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From the Chair 
 
What a fire season we had in 2017! Over a million acres burned, never ending smoke, houses lost and 
evacuations. You had to ask yourself, would this ever end? From a personal perspective in the Libby area we 
were evacuated for three days, which brings the subject of fire much closer to home in more than one way. 
As the Lincoln County Forester responsible for wildfire preparedness I felt totally inadequate in the face of 
our four major county fires that burned over 100,000 acres. 
 
I was particularly upset by the loss of multiple structures in the Caribou Fire near Eureka. We have worked 
for years in trying to develop a firewise community in this area and folks for one reason or another have not 
been much interested in the fuel reduction grants that were available. However, some folks could make the 
legitimate point that it might not have made that much difference anyway considering the extreme fire 
behavior. You will find out more about this fire when you read Jason Parke’s article on what happened to the 
West Kootenai Wildlife Management Area. However, I will continue to work diligently to get our residents 
to do all they can to reduce the potential for a debilitating wildfire affecting their home and property. 
Remember, there are no guarantees that you won’t still lose your house and property, but you can sure 
improve your odds. On a positive note I think we are gradually changing the mind set of our residents who 
live in the Wildland Urban Interface both in Lincoln County and the state. 
 
This journal edition focuses on the 2017 fire season. We hope that you will find our articles interesting and 
educational. 
 
On another note, we are looking for a volunteer to help us maintain our web site. We have a web manager so 
what we would like to have is someone who can collect relevant news articles and other educational 
materials of interest to our forest landowners. As an all volunteer organization your help can make a 
difference. Please contact me at 406-293-2847. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Ed Levert, Chair 
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One Foot in the Black  

By: Ed Levert 
 
Having served my time on the fireline, I thought I might make a few observations 
on the fire season of 2017. Montana had an unparalleled fire season with over one 
million acres burned. Back in the 60’s we would figure on a bad fire season every 
5 years or so, but not anymore. Besides, our bad fire seasons back in the old days 
had big fires that were more like 300 acres and this year’s four fires in Lincoln 
County averaged more like 15,000 acres. So, why so big? Climate change no 
doubt is probably the biggie with an increase in fuels second. Now fire seasons are 
starting sooner and lasting much longer than in the 60’s. Regardless of what’s 
causing this dry period, it is happening and it has made fire suppression that much 
more difficult. 
 

However, other reasons for larger fires are also evident. As an operations 
section chief on a Type 2 team in the 90’s we always adhered to the policy of 
keeping one foot in the black. In other words you flanked the fire with a fire line, 
tied to a safe anchor point that was as close as possible to the fire itself. Firelines 
were built so you didn’t have any irregular bends or turns and you burned those 
unburned areas out as soon as possible. When you had a fire where it simply 
wasn’t practical to build a direct line you would look for an anchor point such as 
an existing road. From there you could do a “ burn out”. If you were trying to stop 
an oncoming fire a “back burn” might be in order, but those were rarely used and 
could be very risky. 
 

Today’s fire fighting tactics appear to use more indirect line construction 
with more large “burn outs”. Why should this be a concern? First of all, if large 
areas are being burned that could have been saved, valuable resources such as 
timber, wildlife and other values may be lost. What if you are a private landowner 
and that “burn out” took place on your land? Before I get you all worked up, there 
are good reasons why these tactics might take place such as safety, lack of 
available personnel and extreme fire behavior. These are all legitimate concerns, 
but according to some firefighters I have talked to, including one incident 
commander, indirect line construction and large “burn out” operations are 
becoming more the norm. The decision to do major “ burn out” operations is not 
just a decision of the fire team, but the forest managers as well. 
 

