
H O W  I S  T H E  F O R E S T  S E R V I C E  R E T H I N K I N G  I T S  A P P R O A C H  T O  P R E S C R I B E D  F I R E ?

O n  S e p t e m b e r  8 t h ,  2 0 2 2 ,  U . S .  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e  C h i e f  R a n d y  M o o r e  a n n o u n c e d  a n
e n d  t o  t h e  a g e n c y ’ s  9 0 - d a y  p a u s e  o n  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  a  1 0 7 -
p a g e  r e p o r t  r e v i e w i n g  t h e  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e ’ s  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  p r o g r a m
p r a c t i c e s .  T h e  N a t i o n a l  P r e s c r i b e d  F i r e  P r o g r a m  R e v i e w  ( N P F P R )  m a k e s  a
s e r i e s  o f  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  f o r  h o w  t o  i m p r o v e  t h e  s a f e t y  a n d  r e g u l a r i t y  o f
p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g ,  w h i c h  a r e  s u m m a r i z e d  i n  t h i s  b r i e f i n g  p a p e r  t h a t  w a s
o r i g i n a l l y  p u b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  F i r e s h e d ' s  W i l d f i r e  W e d n e s d a y  b l o g .  

A s  w e  p r e p a r e  f o r  w i l d f i r e s  s h a p e d  b y  o u r  c l i m a t e  f u t u r e ,  w e  n e e d  a  r a n g e  o f
t o o l s  a n d  s k i l l s  t o  m a k e  o u r  l a n d s c a p e s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s  m o r e  r e s i l i e n t  a n d
r e a d y .  T h e s e  t o o l s  i n c l u d e  f i r e  p r e v e n t i o n ,  h o m e  h a r d e n i n g ,  f o r e s t  t h i n n i n g ,
e x p a n d e d  o p t i o n s  f o r  f o r e s t  s t e w a r d s h i p  s u c h  a s  F o r e s t  C o u n c i l s ,  a n d  a l s o
p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  a n d  w i l d f i r e s  w h i c h  a r e  m a n a g e d  f o r  e c o l o g i c a l  b e n e f i t .

R e t u r n i n g  f i r e  t o  f i r e - a d a p t e d  l a n d s c a p e s  i s  a  b a l a n c i n g  a c t ,  o n e  t h a t  r e q u i r e s
l a n d  m a n a g e r s  “ b e  c l e a r  a b o u t  t h e  r i s k  o f  c o n d u c t i n g  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g
o p e r a t i o n s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  c o s t  o f  d e l a y i n g  o r  a v o i d i n g  t r e a t m e n t s . ”  T h e  N P F P R
p r o v i d e s  g u i d a n c e  f o r  t h a t  n e c e s s a r y  u p d a t e  t o  t h e  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  M o d u s
O p e r a n d i .  

