							June 4, 2003





Bill Wilkinson


Team Leader


Prescribed Burning Proposals


Clearwater National Forest


12730 U.S. Highway 12


Orofino, ID 83544





SENT VIA EMAIL:  bwilkinson@fs.fed.us





Dear Team Leader Wilkinson:





The following comments are being submitted by Friends of the Clearwater, Alliance for the Wild Rockies, the Ecology Center, and the Lands Council on the proposed decision memos for the prescribed burning proposals in four areas:  Weitas Creek, Swan Creek, Toboggan Ridge, and Pollock Ridge .  All except Swan Creek, like the Upper North Fork Prescribed Fires, are within roadless areas proposed for Wilderness under the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act.  While fires are a crucial and important part of this area, we have a number of questions and concerns regarding these two proposals. 





Nevertheless, it is positive to see the agency recognize the importance of fire.  Implicit in these proposals is the fact that the effects of fire are not replicated by logging or other vegetation manipulation.  We would hope that lesson carries over to other proposed projects as well.





Purpose and Need/Fire Ecology





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.





Specifically, the plan omits large swaths of roadless land where natural fires should be allowed to burn.  The current plan has a suppression emphasis on land west of Weitas Creek itself, which is in the heart of the Bighorn-Weitas inventoried roadless area.  For example, Little Weitas Creek and Hemlock Creek, two roadless drainages where natural fires should be allowed to burn, are not in the FMU that allows wild land fire for resource benefit.  There is absolutely no reason for the exclusion of these areas.





Lethal fire is part of the landscape of every single proposed burn, including Swan Creek, and it is the dominant fire type in all the areas as well, with the possible exception of Swan Creek.  Given the fact that fire severity and lethality are functions of climate, it is ridiculous to claim that these projects would reduce the risk of uncharacteristic, lethal wildfires.  In fact, lethal fires 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). 


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.





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 22-308-years in length in many places.





Obviously, these projects have been proposed with the "equilibrium" view of fire ecology.  This view holds that frequent, low-intensity surface fires maintained some condition.  A contrasting "nonequilibrium" view suggests that many forest ecosystems are subject to unpredictable catastrophic disturbances that dramatically alter these ecosystems.  There is strong evidence of such events before EuroAmerican influence.  The more scientists learn, the more the nonequilibrium view holds sway over the equilibrium view.  Grant Meyer a professor at the University of New Mexico, has done extensive research around Yellowstone on the hot fires in the 900 to 1200 AD time frame.  More importantly, research by Jennifer Pierce, reflects that fact that ponderosa pine types on the Boise National Forest had stand replacing fires during that time period.





The impacts of a stand-replacing fire on watersheds are often positive.  These watersheds have evolved with these climatically-induced, stochastic events.  These burns provide woody debris into streams.  They recruit material for soils function.  The real damage to the streams is from the road systems and logging.  Road closures and culvert replacement do more for fish than these specious vegetation proposals. 





The history of shrub field burning has not been good as Dr. Peek’s research on the Lochsa has proved.  Although this is a minor part of the proposals, why is more of it proposed?





The scoping documents do not recognize the past extensive prescribed fire program in the North Fork where helicopters lit fires routinely.  Those impacts need to be quantified and put into perspective.  The questions need to be asked whether the recent history of the North Fork is a case of too little fire (from suppression), too much fire (from all the human ignitions), and the interactions between those two human-caused events.





The scoping documents also assume an intense fire could likely result without these prescribed fires.  As noted, the research does not support that conclusion.  Furthermore, there is no quantification of the chances of such a fire occurring with or without this prescribed burning.  The Elizabeth fire is instructive.  Only 1.7% burned very hot.  It occurred during a drought, high temperatures, a year suited to large, stand-replacing fire.  It was stand-replacing but not hot.





We would like you to consider the following point.  If Barrett is right about the normalcy of stand-replacing fire in the North Fork, then it is not only part of this system, but a dominant part.  If these fires were, in fact, common then the vegetation they created is ÒnaturalÓ including the successional stages.  It would stand to reason that there is no real justification to manipulate these successional stages because of 60 years of fire suppression as the current vegetative condition will have little influence on stand-replacing fires.  These fires will burn regardless and reset the clock, so to speak.  Thus, the desire to meet some goals of early, late, and mid seral vegetation through manipulation are shortsighted as stand-replacing fire, which is normal and a relatively frequent visitor to the North Fork, is the trump card in determining seral condition. 





Furthermore, we do not know what influence, if any, recent fire suppression has played in the North Fork.  Any proclamation otherwise is specious at best.  The fire intervals here are so stochastic that statements that this areas is somehow out of whack are groundless.  Also, the number of fire starts provides little information as to whether fire would actually burn.  Last year, a few fire starts were allowed to burn but did almost nothing in the North Fork.  The conditions just were not right for a fire.





In fact, conditions for mild underburns are very infrequent.  The agency’s burn window is very narrow becasue conditions must be just right, not to hot or dry and not to cool.  This suggests that these kind of fires naturally play a minor role under the current climatic conditions. 





We have questions about the desired intensity of these burns.  The scoping letters are not very explicit.  Only the Toboggan Ridge proposals show a chart indicating that mixed severity is the goal and that is not adequately explained.  The concern here is that the agency is completely missing the ecological importance and dominant role exhibited by high severity burns.  It seems to want to eliminate this most important kind of fire from the area.





