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�Chris Gauthier�Team Leader�North Fork Ranger District�12730 U.S. Highway 12�Orofino, ID 83544��SENT VIA EMAIL��Dear Team Leader Gauthier::��The following comments are being submitted by Friends of the Clearwater, Alliance for the Wild Rockies, American Wildlands, the Ecology Center, and the Lands Council on the scoping letter for two burning proposals in the North Fork District.  While fires are a crucial and important part of this area, we have a number of questions and concerns regarding these two proposals.��Purpose and Need/Fire Ecology��The basis of this proposal is weak and indeterminate.  Agency-ignited prescribed fire cannot come close to meeting the burn characteristics that would have naturally occurred.  We encourage you to expand your allowance of natural fire ignitions to be included at greater length for a meaningful policy to be ecologically sound.  It simply does not make sense to have agency-ignitions in an area where active suppression continues.  This does not simulate natural events, and the evolutionary process will not recognize your unfounded efforts in this realm. ��The areas selected for prescribed fire are those that are at higher elevations and have vegetation stands characteristic of lethal-stand replacing fire regimes.  (see INT-GTR-363).  It is ridiculous to claim that these projects would "reduce the risk of uncharacteristic, lethal wildfires" because those are the kind of fires that burn in these areas.  The fires of 1888, 1889, 1910, 1919, and 1934 all prove that point. (see also Turner and Romme 1994, Hutto 1995, Barrett et al. 1991, Weir et al. 1995, Ament 1997).  What scientific evidence refutes the findings in Ament (1997) where he quotes from Hutto (1995), that, "the origin of most Rocky Mountain forest stands can be traced to stand-replacement fires" instead of "mild understory burns?"  What evidence is there that refutes the plethora of agency studies, including the document cited above, that stand-replacement fire is normal for these forest types?��It is also ridiculous to think that small underburns are ecologically the same as stand-replacing fires or that stand-replacing fires can be prevented by these underburns.  Again, history and research proves that small underburns, if they ever were much a part of these systems, do not prevent lethal fires.��Even if we accept the fire frequencies in the scoping document, they show that fire intervals range from 26 to 300 years.  As researchers have noted, northern Rocky forests in the mixed to lethal fire categories have not been affected by fire suppression.��Furthermore, there is more evidence that fire frequencies are far from definitive.  Baker's recent research suggests that the poster child for frequent fire, ponderosa pine, may actually have intervals more like 90-years in length in many places. Paleoecological research shows the importance of climate change in governing vegetation.  (Webb and Bartlein 1992).��Vegetation changes seem to lag behind climate change (Johnson et al. 1994).  When looking at the real picture, and not some narrow, snapshot-in-time view, one conclusion becomes evident, "scientists still do not know what, if any, fire frequency is normal within an evolutionary time scale."  (Walder 1995).��The impacts of a stand-replacing fire on watersheds are not always negative.  These watersheds have evolved with these climatically-induced, stochastic events.  These burns provide woody debris into streams.  The real damage to the streams is from the road systems and logging.  Road closures and culvert replacement like those in the Lochsa drainage do more for fish than these specious vegetation proposals. ��Ranger Gober admitted in a recent newspaper article that reburning of brush fields has not worked.  If that is the case, why are these project being pursued?��Obviously, this project has been proposed with the prevailing "equilibrium" view of a fire ecology.  This view holds that frequent, low-intensity surface fires maintained some condition.  A contrasting "nonequilibrium" view suggests that some forest ecosystems are subject to unpredictable catastrophic disturbances that dramatically alter these ecosystems.  There is evidence of such events before EuroAmerican influence.


�The scoping letter does not indicate when the fires would burn, though we suspect it would be early in the year. Wildlife have adapted to late summer and fall fires. Spring time burning is not mimicking natural processes, and wildlife have not evolved to withstand this impact. Agency biologists in the North Umpqua Ranger District in Oregon have said that: "Many species are nesting and/or breeding during this time of year [spring] and plants are actively adding new tissue. The heat and smoke from prescribed fires may interrupt these functions." "Neotropical migratory birds are beginning to arrive and establish territories and breed. Small animals and young are more susceptible to mortality from ground fires because they are less mobile and in the case of some birds, unable to fly. During Spring, amphibians are widely dispersed and near the ground surface... During the hotter summer months and by late fall, most amphibians are concentrated near wet, riparian habitats or deeper in the ground substratges." ��Finally, climatic research suggests recent changes in forest structure could be the result of climatic change and not fire suppression.  Has the Forest Service considered this information in drafting this proposal?��Proposed Wilderness��The justification for the Spud Creek Burn is a "loss of habitat needed for the local elk populations."  While that statement itself is subject to much scientific debate, it is irrelevant in areas proposed or designated for Wilderness. Forest Service policy prohibits the use of management-ignited fire for the purpose of enhancing wildlife habitat in Wilderness (FSM 2324.22.7).��NEPA Document��Given all the questions and concerns with these projects, CEs are inadequate.  More detailed NEPA documents are needed.��Summary��Fires are a natural part of the North Fork.  However, it makes no sense to continue with a program of fire suppression while, at the same time, engaging in a program of agency-ignited fires.  Until naturally ignited fires are allowed to play their role on the national forests, especially in such a remote area, human ignited prescribed fire will fail to approach any standards of ecological soundness.  The current situation is the worst of all worlds as it wastes money as taxpayers pay twice--for fire suppression and for ignition--and subjects the agency to increased liability.��Alternatively, the North Fork offers a great opportunity to study natural fire in an area remote from towns or private land but easily accessible to researchers.  A policy allowing all natural fire starts on the District to burn would make economic sense, be innovative and be ecologically sound.��Please keep us updated on this project.��Sincerely,


���Gary Macfarlane
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