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FIRE and VEGETA|ION I\4ANAGEMENT
S T O R Y  B Y  P E T E R  S T E K E L

lbc) leomwork helps in cleoring vegefqlion photos couriesy of USFS, Notionol Inlerogency Fire Center by Tom Story (inset) A drip-forch prescribed burn in
taquoio grove phoios courlesy of NPS/Sequoio & Kings Conyon Notionol Porks

f  rrc .cason came early this year when

rir, ,u!: .ht heat and mil l ions of dead trees

:prrkct i  concern that catastrophic f ires
( r rg i l i  .11ggp th rough the  S ie r ra .  Concern

hr .n  t  . t r le l r  been centered  here .  \ i l i th

drou.qhl I  sar-of l i fe in the rVest, agencies

throu .qhour  the  reg ion ,  inc lud ing  Southern
(-r l t f  ornia r rr 'here condit ions are the dri-

c. l  l rc r lna\ 's preparing for f i re With one

c \e  r ( r  rhe  fu tu re  and another  eye  on  the

;r.r.r  >icrra residents wonder how manage-

: : : c : :  i i cc is ions  in  na t iona l  parks  and

forests affect f i re suppression efforts near

the i r  communi t ies .

Sue Exline, Public Affairs Officer for the

Sierra National Forest, says, "We have many

tools to manage f ire," and, "the US Forest

Service pol icy for f ighting f ires varies

according to the situation." Suppression is

the main tool used when f ire impacts a nat-

ural resource or threatens communit ies and

private property. But Exl ine points out that

suppression doesn't  always give posit ive

long term results. "Over the last hundred

years we have altered the natural f i re cycles

and this has led to a dangerous increase of

vegetation."

California suffered greatly from fire last

year v/ i th 739,000 acres of forest burned

along with 3,600 homes and 22 l ives lost

Those f ires occurred mainly in the south, in

a dif ferent ecosystem than the Sierra

Nevada But increasing urbanization in the
" w i l d l a n d - u r b a n  i n r e r f a c e '  ( \ i l U I )  m e a n s

that people l iving in the foothi l ls and forests

of the Sierra are equally at r isk as their
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(Above) Firefighlers bollle o foorhilll bloze photos courtesy of NPS/Sequoio & Kings Conyon Notionol porks

build fuel breaks and reduce fuels around

gateway communities. "By managing vegeta-

t ion, we're trying to the best of our abi l i t ies

to reduce fuels in strategic locations and

restofe healthy ecosystems," says Jody Lyle,

f ire education special ist in Sequoia and

Kings Canyon, Lyle says the parks mechani-

cal ly remove vegetation in areas immediate-

ly ad.jacent to structures. "Ve aren't  using i t

as an ecological tool," she says. "We remove

trees, shrubs and l imbs around visi tor cen-

ters and campgrounds "

Sequoia and Kings Canyon have managed

vegetation with prescribed f ires for two gen-

erations. Their goal is to restore natural f i re

cycles and return to natural condit ions with-

out healy fuel loads. Before a prescript ion,

contingency resources are planned, f ire

l ines bui l t  and local agencies consulted for

cooperation in helping with the burn, For

2004, 3,900 acres were treared with nine
prescribed f ires. Three mechanical projects

treated 40 aues, Lyle reports that both f ig-

ures were down from the usual 10,000 total

acres, "Because budgets were lower and

because we expected a severe f ire season."

Park visi tors don't  always appreciate pre-

scribed f ire since smoke obscures views.

Gateway communit ies surrounding Sequoia

and Kings Canyon disl ike the smoke too and

there are air qual i ty issues (see the upcom-
ing  November  i ssue o f  S ie r ra  Her i tage

Magazine ). Some residents outside the park

would prefer the fuels accumulate rather

than deal with smoke impacts in their com-

munity. "You don't  throw your hands up and

say the fuels are bad and we afen't  going to

do anything about i t ,"  Lyle says. That 's irre-

sponsible.

Lyle says that when it comes to fighting

fire with fires, Sequoia and Kings Canyon

has shown success with 1-2 acre burns

around Park Headquarters and other strate-
gical ly located areas. These burns can

reduce the fast spread of a f ire that could

ignite along the highway from carelessly

tossed cigarettes and demonstrates that,
"The Park Service wants to be a good neigh-

bor and act responsibly, dealing with fuel

condit ions on our federal lands."

Lightning-caused f ires fal l  under a m n-

agement technique cal led "wildland f ire

/
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\ ( )u rhern  ne ighbors .

Thc US Forest Service reports that 70o/o
of thc I I  5 mil l ion acres of national forest in

the Sierra are unnatural ly dense and choked
s' i th rhick srands of trees and other vegeta-

t ion. 'The overcrowded condit ions have left

the forests highly susceptible to drought,

disease and insect infestat ions - primed for

intense and damaging wildf ires."

The risk of wildfire is a fact of life in the
Sierra Lightning starts most natural f i res

Human-caused f ires start by accident or

l tr \on }{anaging f ire r isk requires coopera-

t ion between residents and public lands

agencles,

About $340 mil l ion/year is spent in rhe

Sierra Nevada at the federal level for forest

management and for preventing and sup-

pressing wildf ires Some of that money

finances National Fire Plans. "Up and down

California there are grass roots Fire Safe

Councils, engaging with the federal govern-

ment to work on fuel reductions in partner-

ship with the forest service," says Sue Exl ine.

