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Scientists Say More Fire, Not Less, Will Increase Forest Carbon Stocks

The Association for Fire Ecology Urges Policymakers to Exempt

Wildfires and Controlled Burning from Carbon Emissions Regulations

EUGENE, OR--The Association for Fire Ecology (AFE), a professional organization made up of some of the world’s pre-eminent fire scientists and land managers, sent a position paper today to Administration officials and Congressional leaders urging them exclude wildfire and prescribed burning from carbon emission regulations, but to include the use of fire in forest management strategies because it helps maximize long-term forest carbon storage.

AFE’s position paper, “The Role of Fire in Managing Long-Term Carbon Stores: Key Challenges,” was issued in response to a largely unnoticed section in a recent Executive Order (“Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance" Order No. 13514, issued Oct. 5, 2009) that mandated federal agencies to develop plans within 180 days that “consider and account for sequestration and emissions of greenhouse gases resulting from Federal land management practices.”  

Fire scientists and ecologists are concerned that federal agencies might develop policies that seek to suppress all wildfires and restrict controlled burning under mistaken beliefs that fire exclusion will minimize carbon emissions and maximize carbon storage in forest ecosystems.  AFE’s paper summarized the best available scientific research that demonstrates wildfire is a vital, essential process in sustaining many forest ecosystems, and controlled or “prescribed” burning helps to maintain healthy large trees that store the most forest carbon as well as provide other valuable ecosystem services.

“Policymakers must recognize that fire is a natural part of Earth’s carbon cycle, an essential ecological process for many ecosystems, and prescribed burning is a critical land management tool that helps mitigate unnaturally severe wildfires,” said Matthew Hurteau, forest carbon researcher at Northern Arizona University.  “Wildfire and prescribed fire both release carbon, but these emissions are natural and an essential part of ecosystem function, and as such, should not be regulated by the Environmental Protection Agency or any other agency as if they were equivalent to emissions from fossil fuel, the primary source of increasing greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.”  

“It is good that the Administration and Congress are finally putting the issue of climate change and carbon accounting on the ‘front burner,’ but any policy to enhance forest-based carbon storage must be scientifically sound and ecologically sustainable,” said Timothy Ingalsbee of the Association for Fire Ecology.  “It is impossible to fully prevent, suppress, or exclude fire from forest ecosystems, so regulating wildfire emissions is impractical.  Policies that promote fire use where appropriate, however, will encourage the growth of healthy, larger trees that are the most viable long-term carbon vaults.”

AFE’s position paper was peer-reviewed by scientific experts, and then was unanimously ratified at the organization’s Fourth International Fire Ecology and Management Congress held in Savannah, Georgia the first week of December.  The International Fire Congress was attended by 586 fire scientists and land managers from six different continents, and Bruce Babbitt, former Secretary of the Interior in the Clinton Administration, gave a passionate endorsement of the position paper during his keynote address at the conference.

Summary of AFE’s Position Paper on the Role of Fire in Carbon Management:

1. Wildfire is a natural, non-anthropogenic component of the Earth’s carbon cycle;

2. Wildfire is critical to many ecosystems with fire-adapted species that provide valuable ecosystem services;

3. Wildfire cannot be fully prevented, suppressed, or excluded no matter how great the effort;

4. Prescribed, controlled fires and low-intensity wildfires are necessary to reduce the risk of the high-intensity mega-wildfires that emit the most greenhouse gases;

5. Prescribed, controlled fires and low-intensity wildfires are necessary to promote increased, long-term carbon storage in U.S. forests by promoting the growth of larger, healthier trees;

6. Current scientific estimates of carbon emissions from forest fires are too rudimentary to be used in carbon accounting efforts; and, as such,  

7. Wildfire and prescribed, controlled fires should be exempted from efforts to curb greenhouse gas emissions, and particularly carbon emissions, in temperate forests of the U.S.

For more information, please contact:  

Dr. Timothy Ingalsbee, Association for Fire Ecology,  541-338-7671

Dr. Matthew Hurteau, Northern Arizona University,  928-523-0497

For more information on the Association for Fire Ecology go to:  http://www.fireecology.net]
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