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The fire-prone forests of the western U.S. 
face a host of pressures including develop-
ment, drought, and insects. Determining the 
best approach to reducing fire hazard while 
also maintaining water quality and wildlife 
habitat, as well as incorporating the public 
that lives amidst these forests into manage-
ment decisions, is no small task. 

The Sierra Nevada Adaptive Management 
Project (SNAMP) – being carried out by a 
consortium made up of U.C. researchers, the 
U.S. Forest Service, the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service, and the California Resources 
Agency – will address these challenges in 
an effort planned to span seven years and 
thousands of hectares of California’s Sierra 
Nevada forest system. After almost two years 
of planning and negotiation, these groups 
have agreed to a cooperative plan to develop 
and implement an adaptive management and 
monitoring program that is consistent with 
the Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment 
(see sidebar).

The SNAMP fire and forest health team 
– one several teams that also include wild-
life, water, and public participation – have 
begun their first summer of field work. John 
Battles, director of the Center for Forestry 
and faculty in the Department of Environ-
mental Science, Policy, and Management 
(ESPM), and Scott Stephens, co-director of 
the Center for Fire Research and Outreach 
and ESPM faculty, are leading the team. 

The primary goal of the fire and forest 
health team is to test the application of Stra-
tegically Placed Area Treatments (SPLATs) 
as an approach to landscape-level fire hazard 
reduction. The SPLATS method is based on 
the idea that the rate of spread and intensity 
of a fire can be minimized by reducing fuels 
in a series of patches across a landscape 
– rather than having to reduce fuels across 
the entire landscape. 

The SPLATs approach has already has 
some success; in a project led by John Battles 

at the Sagehen Creek Basin in the Tahoe Na-
tional Forest, researchers collected field data 
on fire-related vegetation and fuel attributes 
and used that data to model fire behavior as 
well as to evaluate how different landscape 
treatments might slow fire spread and reduce 
fire intensity. Preliminary results have shown 
that when as little as 30% of a given area is 
treated using the SPLATs approach, fire risk 
can be decreased for the entire area. How-
ever, it is not yet known how the SPLATs 
approach impacts wildlife or water quality. 
The SNAMP effort will examine both of these 
important variables, as well as how best to 
incorporate public participation into the 
management process.

Gary Roller, the research forester that 
managed the Sagehen project, is now lead-
ing a field crew of six undergraduates and 

recently graduated 
students to collect data 
in the two SNAMP sites 
– one in the southern 
Sierra Nevada near 
Oakhurst on the Sierra 
National Forest, the 
other near Foresthill 
on the Tahoe National 
Forest. Data are being 
collected in 1/20 hectare 
permanent plots (per 
study area) set in a 
500-meter grid pattern 
across the landscape. 
Crews are collecting 
information on forest 
structure and composi-
tion, as well as shrubs 

and fuels. The first two years of the project 
(2007 and 2008) are focused on collecting 
pre-treatment data, with treatments – in-
cluding thinning and some burning – begin-
ning in 2009.

As an example of how the multiple 
SNAMP teams will collaborate, the fire and 
forest health team has also completed a 
more extensive fire history and age structure 
survey – coring every tree and completing 
fire scar analysis – within two subwatersheds 
of the Oakhurst study area. These same sub-
watersheds will be monitored by the water 
quality team to better understand how fuel 
treatments impact water quality. 

Brandon Collins, a post-doctoral re-
searcher working with Scott Stephens on the 
project, notes that this effort is particularly 
significant because of the spatial scale. For 
example, study areas for previous research 
focused on understanding the impacts of 
fuel treatments were generally in the 10’s of 
hectares, while SNAMP will cover an area of 
thousands of hectares. 

Researchers hope that this focus on 
reducing fire hazard across the landscape, as 
well as the emphasis on an adaptive manage-
ment approach that integrates important 
ecosystem variables and public participation, 
will provide resource agencies with an ef-
fective means for addressing large scale for-
est/fire management throughout the Sierra 
Nevada. -- Faith Kearns

View of a southern Sierra subwatershed where intensive fuels, vegetation, 
and water quality data are being collected.
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Brandon Collins holding a large steel cable that 
was left after intensive logging in the Oakhurst 
study area in the early 1900’s.

Sierra Nevada Forest Plan Amendment 

Every unit of the national forest system in the 
U.S. is required to maintain management plans 
with the Secretary of the Department of Agri-
culture. These plans are on a 15-year revision 
cycle – meaning that they must be revised at 
minimum every 15 years, or sooner if forest 
conditions have changed dramatically. The re-
vised plan for the Sierra Nevada forest region 
was released in 2001. The plan cited concerns 
about how potential forest management activi-
ties impact wildlife, and called for controlled fires 
and understory thinning of smaller-diameter 
trees focused in urban wildland intermix zones. 

The fire portion of the plan was particularly 
controversial and led to a 2004 amendment 
that calls for an “an integrated vegetation man-
agement strategy with the primary objective 
of protecting communities and modifying land-
scape-scale fire behavior to reduce the size and 
severity of wildfires.” The amendment also re-
quires that forest managers use thinning, salvage, 
and prescribed and natural fires to make forests 
less susceptible to severe wildfires. While goals 
previously established for the conservation of 
old-forest ecosystems and associated species 
were retained, the 2004 amendment also in-
cluded the objectives of reducing stand den-
sity and regenerating shade-intolerant species.



