January 11, 2008

Comments on the Western Oregon Plan Review 
Submitted by Firefighters United for Safety Ecology and Ethics (FUSEE).  
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the WOPR.  Our comments primarily focus on the Fire and Fuels section of the DEIS and on the preferred alternative.

The DEIS at Page 82 states that the decadal harvest from regeneration units will be 1.2 billion board feet from the forests of the Medford District.   An optimistic scenario might get 20,000 bf per acre, which would necessitate regeneration cutting of about 60,000 acres per decade, 6,000 acres per year.   This will require large amounts of equipment and workers out in the brush, with an attendant increase in industrial fires.  More ominous, 60,000 acres of brush and young even age reproduction over the next decade is a considerable increase in fire hazard.  Since much of this land is intermingled with private land, and often adjacent to some very expensive homes, it is possible that this level of harvest is simply not worth the increased fire hazard and the increased fire risk.  Only a detailed economic analysis will determine this.  We suggest you assess these tradeoffs in the Final EIS.   

Trying to put a timber emphasis on these dry southern forests, especially with the emphasis on even aged management, is a recipe for large high intensity fires. 
The DEIS at Page 765; the agency states that fuel treatment in non-logged areas would be 11,000 acres per year for the entire acreage of BLM land in Western Oregon.  Of the 2.2 million acres of O & C in Southwestern Oregon, your map on page 392 appears to show at least 1.1 million acres is in high frequency-low severity fire regimes.   At the rate you propose, it would take 200 years to apply prescribed fire to those acres.  Your chart on page 392 says the mean fire return interval for high frequency-low severity fire regimes is 0 to 35 years.   That is a huge spread between the frequency of low severity fire you propose and the amount that formerly kept these forests healthy.   This distortion of fire regimes has very serious consequences.  It is well documented that such landscapes support species that evolved with surface fire.  Such surface fires are believed to have kept 0 to 3 inch surface fuels at low levels.  It is well documented that the thinning effect of surface fires tended to keep stocking relatively low.  It is documented (one study was even conducted right in the Applegate on BLM land) that low stocking reduces tree stress and bark beetle mortality.  Thus, surface fires in these landscapes are seen as beneficial to various forest dwelling species and to the humans who live and work in these landscapes.   Many scientists and practitioners see fire as necessary to the ecosystem function on these lands.  
The emphasis for these southern forests should be on reducing fire risk to communities and restoring fire resiliency to the forests.  The cheapest and most ecologically appropriate way to do this is with fire.
At a minimum, the FEIS should analyze the consequences of continuing to keep the ecosystem process of low severity fire out of these forests.

The net effect of the WOPR preferred alternative in Southern Oregon is increased fire risk and increased fire hazard. 
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