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The state and private industry 
are working together to prevent 

devastating wildfires
by Sena Christian
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CALIFORNIA’S PLAN TO DEAL WITH DEADLY AND DEVASTATING WILDFIRES — 
INCLUDING CONTROLLED BURNS, THINNING AND A RESTORATION ECONOMY 

— IS AMBITIOUS; IS THE STATE UP TO THE TASK? 
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al Fire Battalion Chief Sean Griffis 
spots smoke rising in the distance, 
about 10 miles from where he stands 
on a hill in Nevada County. He had 
approved a burn permit for a pri-
vate property in that area, but there’s 
more smoke than he would expect. 
He calls the nearest fire station to 
check it out. He can never be too 
careful these days.

On this May morning, Griffis is 
with his four-man crew as they do 
cutting and pile burning, remov-
ing brush that had grown 8 feet tall 
in many places. The work is almost 
a daily occurrence in this part of 
the Sierra Nevada foothills during 
the spring. This job is on 200 acres 

at Reader Ranch, whose owners are 
clearing land for cattle grazing and 
to reduce wildfire risk. The ranch 
is in the footprint of the 49er Fire, 
which tore through Nevada Coun-
ty in 1988, causing what was, at the 
time, unprecedented damage.

“The operations chief, at that 
time for the fire, came out and was 
recorded as saying, this is the fire of 
the future, this is what we’re going 
to see from here on out,” says Griff-
is, who is in his 40th fire season. 
“Over the years, he has been proven 
correct. … The 49er Fire was for the 
folks before me, my predecessors, my 
mentors, my captains that I worked 
for, that was their fire of a lifetime. 
But now I’m having one of those ev-
ery year.”

Most of the state’s largest wild-
fires have happened in the past 15 
years. The last two years have broken 
records for death and destruction. 
Today’s conditions are unlike any-
thing from the past. Warmer tem-
peratures and decreased humidity 
— driven by climate change —  and 
heavy vegetation in California’s for-
ests can turn a spark into a massive 
threat. Flames burn hotter and move 
faster, creating infernos with their 
own weather patterns. Blazes burn 
during months when historically the 
fuels would have been too wet, like 
what happened with the Camp Fire 
in Butte County that burned most of 
Paradise in November 2018.

The U.S.’s approach to forests 
has long been a misinformed re-
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Cal Fire Battalion Chief Sean Griffis serves as a “burn boss,” meaning he oversees 
prescribed fire programs and leads crews to conduct these fires.
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gime of fire suppression: extin-
guishing all f lames as quickly as 
possible. Now California’s forests 
are overgrown tinderboxes-in-wait-
ing. They’re also stocked with mil-
lions of dead trees from drought and 
bark beetle infestations. Addition-
ally, the old practice of clear-cutting 
has led to evenly aged forests, which 
burn more severely once lit. 

“Frankly, these fires are not an 
act of God,” says Malcolm North, a re-
search scientist with the U.S. Forest 
Service and an affiliate professor of 
forest ecology at UC Davis. “They’re 
the result of 100 years of manage-
ment decisions in which we didn’t 
quite understand the way the forest  
worked, and we were not necessarily 
doing the right thing for it.”

In order to get a grip on these 
crazy fires, experts say California 
needs to do more controlled burning 
and vegetation thinning, after years 
of putting every fire out and letting 
the landscape become dangerously 
overgrown. The state is ramping up 

these efforts, but it controls a small 
percentage of forested land and can 
only make so much of a dent. Of Cal-
ifornia’s 33 million acres of forest, 
federal agencies own 57 percent; 
families, Native American tribes and 
companies own 40 percent; and state 
and local agencies own 3 percent.

California also lacks the infra-
structure to effectively process the 
waste from some of these forest 
management activities because the 
majority of its timber mills have 
closed in recent decades. Private 
industry might play a critical role, 
too, in preventing devastating fires, 
if it can do so without taking the 
state back to an era of rampant de-
struction of forests.

LET IT BURN
Despite what Smokey Bear has 
taught the public since 1944, not all 
fire is bad. In fact, periodic low-in-
tensity fire that creeps along the 
ground prevents vegetation build-
up, makes water more available for 

the big trees and aids in biodiversity. 
Most experts agree some combina-
tion of controlled fire and thinning 
is needed to reduce the vegetation 
buildup in California forests. How-
ever, things get sticky when it comes 
to how to do this, who is going to pay 
and how to do enough to make a sig-
nificant difference. 

