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imely applica-
tion of vegeta-

tion and fuels man-
agement activities
across large land-
scape scales is a
critical element for
addressing and
improving the wild-
fire resiliency of inte-
rior western forests
and surrounding
communities. The
magnitude of
departed western
forest conditions,
coupled with the
scale of recent and
expected wildfires, compels imple-
menting restoration activities across
ownerships at scales large enough to
impart meaningful change to future
wildfire extent and impacts. With
increased scale of activities comes a
need to incorporate stand- and land-
scape-scale needs of wildlife when
designing landscape treatments aimed
at increasing resiliency to wildfire. A
recent all hands, all lands project
known as East Face of the Elkhorn
Mountains (East Face) provides an
opportunity to share how wildlife
needs are being integrated into land-
scape- and stand-scale wildfire risk
reduction treatments.

The East Face project area encom-
passes about 128,000 acres, includes
five different land ownership types
(see Figure 1), and involves portions of
four wildland-urban interface areas
(WUIs). Given the characteristics of
the East Face area and strong working
relationships among local, state, and
federal partners, the project was
selected as one of 13 Joint Chiefs
Restoration Partnership projects
nationally in 2013. Additionally, East
Face was developed as a focal project
for application of Cohesive Wildfire
Strategy (CWS) principles as part of a
national CWS pilot program in north-

east Oregon and southeast Washington.   
The project area extends from agri-

cultural lands along the Powder River
valley floor to subalpine forests along
the crest of the Elkhorn Mountains
encompassing a diversity of wildlife
habitats, and lies between large tracts
of wilderness and roadless areas serv-
ing as an important landscape corri-
dor. Given this, the treatments pro-
posed to enhance landscape and com-

GRAPHICS COURTESY OF MELANIE SUTTON AND SUSAN CHARNLEY
Figure 1. Vicinity map and land-
ownership summary for East Face
Elkhorn Mountains Project.
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munity resiliency were designed up
front with stand- and landscape-scale
wildlife needs in mind, including con-
sideration of snag and down log habi-
tat retention, wildlife security and
cover needs, and providing connectivi-
ty corridors.  

In evaluating landscape-scale
wildlife needs for movement of wide-
ranging wildlife such as American
marten, key corridors were identified
using knowledge of disturbance
regimes, existing and potential stand
conditions, and results of past wildlife
surveys. At the stand scale, areas cur-
rently in old-growth conditions were
connected with multiple stand-level
corridors to other old-growth stands.
Using this information, treatments
were located and designed to mini-
mize disturbance within key corridor
areas, while focusing treatments adja-
cent to corridors to enhance their
resiliency to future wildfire and
increase the likelihood of maintaining
their function for landscape move-
ment and refugia (Figure 2).   

Landscape assessments also
revealed forest structural habitat con-
ditions that were severely under repre-
sented compared to expected natural
ranges of variability. In particular, early
successional stand initiation condi-
tions and late successional old forest
single-story conditions were identified
as lacking across the East Face land-
scape. The lack of early successional
conditions has resulted in reduced for-
age quality and availability on national
forestlands with an associated
increased (and often unwanted) distri-
bution of big game to adjacent private
agricultural lands. To create forage
habitat, the project integrated patch
openings in lodgepole and moist for-
est treatment prescriptions to provide
for improved distribution of big game
forage while meeting stand-level treat-
ment needs to reduce future wildfire
risk. The early successional forage

patches also provide important habitat
for a variety of pollinator species. 

Lack of old forest single-story con-
ditions forest wide has resulted in
population decline of species depend-
ent on open, old forest conditions (i.e.,
white-headed woodpecker, flammu-
lated owl). Similarly, restoration of old

forest single-story conditions was
emphasized in ecologically appropri-
ate areas, providing an opportunity to
increase representation of a severely
deficient habitat condition while
greatly enhancing stand resilience to
future wildfire.

Given the presence of over 20 miles
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MAP COURTESY OF LAURA NAVARRETE
Figure 2. Landscape and local connectivity corridors integrated with
vegetation and fuels treatments.
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of shared boundary with private lands
and other important values at risk
(four-season recreational area, muni-
cipal watershed, significant forest
management investments), treatments
within stands currently identified as
high-quality wildlife habitat were
unavoidable. As such, stand-level
treatment designs were incorporated
to integrate wildlife needs with wildfire
risk reduction objectives.

Treatment areas identified as
important contributors to landscape
and local-level connectivity corridors
retained overall stand densities in the
upper third of the management zone,
emphasized thinning from below with
variable spacing, and retained higher
levels of down woody debris (12 inch-
es and larger) to meet wildfire risk
reduction objectives while maintain-
ing elements important for movement
of wildlife across the landscape.
Similarly, non-commercial thinning
and fuel treatment areas incorporated
variable spacing, retention of snags
and logs 12 inches and larger, and
retention of up to 10% of the treat-
ment unit in untreated patches
focused around bedding and high
quality cover areas (See Figures 3 and

4). These treatment designs helped
maintain important wildlife habitat
elements while allowing for changes in
stand and fuel conditions to address
wildfire risk reduction objectives.   

While incorporating treatment
designs helps to reduce impacts to
wildlife, reductions in stand densities
and structural complexity associated
with applying landscape scale vegeta-
tion and fuels treatments resulted in
areas of reduced cover and wildlife
security. To help mitigate this, seasonal
road closures were expanded to
reduce motorized disturbance during
fall hunting seasons, maintain areas of
security, and improve distribution of
big game on public lands.  

The scale of restoration necessary
to address resiliency needs of inter-
mountain west forests to wildfire and
other disturbance agents requires

thoughtful consideration of impacts to
wildlife at both the local and land-
scape scale. A singular focus on reduc-
ing wildfire risk is likely to have
unwanted impacts on wildlife and
other resource values. The East Face of
the Elkhorn Mountains project pro-
vides a working example of integrating
landscape- and stand-level treatment
designs and considerations to help
reduce negative impacts to wildlife
while supporting wildfire resiliency
needs of the landscape and associated
communities. ◆

Bill Gamble is district ranger, and Laura
Navarrete is a wildlife biologist, for the
La Grande Ranger District,Wallowa-
Whitman National Forest, in La Grande.
Bill can be reached at 541-962-8582 or
bgamble@fs.fed.us. Laura can be
reached at lmnavarrete@fs.fed.us.

WESTERN FORESTER  ◆ MARCH/APRIL/MAY 2017  13

PHOTOS COURTESY OF MICHAEL JOHNSON
Figure 3. Pre-treatment (left), post thin and pile (center) and four years post treatment (right) photos of non-
commercial thinning and piling treatment showing variable spacing, retention areas, and snag/down log retention.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF MICHAEL JOHNSON
Figure 4. Pre-treatment (left), post mastication thin (center) and three years post treatment (right) photos of
mastication thinning treatment showing variable spacing and snag/down log retention.
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