Excerpted from “Strangely Like War: The Global Assault on Forests” by Derrick Jensen and George Draffan
Bodyguard of Lies

We are often told that trees are “a renewable resource.” . . .There’s little evidence that forest soils—and therefore trees—are renewable beyond three rotations of cutting and removing, but there’s a deeper point to be made here, having to do with the necessity of propaganda in order to perpetrate violence.

Winston Churchill famously wrote, “In war time, truth is so precious that she should always be attended by a bodyguard of lies.” I would modify his statement to make it applicable to our culture’s war on the natural world. In this war, I would say that the truth is so awful that it must be attended by a bodyguard of lies. These lies can be callously and shrewdly manipulative, fabricated to pacify a public that might be raised to outrage were it not so easily and eagerly misled. Or sometimes the lies are believed by the perpetrators themselves. As Robert Jay Lifton made clear in his crucial book The Nazi Doctors, it is generally not possible to commit a mass atrocity without first convincing yourself—and others—that what you’re doing is beneficial, not harmful. We’re not killing forests, we’re making toilet paper. We’re not killing Jews, we’re purifying the Aryan race. We’re not killing forests, we’re creating jobs. We’re not killing forests, we’re preventing wildfires. We’re not killing Indians and stealing their land, we’re fulfilling our Manifest Destiny. We’re not killing forests, we’re saving them from disease. We’re not killing Vietnamese, we’re protecting them from turning Communist and protecting them from themselves (or we’re bringing those Iraqis freedom and democracy—Marily). We’re not killing forests, we’re helping the local economy. We’re not killing indigenous peoples and stealing their land, we’re developing natural resources to fuel the global economy.

. . .Clearcutting is called “even age management” or “mechanical fire suppression.” . . .Ancient trees are called “decadent,” in the hopes that there will be less outcry over the loss of something already decaying than over the loss of something born long before our civilization and its war against nature. . . Particular animal species are chosen as “indicator species” so that the entire forest ecosystem of interdependent species does not have to be considered as a synergistic whole.

Politicians, corporate journalists, and timber industry spokespeople often trot out lies and obfuscations to justify further deforestation. It is a measure of the insanity of our culture, the paucity of our discourse, and the corruption of corporate journalism that even the most absurdly transparent of these lies and obfuscations are rarely challenged, their inaccurate premises revealed. In order to inoculate readers against the most common of these lies, we’ve listed a few with their common sense rebuttals.

Industry Statement: We have more trees today than we had seventy years ago.

Note that those in the industry begin their sample 30 to 70 years ago, after much of the forests have already been hammered by logging. That’s a classic statistical trick: to narrow the window sufficiently to seem to make your point. . .the spokespeople pull an even more disingenuous statistical trick here, which is to conflate incomparable items as though they’re identical. Wood fiber is not a natural tree, small trees are not big trees, and trees in plantations do not make a forest. . .it takes thousands of years for a forest to become a fully functioning climax forest, with all of the parts working together.

To even imply that a tree farm on a 50 year rotation remotely resembles a living forest is either extraordinarily and willfully ignorant, or intentionally deceitful.

The forests need to be cut to provide jobs.

The wood and paper industry and its markets are now global, with only a handful of companies left to compete. Over the past generation, employment has gone down as production has gone up. . .In the 1970s and 1980s, the number of paper mills in the US decreased by 21%, but the average output per mill increased by 90%. The amount of timber cut increased 55%, while the logging and milling jobs decreased by 10%, or 24,000 jobs. Output per employee in the US paper industry has increased fourfold in the last 50 years. The wave of consolidation in the pulp and paper industry that began in the late 1990s is expected to cost another 50,000 jobs.

Any journalist with a shred of integrity would never have positioned debates in the 1990s over forest protection as “jobs versus owls” but instead perhaps “jobs versus automation, mergers and downsizing.” To frame the debate this way, however, would not serve the interests of those in power. 

We need roads and logging to put out forest fires.

Fire is a natural phenomenon, necessary for healthy ecosystem functioning. Most natural forest fires are caused by lightning and they usually burn a very small area. Most large catastrophic fires are caused by industrial humans, often through the use of logging equipment or through slash burning following clearcutting. And catastrophic fires generally take place in areas that have been previously clearcut and replaced with unhealthy stands of crowded, small, even-aged trees. The Sierra Nevada Ecosytem Project Final Report to Congress put it succinctly: “Timber harvest, through its effects on forest structure, local microclimate, and fuel accumulation, has increased fire severity more than any other recent human activity.”

Forestry improves wildlife habitat, and in fact is good for forests.

As mentioned before, we need to ask what sorts of wildlife benefit from forestry—that is, from the conversion of forests to tree farms at best, and quite often to moonscapes. Creatures requiring forest interiors or large unfragmented habitat are consistently harmed. 

Corporate journalists routinely parrot the industry line that industrial forestry is necessary for forest health. We’ve never seen any of them bother to ask the obvious next question: How did forests possibly survive before the arrival of industrial foresters?

The industry is improving. Forestry operations are becoming more sensitive.

This is the classic line of exploiters everywhere, from perpetrators of domestic violence, to dictators, to heads of corporations. There may have been some problems in the past, but things have changed. We need to forget all that now, get on with our lives and live for today.

  There are words in the domestic violence movement to describe those who believe these statements. They’re called co-dependents, sometimes enablers, often victims, sometimes dead.

  There are words in the environmental movement too, to describe those who believe the forest versions of these statements: they’re called corporate journalists, timber industry hacks and co-opted environmentalists.

  Rates of deforestation continue to rise, populations of forest dependent creatures continue to plummet . . .

We need wood and paper products, so we need industrial forestry.

This is nonsense. The world is awash in wood and paper products. Much of what is manufactured is wasted. Much of what is manufactured is unnecessary—disposable cups and chopsticks, tissue and packaging. Paper does not need to be made out of wood fiber and rarely was until the last century.

The fundamental assumptions behind these wood and paper industry lies are that (1) the world needs industrial forestry to provide consumer products that are necessary for human survival, (2) clearcutting is similar to natural disturbances such as wind and fire, and (3) replanting a clearcut replaces a forest. . . If people understand that the industry’s fundamental assumptions are false, they are less likely to be fooled by industry’s other lies.

In response:

(1) People and their immediate evolutionary predecessors lived for millions of years without consumer products. We do not need wood fiber paper packaging, disposable chopsticks and paper cups, cheap lumber, plywood forms for pouring concrete, and so on. The industrial model of forestry needs consumers, but people do not need industrial forestry. People do need a livable planet, however. 

(2) Removing all the trees and other vegetation from forest stands and watersheds is not natural. A very small percentage of the original forest cover was affected by fire or other natural (including human) disturbances. Today, a small and rapidly shrinking percentage of the world’s original forest cover remains. Thousands of forest species have already gone extinct due to industrial forestry—not evolution . The deforestation of the planet is not a natural process that has happened before. And once the destruction of natural forests is complete, they will not reproduce themselves in any comprehensible human time scale.

(3)  Plantations of fiber-producing trees grown with petrochemicals, and cut and recut in rapid succession, are not functioning forest ecosystems. Natural forests take thousands of years to evolve and stabilize, and require the symbiosis of thousands of animal, plant, algal and fungal species.
