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SUMMARY
Ohio’s native oak-hickory forests, prairies and peatland depend on fire to maintain their health and 
presence on the landscape. The absence of fire has led to the near disappearance of many of these  
ecosystems. School of Environment and Natural Resources (SENR) faculty are working to better understand 
how fire can be used as part of broader ecosystem management and restoration programs. While fire  
enhances biodiversity and reduces invasive species, use of fire will require addressing public perceptions 
about the risks and benefits of fire. 

CFAES provides research and related educational programs to clientele on a nondiscriminatory basis. For more  
information, visit cfaesdiversity.osu.edu. For an accessible format of this publication, visit cfaes.osu.edu/accessibility.

SITUATION
Prior to European settlement, forests, prairies and  
peatlands occupied over 28 million acres in Ohio. As 
the result of land development and efforts to suppress 
fire, these ecosystems have diminished by 71%, 90% 
and 98%, respectively. Oak-hickory forests comprise 
62% of the state’s forests, but are not regenerating  
adequately, which has negative impacts on wildlife and 
wood industries that depend on oak. A wide range of 
wildlife also depend on prairie ecosystems. The lack of 
fire and associated encroachment of non-native plants 
threaten these valuable ecosystems. While the  
managed use of fire can contribute to restoring 
conditions, prescribed fires also pose risks to human 
communities. Despite these risks, residents have  
indicated cautious acceptance of prescribed fire when 
they understand the rationale for its use and have 
confidence that it will be implemented safely 
and effectively.  
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RESPONSE  
SENR faculty are leaders in research and innovation to determine how fire can be used to protect and re-
store Ohio’s native ecosystems. 

Our work focuses on several questions:
• How variation in fire regimes influences the structure and function of prairie and oak forest ecosystems
• How drought affects the severity of peatland fires and how this drives changes in patterns of vegetation 

regeneration and carbon dynamics
• The role of fire in shaping the balance between invasive and native tree species 

As an interdisciplinary unit, SENR combines expertise in forest ecology with research and teaching on the 
human dimensions of natural resource management. We study the public acceptance of prescribed fires, and 
work to develop effective public communication and engagement programs and strategies for encouraging 
fire preparedness on private property. We also explore the factors that shape resource management agency 
decision-making in fire-prone landscapes. 

IMPACT
Our work has provided state resource managers with vital information to guide their use of prescribed fire 
to restore oak-hickory, prairie and peatland ecosystems. We have also included expanded information about 
the use of fire in our courses, where the next generation of resource managers received information and  
certification that meet Federal ICS-100, S-110, S-130 and S-190 requirements for wildland firefighter (red card) 
certification. Students who completed our program have taken seasonal and permanent positions in fire 
crews and are regularly employed by organizations that use prescribed fire as part of their ecosystem  
management. Through workshops, demonstrations, and face-to-face meetings, SENR faculty have also  
provided critical leadership and guidance to the Lake States Fire Science Consortium (LSFSC) which  
coordinates regional fire planning efforts in the region. Our collaborations with the College of Engineering 
have also produced a prototype of a mission planning platform that uses drones for monitoring and predicting 
fire behavior in real-time.  
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WE WORK TO DEVELOP EFFECTIVE PUBLIC 
COMMUNICATION AND ENGAGEMENT 

PROGRAMS AND STRATEGIES FOR  
ENCOURAGING FIRE PREPAREDNESS. 


