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By J.P. Crumrine
News Editor

 The Mountain Area Safety Taskforce (MAST) 
met last Wednesday, Dec. 12, at the Idyllwild 
Nature Center, and although the group focused 
its attention on the reduction of wildland fire 
threats on the Hill, this objective can encounter 
other natural resource goals, such as protecting the 
spotted owl and other environmental concerns.
 For instance, the U.S. Forest Service’s Thomas 
Mountain project has been on hold since summer 
2007, but now is embroiled in an issue over the 
consequences of burning chaparral, according to 
Laurie Rosenthal, San Jacinto District ranger.
 “There is an emerging issue that could be as 
big as the spotted owl,” she told her colleagues. “It 
has to do with prescribed burning in the chaparral 
and may be felt up and down California.”
 For decades, the Forest Service has conducted 
prescribed burns throughout the San Jacinto 
Mountains, but now people are concerned that 
chaparral burns result in [timber] stand replace-
ment.
 The burned chaparral has a difficult time 
regenerating and the open areas become more 
susceptible to weed invasion, explained Pamela 
Padgett, plant biologist at the Forest Service’s 
Pacific Southwest Research Station in Riverside.
 The Forest Service conducts the prescribed 
burns in chaparral areas to reduce the intensity 
of a wildfire if one were to burn through those 
vegetative enclaves. Chaparral has the reputation 
of creating very hot fires that are difficult to 
control.

Chaparral burning is new MAST concern
 Consequently, Rosenthal asked the MAST com-
manders to join her in advocating more research 
on the topic and dialogue between stakehold-
ers.
 “The science is in. It is no longer controver-
sial,” asserts Dan Hogan, conservation manager 
at the Center for Biological Diversity. “Large-scale 
broadcast prescribed burns in chaparral not only 
do not benefit public safety, but can be counter 
productive when in a burned area they lead to 
type conversion, [vegetation change such as conifer 
to chaparral or chaparral to grass].”
 “Nature will change it to exotic weeds, which 
are now more likely to be susceptible to accidental 
ignition,” he concluded. 
 But the Forest Science professionals would 
not concede that the current scientific evidence 
demonstrates the immutable type conversion 
Hogan described. 
 “Nature is very complicated and chaparral areas 
are huge,” Padgett said. “Weed invasion and cause 
are very complicated.”
 Locally, Forest Service officials would like to 
obtain agreement to proceed with some burn-
ing. This would be evaluated before proceeding 
with larger areas or spreading it throughout the 
district.
 The Mountain Community Fire Safe Council 
intended to conduct a community workshop on 
issues surrounding the topic of multi-partner 
monitoring for chaparral management. But sched-
uled for last week, it was canceled on Wednesday 
because only three people committed to attend-
ing.
 The Forest Service will begin to feel some pres-

sure to find a compromise and proceed. Besides the 
Thomas Mountain area, the Santa Rosa Mountain 
area would receive the same treatments.
 Forest Supervisor Jean Wade Evans could decide 
that enough time and effort has been expended on 
trying to achieve an agreement. She could issue a 
decision to move forward with the burning, but 
that will likely invite litigation.
 “Chaparral is a vibrant ecosystem with values 
to people and nature,” Hogan stressed. He under-
stands the need to construct defensible fuelbreaks 
around the communities in Garner Valley and 
Pinyon, but wholesale burning of chaparral poses 
a significant environmental risk, in his opinion.
 He would limit burning to about 5 percent of 
the proposed areas and concentrate on evaluating 
criteria such as the role of weed invasion and 
vegetative mortality.
 In other business, the group decided to develop 
a survey to assess the community’s perception of 
forest health. 
 San Bernardino National Forest Fire Chief Mike 
Dietrich recommended surveying the Idyllwild 
area. He mentioned that the San Bernardino 
MAST had conducted a similar survey recently.
 Fuel reduction and thinning projects have not 
stopped. The Forest Service and CalFire each de-
scribed nearly a dozen active projects and several 
more in various stages of planning. These projects 
spanned the Hill from Black Mountain through 
Idyllwild to Fleming Ranch.
 With the advent of wet weather, both agencies 
were also expecting to conduct pile burning in 
the next few weeks.
 J.P. Crumrine can be reached at jp@towncrier.
com. 