santafefireshed.org

A g e n c y  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  w i l l  a u t h o r i z e  i g n i t i o n s  f o r  t h e  O p e r a t i o n a l  P e r i o d  ( 2 4  h r s )  f o r  t h e  d a y  o f  t h e  b u r n ,  i n s t e a d  f o r  a
w i n d o w  o f  t i m e .  M o d e r a t e  a n d  h i g h  c o m p l e x i t y  b u r n s  n o w  r e q u i r e  t h a t  a n  a g e n c y  a d m i n i s t r a t o r  b e  p r e s e n t  o n - s i t e .
B u r n i n g  a t  t h e  u p p e r  e n d  o f  t h e  p r e s c r i p t i o n  c o m e s  w i t h  h e i g h t e n e d  r i s k  a n d  s h o u l d  b e  a v o i d e d .
A s  t e m p e r a t u r e s  r i s e  a n d  p r e c i p i t a t i o n  p a t t e r n s  s h i f t ,  c o n d i t i o n s  f o r  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  w i l l  c h a n g e .  E x t r e m e  h e a t  e v e n t s ,
a l o n g  w i t h  m o r e  s e v e r e  d r o u g h t s ,  w i l l  b r i n g  l e s s  s o i l  m o i s t u r e ,  d r i e r  f u e l s ,  a n d  m o r e  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  u n d e s i r a b l e  f i r e
b e h a v i o r .  N e w  t r a i n i n g s  w i l l  i n c l u d e  t h e  e f f e c t s  o f  c l i m a t e  c h a n g e  o n  f i r e  a n d  f u e l s ,  d r o u g h t ,  a n d  m o d e l i n g  t o o l s .
G o / n o - g o  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  i n f l e c t i o n  p o i n t s  w i l l  b e  s t a n d a r d i z e d  a c r o s s  t h e  a g e n c y  f o r  c r e w s  m a k i n g  t h e  c a l l  o n  w h e t h e r
o r  n o t  t o  p r o c e e d  w i t h  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n s .
E x i s t i n g  a n d  f u t u r e  b u r n  p l a n s  w i l l  b e  r e v i e w e d  p r i o r  t o  p u t t i n g  f i r e  o n  t h e  g r o u n d  a n d  a  t e c h n i c a l  r e v i e w e r  m u s t  r e -
a p p r o v e  t h a t  t h e  p l a n s  r e f l e c t  c u r r e n t  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d  b u r n  c o m p l e x i t y .

F u e l  c o n d i t i o n s  o n  a d j a c e n t  l a n d s  w i l l  b e  c o n s i d e r e d ,  a s  t h i s  c a n  r e d u c e  a  p r a c t i t i o n e r ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t r o l  a  f i r e  t h a t
m o v e s  ( e s c a p e s )  b e y o n d  t h e  p l a n n e d  b u r n  a r e a .
M o r e  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  w i l l  b e  g i v e n  t o  t h e  i m p a c t  o f  l o n g - t e r m  d r o u g h t  o n  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  b e h a v i o r  s i n c e  t h e  r e s u l t i n g
c o n d i t i o n s  f r o m  d r o u g h t  h a v e  b e e n  c i t e d  a s  a  c o n t r i b u t i n g  f a c t o r  i n  s e v e r a l  r e v i e w s  o f  e s c a p e d  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e s .

I m m e d i a t e  c h a n g e s  t o  t h e  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e ’ s  a p p r o a c h  t o  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  i n c l u d e :

1 .  I m p r o v e d  d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g  p r o c e s s e s

4 .  M o r e  p r e c i s e  r i s k  a n a l y s i s

REVIEWING THE REVIEW 
(ON PRESCRIBED FIRE)

 
T I M E  T O  A C T  -  I M P L E M E N T I N G  C H A N G E

In fire-adapted landscapes,
prescribed fire creates

conditions that reduce the
intensity of subsequent

wildfires, increase suppression
success, and reduce firefighter

exposure and risk.

C o m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  r e p o r t i n g  w i l l  b e  s t a n d a r d i z e d  a c r o s s  t h e  a g e n c y  t o  e n s u r e
c o n s i s t e n c y  a n d  t o  m i n i m i z e  t h e  c h a n c e  o f  m i s c o m m u n i c a t i o n .
B r i e f i n g s ,  w h i c h  h a p p e n  i m m e d i a t e l y  p r i o r  t o  a  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n  b e i n g  l i t ,  w i l l  n o w
f o l l o w  a  s t a n d a r d  p r o c e d u r e .  

T h e  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e  a i m s  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  P O D S  ( P o t e n t i a l  O p e r a t i o n a l  D e l i n e a t i o n s )  a s
a  m o d e l i n g  t o o l  f o r  b o t h  w i l d f i r e  r e s p o n s e  a n d  v e g e t a t i v e / f u e l s  m a n a g e m e n t  p l a n n i n g .

