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Clearing fuels from forest fl oors can improve tree 
health and slow the spread of wildfi re, but manag-
ers must also factor in projects’ impacts on species 
that prefer a dense forest for habitat, University of 
California scientists conclude in a report.

 DAVIS, Calif. — Clearing shrubs and woody 
debris from forest fl oors can improve tree growth 
effi ciency and reduce the severity of wildfi res, 
University of California scientists concluded after a 
10-year study of forest management.
 However, forest managers must also consid-
er a thinning project’s impact on wildlife that rely 
on dense forest areas for habitat, the scientists 
observed.
 For instance, treatments must be done outside 
protected activity centers for the California spotted 
owl and away from Pacifi c fi sher dens, but should 
be close enough to prevent high-severity wildfi res 
from burning those areas, the scientists wrote.
 The recommendations were among 31 points 
of consensus outlined in a 1,000-page fi nal report 
from the Sierra Nevada Adaptive Management 
Project, which the UC conducted at the request of 
the U.S. Forest Service, the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service and the California Natural Resources 
Agency.
 The researchers — which included an outreach 
team that hosted public meetings and fi eld trips in 
the woods — concluded that enough is now known 
about proposed Forest Service landscape manage-
ment treatments for them to be implemented in 
Sierra Nevada forests.
 “There was very clear evidence that the fuels 
treatments really did demonstrate the potential to 
change fi re behavior and reduce incidents of cat-
astrophic fi re along with the losses affi liated with 
those fi res,” said Kimberly Rodrigues, a UC forest 
resources expert who worked on the project.
 “I’m hopeful that the Forest Service is truly 
committed to engaging with the communities” near 
forests, she said. “I think there are district rangers 
in California who are absolutely committed and 
are doing that kind of collaborative work with the 
community to integrate local impact.”

 The Forest Service wanted a comprehensive 
university study after proposing in 2004 to use fuel 
reduction treatments — such as prescribed burning, 
mechanical thinning and harvesting certain trees 
— in strategically placed areas to slow down wild-
fi res and improve forest health, UC experts said. 
The project was funded with $15 million in grants, 
mainly from the Forest Service.
 In their 14-page response to the UC’s report, 
the resource agencies noted that information from 
the scientists was immediately useful to forest 
managers. For example, California’s Department of 
Fish and Wildlife stated the research helped them 
adapt to changing conditions in the forests.
 The report comes amid increasing calls for 
better forest management after devastating wild-
fi res in recent years throughout the West, including 
in California, where two major fi res last summer 
caused more than $1 billion in insured losses and 
more than $2 billion in total losses, according to the 
state’s insurance department.
 Legislation to protect the Forest Service’s 
forest-management funds from being used to cover 
fi refi ghting cost overruns was left out of the $1.1 
trillion omnibus federal spending bill approved in 
December.
 Susan Kocher, a UC Cooperative Extension 
forestry adviser who led the public outreach team 
in the last two years of the project, said the report 
showed that different objectives in the forest can 
confl ict, even though the experts did their best to 
provide “win-win recommendations.”
 Kocher said in an email the team may host an 
event next fall to check in with resources to see if 
the science is being incorporated in projects.
 “My hope is that the report will be used to 
inform direction of national forest management 
throughout the Sierra Nevada region as a whole, 
but I think for that to happen there would need to 
be an active process by which regional managers 
incorporate the recommendations, and I have not 
heard of any such forum being planned,” she said.


