This should Meta Analysis study by Erik J. Martinson and Philip N. Omi  be of interest to all involved in collaboratives and/or either BLM or FS fuel treatments. 

I have read the entire study and highlighted comments to it. I can send it to anyone if you are interested in my notations. However, you can download the study from the link below.

 I  highlighted the important conclusions taken directly from the study below my commentary. You might want to read them first, then come back to my commentary here. These are my interpretations and you are encouraged to read the entire study yourself--though as noted the main conclusions taken directly from the study are listed below. 

1. First they note there are not a lot of studies that are quantitative to use in their study. They ultimately used 19 studies but these included grasslands, studies from other continents like Australia, and eastern US. They note that combining all these different ecosystems may not be appropriate, but they needed a sufficient number of studies to be able to say anything. They admit their ultimate sample size is small, particularly when trying to draw conclusions about fuel reductions primarily in western conifer forests. But I think the authors did a good job of trying to sort these factors out--still keep in mind that overall this is still a small sample of studies. 

2. Despite these limitations,  their analysis showed that prescribed burning was the most effective treatment. This has been demonstrated in other studies as well. 

 Thinning was far less effective, though it somewhat depended on the severity of canopy thinning and whether slash remains on the ground. The best way to reduce fire hazard is a combination of thinning with burning to remove surface fuels. Other studies suggest repeated burns are necessary.  

The important thing they noted is that many fuel treatments are not done well or effectively. This is a real problem with the vast majority of fuel reductions done across the West. They are often timber sales disguised as fuel reductions. As a result the primary goal of fuel reduction takes a back seat to economic viability of timber removal.  For instance, an important component of effectiveness is shifting overall diameter of trees towards larger individuals--i.e. removal of small diameter trees which is often not of economic interest to the timber industry. 
3. They note that fuel treatments in mixed conifer and higher elevation forests are either unnecessary or may be counter productive. for instance, lodgepole pine and subalpine fir forests naturally have long intervals and high severity fires as the norm.  In particular, they note that fuel reductions in grasslands (like juniper removals) may increase invasive (primarily cheatgrass). Although it should also be noted that mechanical thinning with attendant roads, heavy equipment, etc. can also be an important vector for weed invasion in all forest types. 

4. Fuel treatment effectiveness declines significantly after 5-10 years. This points out to the importance of continual "maintenance" of fuel treatments. And one of the great weaknesses of many on-going fuel reduction treatments because most agencies and most people view them as one time events. You can't expect to come in once and treat an area and expect it to be effective over the long haul because a reduction in competition by thinning tends to increase the growth of remaining vegetation. In ten years you could have a situation worse than you started unless you continue treatments. This is one of the great flaws I see in most advocacy for fuel treatments--there is no planned follow up or even if intended, no guarantee it will occur. And the more area you treat, the more areas you need to retreat, until you get to a point that before you can do new treatments, you have to go back and retreat past treatments. Eventually you are doing nothing but maintenance. And since many of these initial treatments are fueled by "logging" to pay for them, a second or third treatment is unlikely to occur. 

5. Because of this need for maintenance, it demonstrates the importance of strategic use of fuel reductions near important places like homes and communities--not far in the hinterland. It is difficult to predict where a fire will start, so most fuel treatments, even if they were 100% effective, most fires will not touch a fuel treatment during the 5-10 years they are effective. 

6. This gets to probability. What is the probability that a fire will encounter a fuel treatment during the period of time when it is most effective? We cannot predict where lightning will strike, where the wind will blow, when the right condition for a fire will strike any particular section of ground. This again points to the need for very strategic use of fuel reductions. It is a waste of time, money and effort to just advocate fuel reductions willy-nilly across the landscape. 

7. They also note that single treatments are unlikely to affect large  fire severity. Although they do not start in their analysis under what conditions fuel treatments were effective, my own experience suggests that under severe fire weather conditions, fuel treatments fail. Since the only fires that are of real concern to the public are the large fires, this begs the question of whether fuel treatments are having any real effect on the very fires that people care about. In other words, fuel treatments, if done properly (and that is a key assumption) do appear to work to reduce fire spread and intensity under moderate fire conditions. But then again such fires are often relatively easy to control with or without fuel treatments. It is the large wildfires that are burning under severe fire weather conditions that poses the greatest threat to homes and people, but under such conditions, fuel treatments may not have much affect. 

8. One problem with this analysis in my mind is that there is no consideration of fire weather conditions during burns. The effect of wind, in particular, significantly increases fire spread and intensity and in my experience, totally overwhelms fuel treatments, particularly because most fuel treatments are not done properly. 

