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n integral com-
ponent of man-

aging private timber-
lands for timber pro-
duction in western
Oregon is Oregon’s
Complete and
Coordinated Fire
Prevention and
Suppression system
(FP&S). This unique
statutory and
landowner participa-
tion system under-
writes all decision
making, silvicultural
activities, and long-
term investment risk
profile assessments when it comes to
investing or managing timberlands in
“people time” for timber production.
For most private timberland owners,
particularly those with sizable holdings,
it motivates long-term investment and
stewardship, thus helping to ensure
working forests continue to be man-
aged as working forests under sus-
tained yield principles. Healthy, green
and growing forests supply ecosystem
services such as clean water and clean
air while timber harvesting provides
jobs that help maintain the economic
vitality of our rural communities.
Conversely, black and dead forests from
catastrophic fire events represent eco-
nomic, environmental, and social value

loss with little redeeming value in peo-
ple time if left unsalvaged and passively
restored. 

On the westside, there should be no
doubt that our predecessors using this
above rationale and people-time think-
ing justifiably established a network of
Forest Protective Associations (FPAs) in
the early 1900s based on the principles
that fire does not respect property lines
and that an organized and cohesive fire
prevention and suppression approach
protects landowner economic and
social values inherent in the green and
growing forest. In Oregon, FP&S has
evolved over the past century from
these initial FPA organizations financed
solely by private timberland owners to
today’s complete and coordinated sys-
tem administered by the Oregon
Department of Forestry (ODF). Today’s
FP&S protects not only private timber-
lands, including rural residential
landowners, but state and federal
Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
timberlands as well.  

With funding provided by multiple
private, federal, and public assessment
revenue streams, along with significant
in-kind contributions from timberland
owners, there can be no denying the
shared value perspective and commit-
ment of the landowner community to
healthy, green and growing forests ver-
sus black and dead. The system has
been so successful for Oregon that
other states have taken notice as they
try to solve or improve their own needs.
Timberlands that fall under Oregon’s

FP&S, particularly those on the west-
side, represent some of the most pro-
ductive timberlands in the Pacific
Northwest region. The westside private
timberland asset is highly desirable,
and with an internationally recognized
FP&S in place, there is no reason to
believe that this position will change
significantly. Or is there?    

Regarding state-protected lands
(including O&C Lands, see sidebar),
review of the historical record reveals
that drought cycles, extreme fire sea-
sons, and large fire events are all part of
the natural order. Put in perspective,
this current cycle of increased fire activi-
ty over the past three fire seasons, while
not unprecedented, has severely
impacted private timberland owners
and BLM management plans, and has
stress tested Oregon’s FP&S almost to
the breaking point. Above-average fire
costs and acres lost has intensified local
and regional discussions around large
fire prevention, fire suppression fund-
ing, and both pre- and post-fire recov-
ery plans/actions including salvage log-
ging and post-fire restoration activities.  

This reaction is appropriate, and this
year we will see numerous steering
committee and workgroups organized
under ODF charter working hard to
understand and recommend improve-
ments to the now three major compo-
nents of large fire management: policy,
organizational structure, and mitiga-
tion. Understandably these groups have
been organized around a wide range of
agency, landowner, legislative, and
associated interest group stakeholders
with considerable experience and
expertise. The first two components,
policy and organizational structure, are
the traditional due diligence pieces.
Carrying on in the proud tradition that
is Oregon’s FP&S legacy, the current
trustees of the system will no doubt
conclude their work and deliver smart
and focused continuous improvement
recommendations for policy makers to
consider and implement.

The third component, mitigation, on
the other hand, is the newcomer to the
conversation and is worth further dis-
cussion. In the view of most private
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landowners, the idea of mitigation as a
subject area for a workgroup is a direct
result of changing federal policy and
the unintended consequences of those
policies creating significant divergence
in FP&S’s original intent and function.

