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Appendix 2 - Principles of Fuel Break Design

The information contained within this section has been inserted from “The Use of Fuelbreaks in
Landscape Fire Management” by James K. Agee, Benii Bahro, Mark A. Finney, Philip N. Omi,
David B. Sapsis, Carl N. Skinner, Jan W. van Wagtendonk, and C. Philli Weatherspoon. This
article succinctly describes the principles and use of fuelbreaks in landscape fire management.

The principal objective behind the use of fuelbreaks, as well as any other fuel treatment,
is to alter fire behaviour over the area of treatment. As discussed above, fuelbreaks
provide points of anchor for suppression activities.

e Surface Fire Behaviour

Surface fuel management can limit fireline intensity (Byram 1959) and lower potential
tire severity (Ryan and Noste 1985). The management of surface fuels so that potential
tireline intensity remains below some critical level can be accomplished through several
strategies and techniques. Among the common strategies are fuel removal by prescribed
fire, adjusting fuel arrangement to produce a less flammable fuelbed (e.g., crushing), or
"introducing" live understory vegetation to raise average moisture content of surface
fuels (Agee 1996). Wildland fire behaviour has been observed to decrease with fuel
treatment (Buckley 1992), and simulations conducted by van Wagtendonk (1996) found
both pile burning and prescribed fire, which reduced fuel loads, to decrease subsequent
fire behaviour. These treatments usually result in efficient fire line construction rates, so
that control potential (reducing "resistance to control”) can increase dramatically after
fuel treatment.

The various surface fuel categories interact with one another to influence fireline
intensity. Although more litter and fine branch fuel on the forest floor usually results in
higher intensities, that is not always the case. If additional fuels are packed tightly (low
fuelbed porosity), they may result in lower intensities. Although larger fuels (>3 inches) -
are not included in fire spread models, as they do not usually affect the spread of the fire
(unless decomposed [Rothennel 1991]), they may result in higher energy releases over
longer periods of time when a fire occurs, having significant effects on fire severity, and
they reduce rates of fireline construction.

The effect of herb and shrub fuels on fireline intensity is not simply predicted. First of
all, more herb and shrub fuels usually imply more open conditions. These should be
associated with lower relative humidity and higher surface windspeeds. Dead fuels may
be drier - and the rate of spread may be higher - because of the altered microclimate
compared to more closed canopy forest with less understory. Live fuels, with higher
foliar moisture while green, will have a dampening effect on fire behaviour. However, if
the grasses and forbs cure, the fine dead fuel can increase fireline intensity and localized
spotting.
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e Conditions That Initiate Crown Fire

A fire moving through a stand of trees may move as a surface fire, an independent
crown fire, or as a combination of intermediate types of fire (Van Wagner 1977). The
initiation of crown fire behaviour is a function of surface fireline intensity and of the
forest canopy: its height above ground and moisture content (Van Wagner 1977). The
critical surface fire intensity needed to initiate crown fire behaviour can be calculated for
a range of crown base heights and foliar moisture contents, and represents the minimum
level of fireline intensity necessary to initiate crown fire (Table 1); Alexander 1988, Agee
1996). Fireline intensity or flame length below this critical level may result in fires that
do not crown but may still be of stand replacement severity. For the limited range of
crown base heights and foliar moistures shown in Table 3, the critical levels of flame

length appear more sensitive to height to crown base than to foliar moisture (Alexander
1988).

Table 1. Flame lengths associated with critical levels of fireline intensity that are associated
with initiating crown fire, using Byram's (1959) equation.

