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We can learn a lot about the history of fire by looking at the buffalo 

range at the time of European settlement across the United States. 
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Bulk of warm season grasses are grown from warm-season precipitation.  

Precipitation is highly variable and not predictable.  This problem creates one 

of the most difficult and important management decisions (i.e., adjusting 

livestock numbers to meet forage growth).   



Note that peak lightning strikes occur near the peak standing crop of forage 

that has been grown through the summer.   Summer fires have historically 

shaped significant portions of Texas’ ecosystems.   







Fire frequency for the majority of the state averaged less than 6 years.  Some 

areas of the state had even more frequent fires. 



Prairie dogs were the major herbivore for the Texas Range Station.  

Due to lack of surface water, buffalo were not able to spend much time 

in this particular part of the Edwards Plateau.  Antelope were also 

present but in limited numbers.  Note that all these animals required a 

prairie, not a woodland for the majority of their habitat.   





The European immigrants, unlike the native Americans, had little to no history 

or culture that required fire.  They did not understand that fire shaped the 

ecosystems in which they had acquired.  By stopping fire, they effectively 

changed the entire habitat.    



There were two major herbivores prior to European Settlement.  They 

were antelope and prairie dogs.  Almost no white-tailed deer or buffalo 

because of limited amounts of consistent water. 





The picture on the upper right is what we think the Edwards Plateau looked 

like prior to European development.  Fire kept the ecosystem in a mostly 

grassland state with scattered low growing oaks and other woody plants.  With 

heavy grazing, fire was removed from the ecosystem.  Over time, woody 

plants like Juniper was allowed to grow and become a problem.  Frequent fires 

can restore the ecosystem to it’s earlier state as noted by the picture in the 

lower right.  That picture is the same location as the upper right picture.   



The lack of fire can be devastating to the ecosystem of the Edwards Plateau. 



Cedar breaks can effectively reduce the carrying capacity for livestock or deer.  

The potential for catastrophic wildfire is great in this situation. 



This graph represents the cost of allowing volatile fuels such as cedar to 

increase on the rangeland.  Habitat and water are severely affected.  



Mechanical removal of volatile fuels is costly and other more valuable woody 

species may be affected.   



Chemical treatment can be effective, but costly. 



Browsing by goats selected to select cedar (Juniper) can be effective, 

especially when used in conjunction with fire. 



Fire is very effective to control unwanted volatile fuels, but requires more 

management and knowledge than chemical or mechanical methods. 



While fire and herbivores may be very effective for juniper management, more 

management is necessary.  One must produce enough fuel to carry the fire 

and proper stocking is also required if goats are used with fire. 



The Palmer drought index was as low as it gets in this area.  This fire was 

extreme, burning the large cedar trees into the ground.  Carrying capacity was 

increased 8 times for several years following the burn.   



Note that two years following the burn, prickly pear has been drastically 

reduced, but sprouts of cedar and other woody species are already two to 

three foot tall. 











We became frustrated by the obvious need for 
an active burning program in our area. 

Most ranchers were afraid of the liability or did 
not know how to implement fire to manage their 
rangelands. 

Work we had done since the early 1980s clearly 
showed the benefits of fire. 

A burning association could build confidence in 
prescribed fire and support from the local 
community. 
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We were recognized by the State of Texas with the Governor’s 

Environmental Excellence Award.  A video was made of the 

organization and presented at a banquet in Austin. 



The key to the sustainability of the burn 
association is the next generation.  For the first 
time in the history of the ranching industry in this 
area, young children are being taught the benefits 
of prescribed fire. 



Our motto is happiness is smoke on the horizon.   

 The application of fire by the burning 
association is:  

1. Increasing livestock carrying capacity. 

2. Improving wildlife habitat. 

3. Increasing aquifer recharge. 

4. Increasing biodiversity of Edwards Plateau 
rangelands.  

5. Gathering trust and respect from the 
community leaders. 



Burn bans are designed to reduce wildfires.  Some counties allow prescribed 

burning during burn bans while others do not. 



Prescribed fire can be proactive in reducing the volatile fuel loads 

which can cause catastrophic wild fires. 





An example of how to accomplish a hot summer fire safely.  The entire pasture 

outside the burn can be grazed fairly short for added safety. 



The same concept can be applied to a town or city to reduce hazardous fuel 

loads for public protection. 






