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Evolution of
Wilderness Fire Policy

BY GREGORY H. APLET

Just as wilderness ecosystems have been shaped by fire
(and the condition of those ecosystems has shaped fire
behavior), wilderness policy has been affected by

fire policy (and vice versa). The Wilderness Act and sub-
sequent wilderness bills have addressed fire, and policy has
evolved to recognize the free play of fire as a natural pro-
cess. Similarly, fire policy has evolved to accommodate the
peculiar demands of wilderness.

This co-evolution has its origin in the confluence of eco-
logical thought and wilderness philosophy that occurred
in the late 20th century. For most of the century, fire was
considered a universal threat to people, resources, and wild-
lands. Eventually though the observations of foresters like
Aldo Leopold (1924) and Elers Koch (Arno and Fiedler
2005) added to the research of scientists such as Harold
Weaver (1943) and Herb Stoddard (1935) to force realiza-
tion of the role of fire in sustaining species and maintaining
the character of ecosystems. In 1963 a panel of ecologists
responded to the National Park Service’s request for a man-
agement review with the suggestion that “The goal [of park
management] is to maintain or create the mood of wild
America” (Leopold et al. 1963). They recommended fire be
restored to the national parks.

Passage of the Wilderness Act in 1964 represented the
culmination of the “fight for the freedom of the wilderness”
begun by John Muir and sworn to by Robert Marshall (1930)
and the other founders of The Wilderness Society in 1935.
According to the Wilderness Act definition, “Wilderness
[retains] its primeval character and influence [and] gener-
ally appears to have been affected primarily by the forces of
nature” (emphasis added). It became clear that those “forces
of nature” include fire.

The purpose of this article is to briefly review the policy
history of wilderness fire, identify some barriers to its increased
use, and propose some policy changes that could lead to more
harmonious relations among people, fire, and wilderness.

Wilderness Fire Policy
This article is by no means intended
to provide a comprehensive review
of wilderness fire policy. For such
a review, there is the excellent work
of Kilgore (1986) and Parsons and
Landres (1998), a number of papers
presented at the 1999 Wilderness
Science Conference (Agee 2000;
Parsons 2000; Zimmerman and
Bunnell 2000), or, for a more po-
etic treatment, Pyne’s 1995 “Vestal
Fires and Virgin Lands.” Together,
these reviews characterize the his-
tory of policy from the advent and
growth of wilderness fire management, to the calamity of
Yellowstone in 1988, and through rebirth and recovery.

Briefly, wilderness fire policy history began with the fires
of 1910, which burned millions of acres in Idaho and Mon-
tana, killing 86 people and destroying entire communities.
That experience led to a policy of intolerance and all-out
suppression of fire throughout most of the 20th century.
The accumulation of scientific evidence and societal desire
to leave some parts of the country beyond direct human
control, however, led to a shift in policy, initiated by the
National Park Service in 1968 and followed by the USDA
Forest Service in 1978, whereby some natural fires could
be allowed to burn in specified locations under previously
identified conditions. Over two decades, this prescribed
natural fire (PNF) policy spread from its original applica-
tion in California to national parks and wilderness areas
across the country (see figure 1).

Whatever momentum had built up over that period
ended abruptly in the summer of 1988 when a succession
of fires that were allowed to burn in Yellowstone National
Park encountered extreme fire weather and blew up into the
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largest fire event in the United States
since that catalyzing year of 1910.
Immediately, federal officials sus-
pended the PNF policy, although a
review of federal policy immediately
after the Yellowstone fires concluded
that the objectives of prescribed natu-
ral fire programs were sound
(Wakimoto 1990).

In the years since Yellowstone, fed-
eral fire policy has been modified
many times, with each revision fun-
damentally endorsing wilderness fire.
The most important of these, the 1995
Federal Wildland Fire Management
Policy and Program Review, changed
the nomenclature of fire management
but firmly endorsed Wildland Fire Use
for Resource Benefit (WFU) as an ap-
propriate response to natural fire. So
strong was the wording of the policy
that federal fire managers (Zimmer-

man and Bunnell 2000) concluded
that wilderness fire implementation
opportunities and accomplishments
would grow as federal agencies imple-
mented the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire
Management Policy. Another review and
update of the fire policy in 2001 directed
“wildland fire will be used…and, as
nearly as possible, be allowed to func-
tion in its natural ecological role,” and
the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy,
developed to implement the National
Fire Plan in 2002, established a goal to
restore, rehabilitate, and maintain “fire-
adapted ecosystems.”

It seems clear that federal fire man-
agement policy strongly supports
wilderness fire. Parsons (2000), how-
ever, found that, in 1998, less than
15% of wilderness areas outside of
Alaska had fire management plans that
allowed some natural fires to burn,

leading him to conclude skeptically,
“The optimism evinced by Zimmerman
and Bunnell … is promising but must
be more fully evaluated.” Although the
years leading up to 1998 showed a pat-
tern of increasing Wildland Fire Use,
the trend has not continued. The num-
ber of acres burned through Wildland
Fire Use saw increases in 2003 and
2005, but the number of incidents of
WFU has remained relatively stable (see
figure 2).

