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In 2019 the Medford BLM botany program received funds from the Interagency Sensitive Special Status Species Program to implement prescribed fire in French Flat Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC).  French Flat ACEC is situated in the Illinois Valley in SW Oregon. The ACEC is designated to protect the federally listed endangered species Lomatium cookii and federally designated critical habitat. In addition, several Bureau sensitive species also occur in the unique serpentine influenced wet meadow system and vernal pools and are protected in the ACEC including Limnanthes alba ssp. gracilis, Erythronium howellii, Calochortus howellii. 
The prescribed fire was planned with supporting management direction in the Recovery Plan for Rogue and Illinois Valley Vernal Pool and Wet Meadow Ecosystem. The life history section of the recovery plan includes information on the implications of fire on the species biology and habitat which supports prescribed fire as a management tool. The objectives of the fire were to burn off thatch of invasive annual grasses and reduce encroachment of shrubs and conifers within and on the edge of the meadows. The prescribed fire was planned for 150 acres of the ACEC comprising three meadows and multiple endangered and sensitive species populations.
“Fire has played a significant historical role in the shaping of Klamath Mountain grassland habitats. It is likely that fire plays a role in the maintenance of Lomatium cookii habitat. Such woody early successional shrubs as Ceanothus cuneatus, Arctostaphylos spp. (manzanita), and the exotic Cytisus spp. (broom) compete for space and sunlight with Lomatium cookii in the Illinois Valley. Eventually these shrubs will completely shade out populations of L. cookii and effectively fragment habitat or displace the plant entirely. The historical fire cycle had most likely prevented such shrubs from colonizing the majority of the species’ habitat in the past” (Recovery Plan for Rogue and Illinois Valley Vernal Pool and Wet Meadow Ecosystems USFWS 2012 pg. II 22-23).
This prescribed fire is one stage of active management, in addition to conifer encroachment removal, the Medford BLM botany program has taken to implement the recovery plan. At French Flat documentation from long term monitoring efforts states that the wet meadows have undergone encroachment by shrubs and conifers around the edges of the meadows, within the meadows, and adjacent forested stands have had increased small diameter trees and shrubs. This encroachment is linked to fire suppression and the lack of native American cultural burning practices.
“Lomatium cookii appears to tolerate disturbance to some degree. L. cookii populations may decline when fire or grazing are excluded. At French Flat, the populations that have more competition from grasses and encroaching native shrubs have reduced germination trends” (Recovery Plan for Rogue and Illinois Valley Vernal Pool and Wet Meadow Ecosystems USFWS 2012 pg. II 23). This encroachment has led to decreased germination of the federally endangered species. By treating the ACEC with prescribed fire, one anticipated outcome would be increased germination of Lomatium cookii.

“Specific threats to Lomatium cookii are off-road vehicle use, mining, road construction, logging in surrounding forests, inappropriate livestock grazing regimes, animal herbivory, woody plant encroachment due to fire exclusion, invasion of nonnative annual grasses and herbs, herbicide spraying, and mining for gold in surrounding hills (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2002a) “(Recovery Plan for Rogue and Illinois Valley Vernal Pool and Wet Meadow Ecosystems USFWS 2012 pg. II 25).  Another anticipated possible outcome of the prescribed fire is reduced thatch of nonnative annual grasses. 
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Morning briefing with Medford BLM fire and fuels specialists Trevor Wallace, Al Mason, Jerry Serabia, Mike Crawford, Greyback Forestry, Medford BLM Crew 10, and Rogue River Siskiyou fire staff. The lighter color in the meadow is thatch build up from the nonnative annual grass, Medusa head, Taeniatherum caput-medusae.
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Crews get briefed on the fire objectives. Over 30 fire staff were involved with the implementation and management of this prescribed fire.
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Crews walking into the wet meadows on an old road. Roads in the French Flat ACEC have been closed to public motorized use since 1992 to protect bureau sensitive and endangered species.
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Despite close monitoring of fuels condition for optimal burning, the grass fuel type is not catching fire as hoped to burn evenly across the meadow.
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Invasive annual grass species Taeniatherum caput-medusae, commonly known as Medusahead, forms a thatch after many years of infestation due to a high silica content in the plant tissue which slows decomposition. This thatch suppresses the endangered and sensitive species and is shown here burning in a mosaic pattern around the perennial bunch grasses. 
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Fuels in the meadow edges are higher and experienced more active fire. This burn pattern will help maintain the edges of the meadows and is meeting one of the objectives of the prescribed fire.
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Mike Crawford, Fisheries Biologist, lights the prescribed fire with a drip torch across the largest meadow within French Flat ACEC. This is home to the largest population of Lomatium cookii on federal lands. 
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Trevor Wallace, Fire and Fuels Specialist, carries a drip torch though French Flat in areas invaded by nonnative species to meet objectives of the fire.
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Stacy Johnson, Grants Pass Field Office botanist, using a drip torch to ignite a blackberry infestation as part of integrated invasive species management to maintain health of Lomatium cookii designated critical habitat. This meadow is home to the largest population of Lomatium cookii on federal lands.  You can see a mosaic and patchy burn pattern in this photo. Not all the meadow had sufficient dry fuels to carry the fire under the environmental conditions. 

At the end of the day, even though the entire planned 150 acres of prescribed fire did not burn evenly, it was estimated that about 50 acres burned across the 150-acre unit.  With the multi-agency effort, the objectives of reducing shrub and conifer encroachment and thatch of nonnative invasive species were met.  
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