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?"e: A Natural Process

Fire is as much a part of the forests in Crater
Lake as are avalanches, windstorms, native in-
sect and disease outbreaks, and volcanoes. All
of these naturally occurring forces play an im-
portant role in shaping the forest landscape.

For as long as there have been forests, there have
been fires. All it takes is the right set of ingredi-
ents: fuel, oxygen, and a source of heat.

Forests of Crater Lake National Park have a good
deal of fire evidence. You might recognize this
evidence in the form of fire-scarred trees, silver
snags, charcoal in the soil, mosaic patterns of
even-aged trees or charred wood.

Through the centuries, plants and animals have
evolved in the presence of fire and, in fact, cer-
tain species actually require fire periodically to
ensure their survival. Lodgepole pine is one ex-
ample. Many cones of the lodgepole pine re-
quire heat in order to open and release the seeds.
Douglas-fir, the dominant tree species in the
Northwest, has adapted to periodic fires by de-
veloping thick, insulating bark and seeds that
germinate best in open conditions and mineral
soil such as found after a fire.

In ponderosa pine
ecosystems, low intensity
fires occurred almost
every decade before
1900, often initially
scarring small trees. Older
trees (left) frequently have
large basal scars called
catfaces resulting from
these pre-1900 fires. In a
stem cross-section (below)
each scar is separated by
bands of healing tissue,
enabling precise dating of
each past fire by annual
ring analysis.

Wildlife has also adapted to recurring fire. Fire opens
up the forest canopy and allows the sunlight to reach
the forest floor. Vegetation soon thrives within the
reach of many animals and wildlife diversity increases.

Fire is a natural process - a part of each park’s ecosys-
tem of plants, animals, soil, water and air. The fre-
quency of fire in each park depends on climate, veg-
etation, fuels, and topography.

Fire history in Crater Lake National Park

Fire history at Crater Lake National Park has been
documented through the research of James Agee, pro-
fessor of Forest Ecology at the University of Washing-
ton, and other researchers since the mid-1970s. Re-
search indicates that historical fire regimes varied ac-
cording to the forest type in terms of fire frequency
and severity.

Crater Lake's dominant forest types and their mean
fire return interval:

Mountain hemlock/Shasta red fir 42 yrs
Lodgepole pine 60 to 80 yrs
Ponderosa pine 2to 17 yrs

Understanding the role fire has played in shaping
the landscape can be obtained through the scien-
tific study of fire scars, vegetation structure, and
fire ecology of the various ecosystems within the
park.






