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Parspactive from Ban Banolt, Leach Lake Band of
0jibwa - Divislon of Resource Managamant

‘When we talk about wildfire in northern Minnesota, the
comversation often begins with what we are trylng o prevent:a
large, destructive fire that threatens homes, communitles, forests
and public safety. Thoss concerns are real. But there |5 another part
af the conversation that deserves greater attention, the 1dea. fre
belongs and hasa place in this landscape.

For Indigenous people, fire 15 not stmply & destructive force.
It 15 one of the toals that has shaped our relationship with the land
for generations. Traditonal Ecological Knowledge teaches us to
abserve the landscape, understand Its cyces and recognize that
‘healthy forests are niot necessarily forests untouched by distar-
bance. Flse can be part of a bealthy forest

That understanding 1s different from simply saying that we
should let forests burn. Wildfire can be dangenous, and there are
times when protecting people, homes and communities must be
the peiority, but there is a difference between recognizing the role
affire in a bealthy ecosystem and viewing every fre as something
that must be eliminated. Cur responstbility should be o under-
stand the landscape well enough to koow when, where and how
fire can be beneficial

My mame 15 Ben Benalt, 1 bave worked for the majortyof my
career In Matural Resource management both for the Leech Lake
Band of Cifitwee and for the U5 Forest service. [am a sclamtist by
training and a dtizen of the Leech Lake Band of O)ibwe residing
Justoutside of my Reservation. [ have leamed from my elders and
through my career that Tradittors] Ecological Knowledge 1s more
than a collectlon of practices. It 1s a way of understanding relatiom-
ships between people, plants, animeals, water, weather, seasons and
the land itself. This kind of krowledge s place-besed and comes
from watching the same landscape over generations and paying at-
tertion to what changes and what remalns consistent. Indigenous
people have long relled on seasonal Indlcatars to kmiow when to
humt, gather. plartand harvest We watch the plants, the animals,
thie weather and other changes around us and pass that knowledge
alang 5o owr communites and youth understand when to harvest
Manoominor pass along the best practices that we have Jearned to
care for the land that in turn will care for us.

Thet same observation can be applied towildhnd fre We
can see how a forest responds bo fire, what grows afterwand, where
regeneration oocurs, howe wikilife uses the landscape and which
plants return., We can observe whiat happers when fire 1s sheent for
long periods of ime and comipare that with aress where fire has
playedarok Theland s corstantty giving us information but are we
are paying attention? Removing fire from the forest for the last 100+
years haschanged the mature of our forests. Routine fire opens up
stands to the sun and favors plants that are fire adapted. Removing
fire from the forest, mesophication, 1sa cycle that closes the canopy,
retairs mare modsture and fvors Gre-sensitive plant species.

Oine of the most important lessons from Tradttional Ecodogl-
cal Knowledge 15 that the goal 1s not necessarily to preserve the
forest exactly as It 1s today or go back: to what 1twas. Rather the
goal 15 bo matntain a healthy relationship between the forest, the
plants, the animals and the people who depend upon 1t Fire can
help create the cond tHons necessary for forest regeneration | can
create of improve habitat for medicinal plants and food sounzes. [t
can open areasof the forest and create differert ages and struchares
withinthe landscape. It can push back mesophication cydes that
arecoming to dominate the pioe forest that 1s dependent on roa-
tine fire to persist. Differences within the forest matter and it does
not have bolook the same everywhere to be healthy, A landscape
miade up of different forest condibions provides greater ecological
diversity and restlience. In fact, modemn logging techniques are
shifting towards mimicking blos-down orwildland fire events
that create variable structure within the focest.

Additionally, fire can also help address one of the concerns we
increasingly face today: the risk of catastrophic wikifire. When fire
15 excluded from a landscape for generations. vegetation and fuels
can accumulate. Eventually, when fire does ooour under the wromg
conditions, it can burn with an intensity that 1s dificult o control.
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Perspective from Teresa Floberg, Project Di-
rector - Fire Adapted Communities,/Firewise
Dovetail Pariners, Inc.

