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	 It’s	time	to	put	a	stop	to	the	forest	mega-fires.	
They are not random acts of God or an inevita-
ble result of climate change, as President Obama 
said	in	his	speech	to	the	U.N.	Climate	Summit	on	 
Tuesday.	 The	 ongoing	 drought	 in	 California	 is	 a	
factor,	but	not	the	cause.
	 We	are.
 Last year, the 257,000-acre Rim Fire fried 
a	 huge	 chunk	 of	 the	 Stanislaus	 National	 Forest	 
before	burning	into	Yosemite	National	Park.	Now	
the 95,000-acre King Fire has feasted upon densely 
overgrown	public	 timberland	 in	 the	Eldorado	and	
Tahoe	national	forests.
	 These	 and	 similar	 spectacles	 are	 our	 own	 
monstrous	 creation.	We’ve	 conjured	 them	 out	 of	
nature	 by	 allowing	 flammable	 woody	 biomass	 to	
accumulate	to	extraordinary	levels.
 Inevitably, there is a match, a spark, a lightning 
strike,	and	here	we	go	again.
	 Not	 acts	 of	 God.	 This	 is	 our	 creation	 and	 
something	we	can	put	an	end	to,	whenever	we	are	
ready	 to	 do	 what	 is	 necessary	 to	 keep	 our	 green	
trees	from	becoming	a	national	ashtray.
 There is only one remedy, and that is fuel 
treatments — forest thinning, chipping, prescribed 
burning and so forth — at a scale necessary to face 
down	 and	 neutralize	 the	 threat.	 It’s	 important	 to	 
review	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 we’ve	 marched	 our	
forests	to	the	brink	of	ecological	collapse.
	 California	 forests	 evolved	 with	 periodic	
fire,	 both	 from	 lightning	 and	 intentional	 burning	
by	 aboriginal	 peoples.	 There	 were	 undoubtedly	 
enormous	fires	prior	to	the	Gold	Rush	and	the	flood	
of	 Euro-American	 settlement,	 but	 these	 frequent	
fires,	although	large	in	area,	were	relatively	benign	
as	far	as	their	effects	on	the	landscape.	They	tended	
to	keep	flammable	woody	 fuels	at	 low	 levels	and	
therefore	made	 our	 current	 brand	 of	mega-fires	 a	
physical	impossibility.
 The Gold Rush brought Manifest Destiny 
and an explicit doctrine of racial superiority  
justifying	the	rapid	displacement	and	genocide	of	the	 
indigenous	 population.	 The	American	 conquerors	
also	 brought	 with	 them	 a	 cultural	 experience	 of	
fire	suppression.	Although	John	Muir	thrilled	to	the	
open	and	cathedral-like	forests	of	the	Sierra,	it’s	not	
likely	that	he	or	his	19th	century	white	contempo-
raries	grasped	that	what	they	were	looking	at	was,	

to	 a	 remarkable	 extent,	 the	 product	 of	American	 
Indian	forest	management	practices.
	 Rather,	 it	 was	 conceived	 to	 be	 “unspoiled”	 
nature,	 akin	 to	 a	 Western	 Garden	 of	 Eden.	 To	 
protect such a place, it seemed logical to stamp 
out	all	fires.	So	began	the	20th	century	attempt	at	
absolute	fire	exclusion:	Forests	and	wildlands	that	
had	evolved	 to	burn	as	 frequently	as	 every	 six	 to	
10	 years	 were	 abruptly	 deprived	 of	 their	 natural	 
housekeeping	 system.	 Now	 if	 a	 fire	 broke	 out,	 
firefighters	 came	 to	 suppress	 it	 with	 military	 
precision, using increasingly sophisticated tools 
and	technology.
	 The	long	fuel	buildup	began:	more	trees,	more	
downed	wood	and	organic	matter,	more	everything	
flammable	—	 sprinkled	 like	 so	much	 gunpowder	
on top of a surface climatic regime that annually  
features	a	long,	hot,	dry	summer.
	 By	the	1970s,	 the	pioneer	zeal	had	faded	and	
a	 new	 science	 of	 ecology	 was	 becoming	 firmly	 
established.	 Natural	 resource	 scientists	 and	 
managers	came	to	recognize	the	profound	error	of	
fire	exclusion.	Prescribed	fire	began	to	be	practiced	
in	 national	 parks	 such	 as	Yosemite	 and	 Sequoia/
Kings	 Canyon.	 Still,	 reintroducing	 fire	 in	 most	 
settings	was	not	—	and	 is	not	—	easy.	Most	 for-
ests	are	now	too	heavily	overgrown	to	responsibly	 
ignite.	 They	 need	 to	 be	 carefully	 thinned	 first.	