Updates

Western States Cooperative Extension Meeting

Cooperative Extension personnel 
involved in wildfire and wildland-urban 
interface issues across the West met in 
San Diego July 5 -7 for a workshop or-
ganized by the University of California 
Cooperative Extension Fire Workgroup 
and San Diego County’s Cooperative 
Extension office. Over 20 representa-
tives from Arizona, California, Utah, 
and Nevada attended the meeting, and 
representatives from Idaho, Oregon, 
and Washington contributed reports 
and presentations. 

The meeting kicked off with a structure vulnerability training session (photo above) and 
was followed by two days of sharing through presentations on topics ranging from edu-
cation and outreach efforts to mapping hazardous fuels. Several presenters also shared 
information about a wide variety of freely available web-based tools. The meeting has led to 
an online forum for sharing research and outreach tools and an increased focus on collab-
orative efforts across the western Cooperative Extension network.

California Fire Hazard Severity Zone Mapping

Fire center staff collaborated with the California Department of Forestry and Fire Pro-
tection’s (CALFire) Forest Resources Assessment Program to complete an update of the 
statewide Fire Hazard Severity Zone maps. These maps will guide the implementation of 
wildland-urban interface building codes in California (see related article on left). For more 
information on the Fire Hazard Severity Zone maps, please see the CALFire website at: 
http://www.fire.ca.gov/wildland.php.

Global Fire Partnership Post-doctoral Researcher Joins Center 

The Global Fire Partnership is a collaboration between the Center, The Nature Conser-
vancy, the World Conservation Union, and the World Wildlife Fund. The objective of the 
partnership is to complete a global assessment of native fire regimes that can be used in 
decision-making related to biodiversity conservation. 

As part of an agreement with The Nature Conservancy, Meg Krawchuk has recently joined 
us as a post-doctoral researcher to describe the “abiogeography” of fire at national and 
global scales. Meg completed her graduate research at the University of Alberta (Canada) 
focusing on the biophysical regulation of lightning fire in the mixedwood boreal forests of 
Canada in the context of forest management and climate change. Meg is a research general-
ist and her interests cover a wide range of topics including: functional elements responsible 
for broad-scale ecological patterns, disturbance ecology, impacts of landscape change on 
component species, statistical analysis of hierarchical data, scale variance and invariance 
in ecology. Most of these interests stem from previous research on a variety of taxa and 
systems in Alberta, Ontario, Nova Scotia, Newfoundland, West Virginia, and Belize.

About the Center

The Center for Fire Research and Outreach was established in late 2005 by the College of Natural Re-
sources at the University of California, Berkeley. The Center is co-directed by Max Moritz and Scott 
Stephens, both are faculty in the Department of Environmental Science, Policy, and Management. 
The primary mission of the Center for Fire Research and Outreach is to develop and disseminate sci-
ence-based solutions to wildfire-related challenges.

Drawing on the expertise of Center faculty and researchers, our goals are to:

* Facilitate collaboration on innovative solutions to wildfire challenges;
* Support education and training efforts focused on interdisciplinary approaches to wildfire research 
and management; and
* Cooperate with stakeholders to fill their need for information and resources before, during, and 
after wildfires.

New California 
Wildland-Urban Interface 

Building Code Training

A wide range of efforts to reduce fire haz-
ards throughout California are underway. 
These efforts include reducing hazardous 
fuels in wildland areas and educating hom-
eowners about wildfire risks. In addition, 
California has recently enacted building 
regulations aimed at reducing fire risk for 
new buildings located in the wildland-ur-
ban interface (WUI). 

A new chapter of the California Build-
ing Code – Materials and Construction 
Methods for Exterior Wildfire Exposure 
(Chapter 7A) – was approved by the Build-
ing Standards Commission in September 
2005. The code establishes minimum stan-
dards for the protection of life and prop-
erty by increasing the ability of a building 
to resist flames and burning embers gener-
ated by wildfires. 

Steve Quarles, U.C. Cooperative Extension 
and Center for Fire Research and Outreach 
affiliate based at the Richmond Field Sta-
tion, is working with the Office of the State 
Fire Marshal to develop and coordinate 
classes that give users – building and fire 
officials, materials manufacturer, contrac-
tors, architects, and engineers – working 
knowledge of the new code. The classes 
provide information on updated statewide 
Fire Hazard Severity Zones maps being 
used to determine where the code will ap-
ply, as well as testing requirements and ac-
ceptance criteria for building materials. 

In addition, information is provided on 
the State Fire Marshal Building Materi-
als Listing program. The listing program 
provides a procedure for testing, label-
ing, and listing products that comply for 
use. Other topic areas covered include 
how buildings are exposed to wildfire, fire 
resistant roof coverings and assemblies, 
gutters, vents, eaves, windows, decking, 
and doors, and related testing procedures.

-- Steve Quarles and Faith Kearns  

For More Information

For more information about the 
Center co-directors, affiliated 
faculty and researchers, staff, 
collaborators, resources, and 

projects, please visit us on 
the web at:

http://firecenter.berkeley.edu

Email: firecenter@nature.berkeley.edu
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