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January 20, 2026
Local Leaders Know Protecting Pikes Peak Means Restoring Forest Health
The Wildfire Action Collaborative (WAC) is a group of elected officials, fire professionals, foresters, governmental land managers, environmental experts, emergency managers, and private stakeholders convened to reduce fire risk along the Front Range, centered in the Douglas County area.  Most of our members have decades of experience in our respective fields and can bring that expertise to bear in strategic planning for fire risk reduction and forest health restoration.  Our members saw the December 16th article in the Colorado Springs Gazette titled: Protect Pikes Peak from Unneeded Logging and thought it worthwhile to provide an alternative perspective on the US Forest Service’s proposed Pikes Peak Vegetation Management and Restoration Project.  
Our Front Range forests are no longer natural…  A century of fire suppression policy has disrupted nature’s disturbance regime and handcuffed its most important forest management mechanism.  For millennia, fire shaped our Front Range forests and grasslands.  Low to mixed intensity fires commonly occurred every 20 to 30 years.  They created mosaiced open stands of fire-resistant ponderosa pine with pervasive mountain meadows.  Douglas fir thrived on the north facing mountain slopes that were shaded, cooler, and held the snow late into the season.  They did not survive in quantity within the ponderosa stands due to their fire susceptibility.  Gambel oak and other shrublands were less dense.  Many of the larger, old growth trees were harvested for timber or succumbed to other calamities during the European settlement period.  Relatively few remain, and those that survive are often stressed from competition with the slew of younger trees that have grown up at abnormal density due to the lack of fire.  They are at risk from disease and increased insect activity.  
Fire acreage and intensity have drastically increased over recent decades due in large part to continuous stands of abnormally dense forests and shrublands.  Once one of these dense stands ignites, flames rapidly climb into the forest canopy, burn at very high intensity, and spread at great speed.  Embers from this type of fire can jump great distances and ignite nearby stands and structures.  These fires burn so hot that in some patches, all vegetation is killed, and seeds are destroyed.  Temperatures are so intense that they often create a hydrophobic layer on top of the soil that prevents rain infiltration.  This occurred during the catastrophic Hayman fire in 2002.  Shortly after the fire, ¼” of rainfall caused major flash flooding, wiping out driveways and bridges in its wake.  These floods carried away the topsoil and choked nearby waterways and filled reservoirs.  The immense power of the water, sediment, trees, and debris moving downstream reshaped watersheds and destroyed buildings.  It compromised water quality.  The national forests are the watersheds from which a high percentage of our water supply originates. Even partial restoration of these areas was a monumental effort.  It will likely take a century for the forest to recover.     
This dangerous situation played out again post-Waldo Canyon Fire where over 20,000 residents were evacuated, 2 people died, approximately 400 structures were destroyed and 18,000 acres burned. This has led to multiple flash floods and mudslides in Manitou Springs shutting down roads and trapping residents until the water receded and mud was removed.

Endemic wildlife adapted over the centuries to the historic forest composition, density, and growth patterns.  These habitats are different now.  Overgrown forests shade the grasses and forbs essential for food and cover.  The carrying capacity of our forests has declined due to the increased forest density and the lack of ‘edge’, areas where open meadows meet forest patches or stream corridors.  These edge areas offer the most vegetative and wildlife diversity.  The current unnatural composition of our forests is not healthy, nor is it the best for our native wildlife species.  Large, high-intensity fires kill wildlife and destroy habitat within their wake.  And again, it can take a century for these areas to recover to historic conditions.  
The actions proposed by the US Forest Service are sound and prudent.  The proposed treatments will be a huge step toward restoring these forests to their historic conditions.  Wildlife habitat will be improved.  Trees will be relieved from the stress of competition, allowing them to grow more rapidly and better resist insects and disease.  The Forest Service is noting areas of old growth and managing certain areas for mature stands.  Most importantly, they are reducing the risk of large, high intensity wildfire.  By thinning forests and shrublands to historic density, reducing ladder fuels, and managing thick stands on steep slopes, they are rebuilding the historic resilience of our national forest, which will allow nature to resume its regime of periodic, low to mixed intensity fires that improve wildlife habitat and maintain forest health.  These actions will protect human life, reduce danger to homes and our utility grid, maintain our water supply, and preserve our air and water quality.  The required National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) review process will ensure that wildlife, environmental, cultural, economic, and social concerns are analyzed and accommodated.  What is not to like about this proposal?

Sincerely, 
Douglas County Wildfire Action Collaborative
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