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I   I n t r o d u c t i o n 

O
ver the years, we have given this natural process many names: “Prescribed Natural Fire” and “Wildland Fire Use”—among others.

But, no matter what we call this, it is always—and always will be—the same process on the ground: “Naturally-Ignited” wildland fire.

“Natural” wildland fire—most always ignited by lightning—that can be managed to accomplish specific resource management objectives targeted for predefined geographic areas outlined in “Fire Management Plans.”

Ecologists and wildland fire experts unanimously agree that—in certain ecosystems—naturally-ignited fire has served an essential role for thousands of years.

In other words, we use these naturally-burning fires—specifically planned for certain parts of our national parks, forests, and rangelands—to encourage ecological health. Ecologists and wildland fire experts unanimously agree that—in certain ecosystems—this fire has served an essential role for thousands of years.

The numerous ecological benefits of this natural fire include everything from creating and maintaining critical wildlife habitat to increasing nutrients and productivity in soil systems. There’s no question that these natural fire cycles help maintain the diversity of habitats for all species in an ecosystem—from wildlife to wildflowers.

Specifically, these ecological benefits of fire include:

· The creation of wildlife habitat in standing dead trees,

· Increased nutrients and productivity in soil systems when burned material decomposes,

· Improved conditions for surviving old-growth trees after a surface fire moves through an ecosystem, and

· The regeneration of some fire-dependent trees (such as lodgepole pine).

Resource Benefits of Naturally-Ignited Fire

Naturally-ignited fire is considered appropriate in many designated wilderness areas, large national parks, roadless areas, and other remote wildlands where this fire can be safely used to improve forest and rangeland health. Resource benefits associated with naturally-ignited fire include:

· Improved long-term watershed and environmental conditions,

· Enhanced wildlife habitat, 

· More resilient forest and rangeland ecosystems, and

· Aiding in community protection by reducing future fire intensity.
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Fire Management Plans Provide Guidance
When a lightning fire starts on public land, federal policy requires that managers follow a complex series of decisions. Before a manager can even consider using naturally-ignited fire, the target area must have a “Fire Management Plan”. These plans, importantly, provide guidance for all fire-related management activities within that given area.

Without a Fire Management Plan, all fire must be suppressed.

And even with a plan, naturally-ignited fire is sometimes not utilized. This important decision—to authorize the use of fire—depends on weather conditions, personnel availability, desired fire effects, and many other forest and rangeland health variables. 

Once the initial strategy for managing the fire is made, fire managers must constantly monitor and reassess conditions. They must also, accordingly, implement actions to ensure that the fire continues to meet the identified objectives.

Today—thanks to the lessons of the past—implementing natural fire has evolved to become a viable and well-accepted management strategy. Due largely in part to some visionary leaders who came before us, our fire and land managers have come a long way. They now realize that some fires can help achieve vital ecosystem restoration-and-maintenance land management objectives. And, under strong plans and guidance, they are able to do so—to successfully manage these important natural events.

In turn, this natural fire now also indirectly supports critical community protection. Reducing hazardous fuels and ensuring the safety of people and their homes is naturally-ignited fire’s new frontier. 

For, more and more, these fires are being managed outside of designated “wilderness” areas—with highly successful results.

Today, naturally-ignited fire is supported by all federal wildland fire management agencies—as well as some states. Public members, also, are becoming important advocates for this ever-effective land and ecosystem management tool. But, unfortunately, as this report reveals—and as our fire and land managers know all too well—it hasn’t always been this way.

As you will see in this report, it has been quite a long—and challenging—ride through time.
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II   I n  t h e  B e g i n n i n g –

         L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  P r i o r  to  1 8 7 1

F

ire. For tens of thousands of years, this natural process has been a dynamic ecological force across all of our planet’s fire-prone ecosystems. While human settlement here in North America is relatively new, the history of wildland fire is not.

The first residents here, the American Indians, influenced natural fire regimes by controlling fires near their homes. The first European settlers to North America noted how these indigenous people also used fire for clearing land, as well as for their hunting and gathering activities. 
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This original fire “management” was mainly localized. Consequently, for centuries, fire regimes across large areas of the North American landscape were shaped by ecological forces—not humans.
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American Indian oral history is rich with stories about fire and how fire came to humans. This indigenous culture’s historical drawings often depict the use of fire.

The new European immigrants, however, sought a new order which did not always embrace fire as a natural process. Agricultural crops and communities of wooden homes were not adapted to the natural cycle of fire. While many American Indian tribes were relatively nomadic, the new settlers were not.

To these new immigrants, flaming fire meant “loss,” while American Indians simply relocated their communities in concert with this natural force.

Dramatic Changes to Fire Regimes

Thus, the Europeans’ arrival in North America triggered dramatic changes to fire regimes. Cutting down forests for agriculture and tilling vast areas of grasslands contributed to this changing role of fire. Compounding this impact, logging debris often caught fire and indiscriminate burning allowed fires to occur in areas—and during times of year—when they would not have naturally burned.
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Although there was no real fire protection organization, local fire districts attempted to extinguish human-caused and lightning-caused fires near settlements. Wildland fire management did not occur until the late 1800s when federal land was set aside as parks and preserves.
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ellowstone National Park became the country’s first national park in 1872. While the park was assigned to the Department of the Interior, no federal agency received specific authority to manage this vast area; no organization or entity jumped to protect the park, manage its many resources, or prepare it for visitors. 

