
  
 
 

 
 
 
 
Prescribed Fire at Scale  
DANA SKELLY (Deputy Fire Staff, Fuels, Malheur National Forest) 
 
The Malheur National Forest, at the southern edge of the Blue Mountains of Eastern 
Oregon, is dominated by forest types which historically had very frequent, low-
severity fires. Current research shows a fire return interval of 12-28 years even in 
moist mixed conifer stands. Dry forest types account for approximately 1 million acres 
on the Malheur and have been at the frequent end of this range. Freely extrapolating, 
this translates to treating 83,000 acres per year in dry forest types alone to 
approximate the historic range of variability (HRV). Yet we average just under 6,000 
acres of burning each year, and approximately 13,000 footprint acres treated in total 
per year. This will not do. 
 
This scenario is not uncommon across forests in the western US. It begs two 
questions. How do we complete the landscape scale burning we have committed to 
in our NEPA? Meet forest plan and national cohesive wildland fire strategy—pay me 
now to avoid the pay-me-later scenario? In this presentation, we explored efficiencies 
we have begun to implement on the Malheur as well as explored examples from 
other regions that offer ideas for constructive paths forward. 
 

 
Question: How do we better prepare a workforce? Too much suppression emphasis.  

Answer: More cross-training with TNC. Prescribed fire can’t be different than 
suppression. It is all burning. We remove fuels in restoration and then we burn.  

 
Q: Risk can increase the burden on other shops. Thoughts? 

A: We need to accept that bad things will happen.  
 
Q: R3 has a background where fire was allowed. Need to be supported from the top. 
How do we fund that? 

A: Burning is needed, not just thinning. Canyon Creek showed the need for 
prescribed burning. We burned after Canyon Creek and FS leadership 
supported that. R6 is multiple use in a big way; this constricts the decision 
space. Must start with safe experiments.  

 
Q: We plan with clumps, leave areas where we don’t want to burn. What do we do? 

A: Wildlife and riparian areas can act like wicks.  

QUESTIONS & ANSWERS: 
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Q: Takes more than 1 burn; keep a landscape focus. Can the BLM, USFS get the 
message out? Are we learning? 

A: The FS has used prevention more. Public doesn’t trust the Federal 
government. Collaboratives can help with that.  
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