According to Dr Peter Kolb, MSU Extension Forestry, “I would suggest that 
many forest landowners have conducted significant fuel hazard work across their 
lands over the past two decades. This has resulted in the common use of these lands in 
the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) to build effective fire lines and to start burnout 
operations. For the forest landowner this results in a double “taking”. First they have 
incurred the expense and work of thinning their forest and conducting fuel hazard 
work, and second they are rewarded for their effort by having their forest damaged or 
in many cases destroyed by the backburn operations, for which they are now also left 
with the expense of recovery and restoration work.” 
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Safety concerns are often, in my estimation, used to eliminate any risk such as the possibility of snags 

or rocks injuring fire fighters. Safety concerns have basically already stopped all night operations and night 
operations are when you have the cooler temperatures and higher humidities, which are much more conducive 
to successful fire suppression. We take a risk every time we cross a street and fire fighting is no different. You 
weigh the possibilities of a hazard and respond accordingly, based on the best information and experience 
available. Sure, humans make mistakes, but that should not be used as an excuse to not do direct line 
construction or night operations. According to long time air operations section chief and fire safety expert 
Barry Hicks, safety is defined in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary as “Free from harm or risk”. The 
interagency standards’ definition of safety is “A measure of the degree of freedom from risk or conditions that 
can cause death, physical harm, or equipment or property damage”. So what is acceptable risk and how do you 
measure that risk? If a team’s definition of risk is based on generalities such as too steep or limited visibility 
rather than actually a quantitative well thought out decision process, why take the risk? Hicks goes on to 
summarize the situation as “if it costs you nothing to back off and do the large burn out, why not?”. 
 
So what should you expect as a landowner if a “back burn” or a “burn out” is being considered on your 
property? You should expect, if time and risk allows, that you will be contacted by fire personnel and a 
satisfactory explanation given as to the need. If time and risk does not allow someone to contact you 
beforehand, than you re probably going to be a victim of eminent domain or actions needed for the greater 
good of society. Such a case came up this summer on the Lolo Complex when a house and property was 
burned in order to save other homes and property. Pity the poor incident commander with choices such as this. 
 

So do you as a landowner have any recourse? The Montana Forest Owners Association is considering 
holding a conference next spring on “Landowner rights during a wildfire”. Hopefully this conference does take 
place and will address issues that agencies and incident command teams need to discuss, such as 
communications and collaboration with private landowners of planned “burn out” events and compensation for 
losses to private landowner property. This last issue is going to be a sticky subject, but the question is that if 
private landowners can be held liable for escaped fires from their property that go onto public lands. What 
about the reverse?  

 
 
Calendar of Events 

9th Annual 2018 Montana Forest Landowner Conference 
Save the Date: April 27, 2018 
Location: Helena, MT – Radisson Colonial Hotel 
Our 9th annual forest landowner conference will continue the theme of “Becoming the Best Forest 
Steward Possible”. Although the agenda is still being developed we are certain that we will have many 
topics of particular interest to forest landowners as well as an array of talented and passionate speakers.  
Brochures will be mailed out in early March. You may register and pay on-line at the Montana Forest 
Stewardship Foundation website, www.ForestStewardshipFoundation.org , or by returning a mail-in 
registration. We look forward to seeing you soon! 

 
4th Annual 2018 Ties To The Land Workshop  2018 Forest Stewardship Workshops 
Save the Date: April 28, 2018    Potomac (Lubrecht Forest): May 3-4 & 11  
Location: Helena, MT – Radisson Colonial Hotel  Red Lodge: May 31-June 1 & 8 
This workshop can help families decide the future  Bozeman: June 21-22 & 29 
of their property.  For information contact Ed Levert  Columbia Falls: July 19-20 
at 406 293 2847.       Helena: August 9-10 & 17 
        For more information and to register online: 
        http://www/msueextension.org/forestry/calendar.htm#mfsp 
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Montana’s Historic Drought and Fire Year…by the Numbers  

By Glenn Marx, Montana Association of Land Trusts  
 

2017 will be remembered for many things, and in Montana  
particularly by Montana forest owners.  2017 will be remembered 
as an historic wildfire year that began as summer arrived and 
charred grasslands and forestlands and spilled airborne smoke and 
ash until September snow arrived. To help put the 2017 drought 
and fire year in context, here is a grouping of statistics gleaned 
from Montana newspaper and news reports that help put 
Montana’s 2017 fires and drought in perspective. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Photo taken North of Seeley Lake, Montana.  
 
