














Forest Service sign stands in low scrub
characteristic of much of the area. As tbe
sign says, the agency still plans to manage
the site, but with more care
Jim Davisson, Editor-Publisher, Oscoda County News

agement effort. Another result of
the policy review following the Mack
Lake fire: public involvement will
now be required before any pre­
scribed burning can take place in the
National Forest System.

To be fair, it should be noted that
the record of the Forest Service with
respect to prescribed burning is not
typified by Mack Lake. The agency
has used planned fires to manage its
forest and grassland resources for
more than 25 years-particularly in
the South, where more than a mil­
lion acres are burned safely each
year. It is unfortunate that it took a
major fire like Mack Lake to make
the Forest Service aware of the in­
adequacies of its prescribed burn­
ing program in other parts of the
country.

It is clear that fire will continue
to be an important resource-man­
agement tool. But it's a tool as del­
icate to manipulate as a surgeon's
scalpel. Fire is also a ruthless and
unpredictable teacher, as the lessons
of Mack Lake demonstrate. We can
only hope that future lessons will be
learned in less-destructive ways, and
will help us understand better how
we can use a capricious natural
phenomenon to our best advantage
-and that of our planet. •

ranger district in the Huron­
Manistee National Forests, this
spring. One small burn may be at­
tempted this fall, says Yen Bosman,
"if we get our people trained and
have all the pieces in place by then."
Before that burn, however, several
public hearings will be held to hear
what area residents have to say about
the Forest Service's plans to continue
using prescribed bur:ning as a key
tool in the Kirtland's-warbler man-

hind schedule "entered a lot" into his
decision to go ahead with the burn,
Bosman says. "There wasn't any di­
rect pressure, but our organization
has become very target- and ac-

, complishment-oriented." The two
previous cancellations and the possi­
bility that the crew wouldn't be able
to burn at all-as was the case the
previous spring-tipped the bal­
ance. "Based on all the knowledge
and experience we had at the time,
we did what we thought was right,"
says Bosman. .

He explains that the reason the
crew ignored Forest Service regula­
tions and failed to calculate the
Burning Index is simply that "we just
didn't have confidence in the predic­
tions of the Burning Index." In fact,
the Mio District was in the process of
switching from the old Fire Load
Index system to the neW Burning
Index syste'm, both complicated
formulas for predicting whether
conditions on a given day are suit­
able for a prescribed burn.

The Forest Service, faced with
such a disturbing lack of confidence
by its own on-the-ground personnel
in established fire procedure, took
steps to regain that confidence. Last
winter the- agency required all district
rangers to attend a series of train­
ing workshops on prescribed burn-
ing; the rangers. in turn held training
sessions for fire technicians this
spring. The Huron-Manistee Na­
tional Forests went a step farther.
The Mack Lake study team called for
a special prescribed-burning team,
made up of Forest Service and
Michigan DNR personnel, which will
plan and execute all of the pre­
s'cribed burns on the forest-a jor
that, until now, has been done on a
district-by-district basis.

The study team also recom-
mended developing better radio­
communications procedures for
working with volunteer fire depart­
ments. And the new plan calls for a
system of fuel breaks in the
Huron-Manistee. The Mack Lake
fire'could have been even more dev­
astating had it not made its way into
harqwood stands that were much
less flammable than the jack pines.
Bands ofhardwoods or open spaces
that break up the large, continuous
jack-pine stands could be the most
effective long-term method of
minimizing the harm of future fires.

There yvill be no burning for
Kirtland's-warbler habitat on the
Mio Ranger District, or on any other
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