conducting experiments on logging jobs on private land.

"You don't need the Robinson Forest to do this," he said. "There are a significant number of commercial logging operations occurring all over the Cumberland Plateau, with similar soil types, similar slopes, similar topography."

Testing theories on private jobs would yield better research, FitzGerald said, because it would involve a lot of different logging companies. He said research has shown that the way a logger follows BMPs, not the BMPs themselves, is what determines how much logging harms a stream.

FitzGerald said that if the university cuts down part of the forest, it could provide ammunition to mining companies. They could argue, he said, that the land was now perfectly suited for mining.

"They will say the argument that you can't do large-scale disturbances in Clemons Fork is no longer the case because they've just had a large-scale disturbance," FitzGerald said.

Scott Smith, dean of UK's College of Agriculture, counters that the unsuitable-for-mining designation that FitzGerald helped to write was based on the research value of the forest.

"If it is only a nature preserve and there is no research, it seems to me the research value is non-existent," Smith said.

On the rocky road from the camp to the fire tower is a wooden sign noting that a patch of woods in that area was clear-cut in 1983 as part of an earlier BMP experiment.  Those trees are not as large as some older trees, but they form a closed canopy, and a casual visitor might not notice a difference.

Barton points them out as evidence that the forest not only has regenerated once, but in some places twice. His message: The areas to be logged now will come back.

But Marc Evans, a senior ecologist with the Kentucky State Nature Preserves Commission, said cutting parts of Robinson Forest mean the state is losing a chance to have a very large chunk of trees that eventually will become an old-growth forest.
"The issue is not so much whether the research they're doing is good or bad," he said. "The big value of Robinson Forest is its size, its maturity and its potential."

No plans to reconsider
Barton said the university will soon look for loggers to begin the project. With the current depressed market for red and white oak, he said, it is expected to generate about $600,000. Half of that money will go to the College of Agriculture to support other work and facilities in Robinson Forest, and the rest will be used to pay for the education of Robinson Scholars, students from the coalfields who are their families' first generation to attend college.

With money from grants and the salaries of people involved in the project, the logging research probably will cost more than $1 million, Barton said.

Money from the mining in the 1990s also was used for the scholars program. When that money showed signs of running out a few years ago, UK considered allowing mining in a corner of the core tract, and that idea generated another firestorm of protest.

In the September 2003 meeting in which the school's board of trustees decided not to mine, Smith presented a management plan for the forest.

It called for leaving a portion of the forest untouched and using other portions for water-quality research and sustainable logging.

Because it was an alternative to mining, the plan was hailed as the salvation of the forest. University officials say they are surprised at the protest now for a project that was approved without debate several years ago.

UK President Lee T. Todd Jr. said Friday that he does not plan a new review of the project, as Tracy Farmer and others have suggested.

Todd defended the logging research.

"I know the concerns people have, but I believe we will be contributing to the knowledge of forestry," he said.
YOU CAN VISIT 
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 • Robinson Forest is open to the public, as long as certain rules are followed.� • Visitors are asked to check in at the camp that is the administrative center of the 10,000-acre main block of the forest. They must leave motor vehicles there and proceed on foot.� • For more information on the forest, directions, or for information on visits that are longer than day hikes, go to � HYPERLINK "http://www.ca.uky.edu/" �www.ca.uky.edu/�forestry.  The forest is 114 miles southeast of Lexington.