It wasn’t until 14 years later when Secretary of the Interior Lucius Q. C. Lamar contacted the Secretary of War. A lack of funding for Yellowstone National Park had hamstrung the already limited protection that the Department of the Interior could offer. Thus, Lamar helped craft the 1883 act that, upon the request of the Secretary of the Interior, authorized the War Department to provide troops for national park protection. 
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The Secretary of the Interior authorized the War Department to provide troops for national park protection.
On August 20, 1886, Captain Moses Harris and his 50-man cavalry troop arrived at Yellowstone, made camp at Mammoth Hot Springs, and took command of the park. Just days before the military arrived, fires raged—exhibiting behavior and intensity well beyond any kind of human control.

The cavalry quickly found itself in the business of fire suppression. Harris determined that intentionally set fires and human-caused fires along roads or developed areas posed the biggest threat. The Army therefore concentrated its suppression efforts to control these fires.

Because there weren’t enough personnel to fight all targeted fires, the first conscious decision by a federal land manager to allow some fires to burn while others were controlled occurred. In addition, for the first time, federal dollars paid troops to stop fire—a novel prospect that set the tone for the next three generations and became the model for wildland firefighting.

For the next 50 years, fire suppression reigned as this country’s dominant wildland fire management strategy. Even so, total fire suppression also had its opponents.
Although the impact on actual fires was usually small, the precedent proved strong. Fire suppression was among the earliest management goals of the nation’s sole national park.   

When Sequoia, General Grant, and Yosemite national parks were established in 1890, this policy of fire suppression and the utilization of the military was also applied to these areas. Patrols were initiated to guard against: fires, livestock trespass, and illegal logging.

New Forest Service Agency’s Primary Mission: Suppressing All Fires

When the U.S. Forest Service was established in 1905, one of its primary missions was the suppression of all fires on the forest reserves it administered. The extensive fires of 1910 solidified the Forest Service as the premier fire control organization. That summer, Idaho, Montana, and Washington all erupted in flames. By August, the infamous fire known as “The Big Blow-Up” was consuming and incinerating entire towns. Eighty-five people were killed—including 78 firefighters.

In fighting these horrific fires during that brutal 1910 summer, the U.S. Forest Service found its purpose. It became the lead federal land management fire protection agency. The National Park Service, established in 1916, would soon follow this emphasis. 

A new culture of fire “control” was born.

For the next 50 years, fire suppression reigned as this country’s dominant wildland fire management strategy. Even so, total fire suppression also had its opponents.
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   Roy Headley, front row, first left.                                                                                                                                                  Elers Koch

In 1916, Headley Allows Low-Intensity Fires to Burn
Starting in 1916, Roy Headley, California’s Assistant District Forester, implemented a program that allowed low-intensity fires—that weren’t threatening high-value timber or human improvements—to spread out into remote areas. Headley’s proposal was based on trying to curtail the costs of fire suppression.

Elers Koch, Forest Supervisor on the Lolo National Forest, proposed that backcountry areas would not receive the same level of total fire control as “front country” areas.

In 1934, Headley became Chief of Fire Control for the U.S. Forest Service. That same year, Elers Koch, Forest Supervisor on the Lolo National Forest, proposed that backcountry areas would not receive the same level of total fire control as “front country” areas. Forest Service wilderness advocates Aldo Leopold and Robert Marshall supported Koch’s proposal.

They were, however, overruled.
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Instead, the policy of extinguishing all fires by 10 a.m. the next burning period was implemented—and rigorously enforced. For the next 40 years, this universal Forest Service suppression policy will reign supreme.
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In the 1950s, Scoyen Sees Benefits

of Backcountry Landscape-Scale Fire
During the 1930s, the National Park Service made rumblings about curtailing the universal application of fire suppression to all lands.
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Eivind Scoyen, then-Superintendent at Glacier National Park, had seen, first-hand, the futile efforts to control large fires in remote backcountry areas. By 1950, Scoyen was the superintendent of Sequoia National Park. He supported designating a large, landscape-scale research area—the Kaweah Basin in the upper Kern River drainage—in this park that would be excluded from fire suppression. 
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Briggs recommended that—if reconnaissance and evaluation showed that fires could be contained by natural fuel breaks and minimal harmful effects would result—all fires above 8,000 feet were not to be suppressed.

                                                 George Briggs
Scoyen’s principle—to be applied within this large, pre-identified area—was accepted by his superiors. It marked an important exception to current policy. For the first time, the rational for letting these “natural” fires burn was not just economic. It was also ecological.

In 1964, George Briggs, Yosemite National Park’s assistant chief ranger, discovered a fire at 9,000 feet. In four days, it had burned only one-tenth of an acre. Based on this observation, Briggs recommended that—if reconnaissance and evaluation showed that fires could be contained by natural fuel breaks and minimal harmful effects would result—all fires above 8,000 feet were not to be suppressed.

While reduced suppression costs helped prompt this fire management policy, Yosemite’s Assistant Ranger Briggs believed that allowing fire to perform its natural role was also a key ecological benefit.

But this “new” concept was not a popular one. For six long years, Briggs’ insightful recommendation was ignored by policy makers at the higher levels. 
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Visionary Scientists and Scholars

            From left:

                 Edward “E.V.” Komarek,

                 A. Starker Leopold, and

                 Harold Biswell
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y the early 1960s, Everglades, Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks and Pipestone National Monument were all implementing—on a small scale—the reintroduction of fire. Research centers in the Southeast, including the Tall Timbers Research Station in Florida as well as universities in California, were evaluating both long- and short-term fire ecology. Attention was focusing on significant insights shared by visionary scientists and scholars such as Edward “E.V.” Komarek, A. Starker Leopold, and Harold Biswell.

As we now know, these emerging efforts would help shape a critical change in thinking regarding fire’s role in the natural world.

