Newcastle Fire Defense Zone

Five-Year Plan

FY03 - FY07

Purpose and Need

The Newcastle Fire Defense Zone calls for the implementation of various fuel reduction treatments for the purpose of providing public safety to the residents of Newcastle, Wyoming. Treatments will be designed to aid in the prevention of large, catastrophic wildfires, as well as serve in the control of future wildfires within the area. The Newcastle Fire Defense Zone will serve as a "defendable space" surrounding and protecting the northwest side of Newcastle, Wyoming from the potentially devastating effects of a fast-moving, destructive crown fire.

Treatment units are located on 1750 acres of USDI - Bureau of Land Management (BLM) lands located ½ to 3 miles northwest of Newcastle, Wyoming. (Refer to attached Project Location and Treatment Unit maps)

Background

Several homes and private improvements are currently located adjacent or near BLM lands within this area. Community and housing development has shown significant increases within this Wildland Urban Interface zone over the past 10 - 20 years, a trend that is expected to continue. Treatment units are also located in areas key to fire suppression efforts, due to the terrain and vegetative cover.

Many historically open meadows within the treatment areas have slowly become overgrown with Ponderosa Pine and Juniper vegetation. These meadows offer an invaluable level of protection during wildfire suppression operations. The encroachment of Ponderosa Pine and Juniper results in a "closed canopy" that places the entire area at a much higher risk of catastrophic fire. 

Other portions of the treatment areas are dominated by heavily stocked Ponderosa Pine stands. These stands contain a dense stocking of understory "ladder fuels". These "ladder fuels" carry ground fires up and into the overstory canopies during wildfires, ultimately contributing to dangerous crown fires.

The goals of the Newcastle Fire Defense Zone are:


To return vegetative cover within the treatment areas to a condition that more closely emulates a "Pre-fire suppression era" condition; and 

To provide pre-positioned and preplanned areas where future fire suppression efforts can be made more safely, and with a greater chance for overall effectiveness and success.

Interagency / Private Land Coordination

Although treatments discussed within this 5-year plan are located only on BLM lands, the success of the Newcastle Fire Defense Zone relies heavily upon the coordination and support of other nearby management agencies, as well as many individual private landowners. In order for the Newcastle Fire Defense Zone to be effective, treatments must tie in directly from one private owner or management agency to another. To aid in this process, coordination and information sharing will be provided to all neighboring landowners and nearby land management agencies, as well as the community of Newcastle.

Several landowners within this Wildland Urban Interface have already begun the labor-intensive and costly process of reducing hazardous fuels in and around their homes. Wyoming State Forestry programs currently provide private landowner incentives within this zone. This continued program will be a key component to the overall success of this plan. 

Relation to Regulations and Policies

The Newcastle Fire Defense Zone conforms to the BLM's Newcastle Field Office Resource Management Plan (RMP). The plan also supports the National Fire Plan (December 1995, with January 2001 amendment), as well as the Bush Administration's Healthy Forest Initiative. 

All treatments implemented will be subject to National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirements as current law and policy dictate. An interdisciplinary approach will be used in the design of all treatments, and care will be taken to ensure sensitive resources are protected. A required cultural resources inventory will be completed prior to the implementation of any treatments (Scheduled and funded for Fiscal Year 2003).

Proposed Action

Treatments will consist of Encroachment Treatments, Tree Thinning and Piling, and Pile Burning operations.

Encroachment treatments will reestablish several of the historically open meadows within the Newcastle Fire Defense Zone that are key in the success of wildland firefighting operations. Within these treatment areas, all trees less than 9" Diameter Breast Height (DBH) will be cut. (DBH = diameter 4.5' above ground level). In most areas the resultant slash will be placed in piles for future burning (or possible firewood use). Current estimates call for approximately 421 acres of encroachment Treatments.
Thin and Pile Treatments will involve the removal of understory ladder fuels. These treatments will be located primarily in Ponderosa Pine stands. All resultant slash material will be piled for future burning or firewood use. The scattered layout of these treatments will provide effective fire control while also serving the needs of area wildlife. By breaking up the treatments they will maintain, or even improve area wildlife habitat diversity. Breaking up the treatments will also maintain the overall aesthetics and "natural look" of the area. Current estimates call for approximately 358 acres of Thin & Pile Treatments.

Treatment design and layout will allow for the release and protection of any hardwood species found (Aspen, Cottonwood, etc.), as well as protect any riparian areas present. 

The current condition of hazardous fuel build-up must not be allowed to reestablish over time, once treated. The long-term maintenance of these treatments will be accomplished through follow-up mechanical treatments, commercial timber harvests, and limited prescribed burning as risk assessment and policies allow. (Treatment areas are currently in condition that does not allow for safe implementation of prescribed fire).

Schedule for Plan Implementation

Year #1:
Cultural Inventory 

(Fiscal Year 2003)
of all treatment units

Years #2&3:
Implement treatments on units

(Fiscal Years 2004-2005)
#1 and #2

Years #4&5:
Implement treatments on unit

(Fiscal Years 2006-2007)
#3

Cooperating Agencies / Neighboring Private Landowners

The following land management agencies, government offices, and private landowners will be consulted within the planning and execution of this plan, and afforded opportunity to comment on treatment proposals:


City of Newcastle, WY

Wyoming State Division of Forestry

Wyoming State Division of Wildlife


USDA - Natural Resources Conservation Service


USDA - Forest Service

USDI - Fish and Wildlife Service


Horton Family Partnership

Andy Wolfe

 
Bernice Wocicki, et al


GG and Emma Farnsworth

Tom and Jamie Farnsworth

David and Dennis Dutcher

Pete Kaiser

Bill Burke

Tavegie Ranch

Plan Author

Christian Frank



                             Date: April 4, 2003

Natural Resource Specialist

USDI - Bureau of Land Management

Phone: (307) 746-6622
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