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The nature of fire will force hard choices 


By William L. Baker, Laramie Wy.





Proponents of thinning ponderosa pine forests have created a simple story in which chainsaws alone can save us from fire. However, thinning is not always restoration, nor will it create landscapes in which people can live safely.


Thinning alone does not solve our problems with fire. Neither will President Bush's proposed "Healthy Forests" legislation, nor other recent legislative proposals. Here's why.





First, thinning to lower fire risk is not necessarily forest restoration. In high-elevation forests, scientists do not generally find thinning to be ecologically warranted. Even at lower elevations, ponderosa pine forests are almost certainly more variable and complex than portrayed by thinning advocates.





For example, scientific research by Donna Ehle and myself in Rocky Mountain National Park and by Merrill Kaufmann and colleagues at Cheesman Lake, southwest of Denver, challenge the common notion that forests have everywhere become more dense. Because of logging and grazing, only about half the forests at Cheesman Lake have become denser. In Rocky Mountain National Park, ponderosa pine densities were naturally high after some fires before EuroAmerican settlement - but tree density has not increased since.


These studies suggest that indiscriminate thinning is inappropriate if the goal is restoration. Local research must determine local restoration needs.





Even if the simple thinning story were true, thinning still does not solve the problem of people living in dangerous, fire-prone settings. Both studies found some natural fires were mixed in severity - burning partly in the surface fuels, but also flaring up into the tree crowns, with flame heights of more than 100 feet in places.





But even the low-severity surface-fuel fires, driven by high winds during drought, can produce flames that reach above the height of a house. Jack Cohen, a Forest Service researcher who studied the aftermath of the Cerro Grande fire in Los Alamos, N.M., found that homes were burned primarily by surface fires.





The bottom line: Even after thinning, there are few, if any, truly safe places to live inside ponderosa pine forests. Property owners can lower risk by using firewise principles (available at www.firewise.org , but some severe fires will occur.





This may explain why no one has suggested that after thinning, we could stop fighting the fires, and save the enormous cost ($50 million or more for some fires) and firefighters' lives. Perhaps, after thinning, fires might be less severe - but can anyone imagine that landowners would accept a fire burning through adjoining thinned forests, especially if the fire sometimes flares up into 100-foot flames near homes and property?





If we cannot live with natural fires, other questions arise that are no easier to answer. Does the public have the right to keep public forests natural, even though severe fires may originate in them? Can we discourage or prohibit development near fire-prone forests as we do in flood plains, by zoning, withholding public fire protection, or raising insurance rates? If not, can the costs be shared by the public and landowners? Can we require that homes in fire- prone areas use firewise principles?





These questions can be divisive and wrenching.





It is far easier to think of our problems with fires as a temporary result of past mistakes that can be simply corrected by thinning our forests.


Unfortunately, the truth is more difficult.





Even natural fires, under less-severe conditions, in thinned forests, are dangerous. Prescribed fires may be the safest - but how much public forest should be constrained to having only managed fires? Can even these be safe? The Cerro Grande fire that destroyed homes in Los Alamos was a managed fire that escaped control.





No one yet has a proposal for Western fire-prone landscapes that really addresses these key issues. The needed discussions are difficult, and we cling to thinning as the easiest fix, when it really is not. Without an economically, socially and ecologically sound and acceptable plan that addresses key issues for people and the forests, thinning is well-meaning, but distracting and rather futile.





Before the fire season begins again, we could start the deeper discussion that is difficult, but necessary, if we are to create a sustainable landscape that works for both people and the ecosystem.





William L. Baker is a professor and fire ecologist at the University of Wyoming.