In 1962, the U. S. Secretary of the Interior charged a committee to look into wildlife management problems inside our country’s national parks. This special group, named after its chair, Dr. Starker Leopold—son of Aldo Leopold—determined that our national parks should be managed as whole, interdependent ecological systems, or “ecosystems.”

Most importantly, the “Leopold Report” argued for a new direction regarding the role of fire. This country’s National Park Service managers began to recognize the benefits of fire’s presence—and the harmful consequences of its absence.

Park Service Allows Naturally-Ignited Fires
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Enlightened and encouraged by the Leopold Report, in 1968 the National Park Service changed its policy. The agency now recognized fire as an “ecological process”. As long as they could be contained within prescribed fire management units—and they accomplished approved management objectives—naturally-ignited fires were now allowed.
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Next, under the leadership of Park Superintendent John McLaughlin, neighboring Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks established a “Natural Fire Management Zone”.

George Briggs and Dr. Bruce Kilgore took the lead in this important new effort. Briggs, formerly at Yosemite, was now the forester at Sequoia and Kings Canyon. Kilgore, a former graduate student of Starker Leopold, served as the two parks’ research biologist. Kilgore and Briggs called it the “Let Burn Zone.” It included areas above 9,000 feet—except where fuels were continuous across the park boundary.

Two fires were allowed to burn during the first season. Between 1968 and 1971, 53 fires—representing 617 acres—were allowed to burn themselves out. The first large fire was the 452-acre Bubbs Creek Fire in 1971. The next year, the Ball Dome Fire burned 115 acres. Only one fire, in 1970, had to be extinguished.

These fire programs at Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks were starting to show measurable results. McLaughlin said that this experience revealed that: “Natural fires under conditions pertaining in the southern Sierra Nevada burn out after spreading over a relatively small area.” McLaughlin believed that the Sequoia and Kings Canyon experience showed that: “Resource managers could restore fire to its natural role in parks and wilderness . . . in a way that is acceptable to the public.”
McLaughlin’s support for the fire program was a crucial dimension for its continuation. He used the power of his office to support the program—even when it might have been politically more viable to back away.

Recounts Robert Barbee, who was Yosemite National Park’s natural resource manager at the time: “One of the fires got away and burned-up some stuff. There was a big review. McLaughlin defused it immediately. He stood up and said that this is such an important program that we can’t jeopardize. He took full responsibility for what had occurred. That stopped [the critics] in their tracks.”

The Sequoia and Kings Canyon wildland fire use programs continue to be among the leading naturally-ignited fire programs in the nation.

More National Parks Manage Fires to Burn Themselves Out
In 1971, Saguaro National Monument (now Saguaro National Park) became the next park area to initiate a naturally-ignited fire program. Coined “Natural Prescribed Fire,” the program required that all natural fires be extinguished—except those that occurred between July 1 and September 15 and met a set of prescribed conditions. Between 1971 and 1974, a total of 24 out of 46 fires were allowed to burn more than a total of 900 acres.

Yosemite National Park started its “Natural Fire Management” program in 1972. Its natural fire zone was restricted to areas above 8,000 feet. That first year, three fires burned less than 0.5 acres. The next year, the zone doubled in size—to 465,670 acres—and included areas down to 4,000 feet.
This program’s first true test occurred in 1974 when the Starr King Fire burned more than 3,700 acres. To preclude smoke from filling Yosemite Valley, this fire had to be controlled on one of its perimeter flanks. Even though considerable smoke did enter the valley, minimal public controversy occurred.

The National Park Service had been struggling for models to develop a service-wide structure for fire management. With the hiring of Jan van Wagtendonk in 1972, Yosemite acquired a highly-trained young scholar who quickly became a premier fire ecologist. In concert with Robert Barbee, van Wagtendonk helped make Yosemite a model of fire management. By the late 1970s, van Wagtendonk’s work had laid the basis for science-based fire planning. 

By the middle of the 1970s, the National Park Service engaged in much more than an experiment with natural and prescribed fire. Most of the major national parks—including Yellowstone, Yosemite, Saguaro and Grand Teton—had established programs. The Park Service approved Yellowstone’s first fire management plan in the spring of 1972. It included only two prescribed natural fire zones. A 1975 revision reversed the vision—accentuating the importance of fire—that, except for developed areas, designated the entire park as a prescribed natural fire zone. 

[image: image51.jpg]


[image: image52.jpg]



[image: image17]                                                      
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The momentum for using naturally-ignited fire was launched by Forest Service fire and wilderness managers in the northern Rocky Mountains.
Meanwhile, over in the Forest Service, the momentum for using naturally-ignited fire was launched by fire and wilderness managers in the northern Rocky Mountains.

As early as 1969, a wilderness workshop was held in Missoula, Montana that discussed allowing fire to take a more natural role in wilderness areas. The next year, a wilderness fire management study led to the establishment of the “White Cap Fire Management Area” in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness on the Bitterroot National Forest. Several visionary people helped this important, major step in the evolution of managing naturally-ignited to fire occur.

Bill Worf, Regional Director for Recreation, Wilderness, and Lands; and Bud Moore, Regional Director for Fire Management; initiated the “White Cap” idea. They then enlisted key support from Orville Daniels, Forest Supervisor on the Bitterroot National Forest. Next, fire researcher Bob Mutch and National Forest System employee Dave Aldrich, helped see the Whitecap Fire Management Plan to its “on-the-ground” reality.
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Large segments of the general public either did not understand the scientific message behind the reason for these fires—or, people just did not trust the “natural fire” message that they were receiving.
In 1972, Orville Daniels and Bob Mutch present the White Cap Wilderness Fire Plan to Forest Service Chief John McGuire and his staff for approval. The first Wilderness Fire Management Plan was approved for implementation. At the conclusion of the presentation, Chief McGuire stated that such planning should be done for all lands, not just designated wilderness areas. This philosophy reflected the “fire management” thoughts of several Forest Service employees. It also opened the door for a plethora of issues: technical, policy, budgetary, fire reporting, procedural, employee development, and political—to list a few—that had to be resolved for the implementation of the White Cap and other forthcoming naturally-ignited fire management plans.