There are many topics around “risk” when talking
about wildfires. We can reduce the risk to onr homes by
engaging in Firewise best practices. We can educate our
vigitors and residents on fire danger to reduce the risk of
human-cansed fires. We can plan and prepare as com-
munities to manage risk during emergencies and evacu-
ations.

'This reflection focuses on the opportunities and chal-
lenges of reducing the risk of catastrophic wildfire. The
key word here is “catastrophic” Minnesatas boreal forest
is fire dependent; it has been shaped by fire for millenia
and will continue to be for as long as its a boreal forest.
Fire is a critical part of this ccosystem. What is changing
is that fires in Minnesata are increasing in both intensity
and severity, destroying homes, damaging timber, and
sometimes leaving behind a blacked moonscape in areas
that will take years to regenerate.

S0 why have fires in Minnesota increased in intensity
and severity? The simple answer is - there is too much
fuelin the forest. Past forest management, fire suppres-
sion, insect infestations, wind events, and a changing
climate have all contributed to this increase of flammable
materials (hazardous fuel). Coupled with this increase
of hazardous fuel is the growing nt of homes
and infrastructure in the Wildland- Urban Interface
(WU ). More and more communitics have been, and will
continue to be, impacted by catastrophic wildfires. The
challenge of confronting this issue is that there are over
2-million acres of boreal forest in northern Minnesota.
'The flipside of that is that there are a lot of opportunities
to collaborate over that landscape.

A complex problem like “catastrophic wildfire” is go-
ing to need several solutions, and there is wide consensus
that solutions are needed. There just isnt consensus on
what those solutions are. The key is collaboration. Con-
sensus is not a critical component to collabaration, and
there is consensus on the cnly thing that really matters -
we have to do something, Many things in fact.

Expand forest product markets in our state through
innovation and imvestment to utilize low-value timber
and mill residnals (biomass, wood fiber prodocts, sustain-
able aviation fuel, etc).

Reintroduce fire to restore natural ecosystem cycles in
ourfire dependent forest.

Prowide incentives for home hardening and creating
defensible space around homes.

Increase funding for fuels reduction projects - remaov-
ing dead and dying trees.

Establish fuel breaks along critical corridors and high
value infrastructure.

Treat the forest as a landscape, not a3 a network of
property boundaries.

'This isnot an exhanstive list. ts just the first things
that corne to mind while staying within a 500-word limit:
Instead of saying “no” to sohutions you donlt agres

with, try”yes, and” instead. "Yes” can be said even while
recognizing the constraints and conflicts of an idea, and
the "and” paves the way to brainstorm next steps. There is
common ground We just have to find it. . before it borns.
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Parspective from Ray Higgins, Executive Vice
President - Minnesota Timber Producers Assoc.

Earlier this year, Minnesotans saw our state’s most
active fire season in our lifetimes, with more than 62,000
acres burned, and another 9,000 acres burned across the
border in Cntario. As a result, more than 8,000 people
were evacuated, structures were lost, and its safe to say,
millions of dollars were spent fighting the fires. Tragically
one firfighter lost his life.

Ifs no coincidence that these fires bumed in remote
areas of the state—including the BWC AW —where forest
management, inclading timber harvest, is limited.

I'm not advocating for timber harvest in the BWCAW
or other protected areas of our state. As Minnesotans, we
cherish the recreational opportunities provided by thess
beloved forests.

Bat it is also true that overgrown forests are more sus-
czptible to wildfires than ones that are carefully managed
and harvested.

Just as humans have life spans, so do trees, Crwver-
mature trees are more susce ptible to insects, discase,
blowdown, and yes, wildfire, than trees in forests that are
carefully managed and harvested.

When a wildfire does occur, the top layers of soil are
frequentlyburned. reducing organic matter and emoving
nutrients. Natural regeneration will occur within fve-
to-10 years, but tree spacing will not allow for adequate
sunlight to reach the forest floor once mature. This tight
spacing makes the forest more susceptible to other threats
such as blowdown, wildfire, insects, and disease.

Comversely, a harvested forest site will often have
greater diversity and species richness in a shorter period
of time than a site affected by fire, particalarly in areas
where fire was intense.

