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A National Crisis: 

Lack of Forest Management Resulting 

in 

Destructive Wildfires 

[and Global Degradation] 

 
A Call to Action 

 
Foreword 
 
The intent of this document is to establish the framework and petition for a Call to Action. This 

Call to Action is designed to reduce the impacts of large, intense wildfires on people’s lives, their 

communities, and lands along a rural to urban gradient resulting from lack of management of 

America’s forests.  The results of this Call to Action will have positive global impacts, as well.  

The goal is to send this Call to Action to key decision-makers [i.e., the President of the United 

States; Members of Congress; Secretary, USDA] -- with a list of signatories [to be added], using  

the National Wildfire Institute as a catalyst and conduit -- in order to secure support, 

advancement and finally deployment.     

  

A National Crisis with Global Implications 
 

Currently, there are over one billion burnable acres of landscapes across America. And, during 

the last three decades or so, the size and intensity of wildfires has left a path of destruction and 

annual losses in wildfire-related damages to infrastructure, public health, and natural resources 

estimated to be $70 to $350 billion each year.  

 

Sometimes we take the power of healthy forests for granted.  In addition to their role in helping 

reduce the intensity of wildfires, healthy forests reduce the impacts of a changing climate by 

offsetting as much as 20 percent of the county’s annual greenhouse gas emissions.  Healthy 

forests also reduce flooding by catching rainwater, creating permeable soils and reducing 

erosion. Healthy forests are crucial for water and air quality.  Over one-half of Americans 

depend on healthy forests to capture and filter their drinking water.  Healthy forests remove 

about 35 billion of pounds of pollutants each year helping to reduce respiratory problems, such 

as asthma and even premature death that pollutants may cause. 

 

The degradation of America’s forests due to the lack of management and the subsequent 

destruction by uncontrollable wildfires has brought us to a pivotal point.  That is, a lowered 

capability of our forests to help mitigate the adverse impacts of climate change and produce the 

air and water we need to survive, is resulting in planetary conditions that are threatening the very 

existence of humans and wildlife.  Simply put, without the protection that healthy forests 

provide, we are jeopardizing the future of planet Earth.  
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For example, smoke from wildfires does not only affect people’s health, it can speed up the 

melting of polar icecaps.  Particulate matter in smoke – soot -- settles on glaciers and darkens the 

ice surface, thereby speeding up melting as more of the sun's heat is absorbed. A growing body 

of research suggests that wildfire soot will contribute to accelerating the Arctic meltdown in the 

decades ahead.  With a projected rise in sea levels of about 2 meters by 2100 – due to ice melting 

-- the impacts along coastal communities throughout the world will be devastating.  As 

conservation leaders, we cannot stand by and allow this to take place.  We must do all that can be 

done to mitigate the adverse impacts, now and ahead.       
 
Declining forest health and large, high intensity wildfires that accompany this decline is the land 

conservation issue of our time.  We must be vigilant.  The lack of forest management is a safety 

issue.  It is an economic issue.  It is a security issue.  This lack of forest management in America 

and the associated consequences is now a national crisis contributing to global degradation. 

 

Discussion 
 
In 2018, the Camp Fire wiped away the town of Paradise, California, killing 88 people directly. 

Other fires accounted for over 2,000 civilian deaths. The 2018 fire season was horrific in terms 

of its destruction. But it was not that much different than what happened in 2017 or what appears 

to be happening this year [2019].  
 

Smoke from wildfires is a killer. America’s population is expected to decline between 2000 and 

2100. However, the mortality attributable to wildfire smoke is expected to triple between now 

and the end of the Century -- from as much as 25,000 to about 75,000 deaths per year. More 

conservative estimates show this range to be from about 15,000 to 44,000 annual deaths. 

 

Large, high intensity wildfires throughout America – especially in the west – have created this 

national crisis. The three primary reasons are: 

 

1. Lack of forest management. 

2. The expansion of the Wildland-Urban Interface 

3. The impacts of a changing climate. 

 

An estimated 120 million Americans in more than 46 million homes are at risk due to wildfire; 

72,000 communities are directly in harm’s way. Thousands of heroic firefighters have died 

protecting people and property. How many more reasons does it take before we can begin to 

improve America’s forests so fire can be used as a conservation tool and no longer feared for 

their destruction? We have a national crisis. The American people are calling for a solution. 

What is happening does not need to happen. We know what to do to stop this destruction. Now is 

the time for a Call to Action.  

 
It has been almost 20 years since the report entitled, “Managing the Impacts of Wildfires on 

Communities and the Environment” [the National Fire Plan] was written by the Departments of 

Agriculture and Interior. A critical feature of the National Fire Plan was “hazardous fuels 

reduction improves forest health and its resiliency to fire.” Unfortunately, not much has changed 

since then. In fact, land conditions have deteriorated. For example, in 2001 there was an 



 

5 | P a g e  

 

estimated 38 million acres on our National Forests considered to be at high risk from destructive 

wildfires. Today, the estimate is about 80 million acres; some analysis suggest as high as 90 

million acres. 

