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Perhaps it is time to once again steal fire from the 
mountain gods and through a great relay, bring fire 
and the message of disturbance ecology back to the 
modern-day people of the world.

J. Saveland (1995)

Fire was among several topics dominating the news in 2020, and it received unprec-
edented coverage in California. As a result, publication of the special issue of California 
Fish and Wildlife Journal that focused on fire and fire management (Baker et al. 2020) was 
timely, and it provided the impetus for these comments. As noted by Shaffer (2020) in his 
introduction to the special issue, native plant and animal communities are greatly impacted 
in the absence of fire or by greatly altered fire regimes; further, it must be kept in mind 
that effects of fire management policies on wildlife can be direct or indirect (Shaffer and 
Laudenslayer 2006). Moreover, there is a continuing need to enhance understanding about 
ecological systems and their drivers, of which fire is a critically important element (Britting 
2020) and, perhaps, second only to water with respect to its ecological influence in Cali-
fornia (Shaffer 2020). Thus, topics as diverse as policy and vegetation treatments (Church 
et al. 2020; Fuller et al. 2020; Green et al. 2020), effects of fire on vegetation (Ayres et al. 
2020; Klip et al. 2020; Lindstrand et al. 2020), or impacts or benefits of fire to wildlife or 
water (Cook and Hayes 2020; Doyle et al. 2020; Williamson and Weckerly 2020) included 
in the special issue are meaningful and welcomed contributions to the literature on resource 
conservation and management. Missing from the discussion was an assessment of fire 
management in the big picture context of wildlife conservation—particularly as it relates 
to protected areas—and that omission provided the impetus for this commentary. 

Shortly before publication of the special issue, Covington and Pyne (2020) offered 
opinions on wildfire in the contexts of climate change and vegetation management strate-
gies, and noted that wildfire is not, “[a] ‘wicked’ problem so entangled with scientific and 
social complexities that solutions are impossible”. Despite that optimism, social and political 
complexities associated with fire or fire management are burdensome—and all-too-frequently 
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are impossible—to overcome. Controversy associated with the use of prescribed fire has 
impacted ‘naturalness’ outside of, but especially within, legislated wilderness (Christensen 
1995; Cole and Landres 1996). Even small projects, such as those advocated by Holl et al. 
(2012) to help ensure viability and persistence of bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis)—a USFS 
sensitive species (USFS 2005) dependent on chaparral habitat in southern California (Light et 
al. 1966; Holl et al. 1983; Bleich 2010; Bleich et al. 2008, 2019)—can require thousands of 
pages of analysis (Stemler 2020). Further, the Equal Access to Justice Act (EAJA) provides 
almost unlimited opportunities to recoup expenses for lawsuits against the federal govern-
ment (Lofthouse et al. 2014; Baier 2011, 2015). Thus, the EAJA virtually guarantees that 
any action not to the liking of a special-interest group will be opposed (see, for example, 
Wilderness Watch 2021) and followed by litigation. Win or lose, the plaintiffs are rewarded 
and federal reimbursements for legal fees incentivize and encourage subsequent litigation 
(Mortimer and Malmsheimer 2011).

It is well established by Pyne et al. (1996) and many others that, “… from the earliest 
times, humans have altered the natural fire regimes [everywhere]”, and for thousands of 
years the number of anthropogenic fires far exceeded those from other causes across much 
of North America (Kay 2002; Williams 2002). Many issues complicate contemporary fire 
management (Czech 1996), however, and opposition to the use of fire for fuel reduction or 
wildlife habitat enhancement became ensconced firmly in the political arena with passage 
of the Wilderness Act (United States Congress 1964) and subsequent legislation that created 
obstacles both to prescribed ignitions and fire suppression in those ‘protected’ areas (Czech 
1996). When these obstacles are combined with the likelihood of litigation (Baier 2011, 
2015; Lofthouse et al. 2014) or persistent social and institutional barriers (Quinn-Davidson 
and Varner 2011; Miller and Aplet 2016), they are compounded further by bureaucratic 
inertia (Grumbine 1990). As a result, the need for clarifications, meaningful decisions, and 
proactive management is exacerbated.

