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PROBLEM:

During the past two summers, wildfires have burned more than
a million acres in eastern Washington, damaging communities
and threatening public safety. Those wildfires also scorched large
swaths of wildlife habitat, including 30,000 acres of Washington
Department of Fish and Wildlife (WDFW) wildlife areas in 2015
alone. The department estimates it incurred more than $8 million
in damages from wildfire on WDFW lands this past summer.

To help prevent similar destruction in the future, WDFW needs to
thin its forest stands and conduct prescribed burns to reduce fuel

loads. This would also improve forest health and wildlife habitat.

The department, however, lacks the funding necessary to do so at
a sufficient pace.

WDFW manages about 1 million acres of public lands, including
200,000 acres of forest mostly in eastern Washington. All of these
lands are managed to protect habitat for fish and wildlife and
support places for wildlife-related recreation such as hunting,
fishing and wildlife-watching.

Approximately half of WDFW’s forests are in relatively good
condition or are improving in health and do not require additional
action by the department. Many of the remaining WDFW forest
lands are overgrown and at risk for intense damage from wildfire,
insects and disease due to 100 years of fire suppression. These
forests pose a risk to public health and safety on WDFW wildlife
areas as well as adjoining lands.

When possible, the department funds forest treatments, such

as prescribed burns and thinning, through the sale of timber
harvested on WDFW lands. Otherwise, the department relies on
grants to fund forest treatments, such as prescribed burns and
thinning. As a result, the department treated fewer than 1,000
acres per year on average from 2000 to 2013. An increase in grant
funding made it possible for WDFW to treat 1,926 acres in 2014.
Additional money from the Legislature is now available but still
falls below the level needed to address the backlog of poor forest
conditions on WDFW lands.
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The department thinned and conducted prescribed burns in 2014 on sections of the Sinlahekin Wildlife Area. Many
untreated areas (shown on the left) sustained significant damage the following year when the Okanogan Complex
Fire swept through the region in the summer of 2015, while treated areas (on the right) were more resilient.

PROPOSED SOLUTION:

To more quickly and effectively reduce the risk of
catastrophic wildfire on its lands, as well as improve
forest health and habitat, the department needs
additional funding.

WDFW would need to treat 10,000 acres annually
for the next 10 years and then 7,000 acres per year
thereafter to reduce the risk of catastrophic fire and
maintain healthy forest conditions. WDFW lands
managers recommend thinning overly dense forest
stands and following with prescribed burns to
further reduce fuel loads.

The cost to treat forests typically ranges from $200

to $400 per acre but can be higher initially. The
department estimates it would need $11.4 million

to pay for the first two years of forest treatments.
WDFW will make every attempt to capture the value
of thinned trees to help pay for or reduce the costs of
treatment.

BENEFITS:

Treating the department’s forests will reduce the risk
of catastrophic wildfires on WDFW wildlife areas
and neighboring lands and improve quality habitat
for fish and wildlife and recreational opportunities
for the public.
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