 

A Funding Gap That Has Never Been Closed 
 

The primary culprit for this deterioration, is the lack of forest management. And, this is due to 

the lack of adequate resources, caused by 25+ years of shifting funds from management actions 

to the fire suppression effort.   

 

For example, about 60 percent of the current Forest Service budget goes toward controlling fires. 

In 1995 this amount was about 16 percent. As more and more of the agency’s resources were 

[and are] shifted to the fire effort, fewer funds are available to support forest management work – 

the same restoration projects that reduce the fire threat. Clearly, a paradox has been created. As 

funds are shifted away from forest management work, fires have become larger and much more 

destructive because forests are not being maintained or managed. The loss of funds for forest 

management over the last decades has not been restored to the Forest Service through the 

appropriation process. This gap equates to about $2.2 billion, annually. The specific investment 

of this amount, if restored, should be as follows: 

 

▪ +$97 million for “federally assisted state programs [the Forest Stewardship Program] to 

address the “…strengthening the stewardship of private lands”, as stated by USDA Secretary 

Perdue. 

▪ +$600 million for hazardous fuels reduction [this brings the overall level for the Forest 

Service to $1.05 billion]. Not the $2.4 billion per year called for in some estimates but an 

important increase none-the-less over the completely inadequate $450 million being 

proposed in the 2020 budget.  

▪ +$26 million for fire science and technology development [including defensible space 

protection in the Wildland-Urban Interface]. 

▪ +$45 million for the cooperative fire programs. 

▪ +$14 million for forest health protection [specifically, invasive species control]. 

▪ +$1.385 billion for management actions on the National Forests. 

▪ +$33 million for biomass uses that include wood-based nanotechnology [cellulose 

nanomaterials], specifically addressing low value wood, such as hazardous fuel.  

 

Lack of Forest Management 
 

At an August 16, 2018 Cabinet Meeting, the President of the United States spoke about the need 

to improve the maintenance of the forests. The Department of Interior Secretary Zinke [former] 

stated that the current situation of uncontrollable wildfires is due to “gross mismanagement [of 

the forests] for decades.” Actually, what former Secretary Zinke said was not true. It is not 

mismanagement. It is little or no management. Nobody knows how to manage forests better that 

the Forest Service. But, “…you cannot do when you do not have.”   
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In a November 19, 2018 opinion piece entitled “…Who or What Is Really Responsible for the 

Huge Forest Fires in California? [by Bruce Bialosky],” a quote from Chris French, now Deputy 

Chief of the National Forest System stated: “the primary cause of the intense forest fires is the 

forests are overstocked. There are more trees than 100 years ago.” Simply put, America’s forests 

are getting clogged up. Forests, which include more than just trees [i.e., the chaparral forests of 

Southern California], are getting stressed, they are dying, and are becoming a tinderbox for fire. 

And, once a fire gets a foothold, they become destructive behemoths that destroy everything in 

their paths. 

Forest Management: Pace and Scale 
 

Again, the primary culprit for the deterioration of America’s forest and the incredible destruction 

caused by wildfires, is the lack of forest management. But whenever the term “forest 

management” surfaces, there are many that conclude, “that’s just a coverup for logging” and as 

former Chief Jack Ward Thomas said, “gladiators form and fights ensue.” To be clear, forest 

management focuses on managing vegetation, restoring ecosystems, reducing hazards and 

maintaining forest health. Vegetation management activities, including timber harvesting 

[including salvage], thinning, pruning and prescribed fire are fundamental to the management of 

trees, forests and forest ecosystems.  

 

Let there be no doubt, the health of America’s forests is declining. Wildfires are destroying lives 

and property, reduced air quality and killed millions of animals needlessly. Forests in declining 

health, an expanded Wildland-Urban Interface, and the impacts of a changing climate has created 

a volatile mixture that has led to the current national crisis. Now, it is time to step forward with a 

concentrated effort and address the 19-20 million acres annually of forests across our country 

that need some type of restorative action – about 8 million acres each year on the National 

Forests. 

 

The goal of this restoration commitment is to help create healthy, sustainable forests that are 

more resilient to disturbances so the linkage between environmental health and community 

stability can be more fully realized. 

 

Reduction in Hazardous Fuels 
 

This large, fundamental task cannot be accomplished with such a meager level of funding. In the 

late 1990s, a General Accounting Office (GAO) report noted that “the most extensive and 

serious problem related to the health of forests in the interior West is the over-accumulation of 

vegetation, which has caused an increasing number of large, intense, uncontrollable, and 

catastrophically destructive wildfires.” When the National Fire Plan was written, it was thought 

that about $850 million annually was required to more effectively address the issue of hazardous-

fuels removal. More recently, a 2013 Congressional Research Service report suggests costs for a 

comprehensive hazardous fuels treatment program for the National Forests could exceed $2 

billion a year. 

 

The point is, cost estimates to effectively address the removal of hazardous fuels range from 

about $1 to $2 billion dollars a year for the Forest Service depending on the acres that can be 

treated.  The current agency budget for this activity is about $450 million. Thus, with only a 
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fraction of required funds available, focusing work only on the highest-priority areas is 

fundamental to success.  But let’s be candid: no amount of focusing can offset this level of 

funding shortfall. 

