
Hello Ski Club member,

Yes, I know a little about the criteria for opening a National Forest.

Materials such as grass and dead wood are rated as 1-hour, 10-hour, 100-hour, or maybe 1000-fuels (for example). Grass may be a 1-hour fuel – The fuel absorbs moisture or releases moisture in just one hour. A small wooden stick may be a 10-hour fuel – meaning that it absorbs or releases moisture in 10 hours. Larger pieces of wood, such as logs, may be rated as 1000-hour fuels (for example). 

The fuel moisture content (FMC) is measured as the percent of the weight of a sample of moist wood that is moisture. For example, 30% ODW means that 30% of the weight of a fuel sample is moisture. The reference weight of the dry wood is ODW or Oven Dried Wood. 

In some ranger districts, fire fighters have equipment to weigh a sample of moist wood, dry it in an oven, and compare the moist weight with the oven dried weight. From this information, they can determine the percent moisture in the original moist wood sample.

Of course, wood samples with low moisture content burn more easily that wood with high moisture content.

One criterion for closing a NF is the FMC for different fuels such as grass or wood. If the FMC is less than a certain level, such as 10%, that is one criterion for closing the forest. 

One criterion for opening a forest is having the FMC of certain fuels be greater than 20%, for example. There are other criteria such as expected temperatures and weather forecasts of rain or no rain.

Because time is required for dry wood to absorb moisture, several rains may be required for the FMC to be high enough to open the forest. One rain in one day is probably not enough time and moisture for the FMC to be high enough to open the forest.

The result is that we visitors must wait several days sometimes for a NF to be opened after the monsoon begins. 

I know that this is a long answer to your question, but I had to define several terms and talk about the process to determine when a NF can be opened.

Sam

Lou Romero, retired U. S. Forest Service employee, added the following statement:

I think it is a very good answer; however, there are other management factors that a Forest Supervisor has to consider, such as available firefighting resources within reasonable time constraints; fuel moisture conditions at neighboring forests and whether they may be opening or remain closed. In such cases, the Regional Forester may weigh in on decisions to open or not. 

