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Is wildland fire an ecological catastrophe? Perspectives on post-fire ecology
Dominick A. DellaSala
Geos Institute, USA

The media and many forest managers often depict wildland fires as catastrophic events, and politicians routinely refer to post-
fire landscapes as “moonscapes” in need of post-fire logging and replanting to “restore” them. However, most fires produce 

important wildlife habitat and many species and ecosystem processes depend on the rejuvenating properties of fire. Some species 
are dependent on large post-fire “snag forests,” such as the Black-backed Woodpecker, which is now under consideration for 
listing under the Endangered Species Act due to insufficient post-fire habitat. At the same time, recent research has found that 
other species more commonly associated with green tree areas, such as the federally threatened spotted owl, also benefit from 
habitat created by fires of mixed severity. In this talk, I will explore several key questions related to the ecosystem benefits of fire: 
Do ecologists view fires the same way forest managers do in terms of “catastrophic” effects; Is wildland fire on the increase as 
presumed and if so what does it mean ecologically; What are key ecosystem benefits of fire; and how should post-fire lands be 
managed for fire-related ecosystem benefits? I will use examples from research on fire ecology in the western USA to demonstrate 
the importance of fire as nature’s architect and why it needs to be viewed through a different lens ecologically.
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