2 .  S t a n d a r d i z i n g  p r a c t i c e s

3 .  I n v e s t i n g  i n  t e c h n o l o g y  f o r  i m p r o v e d  p l a n n i n g

Instead of creating a culture of risk avoidance, the U.S. Forest
Service needs to move forward with clarity about what they can

control.

https://www.fs.usda.gov/news/releases/usda-forest-service-chief-randy-moores-statement-announcing-actions-forest-service
https://www.wildfirelessons.net/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=d19e4406-ac0a-c1c2-273d-e4577e5a56e8&forceDialog=0
https://www.wildfirelessons.net/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=d19e4406-ac0a-c1c2-273d-e4577e5a56e8&forceDialog=0
http://www.santafefireshed.org/blog2/2022/9/21/wildfire-wednesday-95
http://www.santafefireshed.org/blog2/2022/9/21/wildfire-wednesday-95
https://foreststewardsguild.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/InvestingInWildfirePrevention.pdf
https://facnm.org/residentresources
https://www.trampasforestcouncil.org/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/562e839ee4b0332955e8143d/t/6284161219f359609c551080/1652823573573/Pathways%2Bto%2BPrescribed%2BFire%2BCase+Studies%2BUpdated%2BMarch+2022_web.pdf
https://www.wildfirelessons.net/HigherLogic/System/DownloadDocumentFile.ashx?DocumentFileKey=d19e4406-ac0a-c1c2-273d-e4577e5a56e8&forceDialog=0
https://www.nwcg.gov/sites/default/files/publications/pms424.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/managing-land/prescribed-fire#:~:text=Burn%20plans%20identify%20%E2%80%93%20or%20prescribe,for%20the%20dispersal%20of%20smoke.
http://www.santafefireshed.org/blog2/2022/9/21/wildfire-wednesday-95
http://www.santafefireshed.org/blog2/2022/9/21/wildfire-wednesday-95
http://www.santafefireshed.org/blog2/2022/9/21/wildfire-wednesday-95


I n c r e a s e  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  a n d  c o o r d i n a t i o n  w i t h
n e i g h b o r i n g  l a n d o w n e r s  .
T h e  r e v i e w  f o u n d  t h a t  “ c u r r e n t  a g r e e m e n t  p o l i c i e s  a n d
c o n t r a c t i n g  l a w s  c a n  k e e p  ( U S F S  d i s t r i c t s )  f r o m  f i n d i n g
t h e  r e s o u r c e s  t h e y  n e e d  t o  c a r r y  o u t  c o m p l e x ,  l a r g e -
s c a l e ,  o r  l o n g - d u r a t i o n  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e s ” .  O n e  s o l u t i o n
t o  t h i s  s h o r t f a l l  i s  i n c r e a s i n g  a v e n u e s  f o r  e x t e r n a l
p a r t n e r s  t o  i m p l e m e n t  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  a c r o s s
b o u n d a r i e s  b y  r e d u c i n g  b a r r i e r s  t o  c o l l a b o r a t i v e
p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  w i t h  S t a t e  a g e n c i e s  a n d  o t h e r s .

P u b l i c  t r u s t  m e a n s  p u b l i c  t r a n s p a r e n c y ,  i n c l u d i n g
c o o r d i n a t i n g  w i t h  p a r t n e r s  a n d  c o m m u n i t i e s  a n d  b e i n g
u p f r o n t  a b o u t  w h y  a n d  w h e r e  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n s  a r e
c o n d u c t e d .
T h e  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e  a i m s  t o  i m p l e m e n t  a  l a r g e - s c a l e
m e s s a g i n g  a n d  e d u c a t i o n  c a m p a i g n  h i g h l i g h t i n g  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e ,  i n c l u d i n g  t r a n s p a r e n t
c o m m u n i c a t i o n  r e l a t e d  t o  r i s k ,  u n c e r t a i n t y ,  a n d
c o m p l e x i t y .

