August 10, 2021

Randy Moore, Chief

USDA, Forest Service

1400 Independence Ave., SW
Washington, D.C. 20250-0003

RE: Wildland Fire Management
Dear Chief Randy Moore,

We are a group of fire and forest scientists who study the range of interactions of fuels, fire,
climate, and management. We are writing to express concern over your new directives to stop
managing fire for resource benefit and requiring regional Preparedness Level 2 and Regional
Forester approval for prescribed burning. Certainly, we recognize the underlying rationale to
address short-term risks of escaped wildfires. Even if temporary, these directives will
significantly limit options for resource managers in a time when increasing the pace and scale of
forest restoration and fuel reduction is of critical importance. We request that you consider
modifying the order, returning decision making about managed fire and prescribed burning to the
forest and district levels.

Forests across the western US are naturally fire-prone, with fire return intervals ranging from
years to decades and even centuries. Fire exclusion, along with historic logging that removed
larger fire-resistant trees, are in part responsible for our current fire and forest management
challenges, with changing climate increasingly acting as a force multiplier. Both the science and
management experience around wildfire are clear — we are not able to exclude fire from these
systems indefinitely, no matter how much we invest in direct suppression. Unintentionally, a
policy of full suppression contributes to fuel accumulation across fire-prone landscapes and only
allows for escaped wildfires in the height of fire season to burn. If we seek to modify the way
fire burns across our landscapes, we cannot afford to lose any more management opportunities.
Our choices are to manage fuels and change the way fire behaves or continue suffering
significant impacts indefinitely.

Given the challenges associated with increasing the pace and scale of restoration thinning and
prescribed burning, managing natural ignitions is one of the only ways to accomplish the needed
work, especially on steeper ground and in remote areas. Restoration thinning and prescribed
burning are the tools that will allow fire managers to achieve resource benefit from natural
ignitions. We need to view these challenges holistically and recognize that when natural ignitions
occur during conditions that are within prescription, fire will help us meet a range of objectives
including community protection and firefighter safety. That said, managing fire is not without
risks, but the cumulative risks are lower than continuing to try and suppress all fires into an
increasingly climate-stressed future. Record-setting wildfire events that escape suppression are a
testament to why a continued policy of full suppression is risk-prone and unsustainable.

Climate change is increasing the flammability of our wildlands, but climate change is not simply
a slow steady march toward warmer and drier conditions. If we have learned anything over the



past decade, increased climate variability on top of warming and drying is leading to record
setting extremes over time and space and we have more in store. Managers need tools like
managed fire and the ability to make decisions on a forest level to take advantage of the
increased variability we are experiencing. For example, while California and the Northwest are
burning this summer, the Southwest is having an exceptionally wet monsoon and conditions are
now optimal for safe and effective fire use in many locations. This sort of regional variability in
climate (and fuel) conditions is common, and to some extent predictable. Favorable climatic
windows provide essential opportunities to safely achieve urgent fuel treatments but only if
managers are provided the flexibility to be able to react to this variability at the scale of forests
and districts. A blanket national policy focused on reducing short-term risks does not account for
the fact that our national forests and grasslands cover a large geographic area that experiences a
wide variety of climatic conditions.

Your support as Regional Forester for expanded fire use was important for moving Region 5
toward meeting restoration objectives and helping to mitigate the risk of impactful wildfires.
That science-based approach is needed nationally, and it is more important than ever that fire
managers have a full suite of tools at their disposal. We are in a tough situation from a fire
perspective. Our national history of fire exclusion — exacerbated by changing climate and
insufficient federal investment in forest and fuels management — means that we need to
simultaneously suppress ignitions during the hotter and drier parts of fire season, while working
to reintroduce fire during the cooler and moister parts of the season. Our national forest system
requires science-based leadership, even when political pressure is high. Decades of research
supported your decision to facilitate managed wildfire in the newly amended forest plans in
California, and that research supports the same management action across much of the western
US.

The scientific literature strongly supports the use of ecologically appropriate fire in many US
forest types, and restoring fire is one of the primary tools we have for limiting future risk from
additional human-caused warming and drying. Past fires are a critical management tool in
wildland firefighting operations. Restoring fire to our forests through prescribed and managed
wildfires can lead to long-term reductions in suppression costs and the societal and
environmental impacts of severe wildfire seasons. We have far too much fuel buildup stored in
most of our forested landscapes, and when combined with extreme fire weather, continued fire
exclusion puts firefighters, communities, and historical ecosystems at risk. The US Forest
Service and other federal land management agencies should work with their state partners to help
local leaders and residents understand the objectives and benefits of managed fire and to help
them understand that fire and forest professionals are making science-based decisions about fire
management. The number of examples of successfully managing natural ignitions far exceed the
few cases with negative outcomes. The US Forest Service needs to advertise its successes and
make the linkage to the 2009 decision that allows the flexibility to manage fires in a manner that
is appropriate given the conditions.

We appreciate your consideration of this request. We would be happy to provide more
information on the diverse and abundant research that emphasizes the urgent imperative of
restoring fire to many western ecosystems.
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