Issues and Analysis: Protecting Old-Growth Temperate Rainforests of the Pacific Northwest
The coastal areas of northern California, Oregon, Washington, British Columbia, and southern Alaska have an unusual set of environmental conditions that support a special kind of forest, a temperate rainforest.  The prevailing winds from the west bring moisture-laden air to the coast.  As this air meets the coastal mountains and is forced to rise, it cools and the moisture falls as rain or snow.  Most of these areas receive 200 or more centimeters (80 or more inches) of precipitation per year.  This abundance of water, along with fertile soil and mild temperatures, results in a luxuriant growth of plants.

Sitka spruce, Douglas fir, and western hemlock are typical evergreen coniferous trees.  Undisturbed (old growth) forests of this region have trees as old as 800 years that are almost as tall as the length of a football field.  Deciduous trees of various kinds (red alder, bigleaf maple, black cottonwood) grow in places where they can light.  All trees are covered with mosses, ferns, and other plants that grow on their surface.  The dominant color is green, since most surfaces have something growing on them.

When a tree dies and falls to the ground, it rots in place and often serves as a site for the establishment of new trees.  This is such a common feature of the forest that the fallen, rotting trees are called nurse trees.  The fallen trees also serve as a food source for a variety of insects, which are food for a variety of other animals.  Several endangered or threatened animals, such as the northern spotted owl, the marbled murrelet (a seabird), and the Roosevelt elk, are dependent on undisturbed forest for their survival.

Because of the rich resource of trees, 90 percent of the original temperate rainforest has been logged.  What remains has become a source of controversy.  Some maintain that it should be protected as a remnant of the original forest of the region, just as small patches of prairie and eastern woodland have been preserved in other parts of North America.  Others point out that the intact old-growth forest must be preserved to protect endangered species.  Some maintain that since the trees are old and will die in the near future, they should be harvested for their timber value and the jobs the logging will provide.  Others counter that dying and dead trees are important to the maintenance of this unique ecosystem.  The fate of this unusual ecosystem is not likely to be resolved without legislation or legal action.
· List three components you would include in a law that would protect this ecosystem.

· What compromises can you offer to those who feel the forest should be used for timber?

· If there were no endangered species in the region, would you feel differently?
