
 

Research suggests Forest Service lands not
the main source of wildfires affecting
communities

March 29 2022, by Steve Lundeberg

  
 

  

Figure 1. Area burned by CB fires that impacted USFS lands. Polygons represent
USFS national forests. (a) USFS area burned by fires ignited on non-USFS lands
(inbound). (b) Area burned outside of national forests by fires ignited on USFS
lands (outbound). 1. Olympic, 2. Mt. Baker-Snoqualmie, 3. Okanogan-
Wenatchee, 4. Colville, 5. Gifford Pinchot, 6. Mt. Hood, 7. Siuslaw, 8.
Willamette, 9. Deschutes, 10. Ochoco, 11. Malheur, 12. Umatilla, 13. Wallowa-
Whitman, 14. Umpqua, 15. Fremont-Winema, 16. Rogue River-Siskiyou, 17.
Modoc, 18. Klamath, 19. Six Rivers, 20. Shasta-Trinity, 21. Mendocino, 22.
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Lassen, 23. Plumas, 24. Tahoe, 25. Eldorado, 26. Stanislaus, 27. Sierra, 28. Inyo,
29. Sequoia, 30. Los Padres, 31. Angeles, 32. San Bernardino, 33. Cleveland, 34.
Humboldt-Toiyabe, 35. Boise, 36. Sawtooth, 37. Salmon-Challis, 38. Payette, 39.
Nez Perce-Clearwater, 40. Idaho Panhandle, 41. Kootenai, 42. Lolo, 43.
Flathead, 44. Helena-Lewis and Clark, 45. Beaverhead-Deerlodge, 46.
Bitterroot, 47. Custer-Gallatin, 48. Caribou-Targhee, 48. Bighorn, 50. Shoshone,
51. Bridger-Teton, 52. Medicine Bow-Routt, 53. Uinta-Wasatch-Cache, 54.
Ashley, 55. Manti-La Sal, 56. Fishlake, 57. Dixie, 58. Arapaho-Roosevelt, 59.
Pike-San Isabel, 60. Grand Mesa Uncompahgre-Gunnison, 61. White River, 62.
Rio Grande, 63. San Juan, 64. Kaibab, 65. Coconino, 66. Prescott, 67. Tonto, 68.
Apache-Sitgreaves, 69. Coronado, 71. Cibola, 72. Santa Fe, 73. Carson, 74.
Lincoln. Credit: Scientific Reports (2022). DOI: 10.1038/s41598-022-06002-3

Research led by Oregon State University shows that fires are more likely
to burn their way into national forests than out of them.

The findings contradict the common narrative of a destructive wildfire
igniting on remote public land before spreading to threaten communities,
said Chris Dunn of the OSU College of Forestry.

The study, which looked at more than 22,000 fires, found that those
crossing jurisdictional boundaries are primarily caused by people on
private property.

It also showed that ignitions on Forest Service lands accounted for fewer
than 25% of the most destructive wildfires—ones that resulted in the
loss of more than 50 structures.

"In the old framing, public agencies bear the primary responsibility for
managing and mitigating cross-boundary fire risk and protecting our
communities, with their efforts focused on prevention, fuel reduction
and suppression," Dunn said. "This has been the dominant management
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approach of years past, which is failing us."

The findings, published today in Scientific Reports, follow by a few
weeks the Forest Service's release of a new 10-year fire strategy, 
Confronting the Wildfire Crisis. The strategy aims for a change in
paradigm within the agency, Dunn said.

"We are long overdue for policies and actions that support a paradigm
shift," he said.

Scientists including Dunn and OSU's Will Downing investigated 27 years
of fires that crossed jurisdictional boundaries. The collaboration also
included scientists from Colorado State University and the Forest
Service's Rocky Mountain Research Station.

Cross-boundary fires consumed just over 17 million acres during the
study period of 1992 to 2019, and about half of the burned area was
Forest Service land. The study area covered almost 141 million acres
across 11 states and included 74 national forests.

Of all ignitions that crossed jurisdictional boundaries, a little more than
60% originated on private property, and 28% ignited on national forests.
Most of the fires started due to human activity.

"The Forest Service's new strategy for the wildfire crisis leads with a
focus on thinning public lands to prevent wildfire intrusion into
communities, which is not fully supported by our work, or the work of
many other scientists, as the best way to mitigate community risk," Dunn
said.

"A substantial portion of the wildfire problem is a community
destruction problem," added Michael Caggiano of Colorado State. "The
Forest Service can contribute to an advisory or facilitation role to
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address the home ignition zone, including fire resistant design and
zoning, and fuels management on private lands, but states, local
government and homeowners are better positioned than the USFS to
manage those components of wildfire risk."

A paradigm shift that could mitigate wildfire risk would begin with the
recognition that the significant wildfires occurring in western states is a
fire management challenge with a fire management solution, not a forest
management problem with a forest management solution, Dunn said.

"The only way we are going to address the wildfire problem on large
public lands at the scale of the challenge is through the effective and
efficient management of wildfires over the long run," he said.

Dunn said that means allowing some fires or portions of fires to burn to
provide risk reduction and ecological benefits, identifying and preparing
locations where suppression is likely to be effective, and developing
strategies to rapidly distribute resources to where they are most needed
and can do the most good.

"Our research has significant potential to inform and guide development
of effective cross-boundary risk mitigation strategies, including
identifying where and how work on the ground can be most effective,"
he said. "The main source of our communities' exposure to wildfire risk
is clearly not our national forests."

The study showed that in many cases, national forests were a net receiver
of cross-boundary wildfire rather than a source, and that those fires tend
to happen in areas with higher densities of roads and people.

Dunn credits the Forest Service for accepting the modern realities of
wildfire and for embracing collaborative governance and cross-boundary
partnerships. He added that managing fire in multijurisdictional
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landscapes has become a centerpiece of wildfire strategic planning and
that evidence suggests fire transmission across boundaries will continue
to increase.

"As the Forest Service's strategy moves forward, we think there could be
opportunities to learn from what their state partners are doing, such as
the more comprehensive policies passed in Oregon in 2021," he said.
"Oregon's omnibus wildfire bill is a science-driven approach that
recognizes the shared responsibility we all have in adapting to the fire
environment."

The legislation requires those homes at greatest risk to mitigate at the
home ignition zone and also addresses landscape resilience and improved
wildfire response.

Dunn calls it "the type of comprehensive policy we need to address the
multitude of impacts wildfires have on communities, ecosystems,
industry, etc. It recognizes that the Forest Service is neither the sole
source of the problem nor the sole solution to the problem, but rather
one of many pieces to a paradigm shift society needs to make."

  More information: William M. Downing et al, Human ignitions on
private lands drive USFS cross-boundary wildfire transmission and
community impacts in the western US, Scientific Reports (2022). DOI:
10.1038/s41598-022-06002-3
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