Three years later, in 1975, the Gila Wilderness in New Mexico was the next Forest Service area to initiate a naturally-ignited fire program. The Gila and Selway-Bitterroot natural fire management systems would grow to become two premier examples of Forest Service “natural fire” programs. 

The Public Relations Challenge
Also in 1975, the large lightning-started Waterfall Canyon Fire in Teton National Park was pouring smoke over Jackson, Wyoming. This smoke—that totally enshrouded the surrounding mountain vistas—sparked a strong, antagonistic public outcry.

Some accused the park of having a “scorched earth” policy.

Each day, whatever support that was once held for the policy of allowing natural fires to burn was quickly diminishing. Some residents perceived a “cavalier” attitude by Grand Teton National Park managers. From the vocal public’s perspective, the National Park Service seemed content to let this fire burn itself out—no matter how badly it inconvenienced people. 

Here in Wyoming, and elsewhere across the country, large segments of the general public either did not understand the scientific message behind the reason for these fires—or, people just did not trust the “natural fire” message that they were receiving.   

Nonetheless, the program—on the ground—for the time being, anyway, continued to proceed forward.

‘Fire Control’ is Replaced By ‘Fire Management’
Information and learning gained from these first naturally-ignited fire “experiments” proved to be instrumental in changing fire policy within all of the federal wildland agencies. The term “Fire Control” was appropriately replaced by “Fire Management.” The Forest Service, long committed to fire suppression, now accepted the philosophy of “fire management” and the use of fire.

In 1978, this country’s historic firefighting agency, the U.S. Forest Service, even abandoned its traditional “10 a.m.” suppression policy. The agency, for the first time, favored and preferred a new policy—one that recognized alternative management responses to suppressing every fire.
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The 1988 Yellowstone Fires ignited considerable controversy when—during four long months of fire—almost one-third of Yellowstone National Park and more than 1.4 million acres inside the Greater Yellowstone area burned. The price tag for managing and suppressing these fires totaled more than $120 million tax-payer dollars.
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y 1978, if you think that the progress made in wildland fire management so far means that the future is now bright for naturally-ignited fire—you had better think again. Nonetheless, for the time being, progress was proceeding forward for accepting and implementing these events—known then as “Prescribed Natural Fires.”

These three historic so-called “escapes” would test these “natural fire” plans and the resolve of every person and agency who supported them.

The mid-70s to late-80s saw discussions center around appropriate planning requirements and national environmental policy compliance for managing “Prescribed Natural Fire” in many major designated wilderness areas.

Natural Fires Allowed to Cross Agency Boundaries
In 1978, California’s Stanislaus National Forest implemented the first—and, for many years, the only—Forest Service “Natural Fire Plan” in that Region. The plan allowed lightning fires to be managed in its Emigrant Wilderness and to cross into neighboring Yosemite National Park—and vice-versa.

Later on, California’s Lassen National Forest and Lassen Volcanic National Park also collaborated to develop a similar plan that allowed natural fires to cross agency boundaries.

In 1984, a key success story proved to be the collaboration of four national forests—the Flathead, Lewis and Clark, Lolo, and Helena—to develop a single “Prescribed Natural Fire Plan” for three adjoining large wilderness areas: Great Bear, Bob Marshall, and Scapegoat.

While this time period witnessed the successful implementation of many important, collaborative “natural fire” plans, the future, unfortunately, held three natural fire-managed events that far exceeded their planned boundaries and objectives.

These three historic so-called “escapes” would test these “natural fire” plans and the resolve of every person and agency who supported them.

The 1978 Ouzel Fire
The 1978 Ouzel Fire in Rocky Mountain National Park marked the first time a prescribed natural fire genuinely threatened a community. This escaped natural fire represented a significant public relations and program-support problem for the National Park Service. What’s more, the Ouzel Fire sparked a perceived threat that people’s homes were in jeopardy due to a federal agency’s irresponsibility.

The Rocky Mountain National Park fire management plan was originally written in 1973 and revised in 1974 and 1975. The 1977 plan defined a “Prescribed Natural Fire” zone generally above 10,000 feet—where risks were considered low and fires would be monitored and allowed to burn. The plan defined a “moderate-risk zone” where fires would be allowed to burn only under a set indexed condition, and a “high-risk zone” where all fires would be suppressed immediately.

This fire management plan followed the dictates of the recently revised National Park Service policy and detailed the conditions under which fires would be managed. The primary decision criteria focused on indices governed by the National Fire Danger Rating System. This Rocky Mountain National Park fire plan also served as a model for other units.

The Ouzel Fire was ignited by lightning in the “low-risk zone” on Aug. 9, 1978. It was monitored for more than a month, with park officials’ daily evaluation on whether or not the fire remained within management objectives. During most of the month, the fire stayed in this “low-risk zone” above 10,000 feet, burning in mostly Engelmann spruce-subalpine fir forests below the timber line, and grasslands, meadows, and rock fields above it. 

Rocky Mountain Park officials occasionally introduced suppression tactics to keep the fire within the designated low-risk zone. These ongoing efforts to assure that the fire remained consistent with park management objectives taxed the park’s resources, but largely avoided public rancor.

From a management perspective, at this point, the Ouzel Fire seemed no worse than the 1975 Teton National Park Waterfall Canyon Fire [see previous chapter]—a public relations problem attached to the application of sound science to the reintroduction of fire.

