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ARTICLE 1:


FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
February 2, 2010

New Report Debunks Myth of "Catastrophic Wildfire"
Report available at: http://johnmuirproject.org

Contact:
Chad Hanson, Ph.D.
Ph: 530-273-9290        
There is no such thing as "catastrophic wildfire" in our forests, ecologically speaking.  That is the central conclusion of a report released today by the John Muir Project (JMP), a non-profit forest research and conservation organization. 

Download the report directly at:
http://johnmuirproject.org/documents/Hanson%20White%20Paper%2029Jan10%20Final.pdf

The report, "The Myth of Catastrophic Wildfire: A New Ecological Paradigm of Forest Health", is a comprehensive synthesis of the scientific evidence regarding wildland fire and its relationship to biodiversity and climate change in western U.S. forests.  It stands many previously held assumptions on their heads, including the assumptions that forest fires burn mostly at high intensity (where most trees are killed), and that fires are getting more intense, as well as the assumption that high-intensity fire areas are ecologically damaged or harmed.  The report finds that the scientific evidence contradicts these popular notions.

"We do not need to be afraid of the effects of wildland fire in our forests.  Fire is doing important and beneficial ecological work," said the report's author, Dr. Chad Hanson, a forest and fire ecologist who is the Director of the John Muir Project, as well as a researcher at the University of California at Davis.  "It may seem counterintuitive, but the scientific evidence is telling us that some of the very best and richest wildlife habitat in western U.S. forests occurs where fire kills most or all of the trees.  These areas are relatively rare on the landscape, and the many wildlife species that depend upon the habitat created by high-intensity fire are threatened by fire suppression and post-fire logging."
The report notes that hundreds of millions of dollars are being needlessly spent each year suppressing fires in remote forests and implementing widespread "forest thinning" logging projects.  This puts firefighters at unnecessary risk in remote wild areas, puts homes at greater risk by diverting scarce resources away from efforts to create defensible space around structures, and further threatens the many rare and imperiled wildlife species that depend upon post-fire habitat. 

Specifically, the report (available at www.johnmuirproject.org) finds:

* There is far less fire now in western U.S. forests than there was historically.

* Current fires are burning mostly at low intensities, and fires are not getting more intense, contrary to many assumptions about the effects of climate change.  Forested areas in which fire has been excluded for decades by fire suppression are also not burning more intensely.

* Contrary to popular assumptions, high-intensity fire (commonly mislabeled as "catastrophic wildfire") is a natural and necessary part of western U.S. forest ecosystems, and there is less high-intensity fire now than there was historically, due to fire suppression.  

* Patches of high-intensity fire (where most or all trees are killed) support among the highest levels of wildlife diversity of any forest type in the western U.S., and many wildlife species depend upon such habitat.  Post-fire logging and ongoing fire suppression policies are threatening these species.

* Conifer forests naturally regenerate vigorously after high-intensity fire.

* Our forests are functioning as carbon sinks (net sequestration) where logging has been reduced or halted, and wildland fire helps maintain high productivity and carbon storage.

* Even large, intense fires consume less than 3% of the biomass in live trees, and carbon emissions from forest fires is only tiny fraction of the amount resulting from fossil fuel consumption (even these emissions are balanced by carbon uptake from forest growth and regeneration).

* "Thinning" operations for lumber or biofuels do not increase carbon storage but, rather, reduce it, and thinning designed to curb fires further threatens imperiled wildlife species that depend upon post-fire habitat.

* The only effective way to protect homes from wildland fire is to use non-combustible roofing and other materials, and reduce brush within 100-200 feet of structures.

Download the Report Directly at:http://johnmuirproject.org/documents/Hanson%20White%20Paper%2029Jan10%20Final.pdf

Article 2:

Jack Cohen is a fire ecologist at the Missoula Fire Lab who has done extensive research on wildfire effects on homes. If you haven't read his research findings before, this may be useful. Here's his major conclusions.

•Home ignitability, rather than wildland fuels, is the principal cause of home losses during wildland/urban interface fires.

•Intense flame fronts (e.g. crown fires) will not ignite wooden walls at distances greater than approx. 130 feet away. Wooden walls can successfully survive intense flame fronts from as close as 30 feet away!  
•
      Wildland fuel reduction may be inefficient and ineffective for reducing home losses, for extensive wildland fuel reduction on public lands does not effectively reduce home ignitability on private lands.  