Ten years after passage of the Wilderness Act the U. S. Forest Service changed its 
policy from one of fire suppression to one of fire management (DeBruin 1974; see also 
Pruden and Brennan 1998), yet prescribed fire in Forest Service wilderness occurs infre-
quently (Stephens and Sugihara 2006), and even more rarely in the chaparral ecosystems 
of southern California (Holl and Bleich 1983, 2010; Holl et al. 2012). Moreover, annual 
declines in hectares burned from 1998 to 2018 confirmed long-term downward trends in 
use of prescribed fire throughout California (Kolden 2019).

The practicality of restoring natural fire regimes in wilderness has been questioned 
(Husari 1995), but revised policies in place since 1968 in National Park Service wilderness 
allow some lightning-caused fires to burn if compatible with resource management objectives 
(Zimmerman and Bunnell 2000; Stephens and Sugihara 2006), and long-term programs are in 
place in wilderness areas of Yosemite National Park and elsewhere on some lands managed 
by the U.S. Forest Service (NPS 2004; Husari and McKelvey 1996). Despite these positive 
steps, the issues and concerns expressed by Covington and Pyne (2020) are timely and ap-
propriate, and also are globally applicable (Kelly et al. 2020; Pickrell and Pennisi 2020). 

Changing climates demand new, easily adaptable policies among agencies (Stephens 
and Ruth 2005), and a debunking of the notion that ‘wilderness’ necessitates an absence 
of anthropogenic manipulation (e.g., Grant and Geiger 2021). Interpretations of legislation 
or policies vary widely among, and even within, land management agencies, but directly 
impact conservation imperatives inside and outside of wilderness (Bailey 1992; Bleich 
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1999a, 1999b, 2005, 2016). Indeed, it is essential that fire management strategies that will 
enhance ecological integrity and reduce hazardous fuels (Covington and Pyne 2020) be 
implemented, especially in ‘wilderness’ proximate to, and in some cases abutting, urban-
ized areas; among examples are the Lone Peak Wilderness and Twin Peak Wilderness in 
Utah, and Arizona’s Pusch Ridge Wilderness. And, where natural or prescribed fire cannot 
be an option, mechanical manipulation to facilitate maintenance or restoration of ecosystem 
processes may be appropriate and receive consideration (Leopold et al. 1963; Green 1977; 
Bleich and Holl 1982; Parsons and Landres 1998; Bleich 1999a; Miller et al. 2011).

Decisions to use fire or mechanical options in wilderness will be controversial (see, 
again, Wilderness Watch 2021), must be based on the best possible information (Parsons and 
Landres 1998), but also will require fundamental changes in how wilderness areas are defined 
and managed (Cole et al. 2008). The U.S. Congress (1964) constrained management options 
in wilderness; as a result, only Congress can address issues associated with fire management 
and its ramifications for wildlife habitat and, ultimately, species conservation therein. This 
paradox is confounded immensely by wilderness advocates within and outside of federal 
land management agencies (Bleich 1999a), the increasing likelihood of climate change 
(Covington and Pyne 2020; Kelly et al. 2020), and an expectation that future climate will 
enhance conditions favorable to ignitions and subsequent spread of large wildfires (Miller 
et al. 2011; Yoon et al. 2015; Goss et al. 2020). The prevailing mantra that wilderness must 
remain inviolate to anthropogenic influences in order to ensure “untrammeled” settings es-
sential to otherwise intangible benefits (Spurr 1966; Larsen 1997; Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999; Johnson 2002; Tin 2012; Miller et al. 2020 [but see Corliss {2019} and Henderson 
{2020}]) further complicates fire management, and has enormous, albeit largely negative, 
implications for wildlife conservation or ecosystem function.

