
24  WESTERN FORESTER  s  OCTOBER/NOVEMBER/DECEMBER 2022

By Tracy Robillard

Editor’s Note: In the April 2017 issue 
of The Forestry Source, the “Alaska Fuel 
Break: WUI Protection, Wildlife Habitat 
Enhancement” article featured the “All 
Hands, All Lands” project to reduce forest 
fuels along the wildland urban interface 
surrounding the Kenai National Wildlife 
Refuge on Alaska’s Kenai Peninsula. This 
article provides an update to that project.

From the early 
1990s through 
2017, state and 

federal agencies 
installed about 15 
miles of fuel break 
that protected the 
southern border 
of Alaska’s Kenai 
National Wildlife Refuge (Refuge) from 
catastrophic wildfire. It wasn’t easy work. 
It demanded years of creatively piecing 
together various funding sources, build-
ing partnerships with public and private 
entities, landscape-level planning, and 
coordinating implementation of on-the-
ground activities.

Now five years later and after two 
more wildfires that swept through the 
landscape in 2017 and 2019, fuels re-
duction work has expanded onto private 
lands owned by Alaska Native entities 
along the north side of the Refuge. 
Partners have now completed 25 miles 
of fuel break and finished planning for 
an additional 10 to 15 miles of fuel break, 
bringing the total defensible perimeter to 
35 to 40 miles.

“The overarching goal is to protect 
homes and communities from wildfire 
risk by creating a defensible perimeter 
around the wildland-urban boundary,” 
said Nathan Lojewski, a forester with 
Chugachmiut and AKSAF member. 
“Creating a defensible perimeter may 
also allow the Refuge to use fire as a tool 
to manage for moose habitat without 
threatening adjacent human devel-
opment.” Chugachmiut is a nonprofit 
Alaska Native organization that provides 
technical assistance to tribal commu-
nities including help with forest man-
agement and implementation of forest 
practices.

Wildfire on the Kenai Peninsula
The Kenai Peninsula has about 60,000 

year-round residents and the majori-
ty of them live within wildland-urban 
interface (WUI) zones. The wildlands are 
managed by the Refuge, the U.S. Forest 
Service Chugach National Forest, Alaska 
Native tribal corporations and entities, 
and land trusts. The Refuge is the largest 
landowner in the area, managing 150 to 
180 miles of WUI along its border. The 
urban lands include towns such as Ster-
ling, Funny River, and larger metropoli-
tan centers such as Soldotna and Kenai. 
The population in the Kenai Peninsula 
Borough is 3.7 people per square mile 
within just over 16,000 square miles. 

The area has seen more instances of 
catastrophic wildfire in recent years. The 
Funny River Fire in 2014 burned 195,000 
acres; the East Fork Fire in 2017 burned 
a couple thousand acres; and the Swan 
Lake Fire in 2019 
burned more 
than 180,000 
acres. Most of the 
fuel these fires 
consumed was 
black spruce, 
which is highly 
flammable. Other 
trees on the land-
scape include 
birch, aspen, 
cottonwood, and 
white spruce. 

“Black spruce 
is our problem 
fuel,” Lojewski 
said. “It’s ex-
tremely, flamma-
ble. Firefighters 
call it gasoline on 
a stick. It’s very 
difficult to con-
trol fire in black 
spruce forest.”

Fortunately, the East Fork and Swan 
Lake Fires didn’t threaten urban areas 
because of recent fuel break treatments 
installed by this partnership. 

“The Swan Lake Fire was able to be 
held north of the highway, and it never 
threatened the community of Sterling,” 
Lojewski said. “The fuel break was a con-
tingency line, if the firefighters couldn’t 

hold it there, they had the fuel break as a 
stopping point. Even though the fire was 
only a few miles away from town, Sterling 
didn’t have to evacuate. It also helped 
that the winds were not pushing west 
toward Sterling.”

Those fires further demonstrated the 
value of fuel breaks. Over the last five 
years, partners have focused on treating 
private lands along the north side of the 
Refuge boundary to protect the commu-
nities of Sterling, Salamatof, and Nikiski. 

“It was always a big piece to the puz-
zle, how are we going to get the Alaska 
Native landowners involved in this 
project?” Lojewski said. “They own lands 
in strategic locations around the fuel 
break. For example there is a powerline 
maintenance road along the perimeter 
of the fuel break that is on Native-owned 
land which would provide access for 
firefighters.”

