
 

 
 
 
January 16, 2020 
 
Chair: Senator Jeff Golden 
Senate Interim Committee on Wildfire Prevention and Recovery 
 
Re: Supplemental materials on the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI), 
climate change, thinning, and defensible space  
 
I am writing to submit for the public record additional materials to the interim 
committee regarding the January 14 hearing and I am requesting that the 
committee hear from experts on: (1) climate change implications of promoting 
300,000 acres of logging per year (5.6 million acres total); (2) importance of 
defensible space/home hardening measures; and (3) problems with using the 
WUI in targeting fuels reduction treatments. Please include these additional 
materials along with my written testimony, slide show, supplemental 
testimony submitted January 15, and this supplemental. 
 
1. THE WUI IS AN OUTDATED CONCEPT 
 
In my prior testimony, I included citations to Dr. Tania Schoennagel’s (Univ 
of Colorado) seminal work on testing WUI compliance and efficacy issues.  
She found that the vast majority of fuels reduction was in fact not happening 
in the WUI despite enabling legislation but was happening in the back country 
far removed from homes, and that the WUI needs to be replaced with a focus 
on defensible space and home hardening that are the most proven and 
effective ways to protect homes. We have learned a lot about this issue since 
the passage of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act in 2003 that arbitrarily set 
the WUI boundary (see below), which is not based on sound science.  
 
According to Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA 2003, Section 101), the 
WUI is defined as follows: 
 
WILDLAND-URBAN INTERFACE.—The term ‘‘wildland urban interface’’ 
means— (A) an area within or adjacent to an at-risk community that is 
identified in recommendations to the Secretary in a community wildfire 
protection plan; or (B) in the case of any area for which a community wildfire 
protection plan is not in effect— (i) an area extending 1⁄2-mile from the 
boundary of an at-risk community; (ii) an area within 11⁄2 miles of the 
boundary of an at-risk community, including any land that— (I) has a 
sustained steep slope that creates the potential for wildfire behavior 
endangering the at-risk community; (II) has a geographic feature that aids in 
creating an effective fire break, such as a road or ridge top; or (III) is in 
condition class 3, as documented by the Secretary in the project-specific 
environmental analysis; and (iii) an area that is adjacent to an evacuation route 
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for an at-risk community that the Secretary determines, in cooperation with the at-risk 
community, requires hazardous fuel reduction to provide safer evacuation from the at-risk 
community.  
 
Using HFRA’s broad definitions is a concern for at least two reasons: (1) such wide buffers (out 
to 1.5 miles) encompasses entire counties in some places (see Figure 1); and (2) treatment 
prioritization is based on presumed departure from historic or potential fire return intervals based 
on condition class mapping that is notorious for over predicting fire risks (based on empirical 
evidence and field validation) especially in places like southwest Oregon where the mapping is 
completely wrong and does not comport with historical photos or paleo-charcoal evidence (see 
my supplemental testimony). Using HFRA and condition class mapping will direct funds to 
many of the wrong places when the vast majority of treatments should be surgically placed in 
plantations where there is scientific consensus and broad public support (see Figures below).  
 

Figure 1. The Wildland Urban 
Interface as mapped by the BLM. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I urge the committee to invite as witnesses Dr. Tania Schoennagel, Dr. Alexander Syphard, and 
Dr. Jack Cohen (contact information provided upon request). Given the extensive knowledge of 
these experts it would be prudent to allow them to present as full panelists rather than restricting 
input to 3-minute public presentations as homeowner protection needs to be prioritized and they 
know the best methods for doing so.  
 
II. FOCUS TREATMENTS ON FLAMMABLE PLANTATIONS AND LIMIT 
CREATING NEW ONES 
 
In my prior testimony and supplemental, I provided published studies of plantations are the most 
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flammable components of the landscape and when combined with extreme fire weather result in 
unusually higher amounts of high severity fire. Below are some examples of the preponderance 
of industrial lands that should be the primary focus for fire-risk reduction. For instance, Figure 2 
shows at least 100,000 acres of logged over lands in the 3.3 million-acre Rogue Basin study area. 
Figure 3 shows an abundance of young age classes on BLM lands in western Oregon that have 
resulted from prior clearcutting (<70 years). Figure 4 shows age class distribution in the heavily 
cut over Oregon Coast Range that need restorative actions (even more young trees). Note the 
lack of older age classes – because most of the large biomass was logged (Figure 4) – especially 
on private lands. Thus, by going to where we know fire risks are greatest – heaving logged over 
and roaded lands – this would focus treatments and minimize costs. Moreover, the continuation 
of industrial logging will accumulate even more flammable landscapes over time especially in a 
rapidly changing climate, unless forestry practices are reformed as noted in my prior testimony.  
 