 

Biomass Uses 
 

Most people are aware that traditional timber harvesting, thinning, and salvage of dead and dying 

trees, as examples, represent biomass removed and then used; shorthand for biomass uses. 

Recently, biomass uses have turned to more innovative solutions that offer opportunities for 

high-volume, high-value markets for lower quality wood. For example, wood-based 

nanotechnology, a biomass use example, offers a revolutionary technology to create new jobs 

and strengthen America’s forest-based economy through industrial development and expansion 

as well as providing means to enable forests to remain healthy and sustainable through 

accelerated restoration. Wood-based nanotechnology applications include packaging barrier 

coatings; printing paper coatings; structural composite panels for construction; flexible electronic 

displays; printed electronics; lightweight structural and non-structural panels and parts for 

aerospace; automotive applications; and, a host of industrial tools and consumer products. 

 

Other examples include innovations in the development, application and technology transfer of 

cross laminated timber – CLT -- for use in nonresidential building construction.  

 

These science-based innovations are critical to forest restoration, thus healthy forests. The 

greater the amount of hazardous fuels that can be economically removed, the more efficient the 

forest management campaign becomes.  

 

It is estimated that a strong, well-established program in cost-effective biomass uses could create 

high-value markets from low-value wood [i.e., hazardous fuels] that could reasonably help 

restore about 20 million forested-acres annually. About one-half of the nation’s 885 million acres 

of forestland currently requires some type of restorative action. This pace and scale of restoration 

could reduce future fire suppression costs in the range of 12-15 percent [some say as high as 23 

percent]. In terms of what the 2018 fire suppression expenditures were, this represents a savings 

of about $1 billion! These are funds that could be redirected for forest management uses, which 

will in turn help reduce the size and intensity of unwanted fires. Simply put, it makes good 

economic sense to aggressively invest in biomass uses to help achieve more resilient forests 

throughout the rural to urban land gradient. As stated earlier, funding in the range of $33 million 

per year equates to a “strong, well-established program” in biomass uses. 

 

A Call to Action 
 
Conservation leaders are concluding that in order to “create healthy, sustainable forests that are 

more resilient to disturbances so the linkage between environmental health and community 

stability can be more fully realized,” a Call to Action is required. That is, a well-coordinated 

partnership that bands together, shares resources and avoids duplication will ensure a successful 

campaign that improves our forests and the economy and protects lives and property. 
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This Call to Action will include a: 

 

1. National Commitment. This shall include a formal declaration of an unprecedented national 

federal, state and local commitment to aggressively manage America’s forests along the 

complex rural to urban land gradient, so the destructive nature of large, high intensity 

wildfires will be reduced. The national commitment must address the current lack of 

resources that have dictated a lack of forest management, resulting in the landscape scale 

destruction from wildfires we are seeing every year.  Estimates suggest this amount is more 

than $2 billion annually for just the Forest Service.   Leading the way for this national 

commitment will be a clear and powerful “Statement of Intent” to be issued by the USDA 

Secretary. Success of this national commitment we be enhanced by local and regional 

coalitions seeking to resolve common problems. 

 

2. Statement of Intent. An example “Statement of Intent” is as follows: 

 

“The lack of forest management across the country has greatly contributed to the current 

wildfire situation and the associated horrific impacts on people’s lives and their communities. 

This is going to change. Immediately, I will be meeting with Administration leaders and 

Congress to gain adequate funding for the Toward Shared Stewardship Across Landscapes: 

An Outcome-Based Investment Strategy. 

 

This will be the beginning of a long-term campaign to ensure our forests become healthy, 

sustainable and more resilient to disturbances. I will be counting on the aggressive, 

promotional leadership of everyone to ensure our direct and indirect roles in the stewardship 

of America’s forests is achieved, now and ahead. The Forest Service Chief, as America’s 

Chief Forester, will be relentless in leading the way.” 

 

3. Vision. The vision of the national commitment will be guided by the following: “To ensure 

America’s forests are healthy, sustainable and more resilient to disturbances in order to 

protect people, landscapes and communities from the destruction of large, high intensity 

wildfires.” 

 

4. Strategy. Toward Shared Stewardship Across Landscapes: An Outcome-Based Investment 

Strategy shall be a guiding strategy for the Forest Service. This will be augmented by the 

2014 National Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy. The strategy shall include 

specific levels of forest management [i.e., timber harvesting (including salvage), thinning, 

pruning, prescribed fire] and associated outputs and expected outcomes.  And, specific 

investment levels targeted to geographic areas [i.e., a fireshed] at high risk to wildfire. 

 

5. 10-year Plan of Work. A comprehensive 10-year Plan of Work will be developed to deploy 

the strategy. This will include monitoring and the annual evaluation of progress and 

outcomes with adjustments, as needed. 
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Signatory Page for A Call to Action 

Reducing the Destructive Impacts of Wildfires2 
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