
Pilot Joe Oak and Forest Diversity Underburn 

BACKGROUND  

Historically, fire returned to oak woodlands in the Rogue basin every three to twenty years and 
helped create wildlife habitat and thin encroaching conifers. The introduction of fire suppression 
and the absence of this low severity/high frequency fire has diminished the quality of wildlife 
habitat, allowing for loss of oak and pine species, and promoting Douglas fir encroachment. 
These new conifer forests are not adapted to the specific site, and in recent years have proven 
vulnerable to drought and a recent flathead fir-borer outbreak in the Applegate Valley. The 
current dense condition of the forest is more vulnerable to high severity wildfire, a problem that 
is expected to be exacerbated by climate change. 

The Southern Oregon Forest Restoration Collaborative has recognized the reestablishment of fire 
as a critical strategy in restoring ecologically resilient forests. SOFRC identifies 2.1 million acres 
on federal land that are accessible and in need of treatment in the Rogue Basin; one million acres 
of which are not economically self-sufficient and will require subsidy to achieve goals of 
ecological restoration and fire resiliency (Metlen et al. 2015). Current, funding and scope of 
operations is not keeping up with the demands of an increasing fuel load, degrading oak habitat, 
and encroaching conifers.  

PROJECT OBJECTIVES 

To increase habitat resiliency and wildlife habitat value (by maintaining hardwood and pine 
diversity, creating tree cavities, reducing fuel loads, and moderating future fire behavior), this 
project proposed a 130-acre low severity underburn on a mixed hardwood and conifer forest 
under BLM ownership. The unit had been mechanically thinned by the BLM prior to site 
treatment. The project site overlapped a Nature Conservancy priority treatment area identifying 
where oaks are likely to persist given multiple climate change scenarios, and the site was also 
within a Especially Sensitive Deer Winter Range site for Jackson County. 

OUTCOME 

This project (“Pilot Joe”) was funded by a collaboration between the Oregon Department of Fish 
and Wildlife ($24,806 funded by Pitman-Robertson grant funds), the Oregon Wildlife 
Foundation ($8,019), and the Audubon Society ($250).  

On April 24 and 25, 2018, Grayback Foresty (our contractor) successfully under-burned all 130 
acres and met project specifications. The successful completion of this project will help maintain 
the site’s hardwood and coniferous diversity, increase nutrient cycling, and improve the 
resiliency of the stand to future wildfires.  The project will benefit big game such as black-tailed 
deer and non-game wildlife such as songbirds that focus on Mixed Oak Conifer stands. 

ODFW plans to include this project in future presentations on habitat improvement for big game 
and work to implement the Oregon Conservation Strategy.  We will provide credit to the Oregon 
Wildlife Foundation in these seminars and will include the OWF logo in our materials.





 


