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Clarification of Key Findings and Implications for the

“Reburn severity in managed and unmanaged vegetation in a large wildfire” 
Article in the
National Academy of Sciences Proceedings (dated June 11, 2007)
The recent  paper  “Reburn severity in managed and unmanaged vegetation in a large wildfire”published June 11, 2007 by the National Academy of Sciences has generated a number of headlines and discussions amongst forest managers, scientists, and the public.  As authors of that paper we’d like to offer some comments to help clarify our work and its implications.
First, to reiterate what we found:  

In the 2002 Biscuit Fire in southwestern Oregon, both managed and unmanaged young (10-15 yrs. old), forest vegetation burned with high severity compared to forests that did not burn or burned with lower severity in the 1987 Silver Fire.

In places that burned with high severity in the Silver Fire, areas that were salvage-logged and planted burned with even higher severity than comparable unmanaged areas. 

The limitations of our study: 

As with any scientific study, there are limitations, as we noted in our paper.  For example, we cannot separate out the effects of salvage logging from planting, and we don’t know what the longer-term implications are of the differences in fire severity that we found. Answering these questions is a task for further research.  Our work indicates, however, that this particular post-fire management activity did not reduce risk of high severity fire in this type of forest, topography, fire weather, and time-since last fire/logging.
Response to some issues that have been raised:
What was the peer review process?  Prior to submitting this to the journal, we sent drafts to 12 scientists and managers with expertise in fire ecology, forest management, remote sensing, and statistics.  In addition, it passed through U.S. Department of Agriculture policy review by at least three other scientists or administrators.  Once submitted, our work was reviewed by a journal editor within the National Academy of Sciences and two anonymous reviewers.  We worked closely with managers of the Rogue River-Siskiyou National Forest to ensure that our interpretations of management history and context were appropriate.  While peer review is never a perfect process, this paper received far more criticism and revisions than most scientific papers. Scientists often disagree about the findings of published papers; any disagreements that other scientists might have with this paper are not evidence that the peer review process was somehow flawed. 
How did this study relate to the previous paper by the OSU graduate student, Daniel Donata and others?  Our results neither support nor refute the previous study by Donato et al. (2006); the two studies had different objectives and focus.  The paper in Science magazine addressed the initial effects of salvage logging on fuel accumulation and natural regeneration.  Our study, by contrast, examined how fire severity actually differed between unmanaged and managed forest about 10-15 years following a wildfire and salvage-logging and planting.  
What’s the fuss all about,  don’t we already know that young, low vegetation is more flammable than forests with larger trees and higher crowns?  Many forest managers on the West Coast already know from experience that low, young forest vegetation can be at high risk of fire.  Some published studies have found this as well, but other studies have found that in some forest types during the first couple of decades following a fire, the vegetation and fuels can be at lower risk to high severity fire.  Given the diversity of the way forests respond to fire and the lack of studies of fire behavior in large wildfires, as researchers we can not assume that the conventional wisdom is true, often there are exceptions to the rule.  What is more significant in this study, however, is that no prior studies have been able to examine reburn severity in areas that were managed and unmanaged following the first fire.  In this case, we were far less certain what to expect 15 years after the fire and logging.  Some, including forest scientists, would have expected fire severity to be lower in the logged and planted sites, where large wood was removed, broadcast burning done to reduce fine surface fuels, and some vegetation management conducted possibly reducing the cover of flammable shrubs.   That our findings were the opposite of this expectation indicates that the large diameter wood is not a major factor in flammability and suggests that the cause of the higher severity in the salvaged and planted areas was either high levels of fine fuels that were legacies of the post-Silver Fire logging, dense stands of young trees, or lower amounts of broadleaf shrubs that resist fire, or some combination of all three.  The study also illustrates that we really don’t fully understand the how fire hazard varies with time and place following fire and management and that we have a way to go before we can provide managers with decision support tools to help them evaluate multiple resource tradeoffs related to post-fire management.  

What does it all mean? 
Does it mean that we should not log and plant after fires?  No.  As we stated in the paper, the management decision to log and plant after fires depends on many factors including long-term fire risk, reduction of hazards to fire fighters, timber revenue, and conservation of biodiversity.  Depending on objectives and consideration of tradeoffs, managers may choose to let nature take its course or to actively manage.    
What are the implications for post-fire management?  As we stated in our paper, managers may have few options to mitigate re-burns in young forest vegetation on federal lands—young vegetation whether managed or unmanaged is likely to be at risk of a high severity reburn.  Work of other scientists suggests that providing for fuel breaks and fire-resistant vegetation across landscapes might be the most effective way to reduce the occurrence of high severity fire in patches of young forest.  Under climate change, it is possible that the in the future we will see more frequent fires.  In a worst-case scenario, repeated large wildfires and reburns of young vegetation could lead to the loss of tree cover.  We don’t expect this to happen in many areas but the future is uncertain and it is a possibility that should be considered.  We advise caution in extrapolating the results of our study to other forest types, different times-since-fire, and management practices.  All post-fire management is not equal; the management practices we examined in the paper were undertaken over 15 years ago and are not necessarily the same as those of today.  
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