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Society is facing 2 wildfire crisis of ever-increasing risks to homes and communities in wﬂdﬁre—prone aress.
Currentapproaches to- controlling wildfire are ineffective, costly; and inconsistent with the well-anchored
notion that fire is a sustaining ecological factor in fire-adapted ecosystems.

Community wildfire Josses continue to fise due to several related factors; 1) communities have been-and
contimie to be developed with vulnerable construction within and ad;acent to firg-prone wildlands-and with
little preparation; 2) attempts at fire exclusion as 3 part of land | management have caused fuel accumulation that
threatens ecosystein sustainability in many areas; and 3) climate change i exacerbatmg wildfire actmty

The U.S. government’s 2014 National Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy (Cohesive Strategy) is
currently the dominant framework for addressing wildfire on the nation’s 640 million acres of federal land. The
Strategy is an effort to work with public agencies-and landowners to reduce wildfire risk on coniingled Jands.
The broad approach of the Strategy outlines a-yision of living with wildland five by means of three primary
goals: 1) engaging in safe and effective wildfire responses; 2) creating and maintaining resilient landscapes;
and 3) creating and maintaining fire-adapted communities. I 2022 the U.S. Forest Setvice released its 10-year
Wildfire Crisis Strategy. This Crisis Strategy outlines an ambitious goal of dramatically incréasing the pace and
scale of forest treatments “fo address-wildfire risks fo critical infrastructure, protect communities, and make.
forests miore resilient”

In 2023, an-addendiumn to the Cohesive Strategy was approved that clearly recognized the inevitability that
wildfire anid communities will interact. Specifically, it restated the. goal for fire-adapted communities as:
“Humian populations and infrastructure are as prepared as possible to veceive, respond to, andrecover froim
wildland fire” While the Cohesive Strategy has. greatly improved: collaboration across the landscape and the
more recent Wildfire Crisis Strategy outlines: AgEressIve fiel treatment. goals government agencies responsible
for carrying.out wildfire and fuels nianagement rémain comimitied to the assumption that community
protection should be a primary focus of federal wildfire mitigation-and response-efforts. Emphasmmg fisel
reduction on federal land proximate o communities as the cornérstone of both strategies fails to account for
emerging research demorstrating that fires with high structure loss are increasingly ignited by human activity
on nonfederal lands.! Moreover, mld]and—urban interface: (WUT) research demonstrates that structure i > igniition
conditions- within communities- pnnmpally defermine destructlve NFETAPAcis on Society. -

In this white paper, we assert that the:cutrent wildfite management approach has partially inverted the wildfire
problem as one in which wildland fires encroach on communities when, in actuality, it is communities that
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have incréasingly impinged on wildlands where fires might appropriately play an important ecelogical role. As
a result, predominant strategies continue to apply shortsighted, risk-averse reactions emphasizing commuuity
protection at the expense of creating resilient landscapes and promoting safe:and effective wildfire responses.
In doing so, managers are inadverfently limiting agency ability to build fire-adapted communities and generate
landscdpe vegetation and fire cotditions that support miore meaningful and useful change.

This paper highlights the uncompromising realities of nature and climate change and suggests practical
opportunities for living within the cotiditions that can support ongoing wildland fire as an essential reality and
vital ecological process. Wildfire is coming to our landscape. Is it fire that we can live with o fire that will
repeatedly destroy us? Forward-looking ecological and practical thinking would transition conditjons away
from continually degrading fire-adapted ecosystems and underinvesting in community resilience and toward a
sustainable approach that consistently promotes ecological and human ecosystem benefits,
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After four years of interagency work, the Obama Adrmmstratlon released the Natlonal Cohesive thdland Fife
Management Strategy (Cotiesive Strategy) in 2014, with an addendum during the Biden Administration in 2023,
to encourage collaborative work among state and federal agencies and 6ther stakeholders across dll landscapes.”
Its purpose was to‘provide a national framework to guide and support decision-makers. Tn 2022 the U.S. Forest
Service released the Wildfire Crisis Strategy. The Crisis Strategy outlines anambitions gosl of: treating an
additional 20 miillion aéres of U.S. Forest Service land and 30 million acres of other federal, tribal, state, and
privately owned land “to address wildfire risks to.critical infrastructure, protect communities, and make forests
miore resilient.”™ These two strategic efforts represent both a recognition of the severity of the wildfire problem
and a unique opportuity to make meaningful change to the nation’s relationship with wildfire. However, to'
achieve the necessary pace and scalé of change requlred, implementation of the strategies must overtake the
pace and scale of modern wildfires so that the landscape might tip to more benign wildfire dynamics. To do so
requires that we recognize some of the unintended contradictions within these efforts:

* Short-term outlook: Schultz et 4l. (2019) identified ambiguity and conflict within the T.S. Forest
Service's definition of the wildfire problem: short-term protection objectives are inconsjstent with more
meaningfiil, ionger-term risk reduction. Reducmg wildfire risk and restoring an ecological role for fire is-a
transgenerational goal and: responSIblhty

 Lack of workforce: The Crisis Strategy outlines a-masstve increase in fuél-reduction work with-a focus
on.going to I:ughest—nsk areas first, buit does not confiont the workforce capacity: and capability required
to gonduct these efforts. Most of that workforce is contmua]iy overcommitted to wildfire: Suppression
activities. The 2023 Cohesive Strategy Addendum recogrizes that the existing wildfire management
system hag not kept up with demands and therefore includes anew critical emphasis challenge area i
workforee capacity, health, and well-being. Thousands of formeremployees who werked on proactive forest
mitigations have Been lost to retirement, non-replacement, and the ever enlarging fire-industrial corplex.