0 Amount of moisture that fell across large portions of Montana in July.  

 
 

  
 

93.1 Average daily high temperature in Billings in July, six degrees above the city’s 
 

 average July high temperatures. 
 

   

.5 Inches Amount of rain that fell from May through August in the Glasgow area. Average 
 

 precipitation during that period is nearly five inches. 
 

   

.23 Inches Amount of moisture in Missoula during the 12 weeks of summer starting June 22.  

  

  
 

1 Number of days measurable moisture fell in Missoula during those 12 weeks of 
 

 summer. 
 

   

270,000 Acres Size of the Lodgepole Fire in northeastern Montana, the state’s first major wildfire of 
 

 2017, which started in July. 
 

   

1.2 Million Number of Montana acres burned during 2017, the highest amount in over two 
 

 decades. 
 

   

2,100 Number of reported wildfires that were controlled by initial attack in Montana. 
 

   

98 Percent Success rate of those initial attacks.  

  

  
 

28 of 30 In early September, 28 of the top 30 fires in the US were burning in Montana. 
 

   

3 Degrees Increase of Montana temperatures on average between 1950 and 2015. Predictions 
 

 are that number could increase to 6 degrees by 2050 and 9.8 degrees by 2100. 
 

   

3 Million; $315 Million 
Number of acres burned and firefighting costs in British Columbia, both record highs.  

 
 

  
 

1 Total number of acres that burned inside Yellowstone National Park in 2017. 
 

  
 

1912 Year  Sperry  Chalet  was  built  in  Glacier  National  Park.  The  Sprague  Fire 
 

 destroyed Sperry Chalet on August 31. 
 

   

Nearly $400 Million Total record amount of money spent to battle wildfires in Montana in 2017.  
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$62 Million Montana’s share of firefighting costs within the $400 million figure.  

 
 

   
 

$48 Million Total cost of Montana’s most expensive fire, the Lolo Peak Fire.  

 
 

   
 

125Aircraft; Number of aircraft and approximate number of firefighters that were deployed to fight  

4,000 Firefighters 
 

Montana fires. 
 

   
 

850 Number of National Guard troops that assisted firefighting efforts in Montana.  

 
 

   
 

$2.4 Billion Record amount nationally the USFS spent fighting western wildfires through Oct. 27 in  

  

 2017. Over 48,600 wildfires burned 9 million acres, destroyed over 500 homes and killed 
 

 over 40 people across ten states that included Montana. 
 

   
 

$2.7 Billion Record amount of total federal government firefighting costs during the 2017 budget 
 

 year. 
 

   
 

0; 14 Number of years before 2000 in which national federal firefighting costs exceeded  

  

 $1 billion; number of years since 2000 in which national federal fire fighting costs have 
 

 exceeded $1 billion. 
 

   
 

51 Percent; 16 Percent Rough  percentage  of  the  USFS  budget  allocated  to  firefighting  now;  rough 
 

 percentage of USFS budget allocated to firefighting a decade earlier. 
   

12 
 
 
0 

 
Number of days in the first half of August where air quality in Seeley Lake was 
measured as “hazardous.”  
 
Number of air quality monitoring measurements by the Department of 
Environmental Quality anywhere in Montana that were rated “Good” or better on 
Sept. 2.   

632.5 Micrograms Amount of air pollution per cubic meter of air in Seeley Lake in early September, 18 
 

 times the National Ambient Air Quality Standard. 
 

  
 

1,000 Micrograms Approximate peak amount of air pollution per cubic meter in Seeley Lake on Sept. 7, a 
 

 record for “all-time worst air quality” in the area. 
 

  
 

5 Number of different fires in the area that were contributing smoke and pollution to  

 
 

 Missoula’s “unhealthy” air quality. 
 

  
 

100 Number of Seeley Lake residents who will take part in a University of Montana 
 

 scientific study on the effects of hazardous smoke caused by the 2017 wildfires. 
 

  
 

$240 Million Amount of economic loss from state tourism income caused by the 2017 fires, smoke, 
 

 and drought that discouraged people from visiting Montana. 
 