This management challenge, however, rapidly changed as high winds swept the park on the afternoons of Sept. 15 and 16. On the morning of September 15, Rocky Mountain staff predicted that the fire would escape into the “moderate-risk zone.” The surface winds were also predicted to cause the fire to make a substantial run, threatening the town of Allenspark, Colo., located just beyond the park’s boundary.

This prospect triggered suppression activity. But before serious efforts could begin, the high winds created a crisis, putting the town in immediate danger. Park Service and local response began in earnest, but were not able to halt the fire’s spread. The town was saved by a fluke of geography. A small ridge deflected the Chinook winds up and over the town, sparing it.

As the fire spread, the park requested outside help. A Type 1 Incident Management Team was ordered. When the team arrived on Sept. 16, suppression efforts began with new intensity. More than 600 people battled the fire. High winds dogged suppression efforts for two weeks. On Sept. 30, the fire was declared under control. It was finally extinguished on Dec. 4. 

The Ouzel Fire became a significant public relations and program support problem for the National Park Service. It also reopened an older split between national and local constituencies regarding fire management practices.

A board of review investigating the Ouzel Fire concluded that the fire’s planning:

· Was not properly implemented,

· Did not adequately incorporate ecological information about Rocky Mountain National Park, and

· Did not place enough emphasis on external considerations such as adjoining development.
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Ten years later, in 1988, two more infamous “natural fire”-managed events threatened communities and burned thousands of acres:

· The major fires in and around Yellowstone National Park, and

· The Canyon Creek Fire in the Scapegoat Wilderness on Montana’s Lolo National Forest.

The 1988 Yellowstone Fires
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The media-famous “Yellowstone Fires” burned across the landscape and the public headlines. These fires ignited considerable controversy when—during four long months of fire—almost one-third of Yellowstone National Park and more than 1.4 million acres inside the Greater Yellowstone area burned. The price tag for managing and suppressing these fires totaled more than $120 million tax-payer dollars.

Approved in 1972, Yellowstone’s fire plan remained rooted in the philosophical statements of the early 1970s unlike some of the more sophisticated fire planning efforts that began in the 1980s. Yellowstone Park managers had begun to contemplate revisions, but had not progressed to the point of public review.

In the spring of 1988, a plan that had been drafted three years before had not yet been sent through the approval process. It offered four objectives for fire management:

· Permit as many lightning-started fires as possible to burn;
· Protect human life and property, natural features, endangered species, and historic and cultural sites from damage or destruction;

· Suppress wildfire in a safe and cost-effective fashion; and

· Utilize prescribed burning to reduce fuel loads.

Between 1972 and 1986, fires had burned across 34,175 acres in Yellowstone under the prescriptions that allowed natural fire. The largest single burn was approximately 7,400 acres. Previously, the largest natural burn in the park’s history, at Heart Lake in 1931, had been only 18,000 acres. Given the scope and scale of experience, the park’s actions when the 1988 fires started followed policy and reflected the predispositions of the National Park Service’s experience with fire. 

The 1988 Yellowstone Fires Proceeded to Multiply
The Yellowstone region began to burn on June 14 when lightning started a fire in the Custer National Forest, north of Cooke City, Mont., the entrance in the northeastern corner of Yellowstone National Park. Called the Storm Creek fire, it began in the Absaroka-Beartooth Wilderness and eventually spread across 95,000 acres.

New fires also continued to start, most induced by lightning. On June 23, lightning struck near Shoshone Lake, a remote area about ten miles from Grant Village. The initial blaze was small, about 70 acres. On June 25, another fire began in the northwestern corner of the park located approximately 31 miles west of the north entrance. On July 1, yet another fire ignited east of Yellowstone’s southern entrance. 
The fires proceeded to multiply, with new ones ignited on July 5 and July 9. A true management challenge for the park was underway. Natural fires proliferated. The National Park Service had to make quick management decisions.
The outcome was a rapid change in policy that elevated suppression to the primary response in Yellowstone. On July 15, the park no longer allowed new natural fires to burn. When this decision was made, fires inside the park topped 8,600 acres. By July 21, fires covered 17,000 acres—prompting an even more aggressive response. At this time, an extensive interagency fire suppression response effort was also underway.
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Experienced firefighters found that the combination of extreme weather and dense and dry fuel loads posed conditions rarely encountered. Conventional firefighting techniques such as burning to create fuel breaks and backfiring proved ineffective. Human-caused fires from outside of the park compounded the problem. In fact, the North Fork Fire, which eventually threatened Old Faithful Village, was started by a woodcutter’s chainsaw on the adjacent Targhee National Forest.

While the Park Service and other agencies acted quickly to suppress this fire, the conditions under which it occurred were rare. Weather, including high winds and a lack of precipitation, made the situation volatile. It was an ordinary event made extraordinary by its circumstances. The media could never quite grasp that critical piece of information. In the end, by Sept. 7, the North Fork Fire had burned across more than 56,000 acres.

Inaccurate Public Presumptions
The threat to Old Faithful Geyser along with temporary closures of the park highlighted major public relation issues. As the fire swept toward this iconic national symbol, this event accentuated the inaccurate perception that the Park Service was ill-prepared to protect its resources. Even worse was the inaccurate presumption that the National Park Service stood by and intentionally permitted this beloved park to burn. Nothing could have been further from the truth.

An assessment of the impact of the Yellowstone Fires revealed stunning statistics for the park. Fires burned across more than 1.4 million acres in the Greater Yellowstone Area; funds in excess of $120 million were spent on firefighting and management. Almost one-third of the burned acreage, 566,608 acres, was inside the Targhee, Custer, Gallatin, Bridger-Teton, and Shoshone national forests surrounding the park. The rest, slightly less than 1 million acres, was inside Yellowstone.

