PO Box 897
Ridgecrest, CA 93556

Telephone: 530-273-9290

2 Massachusetts Ave NE #2908
Washington, DC 20002
Office: 202-657-7270

JHNNUIK

PROJECT

Protecting Public Lands from Logging—Not Privatizing Them—is Good Fire Policy

When President Trump and Secretary of Agriculture Rollins announced policies to increase logging on national
forests and other federal public lands, they claimed that more logging was needed to address wildfire.! They are
now taking steps to roll back long-standing environmental protections for our public lands and to shift more
control of federal forests to state and private entities. There has even been concern that the Trump
administration will attempt to privatize federal lands.?

These efforts are wrapped up in the claim that more logging will reduce the amount of high-severity wildfire in
forests, and the associated push to reduce forest protections to enable this logging. However, in reality, this
claim has turned out to be false. Instead, logging is associated with increased likelithood of high-severity fire.
Multiple studies—by independent scientists and the Forest Service—have found that private timberlands that
have the fewest restrictions on logging burn more severely. By comparison, public lands with the most
restrictions on logging burn less severely. Here are the findings from several large-scale studies:

e One of the largest studies of fire behavior across the western US—covering 1500 wildfires over 30
years—found that private industrial timberlands with the fewest restrictions on logging had the highest
percentage of high-severity fire, while parts of national forests that allowed some logging had a lower
percentage of high-severity fire, and the federal lands with the strongest restrictions on logging—such
as wilderness areas and national parks—had the lowest percentage of high-severity fire of all, within
the same forest types.?

e Within national forests, a study of 472 Pacific Northwest wildfires over 30 years found that the densest
forests had the lowest fire severity. In contrast, they reported that more open forests—which is an
outcome of logging—have “hotter, drier, and windier microclimates.” And a related large study found
that the more open conditions after thinning were associated with “increasing fire intensity.”

e In a study of 154 fires on more than 2 million acres in California, high-severity fire was 1.8 times more
likely on private industrial forests than on public forests.

In summary, the most protected public lands are a success story in terms of fire management. In contrast,
efforts to privatize public lands would likely result in increased fire severity.

In recent years, there has been particular attention on wildfires that occur in groves of giant sequoia trees on
public lands, including in wilderness and national parks. Here, again, there is an underlying problem with
misinformation about what is actually happening when these protected areas burn. It is too often assumed that
many sequoia groves have not experienced any fire for so long that they will now mainly burn at high severity,
unless they are thinned first. This erroneous claim is then used to try to weaken restrictions on logging of public
lands within giant sequoia groves. However, the reality is that more than 8§3% of the total sequoia grove area



has burned since 2013. Moreover, only 13% of that fire burned at high severity.” In short, most sequoia groves
on protected public lands have recently experienced fire, and when they burn, they do so mainly at low-to-
moderate severity.

Furthermore, the small fraction of sequoia groves that burn at high severity have an ecologically important role.
Recent research has found that patches of high-severity fire create the best conditions for sequoia reproduction.
This is where, by far, the most abundant, and fastest-growing sequoia seedlings are found, compared to the
lower-severity fire areas.® This is where the next generation of giant sequoias is thriving. In other words, having
fire with a mixture of severities, including some high-severity effects, is beneficial to the long-term future of the
giant sequoia ecosystem. However, in areas with fewer restrictions on logging, 83% of the young sequoias have
been killed during post-fire logging.” Once again it is the protected areas, rather than the logged areas, that are
the real success story. We should see protected public lands as a role model for good fire policy, rather than
trying to privatize or otherwise weaken protections for those lands.
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