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Statement by Timothy Ingalsbee, Ph.D., Executive Director, FUSEE

News Conference on “Fire Management and Carbon Policy” at the Fourth International Fire Ecology and Management Congress, Savannah, Georgia, December 1, 2009

After years of denial and delay, it is good that the current Administration and Congress are finally putting the issue of forest and fire management for carbon storage and climate change on the “front burner.” 

Given that forests can absorb and store significant amounts of carbon from the atmosphere--by some estimates, up to 10% of annual human-caused carbon emissions--it is logical that forests be included in carbon accounting systems and strategies.  In general, we need to protect native old-growth forests and grow larger trees for the many ecological services they provide as well as their value as long-term carbon vaults. 

Unfortunately, because fire burns and kills some trees and this causes a release of their carbon back into the atmosphere, some people may think that we should escalate our efforts to aggressively suppress and exclude all fires in order to prevent any losses of forest carbon. 

As appealing as it may sound to protect every living stick of carbon on the ground by protecting forests from fire, a better strategy is to protect forests with fire.  In this strategy, wildland firefighters will play a critical role in managing forest carbon stocks and preparing forest ecosystems for climate change through their skills in working with fire. Firefighters will continue to stop wildfires from spreading into communities, but they will also start prescribed fires and steer wildfires into backcountry forest areas that need more frequent low-intensity fire.  Artfully managing rather than aggressively fighting wildfires will help minimize short-term carbon emissions and maximize long-term carbon storage.  To repeat, a better strategy for long-term carbon storage is not to “protect” forests from fire, but to prepare forests with fire.  

Any strategy for reducing emissions or increasing storage of forest carbon must be scientifically sound and ecologically sustainable. A clear understanding of an ecosystem’s fire ecology is essential for developing effective policies that maximize long-term carbon storage while minimizing adverse impacts to native species and natural ecological processes.  Carbon storage is one, but not the only one or even the most important one of all the vital ecological services that forests provide.

Firefighters United for Safety, Ethics, and Ecology supports the efforts of the Association for Fire Ecology and others in educating policymakers about the vital ecological role of fire, and advocating the use of fire management in forest carbon sequestration strategies to mitigate the effects of climate change.




