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Introduction

Fire has long been a major force in shaping vegetation conditions in Idaho’s forests and rangelands.  Fire has a well-established role as a dynamic disturbance agent.  It has effectively maintained diverse vegetative composition and structure in landscapes.  In the past century, fire’s role in maintaining landscape diversity has changed.  Aggressive fire suppression has resulted in a buildup of fuels in many areas.  Along with climate change and increasing development in the wildland urban interface, there is a concern that fires are becoming larger and more impactful.  If these trends continue, fires could result in less landscape diversity and a growing risk to property and lives.

Agencies and groups throughout Idaho are working to reduce the risk of high-impact wildfires.  There are several collaborative groups working to assess conditions and design treatments to restore fire-adapted landscapes.  The Idaho State Fire Plan Working Group encourages local planning groups to have a thoughtful, focused dialogue about the role of fire in the landscape.  These discussions will establish a common understanding among the group of the basic role of fire in the landscape.  Planning groups may also find it useful to use existing tools available for more detailed restoration planning and fire modeling.  A few of these tools are mentioned at the end of this document. These tools can support more comprehensive analysis under the same discussion framework presented here.

Following are some suggested points to help guide a dialogue about the role of fire in the landscape.  These will help groups consider:  how fire has shaped specific landscapes; what are the current and desired conditions of these landscapes; and what management options (including use of fire and other alternatives) would most effectively develop desired conditions and meet ecological goals.  The points mentioned in this paper are based on the Six-Step Process in “Ecosystem Analysis at the Watershed Scale,” the Federal Guide for Watershed Analysis developed by the Regional Ecosystem Office, Portland, Oregon, 1995.

Discussion Points
1. Characterization of Fire in the Landscape (An Overview)

What is the fire history of the landscape?  What do you know about past frequency and intensity of fires in this area?  How have fires ignited and moved through the landscape? How has fire been managed- in the past century and in recent decades- in this area?  How have fires of the past shaped the vegetation structure and composition?  How have the vegetation and other resource conditions changed due to fire management? (Consider upland and riparian vegetation conditions and changes).  How has this affected the intensity, duration, size, and other impacts of fires?  What are the trends and expectations for future fires?  It would be best to keep this at an overview level of detail at the beginning of the discussion.

2.  Identification of Issues and Key Questions

What are the key elements regarding fire’s role that are most relevant to management questions and objectives, human values, or resource conditions in the landscape?  Issues and key questions would include “flags” or concerns about the existing situation and trends that will cause conflicts with goals or other challenges with desired conditions, functions, and outputs of the landscape.  Consider anticipated or possible changes in climate and vegetation (including species shifts).  Consider social impacts and opportunities.  Issues and key questions will provide the basis for considering ways to manage fire and considering other management actions in the landscape.

3.  Description of Current  Conditions and Role of Fire

Building on the characterization in Step 1, discuss the current vegetation and site conditions in more detail.  What are the vegetation types based on climatic systems (i.e. cold-moist, dry, aspen and woodlands, sage brush, etc)?  About what proportion of the landscape is in early vs. mid to late stages of vegetation development, and what is the patch arrangement?  How do the vertical and horizontal arrangements and species compositions of vegetation affect fire intensity and burn patterns?  Where are invasive species found in the landscape, and how is this affecting fires?  How resilient are the current condition?   Describe the current soil, riparian, and other site conditions?   How have these been impacted by the presence and/or absence of fire?  What is the probability of uncharacteristic highly impactful fires in the future?

4.  Description of Desired Conditions and Desired Role of Fire

What vegetation and site conditions are desired in the landscape?  Describe a target range of vegetation composition and structure (upland and riparian), soil and other site conditions, and consider what would be a desirable or acceptable fire disturbance regime.

Consider two goals:  (1) Reduction of hazardous fuels and protection of communities, and (2) increasing landscape resiliency – the ability to withstand fire and other disturbances without high loss of values.

Explore the role fire could play in developing and maintaining the desired range of conditions.  What are the opportunities and constraints associated with fire in shaping and maintaining desired conditions?

5. Synthesis and Interpretation

Compare existing and desired conditions and the desired role of fire.  What are the significant similarities, differences, and trends?  Evaluate the capability of the current system with existing trends to provide community protection and landscape resiliency.  Further discuss the issues and key questions identified in Step 2, and consider the need for action in managing the landscape.  Identify the goals for the landscape in terms of ranges of desired conditions and the strategic role of fire.  In identifying goals, integrate multiple resource values (including forest health, wildlife habitat and biodiversity, water quality, air quality, socio-economic benefits, and other values).
6.  Recommendations

Bring the results of the previous discussions to a conclusion, focusing on management recommendations that are responsive to the issues, key questions, and goals identified in the Synthesis and Interpretation.  What are the strategies and specific actions that can help meet the integrated landscape goals?

Consider the opportunities and constraints geographically.  Where is fire suppression necessary, and where could planned or natural ignitions be used to move landscape vegetation to the desired conditions?  Where are mechanical treatment options more appropriate for meeting vegetation, community protection, and other social and economic goals?  Evaluate alternative treatments (and no action) in terms of neutral, positive, or negative effects in the landscape.  
Summarize this discussion by developing an overall landscape strategy and an action plan.  The strategy should identify generally where, how, and why various treatments would be used to meet goals.  The action plan should list the highest priority actions, their purpose, location, approximate timing, and any important implementation guidelines.  These summary documents can be as detailed as the group wishes.  Even brief, cursory lists of strategies and actions will be helpful as a starting foundation.  These can be refined with time as more information is brought forward.

Closeout

Before adjourning it’s helpful for the group to step back and share closing thoughts about what they’ve learned and still need to learn about fire in the landscape.  What monitoring should take place and what information should be gathered to refine the strategy and actions over time?   As this is an ongoing learning process, the group should identify a time to re-evaluate the strategy and plan in the future.
Other Tools Available for Evaluating Fire and Restoration

· Northwest Forest Plan Watershed Assessment Guide:

www.reo.gov/library/reports/watershd.pdf
· ForestERA fire ecology modeling tool:

www.forestera.nau.edu/tools.htm
· Ecological Restoration Institute (ERI) – Approaches to Restoration:

www.eri.nau.edu/joomla/content/category/5/41/29/lang,en/
www.eri.nau.edu/joomla/content/category/5/32/134/
· The Wilderness Society Guide to Restoration of Low-Elevation Dry Forests:
http://wilderness.org/content/restoration-low-elevation-dry-forests 
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