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Brown Chapter 1: Introduction and Fire Regimes

is very sensitive to fire frequency and its effects on
understory herbaceous species. Sensitivity to frequency
is provided by recognizing four frequency classes be-
tween 0 and 25 years. This separates some eastern and
western vegetation into different fire regime types.

The fire regime classification employed in this vol-
ume is based on fire severity. Characteristic fire fre-
quencies are reported but not combined with fire
severity into classes. Use of fire severity as the key
component for describing fire regimes is appealing
because it relates directly to the effects of disturbance,
especially on survival and structure of the dominant
vegetation. It is intended for broadscale applications
and for communication about fire’s role among re-
source managers and others interested in natural
resources.

Detailed information available about past fire re-
gimes is based mostly on biophysical evidence, written
records, and oral reports that encompass the period
from about 1500 to late 1800, a time before extensive
settlement by European-Americans in many parts of
North America, before intense conversion of wildlands
for agricultural and other purposes, and before fire
suppression effectively reduced fire frequency in many
areas. In this volume, we refer to the fire regimes of the

Heinselman’s fire regimes by referring to mortality of
the primary tree cover as stand-replacement.

Two recent fire regime classifications have proven
useful for mapping extensive areas of forest, shrub-
land, and grassland vegetation at 1 km resolution.
Morgan and others (1998) mapped historical and cur-
rent fire regimes in the Interior Columbia River Basin
based on four fire severity and five fire frequency
classes (fig. 1-1). Hardy and others (1998) mapped fire
regimes of the Western United States using fire sever-
ity and fire frequency combined into five classes. They
keyed the fire regime classes to spectral images and
biophysical data including elevation, hydrologic units,
Kuchler’s vegetation types, and Bailey’s (1995) sec-
tions. Results were used to prioritize allocation of
funds and resources as part of a national strategy for
prescribed fire. For example, high priority for restora-
tion using prescribed fire was assigned to areas where
current and historical fire regimes have departed
significantly such as in the ponderosa pine type.

Readers who wish to view a more complex ecological
classification are referred to the detailed classification
of fire regimes developed by Frost (1998). It incorpo-
rates periodicity of the fire cycle, primary season of
burn, fire frequency, and fire effects on vegetation. It
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Figure 1-1—Comparison of fire regime classifications by Heinselman (1978), Kilgore (1981), Hardy and others (1998), Morgan and
others (1998), and the Flora and Fuel Volume. Lines connect similar fire regime types. In parentheses, forest includes woodlands
and grassland includes shrublands.
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