      The primary and ultimate responsibility for home wildfire protection lies with private homeowners, not public land management agencies (or taxpayers).

     Given nonflammable roofs (i.e. metal), 95 percent of homes survived where vegetation clearance of 30-130 feet was maintained around the homes. 

Article 3:

Editorial: Evidence suggests problems with fire policy

By George Wuerthner /
Published Jun 6, 2015 at 12:02AM
The timber industry, politicians and others bemoan the growing cost of firefighting in the West. The proposed solution is more logging of forests in the belief that thinning will reduce the occurrence of large fires and protect communities. However, there are a host of reasons why more logging will not achieve such goals.
Climate/weather drives large fires, not fuels. When you have drought combined with high temperatures, low humidity and most importantly high winds, you get large fires. Under these conditions, winds can drive burning embers miles ahead of a fire front, making containment efforts impossible. A wind-blown fire easily skips over, drives through or slides around a fire line, and any fuel reduction thinning projects. Wind-driven blazes are impossible to stop under most circumstances. You just have to wait for the weather to change.
Most fires self extinguish. By contrast to the conditions that spurs large fires, some 99 percent of wildfires simply do not burn much acreage because the conditions for rapid fire spread do not exist. These fires, if left alone, would self-extinguish or are easily contained. Monitoring such blazes would be far more cost-effective than outright suppression.
Firefighting wastes money. While politicians and others complain about the cost of firefighting, most firefighting costs could easily be avoided. Large fires can’t be stopped, so pouring money on them is analogous to throwing dollar bills into a blaze, while most small fires will never grow to be a threat so we need not fight them either.
Fuel reductions require maintenance. Even if one granted that fuel reductions “might” be useful in some situations such as immediately adjacent to communities, to be effective they requires constant maintenance because trees, grass and shrubs all grow back rapidly. But instead of putting money into this kind of maintenance the forest service spends the bulk of its limited resources thinning trees miles from any community.
Thinning can exacerbate fire spread. Thinning can actually increase fire spread. Thinning opens up the forest to greater solar heating, reducing humidity, drying soils and fuels. Thinning also allows more wind to penetrate. Any camper knows on a smoldering campfire can often leap to life if you blow on it to increase the circulation of air.
Thinning/logging costs money. Most timber sales lose money — they are big subsidy to the welfare timber industry. Yet there are many additional unaccounted costs that are seldom in any timber sale cost evaluation. Logging roads are a major source of sediment that has harmed fish populations throughout the west. The spread of weeds by logging equipment and their subsequent control is yet another cost of logging. The removal of biomass and the resulting loss of down wood from the forest impoverishes the forest ecosystem. Logging also reduces the carbon storage benefit of forests — and even dead trees if left on site (as opposed to so called “salvage sales) store a considerable amount of carbon.
Fuel reductions don’t interact with fires. The probability that a fire will encounter a fuel reduction during the short period of time — five to 15 years — when it’s most effective is infinitely small. Thus the vast majority of thinning projects are simply a waste of money and cause unaccounted environmental damage.
Large fires are ecologically valuable. Large fires do the bulk of ecological work. One large 100,000-acre blaze will affect more of a forest than hundreds, if not thousands of small creeping low-intensity fires. Most ecologically valuable contributions of dead wood are added by episodic inputs from the occasional large blazes. Even if we could halt large blazes, it would destroy our forests to do so.
Protect homes and let forests burn. A rational economically and ecologically sustainable forest program would confine thinning immediately adjacent to homes, discourage rural sprawl, and allow most fires to burn themselves out naturally.
— George Wuerthner has written 38 books, including Wildfire: A Century of Failed Forest Policy. He lives in Bend.
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Frank Miele

Reflecting on
fire season

This weekend for the first
time in a long time, we in
Northwest Montana can
breathe a sigh of relief, and
then breathe in fresh clean air
that doesn’t smell of smoke.

Fire restrictions have at last
been lifted, partly thanks to
the hundreds of firefighters
who have been diligently work-
ing in our parks, forests and
wilderness areas, but mostly
thanks to Mother Nature agree-
ing that it was time for cooler,
wetter weather.

All told, fires in Northwest
Montana have burned more
than 225,000 acres this summer
at an expense for firefighting
costs alone of $45 million. Add
on top of that the costs for lost
revenue to businesses associ-
ated with Glacier Park, plus
health costs, and you no doubt
will be in the $50 million range,
if not well past it.

