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Mr. Chairman and Members of the Subcommittee:  Thank you for your invitation to appear today.  The National Fire Plan and its constituent documents, the so-called Cohesive Strategy and 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy, have a vital set of tasks to accomplish.  Done right, they would safeguard rural and urban-interface communities, and help return vigor and resilience to forest, rangeland, and aquatic ecosystems.  Done wrong, they will at best perpetuate current threats to those communities and degradation of those ecosystems, wasting taxpayer dollars at a time we have none to spare and failing the American public.  As it stands now, the National Fire Plan does not ensure that underlying problems will be effectively dealt with or that funding will be well used.  Congress cannot afford to ignore these problems, but it should not allow implementation of the National Fire Plan until assured that the needed priorities and standards are in place and will be followed.        

Of the issues raised by the National Fire Plan, I want to focus on the use of thinning to reduce future fire risks in and around federal forests.  To summarize, we know far less about fire risk reduction than many believe.  What we do know points to three distinct forest zones, each calling for a different treatment approach and priority.  The first is the immediate vicinity of homes and communities, where damage from fire can be greatly reduced and where our top priorities lie.  The second is the heavily managed and altered forest.  This is a zone where it makes sense to experiment carefully with thinning, monitoring and evaluating its actual impact on fire intensity and increasing our investment only if and when we have learned the impact of what we are doing and only after dealing with the first priority, the community zone.  The third is the less altered forest, largely unlogged, unroaded backcountry, along with old growth and intact riparian areas.  These forests are much less in need of remediation, more prone to harm from active management, and more remote from communities.  Thinning here, if it is ever done, should be rare, light, and years away.

Unfortunately, the National Fire Plan is not designed to assure that these zones are dealt with in order of priority.  Instead, it is a virtual black box, devoid of meaningful standards, constraints, or commitments about the kind and location of fire risk reduction in which the implementing agencies will engage.  This approach is in the same vein as other trends at the U.S. Forest Service, in particular, which are away from standards and accountability and towards increased discretion to do as the agency chooses, notwithstanding public opinion, scientific evidence, and congressional direction.  The recently adopted 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy
 is oriented toward a number of the needed priorities and standards, but does not supply them or assure they will be developed.

What We Do Not Know:  How to Ensure Thinning Reduces Forest Fire Intensity 

Above, I spoke of thinning to reduce fire risk as an “experiment.”  This is an essential point.  The National Fire Plan treats thinning as an established cure for intense fire, something so routine that no criteria or sidebars for its use are needed.  In point of fact, however, virtually no peer-reviewed, empirical studies show that thinning actually leads to a systematic reduction of forest fire intensity.
  The Cohesive Strategy acknowledges this, somewhat obliquely, when it notes that “[a]t landscape scales, the effectiveness of treatments in improving watershed conditions has not been well documented.”

Actually, a series of studies – though not definitive – shows post-thinning increases in fire intensity or spread.
  Anecdotal cases exist of both increased and decreased fire intensity after thinning.  But in general we don’t have the necessary scientific basis for predicting confidently that a given thinning project, as it ends up being implemented on the ground, will reduce fire intensity.

How can it be that thinning could increase fire risks?  First, thinning lets in sunlight and wind, both of which dry out the forest interior and increase flammability.  Second, the most flammable material – brush, limbs, twigs, needles, and saplings – is difficult to remove and often left behind.  Third, opening up forests promotes brushy, flammable undergrowth.  Fourth, logging equipment compacts soil so that water runs off instead of filtering in to keep soils moist and trees healthy.  Fifth, thinning introduces diseases and pests, wounds the trees left behind, and generally disrupts natural processes, including some that regulate forest health, all the more so if new roads are used.

This does not mean that thinning will never help reduce fire risks.  Rather, it means that we don’t know whether and under what conditions thinning will make things better, rather than worse.  It is therefore only an experiment, a complicated, tricky, and dangerous experiment.

 There is one kind of thinning we do know is productive.  If drastic thinning is used within 150 feet of structures that have fire resistant roofs and siding, and saplings are kept cleared out, the buildings don’t get hot enough in a fire to combust.
  When trees are very widely spaced, fires physically cannot jump from treetop to treetop,
 and they don’t develop the heat to ignite properly constructed or retrofitted homes.  It is important to note that you do not really have a forest left after this kind of thinning, but you do have safe communities. 

What We Do Know:  Increased Fire Risk Affects Only Some Forests And Comes From Management Practices That Continue Today.

What else do we know about fire risk?  We know that increased fire risk is traceable to human intervention.  Where forests are abnormally dense and thus more flammable, several kinds of forest management share the blame.  The usually mentioned culprit is fire suppression.  But also implicated are logging (especially removal of medium to large, fire resistant trees) and grazing
 (because cows and sheep crop forest grasses that otherwise would shade out tree seedlings and carry low intensity, brush-clearing fires
).