   

60 Percent Reported percentage of all new homes in Montana constructed in the wildland-urban 
 

 interface. 
 

  
 

89 Percent According to studies of over 3,000 fuel treatments that later had wildfires burning on  

  

 them during the past decade, on 89 percent of those treatments the intensity of the 
 

 wildfire was reduced. 
 

  
 

Nearly 13 Inches Amount of snow that fell on Rogers Pass on Sept. 15-16 to help put out the Alice Creek  

  

 Fire east of Lincoln. Early snow throughout western Montana helped severely diminish 
 

 the 2017 wildfire threat. 
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West Kootenai Wildlife Management Area: The Aftermath of the 2017  

Caribou Fire  
By: Jason Parke, Forester, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks 

 
The West Kootenai Wildlife Management Area (WMA) is a 917-acre piece of state land located in 

northwest Montana near Lake Koocanusa along the Canadian border. Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) 
manages this property and 68 other WMAs across the state to benefit a diversity of wildlife species and their habitat 
on behalf of the public and to provide compatible public access for fish and wildlife recreation. The West Kootenai 
WMA provides habitat for a wide array of species, but it is especially valued for providing white-tailed deer winter 
range habitat where—in past years—there have been 100-200 deer per square mile gathering under the WMA’s 
dense, Douglas-fir canopy to survive the cold and snowy winter months. White-tailed deer in northwest Montana 
survive the winter primarily by conserving energy when the harsh weather arrives. The ideal conditions to provide 
effective wintering areas for white -tailed deer are forests with medium-sized or larger conifer trees (greater than 9 
inches DBH and height greater than 40 feet) with a dense canopy (greater than 70% canopy closure). This condition 
offers ample coverage of tree crowns that provides thermal cover and captures snow thereby reducing snow depth 
on the ground to ease mobility and allow easier access to forage. These conditions, which were abundantly 
available on the West Kootenai WMA, are also the same conditions that can provide canopy fuels capable of 
sustaining a crown fire.   

Managing for Multiple Objectives  
FWP Wildlife Biologist, Tim Thier, recognized the 

need to actively manage the forest on the West Kootenai 
WMA many years ago and in 2011, he began taking steps 
towards implementing an active forest management approach. 
Any well-designed forest treatment is part of a well-thought-
out forest management plan and a well-thought -out forest 
management plan is based on a quality assessment of forest 
conditions. Tim sought the forestry expertise of Gary 
Ellingson at Northwest Management Inc., a forestry 
consultant, to conduct a thorough forest inventory and 
develop a forest management plan. Gary and Tim developed 
three primary forest management goals in the plan: 1) Provide 
winter range for white-tailed deer 2) manage for forest health 
and 3)reduce the wildfire hazard and threat to local residents, 
the public, and firefighters. The plan identified areas where 
forest treatments could be implemented to put stands on a 
path towards meeting those goals in the short and long term. 
Buffers along 2.3 miles of existing roads as well as along 
property lines adjoining private lands with residences were 
prescribed a fuels reduction treatment to remove ladder fuels 
and create a 10 to 15-foot spacing between the crowns of 
mature trees, favoring retention of the more fire-resistant 
western larch and ponderosa pine over Douglas-fir. Other 
stands were treated  

based on a combination of objectives that included fuels reduction, habitat enhancement, and sustaining 
adequate canopy cover for white-tailed deer over the long run. The treatments were implemented using a 
combination of commercial and non-commercial thinning, pruning, and slash piling and burning. With 
financial assistance from a US Forest Service Landscape Scale Restoration Grant and a favorable timber 
market, FWP was able to accomplish a 250-acre treatment in 2015. 
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Unthinned (above) and thinned (below) burned under high 
intensity. Trees in thinned stands retained more needles but 
heat from the adjacent crown fire and intense surface fire 
through the stand killed a high percentage of trees. 