There’s a lot of work to do. In a 
2012 study, North determined that 
historically — in the 1840s, before Eu-
ropean arrival — about 500,000 acres 
burned on Forest Service land in the 
Sierra Nevada each year; in 2012, it 
was about 33,000 per year. “It’s like 
almost nothing,” he says. Griffis says 
Cal Fire’s Vegetation Management 
Program has only averaged about 
13,000 acres annually.

In fall 2018, the Legislature allo-
cated $200 million a year for the next 
five years for forest management, 
and Cal Fire has committed to a goal 
of managing 500,000 acres — pri-
marily with controlled burning and 
thinning —  per year eventually, as 

“The 49er Fire was for the folks before me, my 
predecessors, my mentors, my captains that I 

worked for, that was their fire of a lifetime. But 
now I’m having one of those every year.”

—  Sean Griffis, battalion chief, Cal Fire
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recommended in the “California For-
est Carbon Plan,” released in 2018. 
The federal government has commit-
ted to the same. This work will be on-
going. “We have some challenges in 
what to do with the materials when 
we reach large-scale efforts —  the 
500,000 acres per year,” says Helge 
Eng, deputy director of resource 
management for Cal Fire. “That’s a 
lot of acres and a lot of wood coming 
out of the forest.”

Almost immediately after taking 
office, Gov. Gavin Newsom indicated 
that when it came to the wildfire cri-
sis, he wasn’t messing around. He is-
sued an executive order Jan. 8 to speed 
work on prevention projects in at-risk 
communities, and called for $105 mil-
lion more in wildfire safety funding. 
Cal Fire identified 35 projects in its 
“Community Wildfire Prevention & 
Mitigation Report” to implement im-
mediately, noting how “[m]ore than 
25 million acres of California wild-
lands are classified as under very high 
or extreme fire threat, extending that 

risk over half the state.” Projects in-
clude the removal of dead trees, clear-
ing vegetation and the creation of fuel 
breaks, among other activities.

“It’s really a matter of using all the 
tools at our disposal,” Eng says. “It’s 
not just fuel reduction. It’s ingress and 
egress to communities so that people 
can escape if a catastrophic wildfire 
should occur. It’s home hardening — 
essentially fireproofing homes — that 
could be both existing [homes] and 
strengthening the building code for 
new homes, and certainly land-use 
planning is an essential aspect of it.”

One way to increase the scale of 
forest management is to let nature do 
some of the work, by allowing fires 
to burn in remote wilderness areas 
as managed wildfires, then con-
centrate mechanical thinning and 
controlled burns where wildland 
and development intersect, where 
people live. North says Yosemite 
National Park has had let-burn ar-
eas for several decades, and when 
the Rim Fire burned into Yosemite’s 

Aspen Valley in 2013, “The wildfire 
burned in there, and in many places 
it actually dropped out of the tops of 
the trees, burned along the ground 
and did what it was supposed to do. 
So there’s pretty good evidence that 
when you restore these fire systems, 
you can get fire back as a beneficial 
force into the forest. But you have to 
deal with the fuel problem you had 
from decades of putting out all the 
fires first.”

California’s forests are going to 
burn, North says. “The one thing 
we do know ...  is even though we’ve 
gotten better with aircraft and 
techniques, you cannot control 
fire in the system,” he says. “You’re 
going to get fire eventually. So we 
really have to make the decision: 
Do we always want to be doing fire 
suppression, and then we’re deal-
ing with triage all the time, or do 
we want to start being proactive 
and being the agent that sometimes 
puts fire out on the landscape, but 
in conditions that we want?”

“Frankly, these fires are not an act of God. 
They’re the result of 100 years of management 
decisions in which we didn’t quite understand 

the way the forest worked, and we were not 
necessarily doing the right thing for it.”

— Malcolm North, research scientist, U.S. Forest Service
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A Cal Fire firefighter works on a controlled burn at Reader Ranch in Nevada County.
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TRYING TO BUILD A  
RESTORATION ECONOMY
On a windy March afternoon, head 
sawyer Robert Newton sits in a con-
trol room inside one of two sawmills 
at Sierra Pacific Industries in Lincoln, 
loading logs into a “head rig” ma-
chine where a computer takes over. 
It scans the logs, sending them into a 
series of saws to be broken down into 
sections, before moving into anoth-

er computer-run sawing center. “You 
have the operators manning the ma-
chines, but the computer is making 
the [cut] decision, and the operator 
is overseeing the decisions,” explains 
Mark Luster, the community rela-
tions manager for Sierra Pacific. 