5 .  M o r e  c o l l a b o r a t i o n

6 .  T r a n s p a r e n c y

T h e s e  r i s k - r e d u c t i o n  a c t i o n s  w i l l  h a p p e n  c o n c u r r e n t l y  w i t h
a g e n c y  u s e  o f  c o n g r e s s i o n a l l y - a p p r o v e d  f u n d i n g  a n d
r e s o u r c e s  t o  “ s c a l e  u p  f u e l s  a n d  f o r e s t  h e a l t h  t r e a t m e n t s  -
i n c l u d i n g  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  -  i n  a  w a y  t h a t  i s  s a f e  w h i l e  a l s o
r e c o g n i z i n g  t h a t  r i s k s  c a n n o t  b e  f u l l y  r e m o v e d  f r o m  t h i s
l a n d  m a n a g e m e n t  a c t i v i t y . ”

T h e  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  o u t l i n e d  a b o v e  c o u l d  c r e a t e  m o r e
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  h u r d l e s  w h i c h  m a y  m a k e  i t  h a r d e r  f o r  t h e
a g e n c y  t o  i m p l e m e n t  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  i n  N e w  M e x i c o  a n d
a c r o s s  t h e  W e s t .  W h i l e  f i r e  m a n a g e r s  a n d  d e c i s i o n  m a k e r s
a r e  r e e v a l u a t i n g  t h e  r i s k  o f  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  a n d
a d o p t i n g  t h e  f i n d i n g s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e i r  o d d s  o f  s u c c e s s ,  t h e
a g e n c y  a l s o  r e c o g n i z e s  t h a t  t h e  “ c u l t u r e  w i l l  n e e d  t o
c h a n g e  t o  e l e v a t e  t h e  p r i o r i t y  o f  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  a n d
a d o p t  a n  a l l - h a n d s  a p p r o a c h  t o  u s i n g  t h i s  c e n t r a l  t o o l  f o r
f u e l s  r e d u c t i o n  a n d  f o r e s t  r e s i l i e n c e . ”

R E V I E W I N G  T H E  R E V I E W  ( O N  P R E S C R I B E D  F I R E )

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e
i m m e d i a t e
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ,  t h e
F o r e s t  S e r v i c e  i s
p u r s u i n g  i n i t i a t i v e s
w h i c h  w i l l  p r o v i d e  b e t t e r
e d u c a t i o n ,  t r a i n i n g ,  a n d
i m p r o v e  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f
t h e  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e
p r o g r a m .

L o n g - t e r m  c h a n g e s  t o  t h e  F o r e s t  S e r v i c e ’ s  a p p r o a c h  t o
p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  i n c l u d e :

1 .  D e v e l o p m e n t  o f  a  n a t i o n a l  s t r a t e g i c  p l a n  f o r  p r e s c r i b e d
f i r e  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n .  T h e  p l a n  w i l l  i n c l u d e  t i m i n g  a n d
c o m m a n d  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  i g n i t i o n s  a n d  t h e  l o g i s t i c s  t o
p r i o r i t i z e  a n d  m o b i l i z e  r e s o u r c e s  ( c r e w s ,  e q u i p m e n t ,  e t c . )
f o r  b o t h  s u p p r e s s i o n  a n d  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  a c t i v i t i e s  b y
D e c e m b e r  1 5 ,  2 0 2 2 .

2 .  I n  c o l l a b o r a t i o n  w i t h  p a r t n e r s ,  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  a
s t r a t e g y  f o r  d e d i c a t i n g  c r e w s  t o  h a z a r d o u s  f u e l s  w o r k  a n d
m o b i l i z i n g  t h e m  a c r o s s  t h e  c o u n t r y  t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  h i g h e s t
p r i o r i t y  h a z a r d o u s  f u e l s  r e d u c t i o n  w o r k  b y  D e c e m b e r  1 5 ,
2 0 2 2 .