This total area burned, nearly 36 percent of the park’s 2.2 million acres, represented the most visible evidence of the fire’s power and the fundamental ineffectiveness of all human intervention. Ninety-five percent of the area burned was burned by nine major fires. Six of those fires were ignited outside the park. Four of them were human caused.  

The 1988 Canyon Creek Fire

At the same time that Yellowstone was burning, the Canyon Creek Fire was being managed in the Scapegoat Wilderness on Montana’s Lolo National Forest.  

When Orville Daniels became forest supervisor of the Lolo National Forest, he expanded the wilderness fire program to the Scapegoat and Bob Marshall wilderness areas. Daniels was aware of the ecological need for fire in the Western forests. He was known to use the word "fire" in the same sentence as the word "healthy."
When a lightning strike ignited the Canyon Creek fire in the Scapegoat Wilderness, Daniels approved the fire to be managed without suppressing it. All summer, it burned within the limits of its management plan. "That fire's column was visible from the governor's office in Helena,” Daniels said. "No one ever once asked us to put it out.”
On Sept. 4, the National Weather Service warned of a predicted lowering of the jet stream over the Gulf of Mexico. "The jet stream could come down across Montana and Idaho," the forecasters said.

"Where will it hit?" Daniels asked them. "And when?”
Their response: "We don't have a clue.”
Daniels knew that if the jet stream hit the Canyon Creek Fire it would quickly be out of the wilderness and into people’s back yards. “It was a helpless feeling," he said. "It was total lack of control. There wasn't a thing we could do but wait.”
For two days, every 12 hours, Daniels hoped for a different report. Each time, the storm was still moving, still growing, still headed his way. On the afternoon of Sept. 6, at 5 p.m., the winds hit Spokane, Wash. A fire lookout in northern Idaho reported a tree breaking off in the wind.

Daniels told the Canyon Creek incident commander to get his people out of the way. By 8 p.m. the wind was in Missoula. One hour later, the Canyon Creek fire was on an 180,000-acre run out of the mountains and onto the Rocky Mountain front. It escaped the wilderness and burned more than 250,000 acres. The town of Augusta, Mont., was threatened and private property was damaged before the fire was suppressed.

"It was absolutely terrifying,” Daniels said. “We burned 30 miles in 16 hours. Nobody alive had ever seen that kind of fire behavior before. It was the fastest rate of spread ever recorded in North America. Canyon Creek taught us what is possible.”
The media coverage of the fire was mostly confined to local news—most of the national media attention was focused on that same summer’s Yellowstone Fires.

Result: Wilderness Fire Policies Evaluated

In the aftermath of these three major natural fire “escapes,” the secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior assembled a special fire policy review team to evaluate the wilderness fire policies of both the National Park Service and the U.S. Forest Service.

In its findings, this team reaffirmed the fundamental importance of fire’s natural role. It recommended that fire management plans be strengthened by establishing clear decision criteria and accountability.

This fire policy review team also deemed that interagency cooperation had to be improved.

All Natural Fire Programs Suspended
On June 1, 1989, both secretaries suspended all prescribed natural fire programs and directed their agencies to suppress all natural fires in national parks and wilderness areas.

Until all fire management plans conformed to the new federal standards, these natural fire programs were not to be continued.
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The Clover-Mist Fire was one of the greater Yellowstone area fires that burned in 1988.
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VI   A  D e c a d e  o f  C r u c i a l  L e a r n i n g –

         L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  1 9 8 9  t o  1 9 9 9

I

n the wake of the 1989 national review, the “prescribed natural fire” programs—at several national parks, as well as a few national forest wilderness areas—started to return. But, in many areas across this country, naturally-ignited fire use progress was slow to recover.

In 1994, controversy was once again sparked. This time by Glacier National Park’s lightning-ignited “Howling Fire”.

During this year—when fires were especially active all across the West—people were skeptical over the park’s willingness to manage this fire as a “prescribed natural” event. The media—as well as some local Forest Service managers—called for its suppression.

The 1995 update of the Federal Wildland Fire Policy viewed wildland fire as an essential ecological process and agent of natural change that had to be incorporated into planning.
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But Dave Mihalic, the park’s superintendent, stood firm.

After more than six weeks, the Howling Fire finally reached 2,200 acres before it was slowed by the mid-August rains. The early-October snows ultimately extinguished this—successful—naturally-managed event. 
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By heeding established policy—despite strong opposition and pressure from various vocal fronts—Glacier National Park managers proved that “natural prescribed fire” could successfully occur—even when wildfire posed severe suppression problems elsewhere in the region and nation. 

During 1994, 34 Wildland Firefighters Die in the Line of Duty
Next came the harrowing and traumatic fire year of 1994—when 34 of our country’s wildland firefighters would die in the line of duty. 

On one afternoon—the sixth of July—Colorado’s “South Canyon Fire”—ignited by lightning in a Bureau of Land Management “fire exclusion zone” on Storm King Mountain—took the lives of 14 firefighters. This tragic incident helped generate the historic, comprehensive review and 1995 update of the Federal Wildland Fire Policy.

This revised national policy reiterated that the first priority of all federal wildland fire programs is firefighter and public safety. This updated policy also viewed wildland fire as an essential ecological process and agent of natural change that had to be incorporated into planning.

“Fire Management Plans” were required for every federally administered area that had vegetation that could burn. In addition, “Risk Management” became an imperative foundation for all fire management. Also required under this new federal policy, fire management programs had to:

· Be economically feasible,

· Be based on the best available science, and

· Incorporate environmental quality and public health considerations.

