Wildland Fire Management at Carisbad Caverns NP

By Tim Stubbs

Carlsbad Caverns NP in the Guadalupe
Mounlains of Southeast New Mexicois widely
known for ils ornate caves, but not for its
47,000 acres of nearly pristine wilderness.
The vegelation is mostly representative of the
Chihuahuan Desert biome. It can be charac-
terized as a planl community normally dom-
inated by grasslands and interspersed with
arcas of shrubs and agavaceous succulents
and cacli.

Surface walter is scarce; niparian arcasarc
limited (o a few places along normally dry
washes. Both pinon-juniper (Pinus edulis
and Juniperus scopulorum) and forested ar-
eas arc found in the park’s higher clevations
{gencrally above 6000"). The latter are found
only on theextreme west end of the park and
are composed of disjunct timber specics such
as ponderosa pine {Pirus ponderosa), douglas
{ir (Pseudotsugamensziesii), and while pinc
(Pinusstobiformis), more widely found to the
north in the Southern Rocky Mountains.

Periodic and sometimes large prairic and
timber fires arc well documented in both
wrillcnand verbal records from the 19thand
the carly part of the 20th centurics. Consid-
crable cvidence, both in historical accounis
and in treering studics, indicates that most of
whal now is Guadalupe Mounlains NP (o the
west of Carlsbad Cavemns bumed inonc large
fire around the (umn of the century. A few
large (around 10-33 thousand acres) wild-
fircs also occurred in (lus century, most
caused by summer lightning.

Prevention and suppression of vepetation
fircs has Laken place throughout most of this
century; the great majority of detected natu-
ral lightning ignitions have been quickly
suppressed. Heavy grazing of thie herbaceous
vegcetation by cattle. sheep. and goats has
laken placc concurrently. This substitution
of sustained unnatural disturbance (grazing)
forthe periodic natural disturbance {fire) has
allowed the colonization of many areas with
various f{ire sensitive and unpalatable shrubs
such as spreading juniper (Juniper pinchotti),
catclaw (Afimosa biuncifera), and creosote
(Larrea tridentata), and (he vnpalatable suc-
culents lechuguilla (Agave lechuguilla), So-
ol (Dasylirion leiophyflun), and prickly
pear (Opuntia spp.).

Beginning several yearsago, park manag-
crs endeavored to excludc trespass livestock
that was migrating into the park from adja-
cent pnvate and federal lands by fencing the
perimeters ofboth parks. Thissudden cessa-
tion of heavy grazing, coupled with abnor-
mally wet years, produced a bumper crop of
grass and other herbaceous vegetation inter-
mingled with the aforcmentioned shrub and
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succulent vegetation. The resulting fuct
sitnation has been shown by several recent
fires in and around to readily sustain almost
any ignition not immediately rained out or
suppressed. Successful suppression in these
fuel conditions has been shown by woeful
experience o be unlikely in view of the hot,
dry, and windy weather typical of spring and
carly summer months. Fuel reduction is
clearly called for in many areas il any subse-
quenl suppressioncfforts are to besuccessful.

The park also contains a substantial wil-
derness arca within its boundaries. The
mandales of the Wildemess Act of 1964 and
of NPS policies governing management of
wilderness areas have dictaled thal we con-
sider reintroduction of naturally ignited veg-
clation fires as a natural resource manage-
ment {ool.

The Park Fire Management Program

A Firc Managcmnent Plan has been dralted
and approved for Carlsbad Caverns that
includes both **prescribed natural fire’ and
““management ignited prescribed fire™” as
tools for achicving cerlain natural resource
management and fuels inanagement goals.

A prescribed natural fire (PNF) is defined
as a wildland firc ignited by natural means
(usually lightning), which is permitied to
burn under specific prescribed conditions, in
apreplanned location, and withadequate fire
management personnet and equipment avail-
ablctoachieve certain defined resourec man-
agemenl objeclives. A management igniled
prescribed fire (MIPF) is similarly defined
excepl that MIPF is intentionally ignited by
park managerment. wherespecific prescribed
conditions and firc location usually are morc
precisely defined.

The introduction of this program to park
neighbors and neighbor agencies has not
been without substantial resistance, Land
adjacent to the park is sparscly populated but
contains valuable gas and oil facilities and
ranchlands, and memorics arc still fresh of
the Cottonweod Fire (1974, 16,000 acres)
and the Big Firc (1990, 33,000 acres). Nei-
ther of these wildfires had regard for park
boundaries and both presented major threats
tooutlying ranchesand gas/oil facilities. The
speeter of prescribed natural fires becoming
stmilar raging wildfircs is unacceptable. and
cvery aticmpt has been made (o coordinale
park planmng with that ol all adjacent prop-
crty owncrs and jurisdictional agencies
around these relatively small tracts of NPS
land.

The park’s fire management pian de-
scribes strict prescription limits for prescribed
nalural fire behavior. Since the park is sur-
rounded on most ofits boundary by Bureauw of

Land Management (BLM) and U.S. Forest
Service (USFS) lands, the park’s plan delin-
eates aconditional suppression stralegy zone
for its boundary area. The strategy for this
bufler zone ts identical to that specified by
ncighbor agency fire management planning
documents. Any ignition in the boundary
arcas of the park/BLM/USFS (or any PNF
that approaches this area from the interior of
the park) willbe managed in an appropriate
suppression strategy {confine, contain, or
control) as delermined by a unificd com-
mand of all involved/concerned agencies.
MIPF is proposcd for natural resource man-
agement purposcs in licu of PNF in the
proximily of park boundarics and around
high visitor use areas of the park. In thesc
arcas an increased degree of control is neces-
sary and the uncertaintics of PNF (ic. the
timing of the treatinent vs. the availability of
contro! forces) are unacceplable. MIPF in
theseareas alsowill create *“ defensible space’™
of reduced fucls in the likely event of a PNF
or wildfire in these areas.

Wildtand Fire Rescarch Needs
Rescarch in the form of intensive fire
clfects moniloring must be invohved in every
step of the implementation of this program.

Some examples of current rescarch needs

arc:

- The cflects of firc in the park on flora and
fauna have been qualitatively rescarched
only cursorily; there is scanl information
as to the effects of fire on hydrology,
cultural rcsources, ctc.  Quantitative
basclinc data on species composition and
density need to be established and moni-
tored through several burn/recover cycles
under the strictly controtled and mont-
tored conditions of MIPF. With this data
we can asceriain the cffects of firc on the
park’s natural and cultural environment
in gencral and on affected flora. fauna,
and watcrshed in padicular.

« Current theories concerning fire frequency
for the park are based largely on incom-
plete historical records or on suppression-
cra ignition data. Trce ring. charcoal
deposit. orsimilar studics could ascertain
more correctly the fire frequency in the
Guadalupe Mountains, particularly inthe
Carlsbad Caverns arca.

« The current vegelation composition is al-
moslcerainty unnatural, ascompietefire
suppression and heavy grazing havebeen
the rule throughout most of this century.
Pholographic reviews, policn and opal
phytolith, or similar studics would help
park managers ascerain the *“natural™
vegelation composition of the park.
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