
BY CARRIE HUGO

s a
forest

manager in
the western
United
States, you
know that
wildfires
have been
increasing
in frequen-
cy and
duration.
Since the
mid-1980s,
wildfires in the United States are occur-
ring nearly four times more often,
burning more than six times the land
area, and lasting almost five times as
long. In 2016, wildfires burned 5.5 mil-
lion acres of land in the United States.
In 2015 that number was almost dou-
ble at over 10 million acres. Decades of
fire suppression, forest insect and dis-
ease outbreaks, introduction of exotic
plants, and climate change are among
the many reasons wildfire effects on
the landscape are more significant in

geographic scale and in their ecological
impacts than in the past.  

Understandably, local, state, federal,
tribal, and private landowners are

investing more time, effort, and fund-
ing than ever in the effort to reduce
hazardous fuels in the wildland-urban
interface (WUI). Hazardous fuels
reductions are being implemented on
hundreds of thousands of acres of
wildland each year to reduce the loss of
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PHOTO COURTESY OF BLM
A ponderosa pine forest with encroachment of Douglas-fir and grand fir in
the understory. Understory trees serve as fuel ladders into the upper
canopy, which could result in the loss of many large-diameter old ponderosa
pine trees that are coveted by species like the flammulated owl and the
calliope hummingbird.
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Carrie Hugo holds a
sharp-shinned hawk
she banded at a
research site near
Lucky Peak in Idaho.
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human life, property, costs of fire sup-
pression to state and federal govern-
ments, and to protect valuable timber
resources and sensitive ecological and
cultural sites.  

Reducing fuels in the WUI is neces-
sary to accomplish the goals listed
above. However, the impacts of fuels
reduction activities on wildlife some-
times get lost in the urgency to make
landscapes and communities resilient
to fire as quickly as possible. This arti-
cle discusses a few of the impacts to
wildlife, both positive and negative,
from fuels reduction projects and pro-
vides some considerations for planning
and implementing these projects.

Typically, fuels projects work to
bring a forest stand closer to its historic
condition prior to the anthropogenic
changes that have occurred over the
last century. Most commonly, this is a
good thing for wildlife because the
result is restoring a habitat for wildlife
that has been disappearing across the
western landscape. 

For example, removal of shade-
tolerant trees that have encroached on
or replaced fire-resistant species (like
ponderosa pine) benefits wildlife
species that have evolved to thrive in
those ecosystem conditions. Whether
intended or not, these projects result in
the restoration and protection of
white-headed woodpecker habitat.

This gregarious woodpecker depends
on the availability of large-diameter
ponderosa pines for cavities to nest in
and for food sources (pine seeds).
Removal of shade-tolerant species in
ponderosa pine forests not only allows
ponderosa pine to grow larger faster, it
makes them less susceptible to disease
and fire. In this scenario, the project is
a net benefit to this declining species.

On the other hand, removal of hun-
dreds of thousands of acres of pinyon
pine in the Great Basin to protect and
restore sage grouse and their habitats
has a very different impact on pinyon
jay, a bird species that relies on pinyon
trees and is dramatically declining in
portions of its range.

In north Idaho, the BLM imple-
ments fuels projects every year, some-
times integrated with commercial tim-
ber sales, and sometimes as stand-
alone projects. In all instances, the
impacts of these projects on wildlife
and habitat are considered and bal-
anced with the need to protect our
communities from the dangers and
losses that wildfire bring.

The removal of small-diameter
trees, dead and dying trees, and shrubs
are the typical prescriptions for fuels
projects on lands in the WUI of north
Idaho. These fuels are reduced by
slashing and piling, prescribed burn-
ing, or sometimes both. The two most
effective methods to reduce impacts to
wildlife and their habitats during
implementation of these projects
include: 1) limit vegetation removal
from early spring to midsummer; and
2) consider whether shrub removal is
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The white-headed woodpecker is a
Species of Concern that benefits
from fuels reduction projects.
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absolutely necessary for achieving
project objectives.   

The nesting season for migratory
birds in the western United States can
occur any time between March and
August, depending on elevation and
latitude. Depending on the size of the
project, implementation during the
peak of bird nesting can cause the fail-
ure of tens to hundreds, or even thou-
sands of bird nests. If you consider that
each nest could fledge an average of 3
birds, the potential impact of shrub
removal during the nesting season on
local bird populations is significant.
Waiting to remove vegetation until
after most birds have completed at
least one nest attempt can ensure that
adult birds contribute their offspring to
local and range-wide population for
that species. 

The early spring and summer
months are also important to big game
species that are trying to rebound from
harsh winters by taking advantage of
spring green up. Fawning and calving
season for deer and elk also occur this
time of year. Countless animals could
benefit from avoiding vegetation
removal between spring (March/April)
and mid- to late-summer (July/August).

Often, shrub habitat is removed

during implementation of fuels proj-
ects. But shrub habitat can be under-
valued when one considers its contri-
bution to healthy wildlife populations
as it typically supports higher densities
of breeding birds than other habitat
types. Shrubs are also an important
forage resource for moose, elk, and
deer that can mean the difference
between life and death for these ungu-
lates during winter. Significantly reduc-
ing shrubs can have a dramatic nega-
tive impact on wildlife and habitat,
especially if the timing is bad. However,
slashing or burning a decadent shrub
community can stimulate growth and
increase nutritive value, improving
habitat for some species in the long
run. When planning a fuels project,
partner with a wildlife biologist to help
determine whether leaving shrub habi-
tat or stimulating the shrub communi-
ty through treatment is best for wildlife
in the project area.  

In addition, ask yourself these ques-
tions before including shrub removal
in your project plan:

• Are shrubs really functioning as
fuel continuity or ladders to the upper
canopy of the trees in the project area?
If not, consider leaving the shrubs on
all or portions of your site.

• Do you intend to come back into
the site and treat shrubs every five
years or so? If not, is your project likely
to accomplish the goal intended in
terms of reducing the spread or severi-
ty of wildfire?

• Are there portions of your project
area where shrubs could be left
untreated? Creating a mosaic of differ-
ent habitats on a project site often
results in the highest wildlife diversity.

• Would treatment of shrubs,
through slashing or burning, provide a
greater benefit to wildlife because the
current shrub community is decadent
and not very productive?  

• Can the shrubs in your project area
be removed in late summer or fall,
which would result in the lowest impact
on wildlife during implementation?

Fuels projects are increasingly nec-
essary in the western United States,
especially in the wildland-urban inter-
face. Good planning and thoughtful
consideration of project impacts on
wildlife not only reduces the danger of
wildfire to our communities, but
improves habitat conditions for the
wildlife species that live in the WUI.
Asking yourself how your project may
negatively impact wildlife and then
looking for ways to reduce those
impacts through small modifications
can result in huge dividends for all
kinds of animals and the people who
value them in the western United
States.  ◆

Carrie Hugo is a wildlife biologist with
the Bureau of Land Management in
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho. She can be
reached at 208-769-5048 or chugo@
blm.gov.
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Small trees and shrubs provide important nesting habitat for many bird species.
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