 
Overwhelming Fire Behavior 
 

September 2, 2017 was the worst possible day anyone could 
have picked to put the fuel treatments to the test. “We were expecting 
a downhill push but not to the extent that we got it” and “we were 
anticipating a wind event, but it far exceeded what was predicted” 
were some of the comments from fire personnel I spoke with in trying 
to piece together the story of what happened that day. The lighting-
caused Caribou Fire started on August 11, 2017 on the Kootenai 
National Forest more than a dozen miles away from the West 
Kootenai WMA. As most of you who experienced the 2017 fire 
season in Montana know, the precipitation switch was flipped off at 
the end of June and it didn’t get switched back on until mid-
September. Records were broken across western Montana for number 
of days without measurable precipitation. By early September, the 
Energy Release Component (ERC), a measure of available energy 
calculated from measurements of live and dead fuel moistures, in 
northwest Montana was near record high. Available firefighting 
resources were limited due to other fires burning across the state 
having a higher priority. Fire crews had been facing downhill pushes 
for several days— fire behavior that was out of the ordinary. Bryan 
Donner, the Eureka District Ranger for the US Forest Service noted 
that many areas that had been actively managed for over 40 years with 
pre-commercial and commercial thinning and regeneration 
treatments—stands he would normally expect to burn less intensely—
were being indiscriminately gobbled up by the fire. On the afternoon 
of September 2, all hell broke loose and the fire  

made a big run, doubling in size and resulting in 10 homes and 30 outbuildings being lost to the event. That’s 
when roughly 745 acres of the West Kootenai WMA burned up including about 160 acres that had been 
treated in 2015. The majority of the acres burned as a crown fire resulting in about 97% tree mortality while 
consuming nearly all fine fuels and much of the duff on the forest floor.  
Lessons Learned  

The three components that determine fire behavior are fuel, weather, and topography. The only one we 
can have any influence on is fuel. Ultimately on the day that the Caribou Fire burned through the West 
Kootenai WMA, weather was the overriding factor. As one of the fire fighters I spoke with stated, “on a day 
like that it doesn’t matter what kind of fuel treatment you throw in front of it”. The treatments that were 
implemented in 2015 were designed based on what we would normally expect for a typical fire season. They 
were also designed to maintain, and in the long term, enhance the capability of the forest to provide quality 
white-tailed deer winter range. There were some realized benefits from the treatments. For instance, the 
roadside fuel treatments allowed safer and easier ingress and egress by fire fighters. The treated areas made it 
easier for fire crews to construct a containment line through the WMA and control the fire once the weather 
calmed down, preventing further destruction. When Tim Thier and I were out developing the salvage timber 
sale project this fall he said that if he could do it all over again he wouldn’t have changed anything, and I think 
that is one of the main lessons from this story. There are several things to consider when designing fuel 
treatments. For instance, what kind of fire should we expect? While we cannot control the topography and the 
weather, we can predict how a fire will burn based on the topography and typical weather of an area. We also 
need to consider what kind of fuels a fire would burn through as it approaches our property. What trade-offs 
are we willing to make that may decrease habitat quality but increase the effectiveness of reducing fire 
behavior? We have to be realistic about what kind of fuel treatment will be effective, what the potential is for a 
catastrophic event to occur, and also understand the risk of sustaining certain wildlife habitat conditions. To 
help inform those decisions, we must use the best available science. 
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Should you join the Forest  

Stewardship Foundation? 

 
 

By joining us you become a part of a small but energetic organization that gets things 
done. We are all volunteers, but since 2011 we have been able to co-sponsor the 
Helena Landowner Conference and several “Ties to the Land” workshops. We have 
also contributed, as funding is available, to MSU Extension Forestry to help fund 
stewardship workshops. Plus, twice a year we publish and distribute over 1,300 Forest 
Steward’s Journals.    
We know money is tight, but our dues are still only $25. We currently have 100 members so you can do the math and see that 
we don’t have much of an operating budget once we publish and mail the Journal. Your membership means a great deal to our 
continuing success. Please consider joining the foundation by completing the membership application form/envelope found in 
each winter’s edition of the Journal or you can pay dues online at  http://www.ForestStewardshipFoundation.org 

 
Thank you sincerely for your help.  
Ed Levert, Chair 

 
	
	
	
	
  


