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Managing 
Fire Dependent 

Wildlife Habitat without 
Fire

Dale Swedberg
Chairman

North Central Washington 
Prescribed Fire Council

Land Management Practices 
used to 

Manage Wildlife Habitat

• Tree and shrub planting 
• Grazing
• Irrigation 
• Cultivation and tillage
• Forestry 
• Range management
• Vegetation restoration

• Contributes to unhealthy forests

• Increases the potential of severe wildfires

• Interferes with the hydrology of a landscape

• Contributes to degradation of grasslands

• Inhibits the function and dynamics of ecosystems

• Contributes to the decline of plant and animal 
species

• Contributes to degradation of wildlife habitat

A Land Management Practice 
That:

Total Unmitigated Fire Suppression 100 Years of Fire Suppression in 
Ponderosa pine ecosystems

� Altered fire regimes – from low 
intensity to stand replacing
� Altered ecosystems – decreased 
diversity of plant communities, 
suppressed energy cycle, suppressed 
water cycle, suppressed nutrient cycle 
� Increased fuel loading
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Fire Prevention Fire Prevention

A Good Thing 

Or
A Bad Thing

Fire Dependent Ecosystems of 
Washington

Ponderosa pine
Lodge pole pine
Oak Woodland
Shrub-steppe

Fire’s Historic Role in Wildlife Habitat

Contributes to:
• Nutrient cycling
• Energy cycling
• Water cycling
• Maintaining a diverse plant community in vigor, species 

and structure – mosaic of habitats
• Sustaining understory and shrub-steppe plant communities 

in early successional stages
• Increased palatability and nutritional value of plants
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Fire Effects and Cues

� Heat
� Smoke

�� Changes to soil chemistryChanges to soil chemistry
� Change of pH
� Reducing organic matter
� Reducing shading
� Increased nitrates

Comparison of seedlings from seed exposed to plant 
derived smoke (front) and not exposed (back)

Seeds exposed to Vegetation Derived Smoke

Vegetation Derived Smoke

Bitterbrush

Fire Effects

• Heat generated by fire is needed for Ceanothus seeds to 

germinate

• Ceanothus sprouts vigorously from root crowns after being  

burned

Fire Effects - Heat and Increased 
Sunlight to Soil Surface

Quaking Aspen

Results of Fire Exclusion
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Fire Exclusion

Ingrowth of young pine

Fire Exclusion

Shading of Ceanothus

Fire Exclusion

Increased layer of needle duff 
preventing growth of grasses and 

forbes

Blue Lake – Sinlahekin Wildlife Area

1938-39

2003

Leopold Report - 1964 Frosty Creek Fire History 
Analysis

� Using fire scar samples
� 2 fires between 1941 and 2001 - 60 yrs
� 19 fires between 1917 and 1857 - 60 yrs
� 22 fires between 1854 and 1794 - 60 yrs

� 19 fires between 1791 and 1731- 60 yrs
� 17 fires between 1683 and 1730 – 50 yrs
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Ecosystems are defined, not by what 
objects they contain, but by the processes 

that sustain and regulate them

Historically frequent low-intensity 
fires regulated and sustained 
Ponderosa pine habitat

Fire Maintains A Mosaic of Vegetation
Fire Influences Wildlife Habitat 

Conditions

Quality, quantity and distribution 
(mosiac) of food and shelter
Mule Deer 
Sharp-tailed grouse 
Bighorn Sheep 
Mountain Goats
Black-backed Woodpecker

Mule Deer

Fire maintains a healthy forbs component and 
rejuvenates decadent browse species. After 
1910 Mule deer responded well to fire 
suppression – increased browse. Continued 
fire suppression allowed browse to become 
decadent or die out and changed the plant 
communities less favored by Mule deer.

Sharp-Tailed Grouse

Fire rejuvenates Waterbirch an important winter food

Fire reduces the incidence of parasites
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Bighorn Sheep

Fire maintains open habitat preferred by Bighorns –
Johnson 1983
Fire helps reduce incidence of disease vectors

Mountain Goat

Fire maintains open habitat and a 
vigorous diverse plant community 
preferred by Mountain Goats –
Johnson 1983

Black-backed Woodpecker

Respond to increased numbers of 
insects after a burn

Leopold Report - 1964

Habitat is not a fixed or stable 
entity that can be set aside and 

preserved behind a fence.

Present Conditions
• 2001- 2006 

Numerous news –
stories about fires 
in the western US 
and Canada.

• There is lots of 
fuel from 100 
years of 
suppression.

• Much wildlife 
habitat is in a 
generally 
degraded 
condition

“Dog Hair” Thicket

The Future

• More fuels treatment such as logging and thinning 
smaller trees to reduce density and fuel loading. 