Simply put, and emphasizing the
O&C lands conundrum, most westside
private timberlands and timber types
adjacent to BLM lands are being man-
aged in people time for economic,
social, and environmental values, and
generally under sustained yield princi-
ples consistent with and in alignment
with FP&S’s intent. Private landowners
now managing primarily second-
growth timber types are mindful of the
fuel loads and fuel types being devel-
oped on their ownership through active
management. Most landowners are
increasingly implementing targeted
and tactical fuels reduction actions
above best practices during both the
harvesting and post-harvest site prepa-
ration phases to reasonably lower both
residual fuel loads and future fire risk
while maintaining long-term soil pro-
ductivity objectives. Utilizing best sci-
ence and investments in seedling and
establishment technologies, most
landowners are managing for lower
density stands that rely less on precom-
mercial density control actions generat-
ing surface fuels. FP&S is built for this

fuel type regime, and landowners, fire
managers, and ODF agree annually on
and budget for an adequate level of
protection to meet the needs of FP&S
and the upcoming fire season.

BLM lands, on the other hand, for
the past 20-plus years since implemen-
tation of the Northwest Forest Plan
(NWFP) in 1994, are no longer actively
managed for sustained yield. The
revised Resource Management Plans
(RMPs) and the land-use allocations of
Late Successional Reserve (LSR),
Connectivity, and Matrix lands associ-
ated with those RMPs has resulted in
the majority of BLM timber types being
managed in “forest time” with a pri-
mary directive of late succession habi-
tat recruitment and development, pas-
sive silvicultural management, and
minimal fuels management. Utilizing
landscape-level principles curiously
applied to square mile (or less) O&C
checkerboard ownership parcels, older
timber types (80-years-old+) are not
being harvested and are generally given
no targeted fuels reduction treatments
to address progressing ladder and sur-

face fuel accumulations associated with
growth and fire suppression. In the cur-
rent 25- to 50-year-old managed stands
(developed during the BLM’s sustained
yield era), significant volumes of fuels
are incrementally generated through
precommercial habitat development
prescriptions in LSR. FP&S is not built
for the prospects of this perpetual
heavy unmitigated fuel type regime
over the long term. The ramifications of
defining and then providing for the
required adequate level of protection to
address this divergence are just now
being reviewed and discussed. 

This divergence threatens to tear
apart Oregon’s FP&S by putting many
acres of private lands adjacent to BLM
lands at risk to large fire loss due to the
difficulty of suppressing fires in unman-
aged heavy fuel types that increasingly
dominate BLM lands. The reality of the
unintended consequences of this fire-
fighting paradox manifests itself when
fire hits the landscape at the wrong
time. Red flag day firestorm events as
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What are O&C Lands?
“O&C lands” is the local term for

the over 5 million acres of combined
federal forestlands intermingled with
private timberland in an alternating
pattern of one square mile sections
in western Oregon.

When looking on an Oregon
ownership map, you will notice the
characteristic “checkerboard” look
associated with the O&C. Search
the words “O&C lands” and read the
fascinating history of how these
lands were originally granted to the
Oregon and California Railroad in
lieu of payment for constructing a
railroad connecting Portland, Ore.,
to Sacramento, Calif., and revested
to the federal government in 1916
after the deal went bad, then revert-
ed to BLM administration for sus-
tained yield forest management
through the O&C Lands Act of 1937.
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April 4-8, 2016

Oregon State University, Corvallis, Oregon
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with Dr. John Bell, 541-758-4939 or johnbell@proaxis.com
and

Dr. Kim Iles, 250-753-8095 or kiles@island.net

More information and to register online:
http://blogs.oregonstate.edu/variableprobability2016/ 

Questions about registration: 541-737-9300 or
conferences@oregonstate.edu
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witnessed in southwest Oregon in 2013
and 2015 are memorable to say the
least and illustrate very well the diver-
gence of fuel types and the outcomes
and challenges encountered suppress-
ing these fires. 

Better minds have already stated
that the overarching goal of creating a
fire resilient landscape through smart
collaborative fuel mitigation reduction
plans do not exist solely spatially or
temporally, but rather mixed into the
socio-political arena. Large fires the
past three wildfire seasons in south-
western Oregon O&C lands have placed
private timberland owners like
Roseburg Forest Products (Roseburg)
reluctantly front and center in this chal-
lenging environmental policy arena
and provides a good case study for
some of the complexities private land
managers, and for that matter the
FP&S, face going forward as we seek to
maintain and increase fire resiliency in
the green and growing forest while
reducing risk of fire loss exposure to
adjacent black and dead forests. 