» Over-reliance on fuel treatments: Most imnportantly, wildland fuel treatments are seen as the primary-tool
to reduce structyre loss despite decades of research demonstranng 1Fat the conditions of the structures’and
thelr Tiimediate § iF mumediate surroundings are Iargelym This is a community responsibility. Given
the- scale of cutrent wildfires and the- drea burned relaiive 1o treated area, wildfires will continue to have
increasingly more influence modifying future wildfire potential than hazardous fuels' management,

+ Under-reliance on wildfire; Perhaps the largest opportunity of all is to increase the positive work of

Redefining the Urbian WildGire Problem. in the West -1l - Speing 2024




is always the most appropriate and effective response.

Although the science of fire ecology has developed over a century of research and is embedded jn official fire.
management policy of the federal government since 1977, the pubtic rernaing largely alarmed by the presence
of wildfire. Historical suppressmnpohmes fostered the belief that organized fire suppression is-effective at
stopping fires, and thus, is beneficially protecting communities and natiral resources from- ongoing wildfire.
threats. This-arises from an easily established perception from. the mid-20% century—when the climate was
wnioderate and fires were readily contained.

In fact, a century of data seems to support this idea. Most fires were kept small by suppression, and fire records
since the 1910s show that 96.10 98 percent of all wildfires were kept smaller than 300 acres. However;, the
remaining 2 to 4 percent of fires that escape suppression attempts each year are responsnble for 90 10 95 percent
of annually burned area. This means that fire suppression predictably- fails one time in fifty, This failure leads
to the 2 to 4 percent of fires-cach year that are most: damaging and difficult to control. Moreover, we have:
learned that it is the smaller fires that we successfully douse that provide the capacity 1 constrain the growth,
size, and frequency of the largest fires.®

Creating resilient landscapes is but:ote factor that contributes to teducing wildfire risk. Risk is determined by
combining the landseape fire hazard with the susceptibility of the values at risk.* Fuel reduction treatments.
(as above) applied to improving landscape resilience can also reduce probabilities of severe fires and the extent
of their impacts. Mechanical thmmug and prescribed and unplanned fire are the most effective techniques for
reducing hazard in seasonally cured forests and are consistent with their fire ecology.®

While hazardous fuels reduction treatments can redvice burn severity and extent when implemented at the
appropr?ﬁi?s@e and gpatial distribution, evidence that treatments are sufficient to reduce risk to commumnities
is not:supported by wildland-urban fite reseatch.” Too often wildland fuel freafitients are promised as the
exclisive means of preventing cominunity destruction, Estabhshmg landscapes: that are truly more resilient to
wildfires requires @ fundamental recognition that wildfires play an ecologically. appropriate role in ecosystem,
functionalify ¢ and sustainability over extremely large areas, What’s.more, ecologically appropriate fire does not
sufﬁmently prevent 1gmt1011—vulnerable communities from burning.

Tratisitioning to fire-resilient landscapes will require more individual fires {thousands) to burn across large
spatial scales over extended durations and weather conditions. The: potential fire conditions for any specific
fire will remain uncertain and, unavmdably, some fires will experience extreme conditions. Furthet, climate
change through a potent afid unwavering combination of warming air temperatures, earlier snow mclt
longer fire seasons, earlier fuel curing, driér summers with more windy days, and below~average winter
precipitation shifting from snow to rain will be an intefise driver of larger and more intense fires,* Coupled
~with fire-exclusion and 100 to 170°years of accumulated fuels, fire regimes are departed from historical
conditions.” What traditionally worked in the. past to contain and extinguish wildfires from impacting homes,
comrauities, and critical values will not work in the future, For fire and fusls management to succeed in the
near term, large-scale transitions are: needed away from the short-term protection mentality that concentrates
attentior in the wildland-urban interface and to those that support long-term and Jarge-scale landscape’
and wildfire resilience. Protection of the commumnity is-a-great need as well, but it involves communities
taking responsibility for their vulnerabilities and that requires alternative methods, means, mvestments and
governance,

On many {andscapes, climate change will make historical ecological conditions unattainabie because
ecological resilience is now known to be a nonstationary condition, ever-évolving with the climate. However,
developing and maintaining latidscape resilienics to-newly emerging conditions resufting from climate change
and shifting wildfire dynamics is-achicvable. Resilient landscape condigurations will play upon major thémes.
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