Figure 2. An example of the amount of cut over lands (at least 99,825 acres) in the Rogue Basin, 
southwest Oregon 1999-2014. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data sources: Esri, LANDFIRE, USGS
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Figure 3. Age-class distribution of BLM western Oregon lands (2006 data) showing 
preponderance of forests in potential plantation status (0-70 years old – generally post WW II).  

 
 
Figure 4. Age-class distribution by ownership in the Oregon Coast Range (2016) showing lack of 
older age classes especially on state and private lands.  
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The committee may also wish to contact Dr. Chris Dunn (Oregon State University) to speak on 
the synergistic effects of extreme fire weather and cut over lands in producing 
uncharacteristically severe wildfires as cited in my prior testimony.  
 
III. COMMERCIAL LOGGING TREATMENTS INCREASE EMISSIONS WHICH IS 
IN CONFLICT WITH THE STATE’S EMISSIONS REDUCTION GOALS  
 
At the hearing, there were misinformed remarks made about how Oregon’s fires are emissions 
concerns. The committee would benefit from an examination of the published science that 
refutes this claim as mentioned in my testimony. By far, the projected increases in logging 
(300,000 acres/year, 5.6 million acres total) will increase flux of carbon from forests to the 
atmosphere that far exceeds that of wildfire emissions as noted by Oregon researchers (Drs. Bev 
Law, Mark Harmon) and the Oregon Global Warming Commissions Report cited in my 
testimony.  
 
According to Law et al. (2018)1:  
 
“Land-use history is a major determinant of forest carbon balance. Harvest was the dominant 
cause of tree mortality (2003–2012) and accounted for fivefold as much mortality as that from 
fire and beetles combined.” 
 

 
1 Law, B.E. et al. 2018. Land use strategies to mitigate climate change in carbon dense temperate forests. PNAS 
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Here are the emissions estimates from their paper 
 
 

 
Here is the abstract from their paper summarizing key findings: 
 
Regional quantification of feasibility and effectiveness of forest strategies to mitigate climate 
change should integrate observations and mechanistic ecosystem process models with future 
climate, CO2, disturbances from fire, and management. Here, we demonstrate this approach in a 
high biomass region, and found that reforestation, afforestation, lengthened harvest cycles on 
private lands, and restricting harvest on public lands increased net ecosystem carbon balance by 
56% by 2100, with the latter two actions contributing the most. Forest sector emissions tracked 
with our life cycle assessment model decreased by 17%, partially meeting emissions reduction 
goals. Harvest residue bioenergy use did not reduce short-term emissions. Cobenefits include 
increased water availability and biodiversity of forest species. Our improved analysis framework 
can be used in other temperate regions. 
 
Additionally, in its report to the legislature, the Oregon Global Warming Commission had this to 
say about wildfire emissions: 
 
Wildfire as a Carbon Emissions Source. Wildfires are widely thought to be major sources of 
forest carbon released to the atmosphere, as well as presenting serious public health and safety 
issues when occurring in proximity to human habitation. Amounts of carbon released   to the 
atmosphere in certain extensive fires that include areas of intense, severe fire activity, can be 
meaningful and substantial. However, on average, for the period 2001-2015, forest fires in 
Oregon appears to have released around 5.3 million tons CO2e annually (Law et. Al, 2018) to 
the atmosphere, or a quantity equal to about 9 percent of all Oregon non-forest greenhouse 
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gas emissions. This is substantially less than the net amounts of carbon annually withdrawn 
from the atmosphere by Oregon’s forests during this same period. Wildfire management will 
continue to be an important part of forest practices especially where human life, health and 
public safety are at risk. The effects of climate change can upend many assumptions about fire 
in forest management overall, especially where drought and high ambient temperatures can 
amplify normative fire activity. That said, wildfire is an essential and unavoidable element in 
Oregon forest ecosystems, so eliminating or suppressing normative occurrences of fire in 
forests cannot be a preferred option for reducing Oregon’s greenhouse gas emissions. 
 
