Issues and Analysis: Fire As a Forest Management Tool
Fire has been used as a forest management tool for many years.  When fires are absent from ecosystems for long periods, the amount of fuel present builds up so that the intensity of any fire that occurs is more destructive than when fires are more frequent.  Large destructive fires damage timber and, therefore, reduce the value of the forest for lumber.  Frequent small fires that primarily burn the litter on the ground are not as hot, consume the fuel before it reaches dangerous levels, and can be used in such a way that they do little damage to trees.  Many private and public organizations that manage forest lands periodically use fire to remove debris and reduce the likelihood of major damaging fires.

In many wilderness areas, natural fires are allowed to burn as long as they are not “too large” and do not threaten human habitation.  Yellowstone National Park was burned extensively in 1988.  At the time, a “let burn” policy was in effect for wilderness areas.  However, the fires eventually threatened buildings within the park, and control measures were initiated.  Subsequent studies of the effects of the fires have substantiated that the park recovered and that a natural succession is taking place.


Hundreds of fires are set purposely each year as a normal part of forest management activities.  Most of these fires go unnoticed since they do exactly what they are supposed to do.  However, in 2000, a purposely set fire (prescribed burn) in a national forest got out of control and burned beyond the specified area, destroyed hundreds of homes, and threatened the Los Alamos National Laboratory.  The U.S. Forest Service maintains that managed use of fires is still an important forest management technique, but some members of Congress believe the practice should be stopped.

· Should fires that are caused by lightning in wilderness areas be treated differently from fires started accidentally by humans?
· Should fire be used as a management tool?

· Should Congress or forestry professionals make decisions about what should be appropriate management practices in national forests?
