
Fire scientists from Missoula spent nearly a month in 
western Florida in February, 2011, measuring fuels, 
heat transfer, and weather on large prescribed fires 
at Eglin Air Force Base. Working collaboratively with 
the US Forest Service, several other universities, and 
the Department of Defense, the Missoula group exam-
ined the combustion dynamics, fuel lifecycles, and fire 
behavior responses to fuel treatments in southeastern 
longleaf pine ecosystems. The Missoula group included 
a scientist and two graduate students from the College 
of Forestry and Conservation (CFC) at The University 
of Montana and two scientists and five field staff from 
the US Forest Service’s Missoula Fire Sciences Labora-
tory.

Eglin Air Force Base is a prime site for fire research, 
with more than 360,000 acres of fire-dependent long-
leaf pine forests and a substantial prescribed burning 
program. Longleaf pine requires frequent burning to 
maintain habitat for more than 77 state and federally 
listed endangered species. Each year the base burns 

nearly 100,000 
acres. The 
region’s flat 
terrain, 
relatively 
homogeneous 
fuels, and high 
ecological 
complexity 
together 
create optimal 
conditions to 
study funda-
mental fire 
behavior and 
effects that 
may aid 
understanding 
of more com-
plex systems 
in other parts 
of the country. 
These 
factors draw 
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fire researchers to Eglin in the winter to set up instru-
mentation on large prescribed fires. This research 
group is known as the Rx Cadre.

University of Montana researcher Carl Seielstad, an 
associate research professor in the College of Forestry 
and Conservation, and CFC PhD student Eric Rowell 
used UM’s terrestrial laser scanner to capture fuels 
information before and after two 1,000+ acre burns at 
Eglin. By integrating the laser-derived fuels character-
istics with data collected in the field by USFS research-
ers, the team is evaluating how laser scanning can be 
used to quantify variations in surface fuels and fire 
behavior at high resolution.

CFC PhD student Casey Teske worked with Missoula 
Fire Sciences Laboratory engineers Bret Butler and 
Dan Jimenez to capture thermal images of the fires 
to help characterize heat flux. Butler and Jimenez are 
involved in the Joint Fire Science Program-funded 
Lifecyle fuels project to evaluate the long-term effec-
tiveness of fuels reduction techniques and related fire 
behavior in sandhill longleaf pine forests. They deploy 
suites of novel heat flux instrumentation in fires across 
the U.S. and use thermal images to scale measurements 
to larger landscapes.

Other Rx Cadre researchers collected weather, fuels, 
and fire behavior data concurrently with the Montana 
groups. The integrated measurements will be used 
by UM and the Fire Sciences Laboratory scientists to 
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develop validation datasets for fire models and to scale 
findings from small plots to larger fires. Researchers are 
using their results to develop future collaborative fund-
ing opportunities in empirical fire science. 

The Missoula research teams from UM and the Fire 
Sciences Laboratory, together with the FRAMES project 
at the University of Idaho and the US Forest Service’s 
Wildland Fire Management RD&A unit are part of the 
Wildland Fire Science Partnership. The Partnership’s 
mission is to work together to improve the management 
of wildland fire by integrating science, technology,  
education, and practical experience.

Rx Cadre researchers investigate many aspects of fire 
behavior, fuels, smoke dispersal, and more. Deploying 
their state-of-the art technology in Florida’s longleaf 
pine forests helps researchers answer important  
questions about fire. Their research informs manage-
ment decisions, firefighter safety guidelines, and  
enhances our general understanding of fire as a process.
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