The new reality

The post-fire reality and lessons
learned by Roseburg is that with over
17,000 acres of large fire loss exposure
in adjacency to BLM lands, over $30
million dollars in lost timberland
appraised market value, and the bur-
den of $6-7 million in unscheduled
capital costs required just to protect
and restore our lost asset and to get the
land back into production, our risk pro-
file is more exposed than ever before.
The overall consensus from fire man-
agers visiting the sites post fire has
been that there is too much dead
standing and dead downed large fuel
on BLM lands, and if not removed, the
likelihood of another large fire occur-
ring is significantly increased.
Moreover, the assessment from a fire-
fighter safety perspective that future
large fires will see limited ground attack

tactics due to snag density is sobering. 
What Roseburg has learned is that

the least desirable process to effectively
advocate for active management and
fire resiliency in the O&C is reactively
after a large catastrophic fire involving
BLM lands. The socio-political arena is
brutal and the NEPA process is frustrat-
ing. Reasonable and compelling input
was presented by Roseburg, other
landowners, industry and community
groups, and protective associations
encouraging BLM to recognize and col-
laborate on reasonable restoration
plans in LSR that include fuel mitiga-
tion. However, the final plan directives
as executed through NEPA influenced
by interagency consultation and inter-
nal litigation risk management assess-
ment have to be characterized, in our
opinion, as passive and divergent from
historic FP&S goals and objectives.
While fire prevention, suppression, risk
of future large fire, potential firefighter
safety issues, and most shockingly,
adjacent landowners concerns, are
viewed by the agency as reasonable
concerns, the final conclusion is federal
goals trump all and passive restoration
plans after large fire is the acceptable if
not preferable management pathways
in LSR, Connectivity, and significant
portions of Matrix land-use allocations.

The proactive pursuit of increased
fire resiliency in the O&C as currently
structured will be an uphill battle. One
might anticipate the mitigation work-
group will realize existing federal policy
is likely to remain in place in the short
term, quickly grasp that landscape-level
actions don’t fit mixed non-topographi-
cal ownership arrays under divergent
objectives, and acknowledge the pri-
mary large fire drivers on the westside
(heavy surface fuels and the significant
merchantable sized in-growth and
understory ladder components of BLM
old wood timber types). 

One reasonable recommendation is

to advocate for deploying an open and
robust mix of active management tools
including the combination of physical
removal (yes, by salvage logging and
mechanical treatments) followed by tar-
geted and collaborative cross ownership
basin-level broadcast/pile burning
designs using logical topographical con-
trol points. Private landowners would
rally behind this concept, but unfortu-
nately, it will take a fair amount of work
to get the left side of the political and
environmental community on board. 

Leveraging the Roseburg experience
as a guide, it’s clear that the evolving
FP&S needs to push hard for imple-
mentation of this collaborative pre-cat-
astrophic fire fuels management and
mitigation program framework with
projects tailored to the realities of the
O&C. The key point of emphasis specif-
ic to the O&C lands from a practition-
er’s point of view is that the emerging
one-size-fits-all concepts being advo-
cated by some are concerning. The
ideas of applying prescribed fire and
only prescribed fire to federal parcels
due to its preferable ecosystem func-
tionality and lower risk of litigation is
completely non implementable in the
O&C. Developing large unilateral land-
scape-level broadcast burn plans for
federal parcels leveraging opportunistic
weather patterns might work well on
the Deschutes National Forest as an
example, but has no applicability in the
checkerboard ownership pattern that is
the O&C.

Westside private landowners in the
O&C will continue to implement the
fuels management programs and proj-
ects we can control on our lands,
actively participate in FP&S, engage in
continuous improvement processes,
and look forward to a day of increased
discretionary collaboration with the
BLM implementing smart fuels reduc-
tion programs and projects across the
landscape. ◆

Phil Adams is the Land and Timber
Manager for Roseburg Forest Products
in Roseburg, Ore. He can be reached at
541-430-8602 or PhilA@rfpco.com.
Mark Wall is the Forestry Manager for
Roseburg Forest Products. He can be
reached at 541-430-8659 or MarkW@
rfpco.com.
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