We know that many forest types are not at greatly heightened risk, because in their natural, healthy state they burn only infrequently, so that intense fires are normal and unavoidable.  We know that it is problematic to extrapolate just how dense or sparse forests actually were in pre-settlement times.
  Even the dry pine forests said to be at greatest risk were sometimes much denser before management than people tend to think.  The Forest Service’s long-time poster child for supposedly pre-management open stand conditions in the dry West is this 1909 photograph from the Bitterroot National Forest.  See Illustration 1 (see also Attachment A to this testimony, showing the photograph presented as an illustration of desirable, baseline conditions in a widely distributed 1998 Forest Service poster and in the first, i.e. May 31, 2000, edition of the agency’s Coherent Strategy document
).  The photo actually is of a just-logged stand.
  A pre-logging photo from the same area and year shows much closer spaced trees.
  See Illustration 2.

We know that where increased tree density does make forests abnormally flammable, it is small trees that are responsible.  These are the trees that started growing after fire suppression caused a normal fire event not to occur, or overstory logging and/or grazing opened up the forest floor so seedlings flourished.  Large and medium-sized trees typically pre-date these events, so removing them would not return the stand to more normal conditions.   
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We know that our forests are not currently burning as much as they once did.  True enough, in recent years the acreage burned annually by wildfire in the West has trended upwards.  However, it is on average still much lower than it was in pre-settlement times.
   Not widely publicized is the fact that much of the acreage reported as burning these days is not forest at all but rangeland and sagebrush, and that where forests do burn, they do so with variable intensities, as they did in the past.  We do not really know much about how current wildfire intensity compares with the pre-settlement conditions that thinning is supposed to mimic, in part because current reporting emphasizes total acreage but does not systematically assess fire intensity.           

And finally, we know that the management problems that caused small, flammable understories to develop where they did not earlier exist continue to this day, notwithstanding awareness of their adverse consequences.  The Forest Service has known for more than seventy years that fire suppression caused subsequent fires to burn more and more intensely.
  Nonetheless, the National Fire Plan focuses just as uncritically as ever on massive, broadscale fire supression, almost in the same breath with promising to address the ill effects of “decades of fire exclusion.”
  And much of the thinning done assertedly to reduce fire risk includes medium and large trees.  Nothing in the National Fire Plan prevents this.  The 10 Year Comprehensive Strategy evinces an understanding that small diameter timber is the necessary object of 
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restorative thinning efforts.  However, it is increasingly the trend  at the Forest Service to try to blur the distinction between commercial logging, which is driven by economic considerations to include larger, more valuable trees, and so-called restoration thinning, where precisely the opposite is needed.

What Our Fire Risk Reduction Priorities Should Be, Based On What We Do and Do Not Know.

When you reflect on what we do and do not know, the prudent approach to forest fire risk reduction stares you in the face.  First, very close to buildings and communities, we have an urgent need and a clear course of action.  Second, further away, in the previously managed, general forest, we have far less idea what to do, but ample room and time for experimentation because fire is still well below pre-settlement levels.  Third and finally, in the unlogged, undeveloped backcountry, we have the least damaged conditions, the least urgency, the least idea what to do, and the most to lose from active management.

Zone one is overwhelmingly the top priority, the zone where we must focus attention, resources, and work.  It is where people and homes are at risk.  And it is where we know what will work.  There we need highly aggressive thinning, combined with up-grading of exterior building materials and regular clearing of saplings.  I want to stress that this kind of treatment does not leave much of a forest behind, just widely scattered trees at most.  But this is a zone where consideration of human safety, for residents and firefighters alike, is paramount.  And as noted above, research shows that it is very narrow, extending only about 150 feet from structures.  Because of the widespread penetration of human communities into forested landscapes, this is still a lot of acreage that will take years to treat effectively, but it is not the general forest.  By any defensible calculation, this is where the National Forest Plan should ensure the large majority of our near term resources are focused.

Our longer range priority has to be learning the conditions, if any, under which less drastic thinning – thinning that retains forest character – will reliably reduce subsequent fire intensity better than do other techniques.  And the place for this is zone two, the already roaded and logged landscape.  This is where management has had far and away the greatest impact, and the forest is most altered.  Thus it is where some sort of remediation is likely needed and natural values are least jeopardized, because they are least present.  And the way to do it, so we maximize the chances of learning without making things worse, is to take out only small trees, and only in those specific slopes and conditions where science indicates frequent fire used to predominate and now does not.
  The National Park Service is doing some of this already, undertaking small scale, targeted thinning of small trees and brush with strict size limits.
  This was the original intent for the National Fire Plan.
  However, as noted above, the plan now contains no standards to ensure these objectives are met while simultaneously the Forest Service is moving back towards the use of commercial logging on a restoration rationale.

