
  
 

Testimony of Elaine Oneil, Executive Director of the Washington Farm Forestry Association, to the House 

Environment Committee in support of HB 2733 regarding the creation of a prescribed burn certification 

program at the department of natural resources on January 25, 2018  

 

Chairman Blake and Committee members, my name is Elaine Oneil.  I am the Executive Director of 

the Washington Farm Forestry Association, a membership-based organization that has been actively 

engaged in education, advocacy, and outreach on behalf of small forest landowners for more than 

60 years.  I am here on behalf of my members across the entire state, but particularly in Eastern 

Washington, who support the intent of this bill to address long-standing issues with the 

implementation of prescribed burning as one of the silvicultural tools they need to effectively 

manage their lands.  

 

What is critically important to understand is that prescribed burning is not just a convenience to 

dispose of logging slash, it is an imperative to maintaining the ecological function in Eastern 

Washington.  Not only are their native plant species that depend on fire to regenerate, for example 

lodgepole pine and red-stem ceanothus (aka deer candy), but the act of burning itself serves to 

mitigate insect and disease outbreaks.  More importantly, if conducted on a broad enough swathe of 

the landscape, prescribed fire can help mitigate future risks of catastrophic losses to mega-fires like 

the 2014 Carleton Complex, and the 2015 Okanogan Complex and North Star Fires.   

 

Our small landowner community is reporting that the combination of increasing liability, increased 

regulatory requirements, and reduced burn windows due to smoke management are currently 

driving small landowners away from using this valuable tool, even when it is their preference.  It is 

not that difficult to implement a prescribed burn and manage the risk if done appropriately as shown 

in the exhibit provided as part of this testimony.  That exhibit shows Bob Playfair, a former WFFA 

President, who handled a drip torch most of his adult life. That kind of historical knowledge, 

expertise, and comfort with prescribed burning is being lost as these old-timers retire.  With them 

goes the institutional memory of how to effectively use fire to manage their forests.  Therefore, we 

congratulate your efforts to enable the Washington Department of Natural Resources to establish a 

certified prescribed burner program that can capture this wisdom before it is gone.   

 

However, we feel the bill does not go far enough as it provides no funding to implement the 

program at the DNR, and it therefore is likely to suffer the fate of many an unfunded mandate or 

pull resources from other essential programs.  We would furthermore like to see additional elements 

included in the bill, such as the example provided by the Florida Office of Conservation Services 

which is working within their landowner assistance program to help establish Prescribed Burn 

Associations as an adjunct to their certified burner program.  Their program has been in existence 

for nearly 20 years and along the way they learned that even with a certified burner program, the 

impacts are still limited on small holdings due to lack of knowledge, experience, people, equipment, 

finances, and continued perceptions of excess liability.   We think something similar should be 

explored as part of this bill, or as an adjunct to the myriad of prescribed fire/forest health programs 

that are currently under consideration or recently implemented into law.   
 

Elaine Oneil, PhD, Executive Director, Washington Farm Forestry Association 
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Example of prescribed burning by small forest landowner  
 

 
 
Bob Playfair, Silviculture Burning on Rafter 7 Ranch, Chewelah Washington 
Expected Outcomes 

 Mitigate fire risk and produce a fire safe forest 

 Establish regeneration of desired tree and shrub species 

 Reduce potential for insect and disease outbreaks 

 