Barriers to Implementation
For better or worse, environmental
policy in the United States largely
tends to be written in a way that al-
lows for good decisions to be made but
does not require those decisions to be
made. To the extent that WFU is
implemented, it is a direct result of the
commitment of dedicated profession-
als who are willing to take risks for
the benefit of the land. Managers face
a number of impediments, many of
which have been discussed in the
policy reviews cited above. Here, I
classify them into three groups for dis-
cussion: attitudinal, institutional, and
political barriers.

Attitudinal Barriers
Attitudinal barriers are those impedi-
ments to WFU resulting not from
policies per se, but from individuals’
beliefs. These barriers may apply to
wilderness managers themselves, but
more often, they apply to their supe-
riors, who are in positions to influence
fire use decisions. First and foremost
among these barriers is the legacy of
“suppression bias” afflicting land man-
agement agencies. Most agency
personnel are trained in the techniques
of fire suppression; they perceive them-
selves to be suppression professionals
whose job it is to put fires out, not to
let them burn. The very idea of letting
a natural fire burn may be anathema

Figure 1—Natural fire acres burned on National Park Service lands, 1967–1998. Data from Parsons (2000).

Figure 2—Number of Wildland Fire Use events on National Park Service and USDA Forest Service lands, 1994 through
October 2005.

Note: Data from 1994 to 1998 are from Zimmerman and Bunnell (2000); data from 1998 to 2005 are derived from the final Incident
Management Situation Report for each year (see http://iys.cidi.org/wildfire/). The two data sets share only 1998 in common, and because the values are
different in each data set, the number of WFU events is normalized to a common 1998 value for display.
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to them, and this bias can be an im-
pediment to wilderness fire.

Another attitudinal barrier is the
fact that wilderness managers often do
not perceive tremendous support
within their agencies. In some agen-
cies, such as the Forest Service and
Bureau of Land Management, wilder-
ness management was traditionally
relegated to “lesser” subdivisions of the
bureaucracy, such as recreation or cul-
tural resources, and not considered by
some senior managers as part of the
core mission of the agency. As a re-
sult, wilderness management, and
maintaining wilderness fire in particu-
lar, was considered “somebody else’s
job” and consequently was not sup-
ported by superiors responsible for
making WFU decisions.

One especially challenging attitu-
dinal barrier results from the sheer
difficulty of managing wilderness fire.
Whether the perceptions are of altered
ecosystems resulting from fuel build-
ups, threats of invasive plants,
presence of threatened or endangered
species, or of fragmented ownership
and the proliferation of the wildland–
urban interface, many managers
perceive the job of fire restoration as
prohibitively difficult.

Institutional Barriers
Although attitudes can prevent some
managers from considering WFU, the
dedicated manager, who understands
WFU as part of the job, can still run
into impediments and disincentives.
Institutional barriers result from pro-
cedural requirements of WFU itself and
from other forces external to wilderness
fire. An example of the former is the
additional process required by WFU. A
WFU decision requires that a sound fire
management plan (FMP) has been de-
veloped that provides for WFU. While
FMPs exist for most federal adminis-
trative units, many are out-of-date and

do not allow for WFU. Bringing an FMP
into compliance with fire policy repre-
sents extra work for the managers.
Similarly, implementation of WFU re-
quires the preparation of a Wildland
Fire Implementation Plan (WFIP) dur-
ing the fire event, which some managers
may see as “more trouble than it’s
worth.” Often, risk aversion in advance
of a fire has led to such small “burn
windows” (i.e., the envelope of fuel,
weather, and topographic conditions

tion goal; however, a change in policy
in 2003 prevented wildland fire use
events from being counted as “acres
treated,” thus removing a powerful
incentive to implement WFU (Gregory
2005). Similarly, WFU events, because
they are managed for resource benefit,
are not eligible for postfire emergency
stabilization funds. Therefore, a man-
ager who otherwise wants to restore
fire, but who is concerned about pos-
sible undesirable effects, is less inclined

There are many excellent managers distributed around
the federal agencies who support wilderness fire, but

they struggle against a culture of suppression.

inside of which WFU could be allowed)
that it is difficult even to produce an
implementable WFIP.

Another procedural barrier to
implementing WFU is the require-
ment to arrange for emergency
suppression personnel and equipment
to be on hand, should conditions
change and the fire exceed prescrip-
tion. Also, certain types of experts,
such as long-term fire analysts and fire
behavior analysts, which are not typi-
cally staffed on site, must be brought
in to help manage a WFU event.

Another type of institutional bar-
rier is disincentives (or, often, simply
the absence of incentives) to make the
WFU decision. For example, under
the National Fire Plan, agency man-
agers are under tremendous pressure
to show that they have addressed haz-
ardous fuel conditions through fuel
treatments such as prescribed fire and
thinning. The “acres treated” are re-
ported back up through the agency
and serve as a basis for determining
future budgets. Historically, WFU
acres were considered fuel treatments
and counted toward the hazard reduc-

to choose WFU because funds will not
be available to mitigate damage.

