
September 11, 2023 

  

Helena-Lewis and Clark National Forest 

Attn: Emily Platt 

2880 Skyway Drive 

Helena, MT 59602 

  

RE: SCOPING FOR THE PROPOSED DALTON-STEMPLE 
FUEL BREAK PROJECT. 

  

Dear Supervisor Platt, 

  

Please accept these comments from me on behalf of the Alliance 
for the Wild Rockies, Native Ecosystems Council, the Council 
on Wildlife and Fish, and the Center for Biological Diversity 
(herein after Alliance) on the proposed Categorical Exclusion for 
the Dalton-Stemple Project. 

What evidence do you have that fuel breaks work? 

Do Fuel Breaks Work? 

We have long known that fuel breaks do not passively stop wild-
fires, and they are not very effective when manned by firefight-



ers—especially under extreme weather conditions. In 1977, the 
Forest Service published a handbook on fuel breaks. In it they 
have a section titled “What Fuelbreaks Cannot Do” which states 
this: 

A strong criticism of the fuelbreak approach to fire control is 
that the headlong rush of a large fire can carry it across a wide 
break-manned or not under extreme conditions. 

Numerous scientific studies have since confirmed that fuel 
breaks generally do not stop wildfires burning under extreme 
conditions such as low humidity and high wind, even when fire-
fighters are present. 

A 2011 study (please find attached) confirmed on the Los Padres 
National Forest specifically what the Forest Service seemed to 
already know in the 1970s. The researchers found that fuel 
breaks helped stop a wildfire approximately 46% of the time be-
tween 1980 and 2007. However, this was only true when fire-
fighters were able to access the fuel breaks quickly ahead of a 
fire. Generally, fuel breaks do not passively stop a wildfire as 
winds can blow embers up to a mile in front of a fire. These em-
bers can then ignite vegetation on the other side of a fuel break, 
which is why we often see wildfires “jump” fuel breaks, roads, 
and other barriers. 

https://lpfw.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/2011_Syphard-Keeley-and-Brennan_Role-of-Fule-Breaks.pdf


 
As firefighters must be present on a fuel break for it to have a 
chance of impacting the progression of a wildfire, scientists rec-
ommend that fuel breaks be built immediately adjacent to com-
munities rather than in remote areas. The most destructive types 
of wildfires are wind-driven and generally occur in high heat 
and low moisture conditions. These are the types of wildfires are 
least likely to stop. Such fires move across the landscape too 
quickly, not allowing enough time for firefighters to deploy onto 
fuel breaks in their path. 

The 2017 Thomas Fire progressed far beyond over 70 miles of 
fuel breaks as well as three major highways as it moved from 
Santa Paula to Santa Barbara. The fire progressed far too quick-
ly for firefighters to access these existing fuel breaks in time. 
The limited firefighting resources that were available were in-
stead deployed to urban areas to protect lives and properties. 

Ecological Impacts of Fuel Breaks 

https://lpfw.org/fire/thomas-fire/


Along with limited effectiveness, fuel breaks also impact sur-
rounding landscapes in several ways. Typically, fuel breaks in 
our region are first created through a process called mastication 
— the mechanical crushing of all vegetation. When building fuel 
breaks, agencies use heavy equipment to masticate the native 
chaparral. Fuel breaks are also bulldozed to initially remove 
vegetation. 

 
The Camino Cielo Fuel Break — seen here in 2008 — is 

frequently cleared of native vegetation. 
Because fire season generally lasts from June until December 
each year, fuel break construction occurs in spring to avoid us-
ing heavy equipment in fire-prone during dry conditions and to 
avoid using such equipment in muddy conditions following win-
ter rains. Unfortunately, this means that fuel break construction 
and maintenance often happens in the most important season for 
local and migratory birds. A 2018 study found that mastication 
of chaparral—which is the most common method of fuel break 

https://lpfw.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/2018_Newman-et-al_Chaparral-management-impacts-on-birds.pdf


construction in our region—is particularly devastating to bird 
communities. 

Fuel breaks are also dominated by non-native, invasive plants 
such as highly flammable cheatgrass, wild oats, and black mus-
tard. These plants have been shown to dry out earlier in the year 
and spread wildfire more quickly. Fuel breaks thus offer a 
springboard from which invasive species can invade the adjacent 
chaparral and other ecosystem types. And because fuel breaks 
lack the dense, native chaparral and are therefore more easily 
accessible, they often become areas of off-road vehicle trespass. 
This can in turn cause further erosion and other issues. 

A Better Way to Protect Communities 

The most effective vegetation management occurs immediately 
around structures and directly adjacent to communities. Estab-
lishing and maintaining smart defensible space is key to protect-
ing homes and firefighter safety during a wildfire. Other steps 
such as retrofitting existing structures with fire-safe materials 
and curbing development in fire-prone areas are also critical in 
better protecting communities from the impacts of wildfire. 

Thank you for your attention to these concerns.  

Sincerely yours,  

https://lpfw.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/2006_Keeley_Fire-management-impacts-on-invasive-plants.pdf
https://lpfw.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/2006_Keeley_Fire-management-impacts-on-invasive-plants.pdf
https://lpfw.org/fire/defensible-space/
https://lpfw.org/fire/fire-safe-homes/


        Mike Garrity  

Alliance for the Wild Rockies  

P.O. Box 505  

Helena, Montana 59624, 406-459-5936  

And on behalf of:  

Sara Johnson Native Ecosystems Council  

P.O. Box 125 

Willow Creek, MT 59760 

And on behalf of: 

Steve Kelly 

Council on Wildlife and Fish 

P.O. Box 4641  

Bozeman, MT 59772  



And for 

Kristine Akland 

Center for Biological Diversity 

P.O. Box 7274 
Missoula, MT 59807  

kakland@biologicaldiversity.org 
 

mailto:kakland@biologicaldiversity.org