Finally, there is zone three, unroaded areas and intact old growth and riparian stands.  Here we have the most to lose, ecologically, from experimental management, because these are the places with the most residual natural values.  Because they are among the least altered segments of the landscape they are least in need of intervention.  

And because they are typically not adjacent to communities, they are not a priority from the standpoint of human safety.  And the more sensitive these lands are, for example municipal watersheds and habitat for threatened and endangered species, the more important it is that we go slow and tread softly.  If, because of truly exceptional circumstances, intervention is mandatory, we should look first to ending domestic grazing, removing very small woody material by hand, and reintroducing fire under controlled conditions.  As far as the National Forest Plan currently stands, however, limited federal agency funds and authorities may focus on commercial logging of these areas ostensibly for restorative purposes. 

Conclusion
Congress has provided billions of dollars in order to accomplish the goals of the National Fire Plan.  This spending could result in great success -- in ecological, economic, and human safety terms -- or resounding failure and waste.  In order to accomplish the Plan’s goals, federal agencies must use federal dollars and authorizations where there is a solid understanding of the potential results and avoid activities that have uncertain outcomes.  And federal agencies must be held accountable for following Congressional direction.  Based on the research that is available, the needed course is simple -- resources must be prioritized so that most dollars and efforts are focused on the urban-wildland interface, only some are focused on thinning small trees in the disrupted and managed forest, and, for now at least, virtually none in the backcountry.  The National Fire Plan as it stands makes no effort to examine or establish these kinds of priorities, let along ensure they will be accomplished.  The 10-Year Comprehensive

Strategy advances the dialogue about these issues in some measure, but does not include or adequately lay the groundwork for the needed standards, commitments, and accountability.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify today.  I would be happy to answer any questions you might have.    

Attachment A
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This poster was distributed widely throughout Forest Service offices.  It uses a 1909 photo to portray a pre-logged forest, though we now know this photo portrays a logged forest.

==========================================

Changes in Species Composition and Forest Structure
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As recently as May, 2000, the Forest Service’s “Cohesive Strategy” used this 1909 photo to portray a baseline natural forest, though we now know this photo portrays a logged forest.

Excerpt from Protecting People and Sustaining Resources in Fire-Adapted Ecosystems – A Cohesive Strategy, May 31, 2000 edition.

Attachment B

______________________________________________________________________________________________________


Chapter 2

Catastrophic Wildfires Threaten Resources

and Communities

___________________________________________________________________________________

______

1990).4 By another measure, the estimated total cross-sectional area of

trees, measured at 4.5 feet above the ground surface, had grown from

about 25 square feet per acre to about 150 square feet on the first forest

and from about 50 square feet per acre to over 150 square feet on the other forest over the same time periods.

Figures 2.1 and 2.2, are photographs taken from the same spot on the Bitterroot National Forest in 1909 and 1989. They illustrate the dramatic change over the intervening 80 years from the historically more common, open, large tree structure of such forest stands to the more recent,

typically denser structural conditions dominated by smaller trees.

______________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Figure 2.1: 1909 Photograph of Typical

Open Ponderosa Pine Stand in the

Bitterroot National Forest in Idaho

4W.W. Covington and M.M. Mo







Source: Forest Service.

4W.W. Covington and M.M. Moore,  “Postsettlement Changes in Natural Fire Regimes” and “Forest Structure: Ecological Restoration of Old-Growth Ponderosa Pine Forests,” copublished simultaneously in the Journal of Sustainable Forestry , Vol. 2, No. 1/2 (1994); and Assessing Forest Ecosystem Health in the Inland West, R. Neil Sampson and David L. Adams, eds. (Binghamton, N.Y.: The Haworth Press, (1994).

�


Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �1�.  Supposedly Pre-logging Photo of Ponderosa Pine Stand, Bitterroot National Forest, 1909.
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Figure � SEQ Figure \* ARABIC �2�.  Actual Pre-logging Photo of Ponderosa Pine Stand, Bitterroot National Forest, 1909.








1909 Photo


This serves as the baseline reference of forest stand conditions that evolved from regularly occurring, low-intensity surface burning. Analysis of living fire-scarred trees indicates that, on average, fire swept these forests at 5-15 year intervals.  The fires were “hot” enough to restrict most encroaching vegetation, but “cool” enough to avoid killing most of the older-age trees. The forest was open and dominated by the larger fire-tolerant, fire-adapted ponderosa pine.
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