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These are comments on the Island Park Wildland-Urban Interface Project on behalf of the Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center.  Thank you for reviewing our comments.

The Alliance for the Wild Rockies and the Ecology Center support the effective and efficient protection of homes and lives from wildfire. While we understand that a portion of this project will involve precommercial thinning, we also recognize a portion of the project (one million boardfeet) will include commercial logging.  We are not aware of any recommendations from home protection experts that would include prescriptions to cut commercial sized trees at a distance any further than 40 meters from a home or structure.  We request that the EIS be clear when describing how each prescription will help accomplish the goals of the project.  For instance, which prescriptions are designed to help protect homes and people from wildfire and which prescriptions are included for commercial purposes?

Research shows that effective fuel modification for reducing potential WUI fire losses need only occur within a few tens of meters from a home, not hundreds of meters or more from a home. This research indicates that home losses can be effectively reduced by focusing mitigation efforts on the structure and its immediate surroundings. Those characteristics of a structure's materials and design and the surrounding flammables that determine the potential for a home to ignite during wildland fires (or any fires outside the home) will, hereafter, be referred to as home ignitability.

The evidence suggests that wildland fuel reduction for reducing home losses may be inefficient and ineffective. Inefficient because wildland fuel reduction for several hundred meters or more around homes is greater than necessary for reducing ignitions from flames. Ineffective because it does not sufficiently reduce firebrand ignitions (USDA 1999).  Cohen recognizes “the imperative to separate the problem of the wildland fire threat to homes from the problem of ecosystem sustainability due to changes in wildland fuels” (USDA 1999).  It is our strong belief that logging outside of the zone that directly surrounds a home is greatly influenced by a commercial logging objective.   We do not believe that commercial logging prescriptions should be justified as means to reduce the likelihood that private homes will be impacted by a wildfire.  In fact, the opposite is likely to be true, especially in the short-term (7-10 years out).  

Huff et al. (1995) address the potential for commercial thinning to augment fuel loading: (I)ntensive forest management annually produces high fuel loading associated with logging residues.  As a by-product of clearcutting, thinning, and other tree-removal activities, activity fuels create both short- and long-term fire hazards to ecosystems.  The potential rate of spread and intensity of fires associated with recently cut logging residues is high (see for example, Anderson 1982, Maxwell and Ward 1976), especially the first year or two as the material decays.  High fire-behavior hazards associated with the residues can extend, however, for many years depending on the tree species (Olson and Fahnestock 1955).  Even though these hazards diminish, their influence on fire behavior can linger for up to 30 years in the dry forest ecosystems of eastern Washington and Oregon.  Disposal of logging residue using prescribed fires, the most common approach, also has an associated high risk of an escaped wildfire (Deeming 1990).  The link between slash fires and escaped wildfires has a history of large conflagrations for Washington and Oregon (Agee 1989, Deeming 1990). 

Logged areas generally showed a strong association with increased rate of spread and flame length, thereby suggesting that tree harvesting could affect the potential fire behavior within landscapes.  In general, rate of spread and flame length were positively correlated with the proportion of area logged in the sample watersheds.  Increased rate of spread means that the perimeter of the fire will grow much faster.  Generally, a faster perimeter growth makes a wildfire harder to contain.

Other scientists have doubts about the efficacy of intensive fuels reductions as fireproofing methods.  DellaSala, et al. (1995) state:

Scientific evidence does not support the hypothesis that intensive salvage, thinning, and other logging activities reduce the risk of catastrophic fires if applied at landscape scales ...  At very local scales, the removal of fuels through salvage and thinning may hinder some fires.  However, applying such measures at landscape scales removes natural fire breaks such as moist pockets of late-seral and riparian forests that dampen the spread and intensity of fire and has little effect on controlling fire spread, particularly during regional droughts. ... Bessie and Johnson (1995) found that surface fire intensity and crown fire initiation were strongly related to weather conditions and only weakly related to fuel loads in subalpine forest in the southern Canadian Rockies... Observations of large forest fires during regional droughts such as the Yellowstone fires in 1988 (Turner, et al. 1994) and the inland northwest fires of 1994 . . . raise serious doubts about the effectiveness of intensive fuel reductions as “fire-proofing” measures.

As a by-product of clearcutting, thinning, and other tree-removal activities, activity fuels create both short and long-term fire hazards to ecosystems.  The potential rate of spread and intensity of fires associated with recently cut logging residues is high, especially the first year or two as the material decays.  High fire-behavior hazards associated with the residues can extend, however for many years depending on the tree.  Even though these hazards diminish, their influence on fire behavior can linger for up to 30 years in the dry forest ecosystems of eastern Washington and Oregon.  “-Historical and Current Forest Landscapes in Eastern Oregon and Washington.  Part II: Linking Vegetation characteristics to Potential Fire Behavior and related Smoke Production (PNW-GTR-355)

Research suggests that small-diameter surface fuels are the primary carriers of fire.  Current fire spread models such as the BEHAVE program do not even consider fuels greater than three inches in diameter because it is mainly the fine-sized surface fuels that allows fire spread.  In contrast, commercial logging operations remove large-diameter fuels that are naturally fire resistant, and leave behind an increased amount of fire-prone small-diameter fuels.  Fahnestock (1968) addresses the potential for thinning augment fire:

It appears significant that many large fires in the western United States have burned almost exclusively in slash.  Some of these fires have stopped when they reached uncut timber; none has come to attention that started in green timber and stopped when it reached a slash area. 

Field studies in Northern Canada have also indicated that the change in microclimate resulting from commercial and pre-commercial thinning efforts actually increased the severity and intensity of fire compared to uncut stands.  All of this demonstrates that the Forest Service does not know enough about wildfire and logging at this point to be claiming that commercial logging can help protect homes from wildfire.  While it is surely a great avenue to build public support for commercial timber sales, we believe that an honest and genuine review of the literature and understanding of natural forces would indicate that commercial timber sales should not be sold to the public as “fire protection” at this point.

Wildlife Migration 

This proposal is located in a sensitive wildlife migration corridor that exists between the Yellowstone Ecosystem and the Selway-Bitterroot and Northern Continental Divide Ecosystems.  This corridor has been identified by biologists and recommended for protection under the Northern Rockies Ecosystem Protection Act (NREPA).  Under NREPA this area would be managed as a Special Corridor Management Area, prohibiting clear-cutting, new road construction, and road reconstruction. The Forest Service would employ local citizens to reduce the road density to .25 miles of open road per square mile, this would provide for secure wildlife habitat for all species.  

Lands in the following Townships and Ranges are currently being considered for special protection under NREPA in the current congress:  


Township

Range

14 South

4 East


15 North

44 East


15 South

4 East


14 South

5 East


16 North

44 East


16 North

43 East


14 North

44 East  

We ask that lands within these locations be protected for low road densities (including temporary roads) while maintaining adequate hiding cover.  Further, we would certainly support the employment of local workers to obliterate unnecessary roads in the area if funds are available. 

Impacts 

· Please fully disclose the impacts of all alternatives on Threatened, Endangered and sensitive Species that use any part of the analysis area.  

· Please detail which Management Areas each alternative will be impacting.  We cannot support construction of roads in currently unroaded areas, even if they are temporary.  

· Please detail how the proposal will impact soils and watercourses in the analysis area.

· Please fully disclose the impacts of all action alternatives on roadless areas

Please keep both groups on the mailing list for this project.  

Sincerely,


Ryan Shaffer


Jeff Juel

AWR



TECI
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