The committee would benefit by calling Dr. Beverly Law (Oregon State University) and Dr. 
Agnus Duncan (OR Global Warming Commission report lead) to testify on these findings and 
the state would be prudent to use the resources/reports it has at its disposal from related efforts 
such as the OR Global Warming Commission. To ignore these findings would place the state at 
odds with efforts to reduce emissions.  
 
IV. A LIFE CYCLE ANALYSIS IS NEEDED TO DETERMINE THE EMISSIONS 
IMPACTS OF PROPOSED LOGGING IN RELATION TO WILDFIRE EMISSIONS 
 
As mentioned, emissions from logging far eclipse those from wildfires yet there is no recognition 
from legislators or the governor’s office about the larger concern coming from timber harvest 
and creation of flammable landscapes from efforts to ramp up commercial logging. Drs. Tara 
Hudiburg, Mark Harmon, and Bev Law are all experts that this committee would benefit from 
hearing. Here is an abstract from a recent paper using life cycle analysis that is of relevance.  
 
ABSTRACT2: Climate mitigation activities in forests need to be quantified in terms of the long-  
term effects on forest carbon stocks, accumulation, and emissions. The impacts of future 
environmental change and bioenergy harvests on regional forest carbon storage have not been 
quantified. We conducted a comprehensive modeling study and life-cycle assessment of the 
impacts of projected changes in climate, CO2 concentration, and N deposition, and region-wide 
forest management policies on regional forest carbon fluxes. By 2100, if current management 
strategies continue, then the warming and CO2 fertilization effect in the given projections result 
in a 32−68% increase in net carbon uptake, overshadowing increased carbon emissions from 
projected increases in fire activity and other forest disturbance factors. To test the response to 
new harvesting strategies, repeated thinnings were applied in areas susceptible to fire to reduce 
mortality, and two clear-cut rotations were applied in productive forests to provide biomass for 
wood products and bioenergy. The management strategies examined here lead to long-term 
increased carbon emissions over current harvesting practices, although semiarid regions 
contribute little to the increase. The harvest rates were unsustainable. This comprehensive 
approach could serve as a foundation for regional place-based assessments of management 
effects on future carbon sequestration by forests in other locations. 

 
 

In closing, there is a major disconnect between efforts to reduce emissions across all sectors in 
Oregon (including forestry), particularly in relation to cap and trade efforts, and ignoring the 

 
2 Hudiburg, T. et al. 2013. Interactive effects of environmental change and management strategies on regional forest 
carbon emissions. Environmental Science & Technology 47, 13132−13140 
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substantial emissions from logging (thinning, clearcutting, etc) comes at a significant cost to 
Oregon’s climate and emissions reduction efforts. Fuel reduction (logging) treatments cannot be 
expected to reduce emissions and will worsen the long-term impacts to forests, streams, and the 
climate as cumulative impacts. I would encourage the committee to hear from other scientists on 
the climate change implications of your forestry actions, defensible space/home hardening 
efficacy, roads as ignition sources, and co-lateral damages expected under these provisions.  
 
Oregon has some of the leading experts in the region if not the world on carbon, forestry, and 
climate change. We note that there is no consensus in the scientific community over the scale 
and pace of thinning yet there is broad agreement that: (1) we need to store more carbon in 
ecosystems as a bridge to a clean, renewable energy economy; (2) thinning most often emits 
more carbon than wildfires, has a very low chance of encountering a wildfire, and is ineffective 
at reducing fire severity under extreme fire weather, which is where we are headed with climate 
chaos; and (3) storing more carbon in ecosystems by lengthening harvest rotations on nonfederal 
lands (doubling it) and reducing harvests on federal lands is critical.  
 
On this last point, recent warnings of a climate emergency led by scientists3 at Oregon State 
University point to the need to keep carbon out of the atmosphere as we have but a decade before 
a potential tipping point is reached atmospherically. We simply do not have more time to allow 
more emissions to go into the atmosphere from management actions that are antithetical to 
effective carbon mitigation.  
 
Thank you for considering all the materials I sent in support of my testimony.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Dominick A. DellaSala, Ph.D, Chief Scientist  

 
3 https://scientistswarning.forestry.oregonstate.edu/ 
 