3 .  E s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  a  W e s t e r n  P r e s c r i b e d  F i r e  T r a i n i n g
c u r r i c u l u m  b y  J a n u a r y  1 ,  2 0 2 3 .  T h i s  c u r r i c u l u m  w i l l  b e  b u i l t
w i t h  t h e  i n t e r a g e n c y  f i r e  a n d  r e s e a r c h  c o m m u n i t y ,  T r i b e s ,
a n d  o t h e r  p a r t n e r s .

www.santafefireshed.org

The Greater Santa Fe Fireshed Coalition is a partnership of agencies,  private organizations, and
concerned citizens who are working to build resil ient ecosystems, protect watersheds, and reduce
wildfire risk to the forests and communities in and around Santa Fe. 

C H A N G I N G  T H E  C U L T U R E
L O N G - T E R M  I N I T I A T I V E S  T O  I M P R O V E  T H E  C U L T U R E  O F  
P R E S C R I B E D  B U R N I N G

For the Forest Service to successfully confront the
Wildfire Crisis Strategy, agency culture will need to
change to elevate the priority of prescribed fire and

adopt an all-hands approach to using this central tool
for fuels reduction and forest resiliency.

L O C A L  I M P A C T S H O W  T H E  R E P O R T ’ S  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S  W I L L  B E  F E L T  A C R O S S  N E W  M E X I C O
I t  i s  r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  n e e d s  t o  c h a n g e ,  g i v e n  u n p r e c e d e n t e d  c l i m a t i c  a n d  w e a t h e r  e v e n t s .  P r e s c r i b e d  a n d
c u l t u r a l  b u r n i n g  i s  a l s o  s t i l l  o n e  o f  t h e  b e s t  t o o l s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  l a n d  s t e w a r d s  t o  r e d u c e  t h e  h a z a r d  o f  f u t u r e  c a t a s t r o p h i c
w i l d f i r e .  A s  p e o p l e  a c r o s s  N e w  M e x i c o ,  f e d e r a l  a n d  o t h e r w i s e ,  c o m m i t  t o  a c t i v e  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  t h e  W e s t ’ s  f o r e s t s ,  o u r
c o m m i t m e n t  n e e d s  t o  i n c l u d e  r e t u r n i n g  f i r e  t o  t h e  l a n d s c a p e  a n d  w o r k i n g  w i t h  t h e  h u m a n  c o m m u n i t i e s  w h o  l i v e  t h e r e .
t h e  G r e a t e r  S a n t a  F e  F i r e s h e d  s t a n d  b y  t h e s e  a n d  o t h e r  p o l i c y  a n d  p r a c t i c e  c h a n g e s  t h a t  m a k e  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  s a f e r
a n d  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e .  
T a k i n g  t h e s e  s t e p s  a r e  n o t  j u s t  d e p e n d e n t  o n  i n c o r p o r a t i n g  l e s s o n s  l e a r n e d  i n t o  f u t u r e  e f f o r t s ,  b u t  o n  t a k i n g  a n  ‘ a l l -
h a n d s ’  a p p r o a c h  t o  p r e s c r i b e d  f i r e  b y  i n v e s t i n g  i n  p a r t n e r s h i p s  a c r o s s  b o u n d a r i e s  a n d  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  A  c o l l a b o r a t i v e
a p p r o a c h  t o  b u r n i n g  c r e a t e s  r o o m  f o r  d i v e r s e  p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  v o i c e s ,  a n d  a b i l i t y  w h i c h  s e r v e  t o  w i d e n  t h e  l e n s  o f  b o t h
c a p a c i t y  a n d  s i t u a t i o n a l  a w a r e n e s s .  t h e  G r e a t e r  S a n t a  F e  F i r e s h e d  s t a n d  b y  t h e s e  a n d  o t h e r  p o l i c y  a n d  p r a c t i c e  c h a n g e s
t h a t  m a k e  p r e s c r i b e d  b u r n i n g  s a f e r  a n d  m o r e  e f f e c t i v e .  
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