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As the climate warms, extended drought and heat events in the United States are 
driving an increase in wildfire activity and homes lost to wildfire. When fire occurs in and 
around homes, the homes become the fuel that ignites other nearby homes, causing 
mass conflagrations. Experts are telling us that we must shift from defining wildfires as 
the problem to defining the vulnerability of our homes and communities as the problem.   

In September 2023, the Presidential Wildfire Mitigation and Management 
Commission issued its consensus report entitled On Fire  and underscored that society 1

has to learn to live with fire. The report emphasized the need for agencies to recalibrate 
their suppression activities, recognized beneficial fire and recommended investing in 
actions that focus on making homes and communities ignition resistant. 

1.  80-90% of ignitions are human caused. There should be increased 
emphasis on prevention of ignitions. This includes Public Safety Power Shutoffs, more 
use of fire safety public land closures (FSLC) during high fire risk conditions, and tighter 
regulation of forestry activities on private lands during high fire risk conditions.  The 
Forest Service can play an important role in limiting human caused ignitions on public 
lands, particularly lands in and around communities. 

2.  Urban encroachment on wildlands is increasing, making forests more 
vulnerable to human-caused ignitions. Proximity to neighborhoods and powerlines 
increases the chance of human-caused ignitions.  A useful exercise in the context of the 
NW Forest Plan revision process would be to produce a map of all public lands within ¼ 
mile of census designated towns in Oregon, Washington and California.  This map would 
provide a focal area for activities on public lands that would reduce fire risk to 
communities and provide operable space for firefighting. 

3.  Home Outward. Stated simply, the US Forest Service does not own the 
problem of home and community loss, nor does it have the solution.  Community wildfire 
risk focus begins with individual homes. To prevent home loss, the highest priority 
should be to work in the Home Ignition Zone (zero to five feet around the home) and 
then creating defensible space in and around the home in a gradient around the home, 
and fire hardened structures and communities. (e.g. Missoula Fire Lab - Dr. Jack Cohen; 
Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety, https://wildfireprepared.org).   

4.  Dry forests. Dry forest types are present in a small portion of the total lands 
covered by the NW Forest Plan.  These dry forests have historically experienced fire 
more frequently, though some may not have burned as frequently because of 
suppression.  For these dry forests, it is necessary for the U.S. Forest Service to 
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examine the recent fire history and determine which of these landscapes may have been 
impacted by suppression and which have burned in recent fires. Options may include 
activities that involve careful pruning from below followed by the introduction of 
prescribed fire. Thinning smaller diameter trees with heavy equipment may have impacts 
on soil health, carbon stores and may increase the speed and intensity of fires. In sum, 
there are trade-offs from management activities that result in direct, indirect and 
cumulative impacts that need to be explicitly considered in these sensitive ecosystems. 

5. Westside, moist forests. The vast majority of NW Forest Plan lands have 
historically burned as moderately frequent mixed severity fires or infrequent high severity 
fires. Large westside forest fires are the result of dry synoptic winds and suppression is 
ineffective during those events. Given the wind-driven nature of these fires, it is not 
practical nor scientifically defensible to alter fire behavior by thinning or through 
prescribed fires. Cutting trees to affect future fire severity has either no or uncertain 
ecological benefits, and has undeniable adverse impacts on forest carbon, water, and 
wildlife. Closed canopy forests are cooler, and buffer climate extremes. While thinning 
increases heat loads that impact native plants and animals. 

6. Thinning forests has significant carbon costs, far greater than fire. Careful 
study has demonstrated that forest thinning emits about ~4 to 10 times as much carbon 
as would be released in fires. Medium to heavy thinning reduces carbon stocks that will 
not recover to the original levels in a meaningful timeframe to address the climate crisis. 

7.  Protection for Mature & Old Growth Forests.  Forests with mature and old 
trees are more fire resilient due to thicker bark and taller canopies found on these trees, 
and the cooler microclimates they provide. These trees and forests are critical for storing 
carbon. For example, the NWFP’s protections of mature and old growth forests resulted 
in far greater carbon storage on federal land than would have been the case without the 
protections. To align forest management activities with climate mitigation and adaptation 
goals, we need to protect mature and old forests at the highest levels of protection 
(USGS GAP 1 and 2). 

8.  Alignment with national policy.  The PNW forests are a very high priority for 
protection of carbon, water and biodiversity for climate mitigation and adaptation. 
Biden’s EO 14008 set a goal of conserving at least 30% of lands and waters by 2030 to 
address “a profound climate crisis.” In 2022, President Biden’s EO 14072 recognized the 
climate importance of mature and old-growth forests for a healthy climate and called for 
conserving them on federal lands. The amended national forest management plans for 
128 NFs would prohibit logging old-growth trees for economic purposes, so there should 
be no allocation to “Matrix” (forests dedicated to logging) in the revised NWFP. There is 
great concern that the outcome of the NWFP amendment process will not be aligned 
with these national efforts, and that it will allow more logging of the very forests that have 
national importance for climate change mitigation. Therefore, the expedited planning 
process should slowed down or put on hold until the efforts can be assessed and 
informed by people with scientific expertise in these areas.   
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