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AN EXPERIMENTAL ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT PROCESS

O ne hundred ye.ars of suc
cessful fire suppression
in the Sierra Nevada,
coupled with recent

drought and related insect attacks,
have resulted in forests that have far
more dead wood and crowded small
trees than normal. These conditions
have put the forests at risk of cata
strophic fire endangering human lives,
personal property, and dynamic forest
ecosystems with the potential to drasti
cally affect water, wildlife habitat, air
quality, economies, communities and
quality of life.

An innovative solution to this problem
is to remove some trees and dead wood
in strategically located patches of the
forest. These disconnected patches,
called strategically placed area treat
ments, would affect only 25-30% of
the forested landscape while redUcing
the risk of fire for the entire area.

Despite the soundness of the scientific
. foundation for these treatments (as

demonstrated by computer models),
the treatments have never been tested.
So there is uncertainty regarding their
effect on fire behavior and concern
regarding potential impacts on forest
health, wildlife and water resources.
The identification of the appropriate
management strategy to reduce fuels

and restore or maintain resilient forests
has been the central debate...ov:er.--~-

national forest management for over
20 years. This debate has also weak
ened relationships among the interests
and has made development of long
term solutions challenging.

To solve this dilemma, a team of scien
tists and land managers from various
agencies are working together to de
velop and implement an experimental
adaptive management process to test
the application of these fuel reduc
tion treatments. The process includes
innovative public participation. This
process acknowledges that the on
the-ground effects of these treatments
remain uncertain. The scientists are
conducting research in an open and
transparent process that incorporates
the knowledge and ideas from all the
partners and the public. Some test
plots will be treated and monitored,
while others would be left alone to
provide a comparison. By evaluat-
ing expected and observed results in
an open and inclusive manner, and
adjusting the treatments based on the
information gathered, this process is
expected to bring broader agreement
about the best ways to reduce large
wildfires while protecting other impor
tant resources.

Years and years of planning projects by the Forest Service have attempted to address the fire
risk dilemma in the Sierra Nevada. However, none have provided a lasting solution that was
acceptable to a full range of stakeholders.

The Sierra Nevada Adaptive Management Pro
gram was first identified in the agency's 2001

Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment. The man
agement plan was revised in the 2004 Sierra Nevada
Forest Plan Amendment to allow greater flexibility
in fuels reduction and fire protection treatment op
tions, such as the removal of somewhat larger trees
during treatments. Controversy over the potential

logging of larger trees gave rise to an interagency
partnership of state and federal agencies that sought
to find a solution to the conflict. The agencies
have now engaged the University of California as a
credible, independent third party to draft an Adap
tive Management Workplan to assist in meeting the
2004 plan's goal.

Sierra Nevada Adaptive Management Program (SNAMP)



STEPS IN ADAPTIVE FOREST MANAGEMENT SNAMP GOALS

• Choose current management goals.
• Gather and synthesize existing
knowledge into working model(s) to
make initial predictions about the
consequences of the treatments on fire
behavior and other resources.
• Design and implement fuel reduc
tion projects.
• Monitor and evaluate the results of
the fuel reduction work.
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• Use what is learned to improve the
working models to better predict the
consequences of the treatments.
• Discuss results in forums with agen
cies and stak~holders.

• Adjust future management as indi
cated by the results from community
discussions and scientific research.
• Begin the process again starting at
step one.
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Develop new ways for:

• the public to effec
tively engage the Forest
Service.

• Forest Service man
agement to evaluate
new information from
all stakeholders,

• third-party scientists
to help with research
ing and redesigning of
management practices

• federal, state, local
agencies, and stake
holders to protect our
forests from catastroph
ic fires while simultane
ously improving forest
health, water, and
wildlife habitat.

This program is a seven-year project based on a regimen of pre-treatment monitoring,
treatment, and post-treatment monitoring.

Because dynamic living forests
are as complex as the com

munities around them, we cannot
yet create accurate models that
will allow us to predict the effects
oftreatments on fire behavior
and other forest resources. There
fore, we are going to make our
best estimates about the effects of
treatments on the environment,
measure what happens before, dur-

ing and after the treatments, and
then use the new information to
improve our model predictions for
future work. In addition, manage
ment strategies and on-the-ground
activities may be modified as these
model predictions are refined.

A University of California sci
ence team, working closely with
the agency partners, has created a

workplan to describe the overall
research strategy. The research
strategy will be executed over a
seven year period. This work will
include monitoring the effects of
the Forest Service's prescribed-fire
and mechanical fuel treatments on
two 30,000 acre sites. This research
and monitoring strategy will assess
the impact of the treatments on
the following four themes:
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Fire and Forest Health -fire behavior, tree
survival. and growth, and secondary effects on for
est health through insect or disease interactions.

Wildlife -the responses of the Pacific fisher and
the California Spotted Owl.

Water Resources -water flows and stream wa
ter quality through measurement of stream flow,
water quality, aquatic habitat, and aquatic biota.

Public Participation -participatory adaptive
management strategies.

California Spotted Owl Pacific Fisher

This project provides a stronger public parttpipation.

I n addition to stakeholder engagement in the Service treatment strategies and activities. Our work-
development of the workplan, the participating ing premise is that we will have continual stakehold-

state and federal agencies and DC sci~nce team have er participation and feedback during this adaptive
begun a process with stakeholders to define criti- management program. To encourage this exchange,
cal adaptive management questions. They will also we are committed to making all of the information
work with stakeholders to identifY on-the-ground about the project accessible to all participants.
conditions or circumstances, commonly known as We are also committed to having transparent deci-
"triggers," which can precipitate a change in Forest sion making.

Join us in carrying out this exciting new approach to stewardship of our public lands.

Through this innovative proj
ect we are hoping to create

new ways of engaging communi
ties in the development of forest
management techniques that meet
the social, economic, and resource
needs of local, regional, and
national stakeholders. In order
to break into this new territory,
we need your support. There are
many ways to participate:

.. We need people with a va
riety ofviewpoints, backgrounds,

and knowledge to participate in
the process. Their knowledge of
the existing ecosystem, and their
engagement during each phase
of the program is critical for the,
programs success.

.. We need the full engage
ment of the local community
in this project. We would like
individuals and organizations to
validate the importance of this
project and their commitment to
it by providing funding that will

supplement the multiple sources
of state and federal funding for
the project.

.. We need observers from
other areas or locales to moni
tor the progress of the project, to
learn from it, and help us figure
out how to apply it in their areas.

The full workplan, as well as
stakeholder comments and
scientist's responses, are posted on
the SNAMP website:
http://snamp.cnr.berkeley.edu
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