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Three key story angles to watch in the 2009 fire season

Contact:

Christopher Lancette, TWS communications director

(202) 429-2692; chris_lancette@tws.org
While there will be no shortage of opportunities to convey compelling, educational stories about the next fire season, we highlight a few particular ideas here that relate to fires that do not threaten people or property.
1. The fire season is getting longer each year.

Global warming, drought and other factors are increasing the length of the fire season. Fires are starting earlier in the year and burning later. TWS scientists can explain what’s going on and what that means for the years ahead.

2. The Forest Service is unprepared to deal fire seasons that are getting longer and more costly. 
The primary agency responsible for dealing with wildfires faces two problems needing the quickest policy fixes: issues relating to costs and to management.

· Costs:  The cost of wildfire suppression has skyrocketed in recent years and the budget for suppressing them is chronically under-funded. The Federal Land Assistance, Management and Enhancement (FLAME) Act, a bill passed by the House in March that’s currently working its way through the Senate, could help address this problem by creating a separate fund for suppressing large-scale wildfires. It would also limit the annual need for the Forest Service to “rob Peter to pay Paul” – transferring money out of other vital programs and services in order to fund fire suppression. The FLAME Act has an excellence chance of becoming law this year.
· Management: The Forest Service should make greater use of two management options that would help protect people and property, restore ecosystems, and save taxpayer dollars.

A. The Forest Service should allow more wildfires that don’t threaten people or property to play their natural role of restoring ecosystems. Increasing numbers of agency staff and government officials now recognize that it’s not necessary to suppress every wildfire. Nature uses fire to transform dead and dying material into nutrients,  control insect populations, and provide living conditions for wildlife. Burned trees provide critical habitat for many animals -- and the slow decay of burned trees provides nutrients essential to rejuvenating growth.
B. The Forest Service should increase the numbers of acres on which it performs “controlled burns”. Controlled burns are fires ignited by teams of fire scientists and firefighters in a designated area so that they can accomplish a number of important goals. They include reducing the risk to residents and firefighters from larger fires that would naturally occur there later and restoring local ecosystems. A pilot project taking place in California right now on the Mendocino National Forest is making a great case for more controlled burns.
3. The public is gaining a better understanding of the natural role wildfires play in the landscape, and journalists are starting to veer away from sensationalistic coverage of them.
A recent poll showed that three-fourths people agree that “some fires in natural areas are beneficial” while two-thirds understand that “putting out all fires in natural areas can create conditions that will make later fires burn faster, hotter and more out of control.” People are also becoming more aware that it is a myth to suggest that wildfires increase global warming. The truth is that wildfires is at worst carbon neutral – they simply release carbon that has been recycling in and out of the atmosphere for eons. Media coverage is picking up on the trend, too, presenting more balanced stories about the array of benefits generated by wildfires that don’t threaten people and property. 
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