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	 California’s	 forests	 are	 on	 fire,	 with	 tragic	 
consequences	 for	 communities	 around	 the	 state.	
While	the	firestorm	in	the	Wine	Country	has	made	
international	 headlines,	 many	 small	 mountain	
communities	 also	 were	 aflame	 or	 on	 high	 alert. 
	 The	focus	now	is	on	saving	lives	and	protect-
ing	 property,	 but	when	 the	fires	 are	 out,	 the	 state	
will	have	to	face	up	to	a	major	problem:	Our	forests	
are	 too	dense	and	dry,	 and,	 in	 some	areas,	dying.	
We	 need	 a	 new	way	 to	manage	 this	 vital	 natural	
resource.
	 Nowhere	 is	 our	 challenge	 greater	 than	 in	
our	 headwater	 forests,	 the	 watershed	 for	 roughly	 
two-thirds	of	California’s	surface	water	supply	and	
15	percent	of	its	electricity	from	hydropower	plants.	
Failure	 to	better	manage	our	 forests	will	 result	 in	
higher	 future	costs	 to	fight	wildfires,	 impaired	air	
and	water	quality,	and	increased	greenhouse	gases	
due	to	loss	of	carbon	stored	in	trees	and	soils.
	 The	 state’s	 most	 important	 headwater	 region 
is	 the	 west	 slope	 of	 the	 Sierra	 Nevada	 and 
the	southern	Cascades.	Nearly	15	million	acres	of	 
forest,	woodland	and	rangeland	of	these	mountains	
drain	 into	 20	 reservoirs	 of	 statewide	 importance.	 

A	 continued	 decline	 in	 this	 vital	 natural	 infra- 
structure	threatens	water	quality	and	supply,	timber 
production,	wildlife	habitat,	rural	communities	and	
recreational	opportunities.	
	 Hallmarks	of	decline	are:
 Dense forests,	 the	 result	 of	 decades	 of	 fire	
suppression.	 These	 forests	 are	 more	 suscepti-
ble	 to	 wildfire,	 drought,	 devastating	 insect	 and	 
disease	outbreaks	and	climate	change.	The	density	
of	small	trees	in	these	headwater	forests	has	doubled	
since	1930,	while	the	density	of	large	trees	has	been	 
reduced	by	half.	This	 change	 is	most	pronounced	
on	 national	 forest	 lands,	 which	make	 up	 roughly 
half	 of	 the	 state’s	 headwater	 region.	 Improving	
the	 health	 of	 our	 headwater	 forests	 will	 require	 
reducing	the	density	of	small	trees	and	fuels	on	an	
enormous	scale.

Continued on reverse.

California forests are dying 
— they need better care

Dead and dying trees in Fresno County in June 2016 reflect the toll of California’s 
drought and bark beetle epidemic on the state’s forests. Failure to better manage 
the forests will impair air and water quality and raise the cost to fight future wildfires.



 Shrublands replacing conifer forests,	which	
results	 from	 repeated	 tree-killing	 events,	 such	 as	
drought	or	catastrophic	fire.
	 Forest	 management	 options	 to	 reverse	 this	 
decline	 exist	 —	 controlled	 burns,	 managed	 
wildfire,	mechanical	 thinning	and	pest	 treatments.	
Yet	 compared	 with	 some	 other	 western	 states,	 
California	forest	managers	are	underutilizing	these	
tools.	Federal	agencies,	in	particular,	need	to	shift	
to	larger,	landscape-scale	efforts	to	reduce	wildfire	
risk	and	improve	forest	health.
	 Large-scale	 management	 projects	 will	 
require	 more	 collaboration	 among	 federal	 and	 
state	 agencies,	 and	 with	 private	 landowners.	 
Fortunately,	 there	 are	 many	 opportunities	 to	 
improve	collaboration	under	current	law,	including	 
the	 use	 of	 “stewardship	 contracts”	 and	 “good	 
neighbor	 authorities.”	 These	 legal	 instruments	
give	 the	U.S.	Forest	Service	flexibility	 to	manage	 
national	forests	with	private	and	state	partners,	and	
to	 include	 revenue-generating	 timber	 harvests	 to	
help	 cover	 the	 cost	 of	 forest	 treatments.	To	 date,	
California	 hasn’t	 been	 taking	 advantage	 of	 these	
instruments	nearly	enough.
	 Improving	 forest	 health	 may	 require	 actions	
that	 can	 have	 short-term	 consequences	 —	 for	 
example,	 generating	 smoke	 from	prescribed	fires,	
or	 harvesting	 trees	 to	 pay	 for	 forest	 manage-
ment	 projects	 —	 but	 long-term	 benefits.	 These	
short-term	 impacts	will	 require	public	buy-in	 and	 
support.	 To	 achieve	 long-term	 ecological,	 social	
and	environmental	objectives,	we	may	have	to	live	
with	the	disruptions	that	these	actions	bring.
	 It	took	decades	to	create	the	poor	condition	of	
today’s	forests,	and	it	will	take	decades	to	improve	
forest	health.	There	are	proven	techniques	that	can	
get	 the	 job	 done.	Tools	 to	 support	more	 effective	
funding	 and	 collaboration	 are	 available.	 What’s	
now	needed	are	 champions	at	 the	 local,	 state	 and	
federal	 levels	 —	 and	 public	 backing	 for	 a	 new	 
approach.
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