Quite a toll. And yet we have
also been remarkably lucky in
Northwest Montana. Remind
yourself that no human lives
have been lost locally in this
disaster of a fire season. Only
a few structures, including
a historic primitive cabin in
Glacier Park, were destroyed,
but it could have been much
worse, especially in St. Mary
and Essex.

So we give thanks for that,
and it reminds me that there
is so much more to be thank-
ful for as we wait for the first
snow to fall in the valley. First
of all, of course, one can never
say too often how much we
owe to the fire crews who put
themselves on the front lines
of the battle in order to protect
our forests, our homes and our
lives.

I am also personally thankful
for my staff of dedicated report-
ers, editors and photographers
who worked long hours for
many weeks to track the fires
and keep all of our readers
informed and up-to-date. The
many letters and phone calls
from readers thanking us for
our efforts were much appreci-
ated. Getting a note like this
from a reader named Barbara
reminds all of us at the Inter
Lake just how important our
job is to our readers:

“THANK YOU THANK YOU
THANK YOU for the remark-
able coverage of the fire situa-
tion in the past weeks. It was
just amazing. Every morning
during those terrible days, I
could count on knowing exact-
ly what was happening and
where... I just count on the
paper every single day to keep
me up to date about so many
things, but during this historic
drought/fire/disaster time in
recent weeks, it was truly more
important than ever.”

Thanks, Barbara. We will
strive to live up to your expec-
tations.

One other note of thanks is
definitely needed. Our readers
have been remarkably gener-
ous during this fire season, just
as at other times of the year,
with their photographs of news
events. Our coverage would not
have been as thorough without
the contribution of readers
such as Dan Hafferman and
Philip Granrud. Both captured
excellent images from the fires,
and Granrud in particular
became noted for his ability to
capture the Northern Lights
lurking in the sky above both
the Reynolds Fire and the Mar-
ston Fire.

Other photographers sup-
plied photos as well, and many
readers helped us, especially
during the first days of the
Reynolds Fire, with their first-
person accounts and news tips.

We are a community news-
paper, and we are grateful to
be part of a community that
values up-to-date news and
information and plays a role
in keeping us informed as we
try to keep all of you informed
every day.

B Frank Miele is managing editor
of the Daily Inter Lake. If you don’t
like his opinion, stop by the office
and he will gladly refund your two
cents. E-mail responses may be
sent to edit@dailyinterlake.com

Forest critiques

Varied views on fire, timber and forests

B Managing
forests needs
to change

By LARRY METZGER

Some 50 odd years
ago, a small group of
young
college
profes-
sors who
were
disciples
of the
famous
natural-
ist John Muir and his
followers, started a new
environmental move-
ment to save the trees.

Facts are, at this
point in time the teak
forests of Asia were
being devastated, the
rain forests of South
America were being
cleared to provide
more farmland, the
vast forests of northern
Canada, the Yukon
and parts of Alaska
were being harvested
to satisfy the world’s
appetite for lumber and
other wood products
and the management of
forests in the continen-
tal U.S. was still in the
formative stages with
considerable room for
improvement.

These professors
instilled in the fertile
young minds of their
students that trees
were a critical item
in the functioning of
our natural ecosystem
(factual) and if we
continued to scalp the
earth it would even-
tually become a vast
desert (questionable).
What these professors
didn’t provide was a
solution to the problem
other than demanding
that the harvest of trees
from public forests be
stopped through the use
of physical demonstra-
tions including tree
hugging, tree sitting
and any other such
means deemed neces-
sary. Thus were born
the “Tree Huggers,”
and the battle was on.

The early years of the
Hugger campaign were
difficult. Without legal
standing they resorted
to some dangerous and
illegal practices such as
spiking trees and dam-
aging timber-harvesting
and road-building
equipment. Some spent
jail time for their acts.

Guest
opinion

THE SCAPEGOAT WILDERNESS is part of the Bob Marshall Complex on
the Flathead Forest. (Courtesy Flathead National Forest)

Then in 1973 the pic-
ture changed drasti-
cally when the Endan-
gered Species Act was
passed (a good program
when properly utilized)
and the Huggers gained
legal status and a for-
midable ally.

From this point for-
ward the age old cliche
that “power corrupts”
is proven, as com-
mon sense and sound
science were lost in
the struggle to win at
all costs. With lots of
money from suburbia,
shrewd lawyers and
judges willing to risk
their career by search-
ing for minor techni-
calities in the law and/
or case documents and
basing their judgments
on these and question-
able data, the Huggers
and Endangered Spe-
cies combined to shut
down our forests.

