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Research Highlights

Katie Knotek, Social Science Research Assistant, RMRS, Aldo
Leopold Wilderness Research Institute, Missoula, MT

Humans are a part of
forest and grassland
ecosystems where we live,
recreate, work, obtain timber
products, and seek spiritual
solace, among many other
uses. Therefore, it’s important
to consider the human aspects
of sustainable management of
these ecosystems. BEMRP
social scientists are working
to understand meanings
people assign to the Bitterroot
National Forest and how
these meanings interact with
public attitudes toward fire
and fuels management. These
scientists have also been
studying how, on the Lewis
and Clark National Forest,
the Forest Service has
engaged the public in fire and
fuels management efforts.

The Northern Rockies serves as a unique laboratory for
investigating human issues related to fire and fuels
management across a landscape that extends from federally
protected Wilderness to houses intermingled with forest and
grasslands. As part of planning for a landscape-level fuels
treatment project on the Bitterroot National Forest, BEMRP
social scientists conducted a baseline assessment of human
meanings attached to the Bitterroot landscape, from the valley
floor to the crest of the Bitterroot Range. Scientists found that
people attach meanings both to places they go and places they
don’t go, and some people value specific places, while others
value large parts of the landscape. For example, one describes
the familiarity of a canyon he rode with his dad as a child.
Another describes an entire watershed that could provide
medicinal plants, but he has never personally visited it. GIS
mapping (fig. 1) of the spatial distribution of these human
values provided social data that, coupled with ecological
modeling efforts, could be used to evaluate social and resource
trade-offs among alternative fuels treatments.

BEMRP social scientists have also interviewed Lewis and
Clark National Forest managers and local community members
about a large prescribed burn in the Scapegoat Wilderness (fig.
2). The burn established conditions that will allow fire to play a
natural role within the Wilderness in the future while
decreasing the chance that fires will move out of the
Wilderness. The interviews are helping us better understand
how the Forest Service engages the public to accomplish fire
and fuels management. Although data analysis is ongoing,
preliminary results indicate that certain agency behaviors and
organizational characteristics displayed during the planning
and implementation of the prescribed burn positively
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influenced public trust in the agency and support for the burn.
For example, agency personnel, sensitive to public information
needs about the burn, initiated one-on-one contacts with
concerned individuals or small groups within the local
communities. Also, agency personnel intentionally provided
detailed information to the public concerning the Prescribed
Fire Plan, including required conditions to ignite the burn and
contingency resources that would be available during
implementation.

The BEMRP social science research program is helping
Forest Service managers assess how their planning and
implementation of fire and fuels management influences
relationships people have with National Forests and with the
Forest Service. Attention to these human aspects is essential for
succeeding in fire and fuels management.

Figure 1 – Some people value
specific places, while others value
large parts of the Bitterroot Front
landscape. (Graphic courtesy of
the Leopold Institute.)

Figure 2 – Social science project manager, Katie Knotek, interviews
community members to understand how landscape changes affect
their relationship with public lands. (Photo courtesy of the Leopold
Institute.)

New Publication Available
To minimize effects of hazardous fuel reduction

projects, land managers need to understand their potential
impacts on natural resources. Research and case studies
have provided valuable information on effects of thinning
and prescribed fire on resources such as soils, wildlife,
understory vegetation, and others. A new annotated
bibliography focuses on this kind of research in the
Northern Rockies, mainly in ponderosa pine, western larch,
Douglas-fir, and lodgepole pine forests. The draft
bibliography will be published as a General Technical
Report through the Rocky Mountain Research Station.

Ritter, Sharon A.; Sutherland, Elaine Kennedy; McCaughey,
Ward; Scher, Jan. Hazardous Fuels Reduction Treatments in
the Northern Rockies: An Annotated Bibliography. Draft
available online at http://forest.moscowfsl.wsu.edu/fuels/
(then click on publications).


