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ABSTRACT- Federal, state, and local agencies are currently developing fuel management programs to reduce the threat of catastrophic wildland fires, particularly at the wildland and urban interface. An unexpected result of these fuel treatments may be the introduction of nonnative invasive plant species. Fuel treatments can remove vegetation, open forest canopies, disturb soils, and change hydrologic conditions, factors that often promote invasive plants. The establishment of nonnative invasive plants within fuel treatments could make adjacent wildland areas more susceptible to widespread invasion following disturbances such as natural or prescribed fires. This could present a significant challenge to resource managers because fire is an important natural process and management tool in many ecosystems. Our study investigates the effect of fuel treatments on nonnative invasive plant species, and evaluates the spread of these species into wildland areas. We examined fuel treatments in a range of different plant communities, including shrubland and forest types, throughout southern, central, and northern California. We have collected data on both environmental and anthropogenic variables, including over story canopy cover, soil nutrients, litter cover, slope, aspect, elevation, and landscape-level variables such as distance to roads, fire history, and land use. We also collected data about the fuel treatment itself, such as size, age, construction, and maintenance methods. Our initial data indicate that the relative number, cover, and density of nonnative species are generally significantly higher within fuel treatments than in surrounding wildland areas. However, the degree of invasion into the adjacent wildland area varies greatly among sites. Although environmental variables such as elevation are significantly associated with nonnative species abundance, we also found correlations with fuel treatment construction, maintenance method, and fire history. Although these findings are preliminary, we hope our results eventually can be used to design and maintain fuel treatments that minimize the threat of nonnative plant invasion.
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