Cooperation with other governmental and non-governmental entities was also deemed essential. Overall, under the mandate of this new 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Policy, the federal system changed from looking at the origin of a fire to looking at the fire’s objective as the basis for decision making. 

Two National ‘Fire Use’ Leaders Charged to Move Policies into Actions
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 Managers now had the support that they needed

to enable their “Wildland Fire Use” programs to continue to grow and mature.

craft an “Implementation Procedures Reference Guide” designed to move policies into actions. Their subsequent “Wildland Fire Use Implementation Procedures Reference Guide” clarified and standardized terminology. More importantly, it provided natural fire practitioners—from all wildland fire agencies—a long-needed, common template.

Bunnell and Zimmerman were the first to define “Wildland Fire Use.” This new term for naturally-ignited managed fire would soon replace what had previously been called “prescribed natural fires.”

By the end of the 1990s, the new Federal Wildland Fire Policy had successfully reinvigorated “Wildland Fire Use” programs. Managers now had the support that they needed to enable their naturally-ignited fire programs to continue to grow and mature.

Finally, a truly national systematic approach had developed among all federal wildland agencies. A system that was:

· Focused on firefighter safety and land restoration,

· Based on the best available science, and

· Designed to cross agency boundaries.

In addition, organized “Fire Use Management Teams” and specially trained “Fire Use Modules” were now operating. Standardized fire qualifications had also been developed and long-duration fire prediction tools were being better honed.

Thus, as this country entered the new century, its naturally-ignited fire future was looking brighter than ever before. But, once again, a dark cloud was fast approaching.

There was still even more to be learned.
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VII C o n f r o n t i n g  t h e  N e w  M i l l e n n i u m –

      L e s s o n s  L e a r n e d  2 0 0 0  t o  P r e s e n t 

B

y the year 2000, a long series of prior drought years across the West were contributing to a critical change in regional fire patterns.

In early May of 2000, a prescribed burn in New Mexico’s Bandelier National Monument escaped control lines. The subsequent “Cerro Grande” wildfire burned more than 48 thousand acres. The fire-front swept down into the town of Los Alamos—where it completely destroyed 255 homes.
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The public and political outcry was immediate—and loud.

The secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior called together the interagency Federal Wildland Fire Policy review “working group” to review the policy’s implementation. This special group also addressed specific issues raised by the Cerro Grande Fire investigation teams.

The group recommended several changes to the 1995 policy, mostly to clarify purpose and intent, as well as to address issues not fully covered back in 1995.
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These 2001 policy recommendations resulted in an interagency team that revised and improved the “Wildland Fire Use” implementation guide. This updated guide now provides direction, guidance, and assistance for planning and implementing naturally-ignited fire to all five federal wildland fire management agencies.

Helping Our Land Managers Suppress Unwanted Fires
Today, all across the country, many wildfires are burning into previously burned areas—portions of the landscape already “treated” by both prescribed and naturally-ignited fires. Unquestionably, this burning phenomenon is helping our land managers suppress these unwanted fires.

At the same time, smoke, threatened and endangered species, and the high costs associated with managing prescribed and natural fire are all growing concerns today. What’s more, the proximity of our wildlands to our expanding population areas—known as the “wildland-urban interface”—is helping to magnify these problems.
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WUI – Today, the proximity of our wildlands to our expanding population areas—known as the “wildland-urban interface”—is helping to magnify the challenge of managing naturally-ignited fire.
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VIII  T h e  F u t u r e :

             W h e r e  D o  O u r  L e s s o n s

             f r o m  t h e   P a s t

             T a k e  U s  T o m o r r o w ?

A

s we chart our way into the 21st Century—despite all the progress that we have collectively made to date—many significant challenges still confront our country’s ongoing naturally-ignited fire programs. These looming hurdles and challenges now include:

· The wildland-urban interface areas,

· Air quality,
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· Wildlife habitat,

· Invasive species, and

· Preserving cultural resources.

Wildland Urban-Interface

The wildland urban-interface has become the “wilderness” urban- interface as increasingly more homes are built adjacent to wilderness areas.
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For instance, in Tucson, new houses are being built on the boundary of the Pusch Ridge and Saguaro wilderness areas. In Montana, continuous forests connect the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness with ranchettes in the Bitterroot Valley. Many wilderness areas contain wildland fire use zones, and their proximity to human developments that need to be protected from fire confounds the opportunities for fire to perform a natural role within these areas. Homeowners will therefore need to become more proactive in creating fire-safe environments.

Air Quality

Air quality also poses one of the biggest challenges for managers of naturally-ignited fire programs. Fires that burn for weeks—or even months—cast palls of smoke in inhabited areas and can cause air quality standards to be violated. Active measures to manage smoke will have to be taken. For example, Yosemite National Park has extinguished many candidate lightning fires in the wildland fire use zone because another fire was already burning in the same airshed. Land management agencies must work with the Environmental Protection Agency and local air pollution control boards to inform them about the importance of naturally-ignited fire programs for meeting land management objectives.

Wildlife Habitat

As ecosystems have evolved with fire, so too have plants and animals. Human activities have altered many of the relationships between fire and plants and animals. Fire exclusion could lead to the extirpation of species. Habitat fragmentation coupled with fuel accumulation can leave plants and animals vulnerable to fire. Care will therefore be needed to accomplish the complementary goals of restoring fire as a natural ecological process and maintaining plant and animal species that depend on habitats created by fire.