It was almost simultaneously, in 1964, that the Wilderness Act became law and Bob 
Dylan released his near-prophetic ballad, The Times, They Are a-Changin’ (Gray 2006). Since 
then, shifting environmental conditions have yielded a change in the realized niche of many 
species (Pineda-Munoz et al. 2021), animal distributions have been altered (Thomas 2010), 
and conservation priorities have evolved (Parks et al. 2020). Fire regimes are anticipated to 
change even further (Parks et al. 2018 for review), and mitigation in the form of proactive 
measures—even in ‘protected areas’—has been identified as desirable, or even necessary, 
to maintain biodiversity and facilitate population connectivity (Hannah 2008; Thomas and 
Gillingham 2015; Parks et al. 2020; Pineda-Munoz et al. 2021).

Designation of wilderness is an opportunistic political process (Haufler et al. 1996) that 
historically has reflected a near absence of ecological considerations (Bleich 2005, 2016). 
Despite widespread environmental change and a realization that proactive intervention on 
behalf of conservation will become increasingly appropriate, the management of fire and 
fuels remains a complex issue. It is a problem that crosses traditional disciplinary boundar-
ies, and resolution requires integration of social and biological issues (Conard and Weise 
1998; Krausman and Czech 2000; Miller 2006, 2014; Ryan et al. 2013; Krausman 2017). 

We must make good decisions about the use of fire, and not just its control (Agee 
2006), and there has been some progress (Cole 2019). The special issue (Baker 2020) that 
spurred this commentary was a welcome contribution to the literature, and fire as a con-
servation imperative warrants continuing recognition and appropriate application, whether 
within or outside of wilderness (Zimmerman and Bunnell 2000). There must be increased 
acceptance that conservation, and especially wildlife conservation, often requires action that 
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has been stymied—or even prevented—by the status quo, as exemplified by the extirpation 
of bighorn sheep from the Pusch Ridge Wilderness (Krausman 2017). Such an acknowl-
edgment will demand a change in human values, however, and create a controversy that 
can have no technical solution (sensu Hardin 1964). Fire increasingly is recognized as an 
important ecological component, and an overzealous application of wilderness policies can 
be detrimental to wildlife conservation objectives (Bailey and Woolever 1992). Indeed, “… 
fire must be allowed to play a more prevalent natural role and thus a more natural role in 
wilderness ecosystems—including in some cases the artificial introduction of prescribed fire 
to make up for past fire prevention and control or for present suppression on lands adjacent 
to wilderness” (Schoenfeld and Hendee 1978:107–108).

Managers must consider the human and ecological environments associated with any 
wilderness area, and how they influence available management options; among the strongest 
of these likely are anthropogenic patterns of development, and climate (Miller 2006, 2014; 
Kelly et al. 2020). The time for blame, political gamesmanship, endless planning, and litiga-
tion begat by proposed use of fire in the context of conservation has passed (Schoonen 2020), 
but “science can [only] advise, it cannot decide” (Covington and Pyne 2020). Awareness 
and vigilance are necessary to assure that public trust resources are managed to benefit the 
public trust owners (Bailey 2015) and, “… we must work toward a common goal: the sound 
and productive management of the world’s … ecosystems” (Bleich 1982). To achieve that 
goal, it is imperative that environmentalists acknowledge that setting aside preserved lands 
is not the only approach to the protection of ecological values (Franklin 1989), and that, 
“… the twin goals of noninterference with nature and of preserving pristine natural habi-
tats are incompatible [and] … that nature reserves can’t be left to nature alone to manage” 
(Diamond 1992). Congress must be made aware of its long history of enacting conflicting 
environmental legislation and the complications that have resulted therefrom, and make the 
corrections (Thomas 2004; Bleich 2005, 2016) that currently constrain wildlife conservation 
on federal lands, especially in wilderness. Absent these requisites, progress toward greater 
use of prescribed fire—and other public trust issues centered on wildlife conservation—will 
remain slow and, I suspect, will move forward even more slowly in the future.
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