When a site is harvested, it is naturally regenerated,
seeded or planted. This allows shrubs, grasses and other
plant specics to re-grow more quickly than where fire has
oocurred. Plus, trees that are emoved from the site are
turned into forest products we use every day boosting
ourrural economy:

In Minnesota, wee blessed with healthy forests. Our
state iz a national leader in acres of forestland certified as
sustainable by third party groups like the Forest Steward-
ship Council and the Sustainable Forestry Initiative. Fed-
eral data shows we hawe more trees than fifty years ago,
maore big tress—nineteen inches or greater in diameter—
and mare acres of forest than fifty years ago. Thismeans
Minnesotans will be able to enjoy the forest activities we
all love—liles hiking, camping, fishing, hunting, berry-
picking, bird-watching, cross-country skiing, and many
mom—for generations to come.

Chur forests do face challenges. Reduced harvest and
management in our state malees wildfires more common.
This could be mitigated by more markets—like a paper-
mill, sawmill, or biorefinery—for harvested timber and
biomass.

Ohur state’s loggers who do this important forest man-
agement work are also faced with rising costs, including
exorbitant prices for diesel.

The forest products industry is the backbone of a
strong rural economy in our state. More than 300 Min-
nesota communities rely on logging and forest manage-
ment, not only for jobs and the products we make, but
also for the healthy forests we all enjoy.
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The Whole Story

I'm not sure how your conversations go, but when I'm chat-
ting with friends and family, the topic can change several times
in the course of a few minutes. A discussion about the housing
market can turn into lands caping preterences, then this years

April
{Drean
Jeppson

Former

tomato yields, and somehow end with a restanrant recommenda-
tion. Many trains of thought never fully reach their destination

MHS Grad

because we keep jumping from one topic to the next.

Recently, during one of those conwersations, someane
made a passing reference to the movle “Monster” starring
Charlize Theron. ['ve never seen the movie, but [ knew the
genera] premise. & woman in Florids became aserial killer,
Killing men she met while working as 8 prostitute A joke was
made, a fow comments were exchanged, and we moved on to
the pext tople.

Later thatweek, [ had a rare cppartunity to be bome
aloneand decided to watch a televislon showe. As [ was
flipping through the options, [ came acroes a documentary
about Alleen Woarmos, the woman the movie was based on.
Having Just heard her ramea few days earlier, [ thought, why
not?

[ was In elementary schiool when ber story was In the
news, 501 knew niothing about it at the time. [ didnt really
knowanything sbout her untl years later, when Maonster
came out. Shehad gone on 8 kiling spree and killed men
who were seeking prostiutes. 1 didn’t know much about the
droumstances surrounding the killings. | just knew that she
wis a 5cary, violent person whio had dane terrible things.

[t never occurred to me that she kad friends. Or peaple
who cared about ber. Or that there were pleces of her Life that
might make her more complicated than the version 1had
cregted In my head.

The documertary didn't turn me inbo a fan of Adleen. [t
wasr't one of those dooumentaries that completely fips the
story an s head and makes you question everything you
thought youkmew: [tsimply gave me more infarmation. And
with miore information, [ realtzed how much of my original
opinion had been based on very lite indformation at all

The media wanteda villain, and a complicated human
belng does't aheays make a good villain, Detalls that made
her human orrelatable weren't necessarily the detalls that
made the biggest headlines