• More prescribed burning – There is no substitute for 
fire and fire effects.

• On the Isabelle fire near Conconully, WA in 2003, $7 
million dollars were spent to try to control a 5,000 acre 
fire at a cost of ~$1,400/ acre.

• Fuels treatment can cost as high as $500/acre with no 
revenue from the by products of treatment such as 
small diameter wood, chips and logs.
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Management Options:

• No Action – Status Quo

• Mechanical Fuels Treatment

• Prescribed Fire Treatment

No Fire is Not an Option

No Action – Status Quo Option

Mechanical Fuels Treatment

In combination with Prescribed Fire

Prescribed Fire Option

Recently Burned Areas Don’t 
Burn
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Healthy Forests Restoration Act

• Hazardous fuel reduction on federal land 
• Healthy forest reserve program (includes 

safe harbor for T & E species on private 
land)

National Fire Plan

• Improve suppression and prevention
• Reduce hazardous fuels

• Restore fire adapted ecosystems
• Promote community assistance

No Fire is Not an Option

Facts Are 
Facts

But 
Perception 
Is Reality
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Environmental Impact

Should fire suppression be in the same class?

� Logging
� Road Building
� Livestock grazing
� Off-road vehicle use

How Can I manage 20,000 acres of FIRE 
DEPENDENT Wildlife Habitat without fire?

FIRE DEPENDENT 
ECOSYSTEMS

Need fire –
Prescribed Fire

Prescribed Fire Councils

� Florida
� Michigan
� Wisconsin
� North Carolina
� South Carolina
� Southwest Georgia
� Iowa

Florida Example

� Has 3 Prescribed Fire Councils
� Dept of Forestry has a Prescribed Fire Website
� Promotes Prescribed Burning
� It is a landowners right to burn subject to rules 
and regulations
� A landowner isnot liablefor any damages from 
prescribed burning conducted according to rules 
and regulations
� Prescribe Burns over 2 million acres each year

Prescribed Fire

Prescribed Fire Defined : The controlled 
application of fire to existing naturally 
occurring fuels under specified environmental 
conditions following appropriate precautionary 
measures. This practice allows the fire to be 
confined to a predetermined area and 
accomplishes the planned land management 
objectives.

North Central Washington Prescribed Fire Council

Formed on September 22, 2006

Letters of Support from:

•Bureau of Land Management
•Conservation Northwest
•Washington Cattlemen’s Association 
•Okanogan Conservation District
•Okanogan County Board of Commissioners
•The Nature Conservancy
•Okanogan County Cattlemen’s Association
•Whitestone Irrigation District
•Washington Forest Protection Association
•Okanogan Chapter of the Backcountry Horsemen
•Okanogan Valley Land Council

and more letters have been promised
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TRADEOFFS

WILDFIRE VS. PRESCRIBED FIRE
Area Burned
Emissions

Habitat Impacts

Challenges

� Public attitude
� Archaic Washington Laws 
concerning prescribed burning and 
smoke emission 
� Federal Clean Air Laws
� Smoke emission
� Liability

Smoke 

In a fire prone and dependent 
ecosystem

No Smoke is not an option.
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What can be done?

• Review and amend Washington's laws –
This is a critical first step.Use Florida’s 
Laws as a Model.

• Encourage prescribed burning
• Inform and educate people about fuels 

management, fire and smoke management

Fire as our Master or Our Slave

• the technology and skills to use fire to 
reduce fire severity

• the need to reduce fuels and fire severity

We have:

We don’t have:
•We don’t have funds to reduce fuels and 
fire severity
•We don’t have the infrastructure to 
implement a prescribed fire program

Questions

• Will we learn from mistakes or continue to 
try to suppress fires while fuels accumulate?

• Are we really convinced healthy ponderosa 
pine ecosystems need frequent low intensity 
fires?

To Make a Change A Broad Base of 
Support Will be Needed

• Including: 
Agriculture

• Wildlife 
Managers

• Foresters
• Bird watchers
• Hunters and 

Fishers
• City folks gone 

country
• and Tree 

huggers – and 
who wouldn’t 
hug that old 
timer

Blue Lake Sinlahekin Valley – circa 1910
Blue Lake Sinlahekin Valley - 2006
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North Central Washington Prescribed Fire Council
Update

•Mission Statement

•Goals and Objectives

•A Steering Committee

Prescribed Fire– A Wildlife Habitat and Land 
Management Tool QUESTIONS

about

Managing 
Fire Dependent 

Wildlife Habitat without 
Fire

Saint Jude– Patron Saint of Lost Causes
Prayer to be said in cases of despair
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Dale Swedberg
Manager

Sinlahekin, Driscoll Island, Chiliwist 
Wildlife Areas

Good Fire vs. Bad Fire