9. Beyond the scope of this analysis is the bigger question of whether fuel treatments are warranted across the forest or the most effective strategy. Numerous studies demonstrate attempting to reduce flammability of the forest (except immediately adjacent to communities) is far less effective than reducing the flammability of the home and communities. This gets back to the probability issue--you can't predict where a fire will start, but you can predict the areas you don't want to burn.  
10. Thinning and fuel reductions are usually justified on the perception that current forest conditions have substantially changed from the "natural" condition of the forest, particularly among dry forests. However, whether you agree with this interpretation depends in part on how far back you go in looking at historic conditions as well as the methods used to assess the historic conditions. New research is challenging the methods used to determine historic conditions, and new insights derived from long term paleo climate studies show that current forest conditions may not be significantly different that conditions that may have existed in the past. So whether stand replacement blazes or large fires are abnormal in dry forests--especially under dry climate conditions is questioned by some researchers. This again implies that caution should be exercised before prescribing such treatments broadly across the landscape. 

11.. I might also note that any mechanical treatment using logging equipment can have other negative impacts like more sedimentation in water, soil compaction, negative effects on scenic qualities, recreation and disturbance of wildlife. All of these and more must be weighed against any presumed benefits associated with fuel reduction. Not to mention that the creation of dead trees by wildfires isn't necessarily bad from an ecosystem perspective. Some would suggest we need more dead trees. Finally most of these treatments lose money--so whether they are in the public interest is questionable unless they are strategically done--something that is often missing from most fuel reduction proposals.The starting premise of why do fuel reductions in the first place can be challenged. 

12. Finally such treatments are often based on the assumption that forests are "unhealthy" because current conditions may be contributing to bug kill (as with pine beetles, disease like mistletoe, or large blazes. These episodic natural evolutionary processes are needed to create dead trees which are absolutely necessary for "healthy forest ecosystems". Thus effectively done fuel reductions, if widely applied across the landscape, (as opposed to strategic use) may be contributing to forest impoverishment, not health. 

Fuel Treatments and Fire Severity: A Meta-Analysis

http://us2.campaign-archive1.com/?u=5f6de7b069a57255f980944b4&id=97915ceb5e&e=47edde4b58

Here's a summary:

Authors Erik J. Martinson and Philip N. Omi employed meta-analysis and information theory to synthesize findings reported in the literature on the effects of fuel treatments on subsequent fire
intensity and severity.

Data were compiled from 19 publications that reported observed fire responses from 62 treated versus untreated contrasts.

Effect sizes varied widely and the most informative grouping of studies distinguished three vegetation types and three types of fuel treatment.
The resultant meta-analytic model is highly significant (p<0.001) and explains 78% of the variability in reported observations of fuel treatment effectiveness. The analysis highlights several considerations that both support and inform the current fuels management paradigm.

Report includes extensive recommendations for future research.
 

Many notable management implications, including:
 
    * Empirical support for the basic principles of fuels management proposed by Agee and Skinner (2005) that emphasize the reduction of surface fuels and the preservation of the largest trees in a stand, while recognizing the importance of opening the canopy in order to achieve the maximum benefits of hazard reduction.

    * Confirmation that all treatments may not be beneficial in all locations and provide a quantifiable estimate of the expected relative effectiveness of different types of treatment in broad vegetation categories. 

    * Treatments that include surface fuel reduction, particularly by prescribed burning, are well supported for moderating potential wildfire behavior in both long-needle pine and mixed conifer forests. These treatments appear to remain effective for up to 10 years, though longevity should be expected to vary by ecosystem productivity. Caution is warranted in extrapolating results to ecosystems other than long-needle pine and mixed conifer forests.Prescribed fire burn near Incline Village,NV. Photo: ucanr.edu

    * Where crown fire hazard has become so high as to preclude initial entry with prescribed fire, mechanical thinning may be a necessary precursor.

    * Thinning treatments have demonstrated the greatest reductions in wildfire severity, but only by those treatments that produce substantial changes to canopy fuels, shift the diameter distribution towards larger trees ,and are followed by broadcast burning or other means of removal.

    * Until residual activity fuels are disposed, they largely offset much of the hazard reduction benefit achieved from opening the canopy. While follow-up slash treatment may be generally intended, untreated slash seems to be encountered by large wildfires with surprising frequency.

    * Modifications in fire behavior achieved within a single treated stand, however significant,are unlikely to change the total area burned by a large wildfire, aid fire control efforts, or impact the distribution of severities across a landscape.

    * Fuel treatment effectiveness ultimately depends on the cumulative impact of a treatment regime applied across landscapes and maintained through time.

    * Records of treatment boundaries, prescriptions,and fuel conditions are therefore critical components of fuel treatment implementation to enable effective adaptive management.

