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1) Are the effects of fire exclusion overstated? If so, are treatments 
unwarranted and even counterproductive? 

2) Is forest thinning alone sufficient to mitigate wildfire hazard? 

3) Can forest thinning and prescribed burning solve the problem? 

4) Should active forest management, including forest thinning, be 
concentrated in the wildland urban interface (WUI)? 

5) Can wildfires on their own do the work of fuel treatments? 

6) Is the primary objective of fuel reduction treatments to assist in 
future firefighting response and containment? 

7) Do fuel treatments work under extreme fire weather? 

8) Is the scale of the problem too great? Can we ever catch up? 

9) Will planting more trees mitigate climate change in western North 
American forests? 

10) Is post-fire management needed or even ecologically justified?

“The polarization and politicization of 

scientific evidence impedes 

implementation of effective land 

management plans, policies, and 

management by raising the volume of 

the disagreement; obscuring the line 

between facts, opinions, and legal 

requirements; creating the impression 

that knowledge is more uncertain than it 

is; and increasing the time to 

resolution.”

Hessburg et al. (2021)

doi: 10.1002/eap.2432



22“Our analysis suggests that repeated prescribed burning of large areas of ponderosa pine forests at 

short intervals (e.g., less than 20 years) lacks a sound basis in science and should not be done at the 

present time if the goal is restoration. In most parts of the western United States there is also insufficient 

evidence to support the idea that mixed- or high-severity fires were or were not absent or rare in the 

pre-EuroAmerican fire regime. Thus, programs to lower the risk of mixed- or high-severity fires in 

ponderosa pine forests … have insufficient scientific basis if the goal is restoration.” 

Baker and Ehle (2003)



Stand of old-growth ponderosa pine near Whitney, Oregon, ca. 1900 [J. W. Cowden] (courtesy Gary Dielman, Baker City library).
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Forests are denser today 

than they were historically 

across much of the interior 

West.

Evidence that suggests 

otherwise has been 

consistently refuted.
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Fire size and severity are 

increasing and departed 

from historical fire regimes.

Evidence to the contrary has 

been consistently refuted.



26“Unless you plan to rake and bag millions of acres of national forests, fire is the only way to 

reduce the so-called fine fuels on the forest floor that help wildfire spread. And if that’s not 

going to occur, there’s no way you’re ever going to log your way out of the problem. You’re 

probably going to make it worse,” [Jim] Agee said. “Thinning by itself is not good.” 

https://www.opb.org/news/article/west-wildfire-risks-fuels-treatment-thinning-burning/
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Scientific consensus:

Thinning alone can 

sometimes be effective, 

but prescribed burning 

is generally necessary 

to reduce surface fuels 

and mitigate future fire 

behavior and effects.
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30“Fire itself is sacred. It renews life. It shades rivers and cools the water’s temperature. It clears brush and makes for 

sufficient food for large animals. It changes the molecular structure of traditional food and fiber resources making 

them nutrient dense and more pliable. Fire does so much more than western science currently understands.”  

Bill Tripp, Our land was taken. But we still hold the knowledge of how to stop mega-fires

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/sep/16/california-wildfires-cultural-burns-indigenous-people
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https://www.fs.fed.us/psw/publications/lake/psw_2019_lake001.pdf

https://eos.org/features/fire-as-medicine-learning-from-native-american-fire-stewardship

https://www.fs.fed.us/psw/publications/lake/psw_2019_lake001.pdf
https://eos.org/features/fire-as-medicine-learning-from-native-american-fire-stewardship
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35“It is becoming more and more commonly accepted that reducing fuels does not 

consistently prevent large forest fires, and seldom significantly reduces the 

outcome of these large fires.”

BARK vs US Forest Service (9th District Court of Appeals ruling against a forest 

restoration project)
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“This [set of fuel treatments] is not 

stopping fires, because they’re mostly 

driven by weather and climate,” [Chad] 

Hanson said. “You can’t fight the wind with 

a chainsaw.”

“The goal of these treatments is not to stop 

wildfires in their tracks. It’s to change the 

behavior where we can,” said Dan Porter, the 

California forest program director at The 

Nature Conservancy, which has worked with 

the Forest Service on thinning the projects in 

the Sierra.

Read more at: 

https://www.sacbee.com/news/california/fires

/article254957722.html#storylink=cpy
Photo credit: Ryan Sabalow RSABALOW@SACBEE.COM
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https://depts.washington.edu/nwfire/ncw/#t2a



38“...fuel treatments are unlikely to reduce fire severity and consequent impacts because 

often the treated area is not affected by fire before fuels return to normal levels.”

BARK VS US FOREST SERVICE



▪ We are currently not treating enough area, but there are many science-
based adaptation strategies with proven effectiveness.

▪ Increasing the pace and scale of adaptive management will require the use 
of many strategies including:
▪ Thinning and/or prescribed burning

▪ Support and revitalization of cultural burning

▪ Use of managed wildfires

▪ Pro-active post-fire planting and silviculture that enhance resilient structure and 
composition of forests

▪ Restoration of resilient patch mosaics

▪ As with any adaptive management approach, science-based practices 
combined with active monitoring and adaptation are critical.
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▪RESIST – restore resilient structure 
and composition of western forests

▪GUIDE – adapt forests to a warmer, 
often drier future

▪ACCEPT – recognize that some 
transformations are inevitable
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Adapting Communities to Climate Change
Re-learning to Live with Fire
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Fire Adapted Communities

• * Safe access for emergency workers and exit routes

• * Emergency response & community fire plans

• * Firewise – homes and communities 

• * Building codes and zoning (insurance)

• * Managed fuel breaks

• * Smoke management and planning

“Fire is a good servant but a bad master”



Traditional Fire Knowledge

Australia Portugal

Ashland

(lomakatsi.org)

Mid Klamath



Susan Prichard, SEFS Research Scientist

FLAME lab, Precision Forestry Cooperative

https://depts.Washington.edu/flame/

sprich@uw.edu 
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