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Topic:  Analysis to Support Hazardous Fuel Reduction Projects

Issue:  Review of recent hazardous fuel reduction projects has indicated that the analysis within the documents does not address vegetative fuels characteristics and fire behavior.  Consistent with appropriation language, the fuels program cannot be used as a surrogate for other program objectives.

Background:  A methodology for analyzing vegetation treatments from a hazardous fuels aspect has not been available to estimate effectiveness of proposed alternatives to reduce fire risk.  Several projects reviewed showed little or no analysis of the risk of current fire behavior, or what would be done to lower that risk.  The purpose of this briefing paper is to provide that missing methodology. 

Key Points:

· There are two potential purposes to treat vegetation to reduce hazardous fuel: 

1. to effect an immediate change in fire behavior to reduce rate of spread and intensity

2. to maintain conditions that support desirable fire behavior

· The need for hazardous fuels reduction treatments is to reduce the risk of wildland fire to communities and the environment, and provide safety for firefighters.

· National Fire Plan priorities, in order of priority, are to treat areas within the Wildland Urban Interface, municipal watersheds, and crucial species habitat.

· In addition to projects in the wildland urban interface, the priority areas for fuels treatment are frequent and mixed severity fire regimes, condition classes 2 and 3.  

· The Forest Service also has a commitment to maintain condition class 1 areas.

· Reducing risk to communities and the environment can best be achieved by manipulating vegetation to reduce fuels that most contribute to crown fire initiation and sustain crown fire spread.

· The existing vegetation composition and structure, the slope, aspect and wind direction, and expected fire behavior from the current conditions must be described and disclosed in the no action alternative.

· The fire risk analysis must describe and disclose proposed vegetation composition and structure, the configuration on the landscape and the expected change in fire behavior for each action alternative.

· Treatments should consist of a logical geographic and temporal sequence to most effectively achieve risk reduction while immediately mitigating the potential threat to human communities.

· There are several methods to describe expected fire behavior ranging from using the FVS fuel extension model based upon stand exams to using the photo series.  One of these methods should be used to analyze projected fire behavior.

· It is important when analyzing fire salvage projects that both immediate and long-term fire behavior is described.  If alternatives do not show clear differences in fire behavior after treatment, a project may mention hazardous fuel reduction as a side benefit but should not use fuels reduction as the purpose and need.

· Both silviculturalists and fuels specialists should work together to achieve vegetation objectives, and to restore the health, vigor and diversity of the forest.  Two tools that are being developed to assist with project implementation are small diameter utilization studies and stewardship pilot projects, as well as others.
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