There	are	also	public	safety,	liability	and	air-quality	 
concerns	that	greatly	constrain	open	burning.
	 A	 further	 complication	 stems	 from	 the	 
social	turmoil	of	the	“timber	wars”	and	the	strong	 
backlash against unsustainable logging practices 
on	national	forests	and	other	public	lands.	Timber	
harvest levels plunged in the 1990s and are only 
slowly	recovering.
 Public-agency managers are groping their  
way	 toward	 a	 new,	 more	 socially	 acceptable	 
equilibrium.	 Some	 interest	 groups	 remain	 deeply	
steeped in mistrust, continuing to make implicit 
arguments that doing nothing in the forest is less 
risky	than	allowing	dark	forces	to	plunder	it.	Here	
we	 see	 the	 Garden	 of	 Eden	 myth	 perpetuated	 in	
a	 different	 form,	while	 unnaturally	 hot	 firestorms	
lay	 waste	 to	 timber,	 wildlife	 and	 recreational	 
opportunities	 as	 well	 as	 damaging	 critical	 
infrastructure	 such	 as	 roads,	 hydropower,	 water	
storage	and	water	delivery	systems.
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	 Like	 fire	 exclusion,	 the	 do-nothing	 approach	
has	failed.	Nature	doesn’t	care	who	can	make	 the	
most	 vivid	 fundraising	 appeals	 or	 file	 the	 most	
disruptive	lawsuits.	The	California	forest	wants	to	
burn,	 and	 it	will	 do	 so	whether	we	 like	 it	 or	 not.	
Why	not	 take	a	 lesson	 from	our	American	 Indian	
heritage	and	tend	to	the	forest	rather	than	allowing	
it to burn uncontrollably?
 Vastly expanded efforts to reduce the accu-
mulated	 wood	 and	 organic	 debris	 are	 needed	 to	
save	 our	 forests	 and	 put	 them	 on	 a	 trajectory	 to	 
sustainability.	But	here’s	the	catch:	Such	ecological	 
restoration	 work	 needs	 to	 include	 an	 element	 of	
commercial	 logging	 and	 bio-energy	 utilization,	 
because an impoverished rural forestry sector  
cannot	possibly	get	the	job	done.
	 It’s	 also	 wishful	 thinking	 to	 suggest	 that	 
cash-strapped	 American	 taxpayers	 are	 going	 to	
spend	 what	 is	 necessary	 to	 accomplish	 large-
scale	forest	restoration	work	in	the	West	without	a	 
robust	commercial	component.	Fuel	treatments	—	 
partial cuts, thinning, piling and burning, chipping,  
prescribed burning — all of these practices are 
needed,	 and	 they	 all	 cost	 money.	 The	 effort	 is	 
going	 to	 have	 to	 pay	 its	 own	 way	 through	 the	 
harvest and sale of valuable forest products, biomass or  
biofuels.	 Fortunately,	 trees	 are	 a	 renewable	 
resource.	 The	 funding	 needed	 to	 make	 critical	 
forest	 investments	 is	 readily	 available	 within	 a	 
conservative and aesthetically pleasing program of 
active	management.
	 Sanctioning	 a	 new	 public	 forestry	 will	 put	
our	forests	and	wildlands	on	the	path	to	long-term	 
resilience and carbon storage, better able to adapt to 
the	inevitable	stresses	of	a	warming	climate.	Within	
a	generation,	 today’s	 searing	mega-fires	will	 be	 a	
fading	memory.
	 Of	course,	there	will	always	be	fires.	Some	will	
be	very	large.	We	will	always	need	the	services	of	
dedicated	and	brave	firefighters.	But	we	can	spend	
more	on	sustainable	green	jobs	and,	in	time,	much	
less	on	emergency	response.
	 We	can	starve	the	mega-fire	beast.
	 No	 more	 mega-fires.	 None.	 It’s	 technically	 
feasible,	 and	 will	 happen	 if	 forest	 managers	 are	 
given	a	clear	mandate	to	get	the	job	done.
	 Our	grandchildren,	and	theirs,	need	us	to	act.
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