And this was the 1960s. We didn’t havesodalmedia o
the ability to immediately search for ten differentversions of
4 story, Most of us got our Information from newspapers and
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That may mean usirg prescribed fre where it 1s appropriate
23 well as managing vegetation and fuels. Orboth of these
In comjunction as we plan the fihare of the forest.
Tounderstand how touse fire we need to consider an
impoctant distincton between fire as an ecological process
and catastrophic wikdfire. We should be looking for ways to
reduce the condttions that allow a wildfire to become cata-
strophlc while also recognizing that perlodic disturbance 15
part of a functoning forestecosystem. When we devel-
oped the Winnie Sand project, a Forest Service lad project
that manages a large portion of land on the sastern side of
the Leech Lake Reservation, the planscalled for a consider-
ahle amount of preseribed fire. However, the introduction
offire oo a landscape that hasoit seen fresoften in several
generations. 13 not something you do overnight, It was 5th
ar 6th on the lst of ttems we needed to consider [nmoast
stands prior bo the relntroduction of fire as an ecologlcal
1o, we were examining the forest and understanding
the ecologleal benefit of Introducing fire. Plans Invohed
thinning the farest through cme or two logging entries
tovopen the canopy and let the heat escape to not kil the
trees during the burn, remendng fuels from the stte to keep
the flame lersgth lower and prevent fire from reaching the
tree canopyand ersuring comtrol 1ines were [dentified and
in place to hiold the fire Hoe to prevent i from spreading
autside ofthe aneas 1t was intended. Becaise fire has been
exduded for solongas @ management tool the conditlons
needto be examined befiore lghting a match so 1t1s not
done baphazardly
At the Leech Lake Bard of Cyibwe, we are paying
attention. Our stalf work with partners at the Chippewa
Wattonal Forest bo ask questloms about the landscape,
understand fire history on the forest and the ecologlcal

shines Hke Dateline. [Feomething wasn't included 1o the stocy
bielng told, we probabily diddt knoe it wes missing.

That got me thinking about how often [ do this with
people who aren't strangers on televiston. How often have [
‘heard something about someone and quietly Alled in the rest
afthestory mysslf?

[ve met people who speak with incredible confidence
about something, as I they were standing in the room when
1t happened. Later. 1 find out thelr Information was second-
‘hand. Some of it was speculation. Yet by the time the story
reaches me, It has become fact.

Maybe there |s some comfort i having people neatly
categorized. Mean. Selfish. Lazry Difficult Unreliable. Its
much easler to decde that someone 1sa certain kind of
perscm than it 1s bo leave room for the possibiltty that they are
a complicated buman being who sometimes does things we
don't understand

Someons doesn't smile at us, and we decide they're
unfriendly Someane doesot respond the way we expected,
and we deckde they don't care. Someone makes a mistake, and
suddenly that mistake bacomes part of their Identity. How
often am [ looking at cne paragraph of someones storyand
acting ke I've read the whole book?

[ ke I'm getting better atthis [m more Hkely now to
pause and wonder what else might be going cn befiore deckd -
ing 1 knoe the whole stocy. But watching thisdocumentary
ako mademe think about the people from my past. There
are people ] havent seen in years whese stoclkes [ think I've
already figured cut. Maybe I'm still carrying around a version
afthem that was based cn someone elses story, or on cne
interaction 1had with them yearsago.

Maybe its ime to go back through the archives a Lttle.
Thatdoesn't mean everyone gets a second chance, or that
every person I'vehad a bad experlence with wes secretly mis-
understoad. Sometimes people really are diffioult. But maybe
that teacher in high school wasn't quite as terrible as everyone
made them out tobe. Maybe I |ust never bad the whole story:

benefits 1t provides and are taking steps to ensure we hae

2 3y In how the forest within our Reservation will be man-
aged. What will this forest ook 1ke In 20 years? What will
It prowvide for the pext generation? Wil medicima] plants
sl be avallable? Will wildlife have the babitat it needs? Will
young treesbe able to regenerate? Will the forest be restllent
when drooght. Insacts, dissase or wildfire acrive? Are we
acting In alignment with our values and creating balance? 15
the risk of prescribed fire warth it?

For too long, the public corwersstion about wildfiee
has often been framed as & cholos between letting forests
biarn and putting every fre out. [ belleve we can expand tha
comversation.

We can recognlze that wikifire can be dangerous and
destructive while also recognizing that fire has an ecologlcal
role. We can, at the same time, protect communities while
working to restore healthler forest conditions. ¥We can use
modem sclence while respecting knowdedge that has been
carried by Indigencus people for generations and we can
make declslons based not ooty on what the forest locks ke
today, buton what we want the landscape to provide for the
generations that come after us.

Fire has been part of northern Minnesotas forests for
a very long time. The question before 15 1s not whether fire
bielomgs on the landscape:

It does.

The question is whether we are willlng bo leam how to
liwe with It, understand it and use that knowledge to create
‘healthier forests and safer communities. That requires us to
listen borthe land. And sometimes, the land has been telling
us the answer for a very long ime
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