Mike Mitzel has come down from 
Sierra Pacific’s headquarters in An-
derson. He has worked in the timber 
industry for 44 years, 27 of those with 
Sierra Pacific; he’s now the North-

ern Sierra area manager, overseeing 
658,000 of the company’s 1.7 million 
acres in California. He grew up in 
Paradise, and houses he once lived in 
burned down during the Camp Fire. 
“It’s just a catastrophic loss,” Mitzel 
says. His first job in the woods was in 
Stirling City, a tiny community near 
Paradise. 

Founded in 1969, Sierra Pacific is 
a third-generation family company 
that owns land, 10 sawmills, five bio-
mass facilities, two millwork plants 
and a wood window manufacturing 
plant, and employs about 3,400 peo-
ple in California (it also operates in 
Washington and Wisconsin).

At its height in 1955, California’s 
timber industry operated more than 
700 sawmills. Then in the 1990s, 
these companies faced off with envi-
ronmentalists over the clear-cutting 
of old-growth forests and the plight 
of the spotted owl — a turbulent time 
known as the timber wars. “You may 
recall people chaining themselves to 
trees in the redwood country,” says 
Rich Gordon, president and CEO of 
the California Forestry Association, 
a Sacramento-based trade group for 
timber companies and private forest-
land owners. “Someone named Julia 
‘Butterfly’ [Hill] lived in a tree for two 
years. Folks were actually murdered. 
My predecessor, a guy by the name 
of Gil Murray, opened a package in 
the office at the time for the Forestry 
Association. It was a bomb from the 
Unabomber.”

It was a tense time, leading law-
makers to adopt strict forest prac-
tice regulations. “I always like to 
point out if you buy lumber from 
California, you’re buying the most 
environmentally friendly lumber in 
the world,” Gordon says. Large mul-
tinational and publicly traded com-
panies refused to abide by the rules, 

Robert Newton works inside a control room at a Sierra Pacific 
sawmill in Lincoln. The company owns 10 sawmills in California.
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sold their property and moved oper-
ations elsewhere. Fewer than 30 saw-
mills now operate.

The decline in commercial tim-
ber activity combined with 100-plus 
years of fire suppression practices 
(see sidebar on page 64) has led to 
California’s forests becoming in-
creasingly dense. “Instead of 40 trees 
to an acre, which was the natural 
state at one point, we now have 400, 
500, 800 trees to an acre, and that is a 
huge factor in our fires,” Gordon says. 
Historically, with fewer trees to an 
acre, flames tended to stay low to the 
ground rather than climb into the 
canopy. In these modern dense, hot 
and dry forests, the fire is more likely 
to rise to the overstory, with blazes 
moving rapidly and embers flying far 
distances. They are more likely to be-
come mega-fires on a warpath.

“People don’t realize how much 
vegetation grows over time,” says 
Mitzel. “When I moved up there back 
in the ’60s, I could go up there and 
fish a lot of streams ... Right before 
the [Camp Fire], driving through 
town, you couldn’t even get close to 
the water because they’re just over-
grown with vegetation.” 

As government works to do its 
part to deal with fire risk, private 
industry is starting to play a critical 
role too. For instance, in May 2018, 
Sierra Pacific thinned trees and re-
moved ground vegetation on its 
property adjacent to Paradise Lake, 
connecting with previous fuel re-
duction activities between the lake 
and the community of Stirling City. 
They took this action to protect their 
property from human activity at the 
nearby lake. Dubbed “fuel breaks” in 

industry speak, these sites give fire-
fighters a place to stage equipment 
and personnel. During the Camp 
Fire, which started on federal land, 
the flames reached the fuel break 
next to the lake and slowed down, 
where Cal Fire took action to stop the 
fire’s northerly spread, helping save 
Stirling City and other nearby resi-
dences.

“This thing wasn’t exactly de-
signed to save those houses,” Mit-
zel says. “It was really to protect 
us from them. There’s a lake in the 
background — Paradise Lake — and 
this gets a lot of recreation use, and 
we wanted to make sure that some-
body that was down here recreating 
didn’t accidentally start a fire and 
end up burning our property.” Sierra 
Pacific has increased its fire reduc-
tion efforts and is coordinating with 

Mark Luster, of Sierra Pacific, walks through one of two sawmills at the company’s 
Lincoln location. The site also has a biomass facility to power its operations.
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When lightning sparked fires in the Sierra Nevada mountain 
range before European settlement in the 1850s, they were 
left to burn, naturally clearing out trees, shrubs and grasses. 
“Certainly in California, in fact in much of the Western Unit-
ed States, any of the dry forests historically had [natural] 
fire regimes in which they used to burn every 10 to 20 years 
roughly,” says Malcolm North, a research scientist with the 
U.S. Forest Service and an affiliate professor of forest ecolo-
gy at UC Davis. Early historians of California wrote about the 
smoky smell in the air through summer.

