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After theBurn:

Assessing and M anaging Your Forestland After a Wildfire
Yvonne Carree Barkley

It wasthe summer the sky turned black. 1n 2000,
79,880 wildfiresburned 6.9 million acresthroughout
theWest. Inldaho aone, 1,541 wildfiresburned 1.2
million acres. Whether inthedirect path of flamesor
weeks spent under smoky skies, thousands of people
wereaffected by thissummer of fire. And once most
of thefireswere contained anew challengeemerged —
dealing withwhat isleft after the burn.

Onpubliclands, forestsand rangel ands actua ly begin
healing beforemost of mgjor firesare controlled.
Teamsof specidistsin hydrology, geology, soils, range
management, botany, engineering, archaeol ogy, and
forestry assessthe damage done by thefireand
determine how to prevent one natural disaster being
followed by another. But what should privateforest-
land ownersbelooking for? How do you assess
wildfire damageto your forest and planfor thefuture
management of your land?

Assessment. At first it looksso black. If thewildfire
wassevereit lookslikethe moon. Someof thetrees
have bark that lookslike burnt marshmallows, others
foliagethat didn’t actually burn, but wereflashfried
brown and crisp. Shrubs aretwisted scorched sticks
and grasshasbeen vaporized. Thenit beginstorain.

Soil erosionisprobably most landowner’ sfirst con-
cernafter awildfire. A burned mountainsdea most
void of vegetation cannot hold back or absorb water.
Gully andrill erosion may become common. If the
soilshave become hydrophaobic (water repellant),
even lesswater isabsorbed. Intheworst case sce-
nario, water mixeswith ash and topsoil causingwhole
hillsdestoturntoliquid and flow downhill.

Forest soilsare affected in other waysby wildfire. Fire
affectsphysica soil propertiesprimarily by destroying

organic matter, whichisessentia for maintaining soil
structure. Burning organic matter reducesbulk density
and porosity, which resultsin decreased infiltration and
increasesin runoff and erosion. The magnitude of the
changein physica soil propertiesresultingfroma
wildfiredependslargely onthe soil type, severity of
thefire, theamount of vegetation destroyed, the
degree at which theareaburned, and theintervals
betweenfires. Thelossof organic matter aso affects
chemica and biologicd processesinthesoil. Nutrition
can begrestly affected, ascan soil pH and thetypes
and amountsof microfloraand fauna, such asmycor-
rhizae, bacteria, fungi, and even earthwormsand other
larger organisms.

What should you look for? Start by making avisua
survey of thesoil. Istheretill duff ontheground?
How far doesthe blackened, sooty layer on thetop of
thesoil extend into the soil profile? Note areasthat are
differently colored thanthesurrounding areas. There
will often be an areaof white ash around the base of
badly burned trees, wheretemperatureswere higher.
Inhigh-intengity fireconditionsyou will oftensee“log
ghosts’ —animprinted tan areaon theforest floor
whereafallentreeusedto be. Theseareaso areas
that have burned at higher temperaturesand may need
gpecid attention. Collect soil samplesfrommultiple
areasand havethem tested separately. Thiswill give
you valuableinformation on theamount and type of
avallablenutrientsand organic matter.

A wildfire saffects on the vegetative component of the
forestismoredramatic andisusualy what grabsat the
heartsof landowners. It will beredly black. But just
becauseit’sblack doesn’t meanit’'sdead. Look very
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closely at that blacked ground - isthat grassstarting
to sprout? Arethosetreesreally dead? What about
the shrubs? Most native grassesand shrubswill
resprout from root systemsthat were not damaged by
wildfire. Othersproduce huge quantities of seed that
actualy need fireto germinate. In areasthat burned
hot, seed will drift or blow inonthewind, becarried
inby smal mammalsand birds, and be deposited by
overland flowsof water. Even gravity will doit’spart
asconesroll downhill, scattering seed asthey go.

Thereareafew waysto help you determine how
many of your treesaretruly dead and which onesjust
don’t look so good. Have alook at the crown, how
much of itisstill green?If at least 50% of the crown
still hasgreenfoliagethereisagood chanceit will
survive. You can check and seeif thecambium layer is
dill alive. Thecambiumisthelivinglayer of thetree
directly under the surface of thebark. Removea
portion of thebark in several placesaround the
diameter of thetree. The cambium sound be almost
white, dightly sticky to dippery, and moist. Aslong as
thereissufficient cambiumintact fromtheroot system
to the crown, moistureand nutrientscan cycleand
mantanlife

Another thing to look at arethebuds. Seeif they are
pliable and have any green under the bud scales. Not
all budsthat havethese sgnswill actualy sprout, but if
you have agood portion you will probably have new
needlesor leaves come spring. For shrubsand smaller
deciduoustreesyou can scratch the bark back close
tothesoil line. If itisgreenish-whiteand moist the
plantisstill dive, if itisbrownthetopisdead, but
many deciduous specieswill resprout fromasurviving
root system.

Planning. After you have madeavisua inventory and
reviewed theresultsfrom your soil tests, it'stimeto do
your homework and plan for thefuture. Youwill need
tomakeindividual decisionsabout anumber of things.

» Will your forestland be susceptibleto erosion
andflooding?If so, how canyou minimizethe
affectsof these natural events? What rehabilita-
tion methodswould you bewilling to spend the
timeand money on?

* Will you want to seed grass? What kinds?

» Do you want to do somereforestation?Isthere
sufficient seed sourceavailable of the species
you desirefor natural regeneration?If not, what
speciesdo you want to plant and at what
stocking levels?

* What about the understory? Do you want to
wait and see what comes back or do you want
toplant herea so?

» What about noxiousweeds?If thereisaclose
seed sourceweedswill happily colonizeyour
newly vacated acres.

» What about wildlife?Many wildlife specieshave
lost food and shelter and will belooking for both
onunburned landsthiswinter.

» Salvagelogging —most peoplewho have experi-
enced awildfirewill probably want to remove
thedead treesand try and gain at least some
monetary return. Whowill dotheinventory,
mark thetrees, log them, and deliver them?
Moreimportantly, whowill buy thetreesfrom
you?

* Insect and disease problems. If youdon't
removethe damaged, stressed trees, what insect
or disease problemswill they attract?

» What if you choseto do nothing at al? Remem-
ber, inactionisa so management decisonand
can have both positiveand negativeresults.

Idahoispart of alargeareaof thewest withfire-
based ecosystems. Fire hasbeen aprimary factor in
shaping the plant, animal, and soil characteristicsof the
northern Rocky Mountainsfor centuriesand will
continueto be. Fromthe 5-15 year firecyclesof the
ponderosapineforestsof Idaho to the 200 year
stand-replacing cyclesof thelodgepole pineforests of
Yellowstone country, western ecosystemshave
adapted to natural periodic wildfireevents. Thenew
element isus- our homes, our livelihoods, and our
dreams. After the burn can beviewed astheend of a
favorite book, or the beginning of anew chapter inthe
lifeof your forestland.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 12,
No. 2.

About the Author: Yvonne Carree Barkley isan Extension
Associate - Forestry at the University of Idaho.

The University of Idaho provides equal opportunity in education and employment on the basis of race, color, religion, national origin, gender,
age, disability, or status as a Vietnam-era veteran, as required by state and federal laws.