As powerful as these disincentives
are, none is as powerful as individual
exposure to liability. A fire manager
who selects the option of WFU is ex-
posing him/herself to tremendous
personal and professional risk. No one
has ever been faulted for making the
decision to suppress fire, but careers
have ended as a result of decisions to
allow fire. Until line officers are pro-
vided some limitation from
liability—and provided a formal in-
centive to support wilderness
fire—fear of professional exposure will
continue to affect fire use decision
making.

Political Barriers
Even if a manager has a positive at-
titude toward wilderness fire and
can overcome institutional barriers,
external political influences can
hinder WFU. Although the benefits
of fire have been well-known to the
scientific community for years, the
public has been slow to embrace them.
People, understandably, remain
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concerned for their safety in the
event of fire, and sensationalist
media coverage has not helped to
educate them on the nuances of fire
ecology. Recent public opinion poll-
ing has shown that  public
acceptance of fire has increased, but
managers’ perceptions of public fear
can dissuade the fire use decision.
Similarly, public concerns about
smoke, whether for nuisance or
health reasons, can translate into
political pressure to extinguish
WFU events or avoid them alto-
gether.  This  pressure can be
especially strong from communities

that depend on tour-
ism for their economic
base.
Another source of ex-

ternal pressure comes
from commercial in-
terests that oppose fire.
Particularly powerful
among them are other
“airshed consumers,”
such as agriculture or
electric power, that
depend on their abil-
ity to pollute, and see
natural fire as compet-
ing with their interests.

Because of the way air quality laws are
written, natural fire is subordinated to
these interests, and many WFU events
have been extinguished to make room
in the airshed for other sources of pol-
lution (see figure 3).

Policy Solutions
Although many of these challenges
have no easy solutions, there are some
changes that could be made relatively
quickly to improve prospects for wil-
derness fire. One of the most
important is to establish a supportive
culture within agencies. There are
many excellent managers distributed

around the federal
agencies who sup-
port wilderness fire,
but they struggle
against a culture of
suppression. Strong
statements of support
from agency leaders,
matched by support-
ive budgets, would
send a loud signal
that “It is your job!”
Directions could be-
gin with notification
that revised Land and
Resource Manage-
ment Plans should be

developed to maximize the use of fire
as a management tool, and fire man-
agement plans should be developed to
maximize the conditions under which
WFU may be implemented. Most im-
portant, though, is for managers to
know that their WFU decisions will be
supported at the top levels. Therefore,
establishment of policies limiting per-
sonal liability if the proper
decision-making process is followed is
likely to have a greater effect than any
other single change.

A complementary policy change
that is likely to have far-reaching
effects would be to provide incentives
for WFU, such as the institution of for-
mal performance measures that
encourage WFU decisions. An obvi-
ous example is to restore the counting
of WFU events as “acres treated” un-
der the National Fire Plan. Another
would be to track the proportion of
planning areas in which WFU may be
considered or the number of candi-
date ignitions that are classified as
WFU events. Of course, decisions to
implement WFU must be supported
by adequate resources for the devel-
opment of good FMPs, resources (both
personnel and budgets) to manage
WFU events, and access to emergency
stabilization money, should damage
occur during WFU events.

Another important way in which
policy can support WFU is to fund re-
search to solve the difficult challenges
of fire management. Questions remain
about appropriate “burn windows,”
effects on invasive species, quantifying
benefits, and mitigating risk to commu-
nities. Fire managers need good tools
for analyzing where and when WFU is
appropriate (see figure 4). Recent
research combining fire behavior
analysis and GIS/remote sensing has
dramatically improved our ability to
model various real-world scenarios.
Continued funding of wilderness fire

Figure 3—Smoke from a wilderness fire. Because of the way air quality laws are written,
natural fire is often subordinated to these interests, and many WFU events have been
extinguished to make room in the airshed for other sources of pollution.

Figure 4—Firefighters from the Kings Peak Fire Use Module monitoring weather on a
WFU event. WFU depends on managers who are willing to take risks for the good of the
land. Photo by Northern Arizona Type 2 Incident Management Team.
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research will help address the uncertain-
ties and resulting fears that currently
prevent managers and the public from
taking full advantage of WFU.

Policies should also support pub-
lic education about the benefits of fire
to wilderness ecosystems and to
people. Smokey Bear and other fire
prevention programs have proven the
effectiveness of public education. Simi-
lar efforts aimed at increasing public
knowledge about fire, particularly ef-
forts aimed at changing sensationalist
media coverage, could also mitigate
public fear and produce a society sup-
portive of wilderness fire. A better
understanding of fire ecology will be
necessary among the public, but es-
pecially among air quality regulators,
before policies can be developed that
simultaneously address human health
effects of smoke and sustain healthy
wildland ecosystems.

Finally, perhaps the most important
policy step that can be taken is to ad-
dress public fear through necessary
fuel treatment work in and around
communities to lower fire danger.
Only when people begin to feel safe
in their homes will they warm to the
idea of expanded wilderness fire. Re-
sources are urgently needed to support
planning and implementation of fuel

treatment on private lands where the
community protection challenge is
most acute.  IJW
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