Foliar Moisture Height of Crown Base
Content (%) in meters and feet
2 meters 6 meters 12 meters 20 meters
6 feet 20 feet 40 feet 66 feet
M ft M ft M ft M ft
70 114 23 8 3.712 5.317
80 124 25 8 4.013 5.719
90 134 279 4314 6.1 20
100 1.34 28 9 4.6 15 6.521
120 155 3.210 5.117 7.324

If the structural dimensions of a stand and information about foliar moisture are known,
then critical levels of fireline intensity that will be associated with crown fire for that
stand can be calculated. Fireline intensity can be predicted for a range of stand fuel
conditions, topographic situations such as slope and aspect, and anticipated weather
conditions, making it possible to link on-the-ground conditions with the initiating
potential for crown fires. In order to avoid crown fire initiation, fireline intensity must be
kept below the critical level. Managing surface fuels can accomplish this such that
tireline intensity is kept well below the critical level or by raising crown base heights
such that the critical fireline intensity is difficult to reach. In the field, the variability in
fuels, topography and microclimate will result in varying levels of potential fireline
intensity, critical fireline intensity, and therefore varying crown fire potential.

¢ Conditions That Allow Crown Fire To Spread
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The crown of a forest is similar to any other porous fuel medium in its ability to burn
and the conditions under which crown fire will or will not spread. The heat from a
spreading crown fire into unburned crown ahead is a function of the crown rate of
spread, the crown bulk density, and the crown foliage ignition energy. The crown fire
rate of spread is not the same as the surface fire rate of spread, and often includes effects
of short-range spotting. The crown bulk density is the mass of crown fuel, including
needles, fine twigs, lichens, etc., per unit of crown volume (analogous to soil bulk
density). Crown foliage ignition energy is the net energy content of the fuel and varies
primarily by foliar moisture content, although species differences in energy content are
apparent (van Wagtendonk et al. 1998). Crown fires will stop spreading, but not
necessarily stop torching, if either the crown fire rate of spread or crown bulk density
falls below some minimum value.

If surface fireline intensity rises above the critical surface intensity needed to initiate
crown fire behaviour, the crown will likely become involved in combustion. Three
phases of crown fire behaviour can be described by critical levels of surface fireline
intensity and crown fire rates of spread (Van Wagner 1977, 1993): (1) a passive crown
tire, where the crown fire rate of spread is equal to the surface fire rate of spread, and
crown fire activity is limited to individual tree torching; (2) an active crown fire, where
the crown fire rate of spread is above some minimum spread rate; and (3) an
independent crown fire, where crown fire rate of spread is largely independent of heat
from the surface fire intensity. Scott and Reinhardt (in prep.) have defined an additional
class, (4) conditional surface fire, where the active crowning spread rate exceeds a
critical level, but the critical level for surface fire intensity is not met. A crown fire will
not initiate from a surface fire in this stand, but an active crown fire may spread through
the stand if it initiates in an adjacent stand.

Critical conditions can be defined below which active or independent crown fire spread
is unlikely. To derive these conditions, visualize a crown fire as a mass of fuel being
carried on a "conveyor belt" through a stationary flaming front. The amount of fine fuel
passing through the front per unit time (the mass flow rate) depends on the speed of the
conveyor belt (crown fire rate of spread) and the density of the forest crown fuel (crown
bulk density). If the mass flow rate falls below some minimum level (Van Wagner 1977)
crown fires will not spread. Individual crown torching, and/or crown scorch of varying
degrees, may still occur.

Defining a set of critical conditions that may be influenced by management activities is
difficult. At least two alternative methods can define conditions such that crown fire
spread would be unlikely (that is, mass flow rate is too low). One is to calculate critical
windspeeds for given levels of crown bulk density (Scott and Reinhardt, in prep.), and
the other is to define empirically derived thresholds of crown fire rate of spread so that
critical levels of crown bulk density can be defined (Agee 1996). Crown bulk densities of
0.2 kg m* are common in boreal forests that burn with crown fire (Johnson 1992), and in
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mixed conifer forests, Agee (1996) estimated that at levels below 0.10 kg m? crown fire
spread was unlikely, but no definitive single "threshold" is likely to exist.