Lojewski explained that typically 
planners try to avoid building fuel break 
lines with hard corners, because do-
ing so makes it even more difficult for 
firefighters as they may have to fight fire 
on two sides of the corner. It’s much 
more efficient to build fuel breaks with 
straight lines so they can fight fire in one 
direction. So working on private lands 
was critical to achieve as many straight 
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Work on the Sterling Fuel Break is performed by an in-house timber 
crew with Chugachmiut, which offers competitive employment 
opportunities to Alaska Natives and options for year-round 
employment.
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lines in the fuel break 
as possible.

Lengthening the fuel 
break’s protection

In 2016 the Natural 
Resources Conserva-
tion Service (NRCS) 
entered the partner-
ship, which paved 
the way for fuel break 
treatments on pri-
vate land. NRCS is a 
federal agency under 
the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture that 
provides free, voluntary 
technical and financial 
assistance to private 
farmers, ranchers, and 
forest owners to help 
them perform conser-
vation practices, in this 
case a fuel break. 

NRCS worked with 
the Kenai Natives As-
sociation through the 
Environmental Quality 
Incentives Program 
(EQIP) that provided 
financial assistance for 
about five miles of fuel 
break. Additionally, the 
Alaska Division of For-
estry’s Forest Steward-
ship Program provided 
financial support, com-
bined with matching 
dollars from the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, so in 
the end, 100 percent of 
the costs were covered 
to treat the Native-owned lands.

“NRCS was thrilled to join this 
partnership and to help Kenai Natives 
Association (KNA) perform fuels reduc-
tion on private lands,” said Meg Mueller, 
NRCS District Conservationist in Kenai. 
“The goal of this partnership is to install 
a long, liner fuel break along inhabited 
areas in the Central Kenai Peninsula, 
and to do that effectively we must engage 
Alaska Native private landowners along 
the wildland urban interface. KNA has 
been great to work with and they are 
making a difference on the landscape.”

“I was fortunate to visit this project 
in 2020, shortly after joining the NRCS 
Alaska team,” said Chris Tcimpidis, NRCS 
state forester and AKSAF member. “I 

was struck by the difference between the 
dense black spruce that occurred outside 
of the fuel break and the well-spaced, 
pruned trees within the fuel break. With-
out seeing the Kenai Peninsula, it is diffi-
cult to appreciate the essential nature of 
projects like this. But of equal importance 
is the partnerships between communi-
ties, regional corporations, and govern-
ment agencies resulting in the protection 
of communities and natural resources in 
these fire-driven ecosystems. This project 
highlights not just the importance in 
applied sciences to reduce fire risk, but 
the ability of diverse organizations and 
government agencies to successfully pro-
mote wise resource management across 
diverse land ownerships.”

NRCS and the Forest 
Stewardship Program 
also helped fund a 
Conservation Activity 
Plan for the Salmatof 
Native Association, 
and implementation 
dollars for that por-
tion of the fuel break 
came from multiple 
partners including the 
Homer Soil and Water 
Conservation District, 
Chugachmiut, Bureau 
of Indian Affairs, and 
Alaska Division of 
Forestry. 

“Trying to piece 
together the funding 
can be challenging, 
because there are so 
many different sources 
of grant funding and 
different agencies, but 
that is the great thing 
about this partner-
ship,” Lojewski said. 
“We identified which 
agencies had funding 
and figured out how to 
make it work, whether 
that was through agree-
ments, or pass-through 
funds to contract 
public funds on private 
lands, and by leverag-
ing match funding with 
other sources.”

Private landowners 
with the Kenai Natives 
Association, Cook Inlet 
Regional Corporation, 

and Salamatof Native Association are 
now a part of the planning and imple-
mentation.

“The fuel break will mitigate fire risk 
and keep fire out of the populated areas,” 
said Vernon Stanford, president of KNA. 
“Before the work took place, the stands 
were dense, thick and full of dead black 
spruce affected by beetle kill. We are 
happy with the results so far and we are 
glad to be a part of this partnership.”   WF

Tracy Robillard is the public affairs 
specialist for the USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service. She can be reached 
at tracy.robillard@usda.gov or (907) 
761-7749. 
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Through a partnership of public and private entities, partners have now completed 
25 miles of fuel break and finished planning for an additional 10 to 15 miles of fuel 
break, bringing the total defensible perimeter to 35 to 40 miles along the boundary 
of the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge and the neighboring private and public lands.


