
Paleofire science is the study of fire over decades 
to millenia primarily from sedimentary prox-

ies. While some areas of geoscientific 
knowledge - particularly climate sci-

ence - have been focal areas of sci-
ence-policy investigation (e.g. 

Meadow et al. 2015), there has 
only recently been interest in 

seeking “policy-relevant” 
products from the paleo-

fire research communi-
ty (GPWG2 2018). The 

potential for insights 
from past fire re-
gimes is high, but 
depends on col-
laboration. 

Forest fire policy in the United States and Western 
States particularly is a milieu of social and 
political concerns which continues to 
prioritize fire suppression. Challeng-
ing spatial relationships between 
the built environment and wild-
lands, a settler-colonial asso-
ciation of fire with indige-
nous “mis-use” of lands 
and protection of natu-
ral resources have en-
trenched these poli-
cies. Depedence on 
NEPA process is a 
defining charac-
teristic (Stevens 
and Ruth 2005).

A vast diversity 
of people and 
institutions are 
stakeholders in 
the management 
of wildfire in the 
West. Many of these 
actors are active us-
ers of fire science and 
likely have both inter-
est in and ability to use 
paleofire perspectives on 
wildfire in a changing climate. 
Awareness of paleofire insight is 
a primary obstacle, but recogniz-
ing different needs and abilities as well 
as power relationships between actors is 
crucial (Meehan 2017).

Training in pa-
leofire science 

is predominant-
ly biogeophysical, 

but a long tradition 
of discussing pre-

historic human in-
fluence on the extent 

and severity of fire con-
tinues. This tradition, like 

other positivist sciences, 
assumes a linear model of sci-

ence-policy knowledge transfer 
which is highly problematic (Ja-

sanoff 1990). Tree ring researchers 
are better attuned to the management 

communities. Other paleofire researchers 
may benefit from this direct peer experience. 
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From the perspective of a researcher, this crucial step is a fundamental right-of-passage 
in science and preserving the integrity of open-ended inquiry is a high priority for the insti-
tution of science. In some cases this must be tempered with input from stakeholders and 
non-scientists to guide social priorities. Our topic is understanding the openness of tree 
canopies in relation to fire regime through the Holocene. This is known to present a 
restoration dilemma in light of climate change and fire suppression. 

No two interfaces between science and policy are identical, so case-specific models like 
the one presented here (to the left) are essential. To accompany our paleofire investigation, 
we are recruiting paleofire researchers and land management scientists and prac-
tioners to begin dialogue about paleofire applications in the lands surrounding study 
sites. 

Recursive data collection and theory-building are essential to social research, and to reflect 
our commitment stages of paleofire data collection are interspersed with social data col-
lection to promote iterativity. Preliminary interviews, followed by a survey, and focus 
groups to distill findings are integrated into paleofire data collection and analysis. 
Questions to guide data collection are in grey boxes (left).

Paleofire workersPublics & Officials

• In what ways  
has the practice 
of fire suppres-
sion reproduced 
itself?

• How does past 
variability weigh 
against risks in 
the calculus of 
fire restoration 
management?  

• Are paleofire 
data and tech-
niques compat-
ible with needs 
of fire manage-
ment?

Science-Policy
The existing passive influence of 
paleofire science on the policies 
that govern wildfire related ac-

tivity are tightly associated with 
restoration of more frequent fire 
but are not integrated into oth-
er frames of reference such as 

changing biogeography.

Paleofire Practice
Leveraging existing knowledge 
to better serve the needs of re-

source managers may require 
revisiting core concepts and 

metrics of fire occurence to fa-
cilitate translation.

Relationship Building
Connecting Paleofire researchers 
and the people involved in manag-
ing forest resources is an oppor-

tunity. Future efforts may benefit 
from Fire Science Consortia and 

Fire Learning Networks and must 
be responsive to demands of both 

science and management.

Policy Practice
Interacting with publics and 
officials of wildfire policy re-
quires understanding how in-

dividuals and collectives enact 
policy. The political pressure 
of resource- and home-own-

ers, recreationists and environ-
mentalists is pervasive.   

Most of the theoretical work was produced during a seminar with Katie Meehan at the University 
of Oregon in Fall 2017. Thanks to all who participated. Special thanks to Dan Gavin and the inhab-
itants, past and present, of the Paleoecology and Biogeography Lab @ UO Geography, and UO En-
vironmental Studies for remaking environmental research.
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• How does the 
temporal uncer-
tainty in Paleo-
fire data change 
its utility?

• What are the 
historical roots 
of pyrophobia?

• Is the move to-
ward resto-
ration of fire 
regimes more 
informed by his-
torical fidelity or 
other priorities?

• How is fire re-
gime restoration 
impacted by 
pressure from 
developers to 
facilitate Wild-
land-Urban In-
terface expan-
sion?

• Long-term per-
spectives, like 
modeling, will 
only suggest 
outcomes, thus 
will monitor-
ing and transfer 
functions be es-
sential?

• What issues of-
trust will arise 
in paleofire and 
land manag-
ment collabora-
tion?

• How does the 
framing of a 
long-term view 
present epis-
temic problems 
for manage-
ment science?

Report Project Narrative
While this includes natural science publishing norms, reporting in transdisciplinary research 
requires additional products and may include alternative forms of communication such as 
workshop materials and webinars. Fitting reporting techniques to participants’ needs is a 
crucial component of ‘success’. In addition to paleofire articles, end-products include 
workshop materials for both paleofire workers and land management personnel.

• What epistem-
ic commitments 
does paleofire 
have that will 
make compro-
mising goals 
challenging?

Design inspired by transdisciplinary research in other fields 
adapted to Pacific Northwest paleofire and management

Wildfire policy and the science of paleofire exist adjacent but with few direct existing connections, excepting tree-ring re-
search. This model illustrates linkages to be created and strengthened through new initiatives for paleofire research.

Study site at North Twin Lake, OR