Therefore, reducing surface fuels, increasing the height to the live crown base, and
opening canopies should result in (a) lower fire intensity, (b) less probability of torching,
and (c) lower probability of independent crown fire. There are two caveats to these
conclusions. The first is that a grassy cover is often preferred as the fuelbreak ground
cover, and while fireline intensity may decrease in the fuelbreak, rate of spread may
increase. Van Wagtendonk (1996) simulated fire behaviour in untreated mixed conifer
forests and fuelbreaks with a grassy understory, and found fireline intensity decreased
in the fuelbreak (flame length decline from 0.83 to 0.63 m [2.7 to 2.1 ft]) but rate of
spread in the grassy cover increased by a factor of 4 (0.81 to 3.35 m/min [2.7-11.05
ft/min]). This flashy fuel is an advantage for backfiring large areas in the fuelbreak as a
wildland fire is approaching (Green 1977), as well as for other purposes described later,
but if a fireline is not established in the fuelbreak, the fine fuels will allow the fire to pass
through the fuelbreak quickly. The second caveat is that more open canopies will result
in an altered microclimate near the ground surface, with somewhat lower fuel moisture
and higher windspeeds in the open understory (van Wagtendonk 1996).

e Fuelbreak Effectiveness

The effectiveness of fuelbreaks continues to be questioned because they have been
constructed to varying standards, "tested" under a wide variety of wildland fire
conditions, and measured by different standards of effectiveness. Green (1977) describes
a number of situations where traditional fuelbreaks were successful in stopping
wildland fires, and some where fuelbreaks were not effective due to excessive spotting
of wildland fires approaching the fuelbreaks.

Fuelbreak construction standards, the behaviour of the approaching wildland fire, and
the level of suppression each contribute to the effectiveness of a fuelbreak. Wider
fuelbreaks appear more effective than narrow ones. Fuel treatment outside the fuelbreak
may also contribute to their effectiveness (van Wagtendonk 1996). Area treatment such
as prescribed fire beyond the fuelbreak may be used to lower fireline intensity and
reduce spotting as a wildland fire approaches a fuelbreak, thereby increasing its
effectiveness. Suppression forces must be willing and able to apply appropriate
suppression tactics in the fuelbreak. They must also know that the fuelbreaks exist, a
common problem in the past. The effectiveness of suppression forces depends on the
level of funding for people, equipment, and aerial application of retardant, which can
more easily reach surface fuels in a fuelbreak. Effectiveness is also dependent on the
psychology of firefighters regarding their safety. Narrow or unmaintained fuelbreaks
are less likely to be entered than wider, well-maintained ones.

No absolute standards for width or fuel manipulation are available. Fuelbreak widths
have always been quite variable, in both recommendations and construction. A
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minimum of 90 m (300 ft) was typically specified for primary fuelbreaks (Green 1977).
As early as the 1960's, fuelbreaks as wide as 300 m (1000 ft) were included in gaming
simulations of fuelbreak effectiveness (Davis 1965), and the recent proposal for northern
California national forests by the Quincy Library Group (see web site
http://www.qlg.org for details) includes fuelbreaks 390 m (0.25 mi) wide. Fuelbreak
simulations for the Sierra Nevada Ecosystem Project (SNEP) adopted similar wide
fuelbreaks (van Wagtendonk 1996, Sessions et al. 1996).

Fuel manipulations can be achieved using a variety of techniques (Green 1977) with the
intent of removing surface fuels, increasing the height to the live crown of residual trees,
and spacing the crowns to prevent independent crown fire activity. In the Sierra Nevada
simulations, pruning of residual trees to 3 m (10 ft) height was assumed, with canopy
cover at 1-20% (van Wagtendonk 1996). Canopy cover less than 40% has been proposed
for the Lassen National Forest in northern California. Clearly, prescriptions for creation
of fuelbreaks must not only specify what is to be removed, but must describe the
residual structure in terms of standard or custom fuel models so that potential fire
behaviour can be analyzed.
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