Again, we encourage the agency to recommit itself to its fire plan in this area by improving the plan to include all of the North Fork drainage as well as the roadless landbase in the Lochsa draiange.  Allowing natural fires to burn this summer will be key.





NEPA Document





Given all the questions and concerns with these projects, CEs are inadequate.  The acreage greatly exceeds the acreage figures for prescribed burns in the new proposed regulations.  In fact, many of the individual burn units exceed that acreage.  These regulations favor the use of CEs when other types of analyses are more appropriate.  Full evaluation NEPA documents are needed.





Specific Issues





Weitas Creek


The Sand Creek (#5) burn has over 75% of the area within what the agency considers normal fire intervals, Lean to Point (#4) over 57%, Johnagan Mtn. (#6) over 66%, Flame Creek (#7) over 67%, Weitas Creek (#8) over 56%, and Liz Butte (#10) over 73%. Why has these units been proposed for burning when they don’t meet the purpose and need for this proposal as they are largely within the agency’s definition of return fire intervals?





Toboggan Ridge


Management Area B-2 is recommended wilderness, not riparian areas.  





Pollock Ridge


This area contains some stands of old cedars in the burn units. 





Older Forests





The scoping letters do not adequately address the issues of older forests and their retention.  Is any verified old growth or suspected old growth as per the 1998 and/or other Clearwater National Forest old growth inventoires?  Are the fires expected to change old growth characteristics?





Roadless





All the proposals, except Swan Creek, would take place in roadless areas, including some in agency-recommended Wilderness.  The impacts on these roadless areas, including the overt ÒtrammelingÓ of these areas by agency-ignited fire, need to be evaluated.





Community Protection





If the goal is to protect Syringa, prescribed fire 1/2 mile away from town will do little if any good.  Jack Cohen, a US Forest Service researcher, shows that treatments beyond about 40 meters are generally useless.  The agency needs to encourage landowners in Syringa to adopt Cohen’s recommendations right around their buildings and homes.  The agency needs to cooperate with landowners in this process.  The projects conducted by the Nez Perce National Forest in the South Fork Clearwater drainage provide a relatively good model of how to protect homes. 





The agency is accepting serious liability by the implications in the Swan Creek scoping letter.  It incorrectly assumes that the area never experienced lethal fires and that it is part of low intensity high frequency fire regime.  It implies that changing the vegetation will drastically reduce or eliminate the possibility of stand-repalcing fire.  Recent research, cited above, shows this equilibrium view of ecology to be extremely suspect.





Big Game (Elk)





The forest plan lays out a process of evaluating and maintaining elk habitat effectiveness in summer range (defined as spring/summer/fall in the literature, see North Idaho Elk Guidelines).  Regardless of the validity of this approach, it is the one mandated in the forest plan.  Nowhere in the scoping letters are EHEs mentioned.  This is a serious omission.





The creation of additional elk forage may do nothing for the elk population.  Without long-term condition and trend data, which has been lacking for years, implications that these actions will increase elk numbers is without substance.  Such specious conclusions are contrary to NFMA and NEPA requirements for sound analysis.  





In essence, the scoping letters advocate for a mythical pre-1910 HRV for vegetation, but for post-1910 numbers of elk.  This serious disconnect should not go unnoticed.  The simple fact is the big stand-replacing fires, the ones that these projects seek to eliminate, are what created the elk habitat in the first place





Summary





Fires are a natural part of the Clearwater.  However, agency-ignited fire is different than natural fire.  It is also erroneous to conclude that these projects will lead to a policy that allows more natural fire in the future.  The current plan won’t change as a result of these agency-ignited blazes.  Furthermore, our experience with the agency tells us that it feels it must manipulate the landscape.  Allowing natural processes to shape the forest, as they have done for millennia, is not in accordance with agency dogma.  





if the agency were truly serious about doing something to prevent the severity of large fires, it would encourage the administration to deal with climate change issues.  Tinkering about in the woods will have little effect on future big fires.  





If the agency could overcome its extreme bias, it could see that the North Fork and all roadless areas outside the drainage offer 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 North Fork District and in adjacent unroaded areas of the Lochsa and Powell Districts to burn would make economic sense, be innovative and be ecologically sound.  Thus, we suggest that agency-ignited fire in the North Fork projects (Toboggan, Pollock and Weitas) be deferred for a while to allow natural fires the opportunity burn in the area, or, in the alternative, allow all natural fires, if ignited, to burn in this area this season and in the future.  We also suggest that the Swan Creek project be accompanied by an education project for Syringa landowners.  Those of us who choose to live in forests must accept the responsibility for our homes.





Finally, these projects do recognize the importance of fire in the Clearwater.  They don’t fall prey to the ridiculous notion that logging somehow replicates natural fire.  However, agency-ignited fire is far from a perfect replication of natural fire.  Please keep us updated on these projects.





Sincerely,











Gary Macfarlane


Friends of the Clearwater


P.O. Box 9241


Moscow, ID 83843





Alliance for the Wild Rockies


PO Box 8731


Missoula, MT  59807


(no need to send NEPA documents to AWR as copies can be shared)





Jeff Juel


The Ecology Center, Inc.


801 Sherwood, Suite B


Missoula, MT  59802





Mike Petersen


The Lands Council


423 West 1st Ave. Suite 240


Spokane, WA 99201