The details are too
voluminous to spell out
here but their actions
essentially stopped all
meaningful manage-
ment of our forests,
and then they forced
us to pay for ripping
out roads to prevent
future access. It has
never been publicly
stated, to my knowl-
edge, but their actions
would indicate their
intent to be to treat all
national forest lands as
semi wilderness with
minimum access and
management by nature
only.

It has been 40 odd
years now, and being
an avid outdoorsman

and hunter, I have
watched in horror and
become increasingly
embittered as our for-
ests have become over-
grown jungles filled
with tangled deadfall
and blowdown and vast
areas of diseased and
dying trees all to satisfy
the whims of a few who
think they know what’s
best for the forest and
its creatures but seem
to be unable to see
beyond the border trees
into the vast forests.
They can’t see the big
picture nor project into
the future the immense
damage that some of
their actions have and
will continue to cause,
but I hope their eyes
are watering, their
sinuses are blocked and
their lungs are burn-
ing as badly as mine
as I sit here looking at
a wall of gray smoke
so thick I can taste it
that is coming from the
trees they saved but
neglected to care for.
Mother Nature is a
cruel master. She has
no empathy for the
weak, the sick, the
injured or the old, and
she manages with death
and fire, so she is now
exercising her default
management of our for-
ests and her creatures,
thanks to the Huggers
and their allies. No,
they didn’t light the
hundreds of fires burn-
ing on hundreds of
thousands of acres and
pumping millions of
tons of carbon dioxide
into our atmosphere,

but they provided the
tinder.

The above is a very
short summary of how
we got into such a
mess with our national
forests and sadly our
friends and neighbors
who perpetrated this
travesty accept no
responsibility and still
believe they are doing
the right thing (sincere
but misguided). They
are just another exam-
ple of how small special
interest groups have
commandeered our
legal system and used
it to force their will on
the majority, who in
this instance happen to
be the rightful owners,
you and me.

This madness should
have been stopped long
ago before our forests
got so sick and before
thousands of forest-
related jobs were lost
and hundreds of busi-
nesses were closed, all
based on often unsub-
stantiated assumptions
(voodoo science) that
forest management
practices might have
some detrimental effect
on the fuzzy butted
snail or some other
creature.

Therefore, I call
upon our elected del-
egates to take action to
introduce and do their
best to pass legislation
designed to put the U.S.
Forest Service back in
control of our national
forests and once again

See FORESTS on Page D2

B Weather,

By GEORGE
WUERTHNER

Our wildfire policy
paradigm needs a
dramatic overhaul.
Current
wildfire
policies
are driv-
en by
outdated
ideas
about
fire
behavior as well as the
ignoring the impor-
tant ecological role of
wildfire in maintaining
healthy forest ecosys-
tems.

Wildfires are driven
by climate/weather
conditions. When the
right conditions exist
— which includes
drought, low humid-
ity, high temperatures
and wind — you cannot
stop a blaze.

It’s critical to under-
stand this simple idea.
Climate/weather drives
big fires, not fuels.

And until the weather
changes, firefighters can-
not control a blaze. They
are only wasting tax
dollars and putting their
lives at risk. Typically

Guest
opinion

not man, key to fighting forest fires

when the weather does
turn, the blazes are des-
tined for self- extinguish-
ment, and only then can
we put them out.

Therefore the call
for more firefighters
and more money to pay
for firefighting efforts,
makes as much sense
as throwing dollar bills
on the blaze for all the
good it will do.

What is well-estab-
lished by scientists is
that the larger blazes
in the past few decades
(however, not more
than during previous
past major drought
period) are the con-
sequence of progres-
sively warmer and
drier climate due to
human-caused global
warming. This has
lengthened fire seasons
and increased severity
of fire weather.

In other words, the
conditions that sup-
port fire spread and
growth have improved.
Comparisons with the
mid-1900s (roughly 1940-
1980s) ignore the fact
that much of that time
period, the climate was
cooler and moister —
thus resistant to large
fires. Beginning with

1988 when there were
large fires in Yellow-
stone and other areas of
the West, we have seen
a shift towards warmer,
drier conditions, hence
more large blazes.

Furthermore, the
flawed presumption
that fuel reductions
can preclude large fires
ignores fire behavior
during wind-driven
blazes.

