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Ozark-St. Francis National Forests Begin Storm Damage Assessment

HOT SPRINGS, AR-- More than half of the 1.2 million acre Ozark National Forest in Arkansas is closed due to widespread damage left in the wake of the severe ice storm that swept through the state earlier this week.  Downed power and communication lines coupled with extensive damage to trees brought all activity in the forest north of I-40 to a near standstill.  

According to Ozark-St. Francis National Forests Recreation Officer Gary Knudsen, available employees are currently focused on the safety of the public and employees.  “We have assembled an incident management team to take the lead on clearing areas of the forest, focusing first on aspects of the damage that may have placed forest visitors and our own employees in danger,” he said.  “This team and members of my staff are working closely with our partners in each of these areas to determine the remaining priorities in getting things back up and running.”

Forest officials say that it could be weeks before an accurate estimate of the damage to facilities and natural resources could be assessed.  Until the extent of damage is known and all travel routes and recreation areas are cleared, the forest north of Interstate 40 will remain closed.  “We know this an inconvenience, but our first concern is the safety of the public and our employees,” said Knudsen.

According to Incident Commander Mark Morales some of the areas mirror damage left in the wake of a tornado. “We’re looking at having to clear up to ¾ of the roads in some places.  Right now our main concern is getting crews into all areas of the forest as quickly as possible to make sure that we don’t have people out there that need our help.”

Forest Service offices in Jasper and Mountain View, AR are without power, phones, radios or water and are closed for the remainder of the week.  Employees on these districts have been unable to report to work due to downed power lines and trees.  
“We’re working to get things back to normal as soon as we can,” said Morales.  “But seeing what we have thus far, it’s clear that it will take us a while to recover.”

The Ouachita National Forest to the south experienced much less damage with no closures resulting from the ice storm.  Assessments of damage to natural resources are ongoing.

For more information on ice storm damage, log on to www.aokforests.com and navigate to the Ozark-St. Francis National Forest webpage or contact the Supervisors Office at 479-964-7200.
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