In Sequoia and Kings Canyon National

Parks, resource managers work hard to
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use " Decisions are made within the f irst

few hours of discovering a f ire to determine

the procedure, "We must decide i f  the f ire is

unwanted (and then suppressed) or i f  i t  has

a resource value (to reduce fuel loads, for

instance)," says Lyle, I f  so, i t  is al lowed to

burn or spread natural ly while st i l l  being

intensely monitored

Sequoia and Kings Canyon has imple-

mented a wildland f ire use pol icy for over 30

years while the Sierra National Forests just

started with this kind of program last year

"This is historic because our two agenctes

share a very large boundary," says Lyle In

the past, when l ightning f ires occurred both

agenc ies  worked to  suppress  the  b laze

Many of these f ires were in wilderne ss areas

that could have benefi ted from non-sup-

pression. Their remoteness also meant they

cost a lot of money to f ight

Vith a populat ion of 35 mil l ion and l im-

ited governmental budgets, Cali fornians

l iving in the \(UI must shoulder their share

of the responsibi l i ty for managing f ire r isk

To do that, get involved in community-

based Fire Safe Counci ls Provide defensi-

b le  space around your  home.  Don ' t  s tack

stove wood under your porch or alongside

the house. Clean the roof and rain gutters

of pine needles Clear vegetation around

your house Provide turnaround space in

your driveway for f i re trucks And f inal ly, i f

you l ive at the end of a hidden driveway,

hang a shingle at the road with your name

and/or street address so your home can be

found -  jus t  in  case.  sn

HEALTHY FORESTS

B Y  P E T E R  S T E K E L

After the devastating fires in California

and other western states last year, Congress

passed what is being cal led the "Healthy

Forests Init iat ive." Their understanding was

that i t  would . i t tor. ecological health and

make communities safe from fire by, among

other thing,s. cutt ing trees up to 30" in

diameter in old gro*'th forests far from the

\(ildland Urban lnterface flWUI).

Sue Exline from Sierra National Forest

says, "The cost ofthinninS the present forest

to make i t  more l ike the forest of the past,

even only in strrregic sites. is huge. .{ small

part of the cost sill be oftet b-t an.v timber

sales which can be rchievcd by thinning

trees less than 30- in diameter. Nthough

only a few trees larger than 20- in dirmeter

will be thinned on each area treated, these

may generate nearly 180 million each year to

help pay for removal of economically worth-

less, but highlv f lammable brush."

The picture isn't that rosy according to

the Sierra Nevada Forest Protection

Coalir ion (SNFPC). a coal i t ion of groups

inc lud ing  the  V i lderness  Soc ie ty ,  S ie r ra

Club and other groups that have worked

independentlv on issues affect ing the Sierra

Nevada. The Coali t ion is convinced the

init iat ive wil l  actual ly increase the r isk of

fire to ViUI communities through the wav

the plan is implemented.

"By cutt ing large trees in the general for-

est, you're not real ly protecting communi-

t ies , "  says  Coa l i t ion  conserva t ion  and com-

munication coordinator, David Graves. Risk

isn't  reduced by logging old growth forest;

it's reduced bv thinning trees and removing

brush near local communit ies. "We support

Ghoin sqw skills ore mondolory photos couriesy of USFS, Notionol Interogency Fire Center by Tom Story
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thinning of trees up to 30" in diameter only

in r0f lUl." savs Graves

Before the init iat ive, after years of work-

ing  n ' i th  en \ i r ( )nmenta l  g roups ,  sc ien t is ts ,

researcher. lncl cl i f ferent stakeholders

involved in thc Sicrra \evada. the US Forest

Serv ice  produecd the  S ie r ra  Nevada

Frames'ork - l t  focused on reducing small

fuels and brush - the real ly f lammable

things in thc forest. says Graves "The

Framervork crl led for reducing those fuels

to loser f irc rnk. '  and focused on using

prescribct l  frrc as one of the tools for main-

taining .r h(elthr forest,

. \ l l  rhrr changed last January when the

Forc.r :cr\ . ice released revisions to the

Framcqork: a program they cal led "Forests

\ \ i rh  I  Furure"  Graves  says ,  "These rev i -

\r()n\ 3rc rn l ine with the Healthy Forests

In:trrrrre bv al lowing the cutt ing of trees up

to ,tu- rn diameter throughout the general

hcst.-

The Coali ton's Graves points out that

lreas outside of the \fUI may experience an

rncrease in fire risk from the Framework

revisions. "I /hen you cut large trees, you're

opening up a previously shaded area to sunl

l ight This encourages the growth of small

trees and brush." These "ladder fuels" could

:rctual ly cause a larger f ire.

El iminating shade also al lows the snow-

prck to melt faster and makes soi ls dry out

frster - which ups the f ire r isk too. Cutt ing

large trees increases wind speed that could

rhip down hi l ls ides and spread f lames i f

ever there is f i re.

The Coa l i t ion  suppor ts  the  or ig ina l

Sierra Nevada Framework, not only because

rt comprised years of cooperative work but

bt-cause i t  represents good science.

-\nd there's another reason Grave points

t() f()r questioning the efficacy of reducing

irre risk with revised Framework plan as

erpressed in the Healthy Forests Init iat ive.
- ln the past, 75o/o of f i re reduction money

sas spent in the \f lUL Under the new plan i t

is reduced to 50o/o " That missing 25"/" is

being spent to support increased logging in

the general forest - away from the commu-

nit ies that need the monev the most.
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