During large blazes,
wind-blown embers
jump over, around, and
through fuel reduction
projects and fire lines,
making them largely
ineffective.

Demanding more log-
ging to “fire-proof” the
forest is a fool’s errand.
We can’t predict where
a blaze will occur, and
thus most fuel reduc-
tions are not even in
the path of a fire. Fur-
thermore, over time, all
fuel reductions decline
in effectiveness as trees
and shrubs grow back.

The only reasonable
response that has been
proven to work is to
keep people from build-
ing in the “fire plain”
(analogous to a flood
plain) by zoning and to
reduce the flammability

of existing homes.

Research has demon-
strated that fire-wise
practices on homes
is the most effective
means of protecting
communities. Reduc-
ing fuels in the home
ignition zone no more
than 200 feet from a
structure is all that is
needed. Logging the
hinterlands miles from
homes provides no
additional benefits.

We need to adopt
a new paradigm for
living with wildfire.
Protect the home and
edge of communities
by adopting fire-wise
practices, and allow
wildfires to assume
their important ecologi-
cal role in rejuvenating
forest ecosystems.

Until we change our
wildfire paradigm, we
will only be wasting
tax dollars in a futile
efforts to halt unstoppa-
ble blazes and putting
fire fighters at risk.

George Wuerthner, who
splits his time between
Montana and Vermont, is
the author of 38 books,
including “Wildfire: A
Century of Failed Forest
Policy.”

B This year’s
fires shouldn’t
cause panic

By MATTHEW KOEHLER

With so much media
and political attention
focused on wildfires —
and in some cases public
lands management and
calls to greatly increase
logging on national for-
ests by reducing public
input and environmental
analysis — it may be help-
ful to take a look at this
year’s wildfire stats to see
what’s burned and where.

Here’s a copy of the
National Interagency
Coordinator Center’s
‘Incident Management
Situation Report from
Tuesday, Sept. 1, 2015
(http://www.nifc.gov/
nicc/sitreprt.pdf)

On that date, a total of
8,202,557 acres had burned
in U.S. wildfires. In 1930
and 1931, over 50 million
acres burned each year
and during the 10 year
(hot and dry) period from
the late 1920s to the late
1930s an AVERAGE of
30 million acres burned
every year in the U.S.
(NOTE: Under the Bush II
administration, the U.S.
Forest Service and federal
government purged all
wildfire acre burned stats
from before 1960.)

This year, 63 percent
of ALL wildfire acres
burned in the U.S. burned
in Alaska, much of it
over remote tundra eco-
systems. According to
federal records, since 1959
the average temperature
in Alaska has jumped 3.3
degrees and the average
winter temperature has
spiked 5 degrees.

Less than 8 percent of
ALL wildfires that have
burned this year in the
U.S. have burned in the
Northern Rockies.

National Forests
account for ONLY 15 per-
cent of all wildfire acres
burned in U.S. this year.

About 88 percent of all
Bureau of Land Manage-
ment acres burned in
wildfires this year were
in Alaska, again much of
tundra, not forests.

This information is not
meant to discount specific
experiences that commu-
nities, homeowners or cit-
izens have had with wild-
fires this year, but just
serves as a bit of impor-
tant, fact-based informa-
tion and context regard-
ing what land ownerships
have burned and where
they are located.

Again, this information
is especially important in
the context of recent state-
ments (and pending federal
legislation) from certain
politicians blaming wild-
fires on a lack of national
forest logging or a handful
of timber sale lawsuits.

If politicians are
going to predictably use
another wildfire season
to yet again weaken our
nation’s key environmen-
tal or public lands laws
by increasing logging
(including calls by people
like Rep. Ryan Zinke for
logging within wilderness
areas) then the public
should at least have some
facts and statistics avail-
able to help put the wild-
fires in context.

Finally, please keep in
mind that right now the
U.S. Forest Service has
the ability to conduct an
unlimited number of fast-
track logging projects on
over 45 million acres of
national forest nationally
— and on 5 million acres
of national forests in Mon-
tana. This public lands log-
ging would all be “categori-
cally excluded” from the
requirements of NEPA.

Unfortunately, while the
media will allow politicians
to blame the wildfires on
environmentalists and a
lack of national forest log-
ging, nobody in the media
seems able to remind these
politicians, or the public,
the fact that 45 million aces
of national forests nation-
ally — and 5 million acres
in Montana — can be fast-
track logged at any time.

Matthew Koehler is execu-
tive director of the WildWest
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