Invasive Species

Many non-native invasive plants are adapted to fire. Plant invasions into wildland ecosystems pose a particularly vexing problem for fire managers. Fire often exacerbates plant invasions that can lead to changes in fire regimes. Examples include the invasion of cheat grass in the Great Basin, melaleuca in the Everglades, spotted knapweed in the Rocky Mountains, and yellow star thistle in California.

On the other hand, fire can also be an important tool for managing plant invasions. Managers of naturally-ignited fire programs should consider the potential interactions of invasive plants with fuels, fire behavior, and fire regimes to ensure that their fire management goals and objectives can be met in the presence of these non-native plants. In the aftermath of fires, land managers—at the very least—should monitor for invasive plants and implement mitigating measures as appropriate.

Cultural Resources

Much of the remaining evidence of past indigenous cultures consists of resources that are either combustible are altered by fire. Obviously, fire can consume combustible resources. Less obvious are the effects on non-combustible artifacts such as obsidian tools, pictographs, and petroglyphs. Information is lost by altering hydrations rates within obsidian, which allow the date of manufacture to be estimated. Images either painted on or carved into rock faces can also be obscured or destroyed by fire. Surveys need to be done in naturally-ignited fire zones to develop pre-fire plans designed to protect cultural resources.

Our Challenge Today

As we continue into this uncharted future, new policy, new implementation guides, and new terminology will—no doubt—all continue to affect the program. At the same time, naturally-ignited fire opportunities will also arise, particularly when it comes to applying fire to non-wilderness areas.

Starting more than a century ago—as this report has outlined—our country’s naturally-ignited fire program is often held hostage to the whims of policy and procedures.

Even today, as enlightened as the public and our decision-makers might be, a shift in policy could—once again—endanger the entire national “natural fire use” program.

Therefore, our challenge today is to develop fire policies, management actions, and budgets that recognize the need for both fire suppression and the management of fire as an ecosystem process and hazard reduction tool. This is a daunting challenge. Especially considering how global climate change could impact and complicate fire management’s future even further.  

We Can Carry Their Legacy Forward
Beginning decades ago, many good people came before us to help chart a course into a future that would see the benefits of natural fire managed across the landscape. Have we truly heeded their vision—their “lessons learned”?
With our continued focus on this country’s fire management programs and policies, we can carry their legacy forward. We can ensure that these naturally-ignited fires continue to help achieve their critical ecosystem and land management goals.

We can do so for the benefit of the land and all of its interrelated natural resources—its vital web of all tree, plant, and animal species.

For all of us who call this fire planet home.    
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Additional Naturally-Ignited Fire Materials Available

The Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center has created numerous naturally-ignited fire related DVD/video productions to aid the learning needs of the professional wildland firefighter community. The titles listed below can be ordered from Custom Recording and Sound: phone (208) 344-3535, fax (208) 323-0373, e-mail: customorders@cableone.net. Cost per product is $12.95, including shipping and handling.
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1. Prescribed Fire and Fire Use Lessons Learned – Experiences of veteran fire management officers, 2005 (1 hour).

2. Decision-Making for Prescribed Fire and Fire Use Managers – Effective decision-making featuring Learning in Action author David Garvin, 2005 (1 hour and 30 minute versions).

3. The Hawkins Wildland Fire Use Trilogy DVD – Learning from the Hawkins Wildland Fire Use event that occurred on the Dixie National Forest.

---------------------------------

Reading Materials
The Wildland Fire Use Toolbox, (Wildland Fire Use: Lessons from the Past and the Present 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.wildfirelessons.net/documents/Wildland_Fire_Use_ICT_0306_Report.pdf" that Impact Local Fire and Fuels Management Programs), September 2006. Available through the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center at: http://www.wildfirelessons.net/documents/WFU_TOOLBOX_FINAL.pdf .
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In the early 1970s, Yosemite National Park’s young scholar and premier fire ecologist Jan van Wagtendonk, along with Robert Barbee, made this national park the primary model of fire management.











Dear Reader,


This paper—along with its companion DVD program—tells the comprehensive story of this country’s history with naturally-ignited fire.





Key to this important summary are the many “lessons learned” that—despite the ongoing programmatic hurdles—resonated down through the years. As this narrative reveals, several enlightened and determined people—starting almost one century ago—helped to ensure that naturally-ignited fire was implemented across our public landscapes. We are indebted to their legacies.





Besides highlighting our country’s naturally-ignited fire program history, tools, techniques, and terminology, we also explore the emerging issues that currently surround this vital practice—and what new challenges now face naturally-ignited fire’s future.
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Also Available on DVD and On-Line


The 40-minute DVD program “Lessons Learned – Managing Naturally-Ignited Fire: Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow”—including sub-chapter menus—is available for ordering through the Wildland Fire Lessons Learned Center’s Website at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.wildfirelessons.net/Additional.aspx?Page=81" ��http://www.wildfirelessons.net/Additional.aspx?Page=81� 





This production is also available for viewing—all eight chapters individually—over the Internet at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.wildfirelessons.net/Additional.aspx?Page=131" ��http://www.wildfirelessons.net/Additional.aspx?Page=131�
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These men provided the initial impetus for naturally-ignited fire on Forest Service lands.
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The 1994 South Canyon Fire on Colorado’s Storm King Mountain took the lives of 14 firefighters. This tragedy helped to generate the historic, comprehensive review and update of the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Policy.





Dave Mihalic





In 1998, the federal agencies convened a task group headed by two national “fire use” leaders: Dave Bunnell of the U.S. Forest Service, and Dr. Tom Zimmerman of the National Park Service.





Part of Bunnell’s and Zimmerman’s charge was to
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Photo provided by the National Fire Use Management Teams





Today, all across the country, many wildfires are burning into previously burned areas—portions of the landscape already “treated” by both prescribed or naturally-ignited fires.
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