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Tree Removal is Unnecessary Prior to Prescribed Fire or Managed 

Wildfire, Even in the Densest and Most Long-Unburned Forests, and Fire 

Alone is Far Less Expensive 
 

The Forest Service now acknowledges that “it is known that tree removal is not required before 

prescribed fire can be used” (USFS 2023a), and admits that thinning plus burning costs six times 

more per acre than burning alone (USFS 2023b).  

 

As North et al. (2015) noted, “…fire is usually more efficient, cost-effective, and ecologically beneficial 

than mechanical treatments.”  Because no thinning is necessary prior to burning, lower-intensity 

prescribed natural fires, controlled burns, and Native American cultural burning can be applied in a very 

cost-effective way within areas where low-intensity surface fire is in deficit (Baker et al. 2023). The 

table below concisely summarizes some of the many studies indicating that fire alone can be applied, 

during natural fire season, in Western U.S. conifer forests without prior tree removal, including in the 

very densest and most long-unburned forests. Land managers simply conduct or allow burning during 

mild to moderate fire weather.  

 

Study Type of Fire Brief Summary of Significance 

Keifer (1998) Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in a forest with 498 

trees per acre and 64 tons per acre of surface fuel 

Stephens and 

Finney (2002) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in a forest with 93 

tons per acre of surface fuel (downed woody material plus duff 

and litter) and 286 trees per acre 

McClure et al. 

(2024) 

Managed wildfire 

and controlled burn 

Documenting successful use of managed wildfires and 

controlled burns over 35 years in forests of the Southwestern 

U.S., with overwhelmingly low-intensity fire effects 

Knapp and 

Keeley (2006) 

Controlled burn Effective lower-intensity prescribed fire, during both early and 

late fire season, in a dense forest with 301 square feet per acre 

of basal area that had not burned for 123 years 
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I F E O C C

Protecting U.S. forests from logging is an essential part of an o erall climate strateg to

(1) pre ent the substantial carbon emissions resulting from logging, and (2) bolster the carbon

sequestration and storage benefits of unlogged forests needed to dra do n atmospheric CO2.

Currentl , the U.S. is the orld s biggest culprit in terms of annual carbon emissions from

logging, since more logging occurs in the U.S. than in an other nation on Earth,1resulting in

annual carbon emissions comparable to those caused b burning of coal in the U.S.2

Protecting forests from logging does e en more than pre ent those carbon emissions.

Because of the long persistence time of CO2 in the atmosphere,3stopping ne emissions from

fossil fuels alone on t pre ent temperatures from rising more than 1.5 C. To ha e a li able

orld, e also need to dra do n CO2 alread in the atmosphere. Carbon sequestration and

storage b forests is a natural and pro en a to do so. Globall , protecting forests from logging

can pro ide a o ima el half of the needed CO2 dra do n to limit arming to 1.5 C.4

If e protected all federal public forestlands in the U.S. from logging, it ould increase

annual dra do n of CO2 b 84 million tons per ear,5and far more CO2 dra do n could be

accomplished if additional forests recei ed similar protection. Some logging proponents claim

that cutting more trees for ood products is good for the climate because it restores forests and

protects forest carbon from ildfires. These claims are not scientificall credible.

E en big ildfires onl consume about 1% of tree carbon,6and this small amount is

quickl recouped and then some due to natural post-fire egetation regro th, hich is stimulated

b the nutrient c cling resulting from the fire.7In contrast, hen trees are remo ed from the

forest through logging, most of their carbon is rapidl emitted into the atmosphere (see figure on

p. 2), and their remo al significantl reduces the carbon sink (dra do n) potential of forests.8

The strong eight of scientific studies finds that logging, including thinning , does not stop

ildfires, creates a hotter, drier and indier microclimate that often makes fires burn more

intensel , kills far more trees than it pre ents from being killed, and can triple carbon emissions

per acre relati e to ildfire alone, hereas denser forests tend to ha e lo er fire intensit .9

Further, research has documented a s eeping pattern of scientific omissions and
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Knapp et al. 

(2005) 

Controlled burn Effective lower-intensity prescribed fire, during early and late 

fire season, in a dense forest with over 80 tons per acre of 

surface fuel, which had not burned in over 120 years 

York et al. 

(2022) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity spring and fall prescribed fire in 13-

14 year-old mixed-conifer plantations with 170 trees per acre 

Stephens et al. 

(2021) 

Managed wildfire Successful mostly lower-intensity managed wildfire over 

several decades, in unmanaged mixed-conifer forests of 

Yosemite National Park  

Zachmann et 

al. (2018) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in a 20-year analysis 

in dense mixed-conifer forests of the Lake Tahoe Basin, with 

204 trees per acre and 257 square feet of basal area per acre 

van Mantgem 

et al. (2013) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in seven national 

parks, monuments, and recreation areas in different forest types, 

including ponderosa pine, across the Western U.S. 

van Mantgem 

et al. (2011) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in September and 

October in a dense forest that had not burned since circa 1870, 

and had 81 tons per acre of surface fuel, and 170 trees per acre 

Collins and 

Stephens 

(2010) 

Managed wildfire Successful application of mostly lower-intensity managed 

wildfire, over 30 years in mixed-conifer forests of Yosemite 

National Park 

Webster and 

Halpern (2010) 

Controlled burns 

and managed 

wildfires 

Successful application of lower-intensity controlled burns and 

managed wildfires over two decades in unmanaged mixed-

conifer forests of Sequoia and Kings Canyon National Parks  

Kobziar et al. 

(2009) 

Controlled burn Effective application of lower-intensity prescribed fire in the 

last week of June within a 32-year old ponderosa pine and 

Jeffrey pine plantation, with 149 trees per acre 

Collins et al. 

(2007) 

Managed wildfire Mixed-intensity managed wildfires successfully restored natural 

habitat heterogeneity in Yosemite mixed-conifer forests 

Fule´ et al. 

(2004)  

Controlled burn Successful application of mixed-intensity prescribed fire, 

during fire season, in September, in dry forests of Grand 

Canyon National Park that had 134 trees per acre and had not 

burned since 1879 

Kilgore and 

Sando (1975) 

Controlled burn Successful lower-intensity prescribed fire in late fire season in a 

forest with 83 tons per acre of surface fuel 
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