Native Americans relied on fire for things like herding animals 
for a big hunt and creating open space for villages. Cowboys 
used fire to sustain pastures for grazing. “When the cowboys 
left higher elevations, they would light behind them as they 
left — light the mountains or hills on fire,” says Jennifer Hinck-
ley, a fire management specialist formerly with the U.S. For-
est Service and now with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 
Upon returning in the spring, there’d be new grass for cows 
and sheep to forage.

As miners arrived for the gold rush, trees 
were cut down to make way for the Trans-
continental Railroad and to supply lumber 
for industry and settlements. Americans 
believed the country’s natural resources 
were infinite. “There was so much of it, 
there’s nothing we could do to put a dent in 
it, even though we were denting big-time,” 
Hinckley says. “We were cutting down everything we could 
cut down.”

Meanwhile, as cities grew overcrowded and polluted in the 
late 1880s, affluent Americans retreated outdoors for fishing, 
camping, hiking and bird-watching. Preservationists suggest-
ed nature had inherent value, and conservationists argued 
nature must be conserved for its economic benefit to people. 

In the early 1900s, President Theodore Roosevelt established 
230 million acres of national parks, forests and monuments 
and oversaw the creation of the Forest Service in 1905.

Then in 1910, forest fires broke out in Montana and tore 
through the Northern Rocky Mountains in what came to be 
known as the Great Fire. “The Forest Service actually man-
aged to save a bunch of towns and people, and it became 
very clear that in terms of establishing a mission … that fire 
was going to be one of the things that was going to keep the 
Forest Service financially alive with politicians in [Washing-
ton, D.C.],” North says. “It became a real central focus for the 
agency itself and has remained so.” 

By the 1920s, a shift to fire suppression had taken hold. While 
some scientists at the time argued that the right kind of fire 
benefitted forest ecosystems, their voices were overshad-
owed, North says. Outdoor recreationists didn’t much care 
for wildfire, and it posed a danger to towns and the emerg-
ing commercial timber industry. “A lot of people were saying, 

‘Hmm, we could be growing a lot of board feet 
and more fiber if we got rid of fire,’ ” North 
says. “That was definitely one of the reasons 
fire was put out.” 

Over the ensuing decades, wildfires continued 
to be squashed. In the 1960s, Americans grap-
pled with the effects of water and air pollution, 
which led Congress to pass legislation that fur-

ther restricted the use of fire as a tool. By the 1990s, what 
had become a flourishing timber industry was about to enter 
a period of conflict and consolidation that would set up some 
of the conditions — and challenges — California faces today in 
effectively managing its forests.

— Sena Christian

HOW WE GOT HERE
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government agencies to design fuel 
breaks.

Because of their effectiveness, 
Gordon says his association would 
like fuel breaks to be allowed as an 
exemption to what’s called a Tim-
ber Harvest Plan. A THP needs ap-
proval from several agencies, takes 
months to develop, and can run from 
$30,000 to more than $100,000, he 
says; an exemption would hasten the 
process. “We’re hopeful one role pri-
vate industry can play is to be more 
proactive and work with the state 
and the dollars that are available for 
forest management to create more of 
those kinds of fuel breaks, particu-
larly around communities at risk,” he 
says.

As the state grapples with how to 
increase pace and scale, some envi-
ronmentalists have expressed con-
cern that thinning activities could 
lead to the logging approach of the 
past. The biggest trees are the most 
fire resistant — but they’re also worth 
the most money. They worry that 
calls for increased thinning are real-
ly efforts to increase widespread log-
ging. The problem trees that actually 
need to be removed are small trees, 
which flames use to climb up into the 
canopy. “Of course, the downside is 
they don’t have much of an econom-

ic value … usually there’s no way for 
these trees to pay their way out of the 
woods,” North says.

Smaller trees can become com-
posite material for things such as sid-
ing, flooring and ceilings. Thinned 
debris could become sawdust or 
landscape bark. Some material could 
be ground up and left to biodegrade, 
which enriches the soil but also re-
mains as a fuel and releases gases 
as it decomposes. Sawmills would 
be one destination for this material, 
but they’re already at capacity. The 
infrastructure for processing wood 
has substantially dropped over the 
past few decades; the mills that still 
exist are often saturated with fire-
killed trees.

“The lack of timber that was com-
ing out of the forests [in the 1990s] 
reduced the amount of mills that are 
available now, so that’s an industry-
wide thing; mills just disappeared 
because there wasn’t any wood to 
feed the mills,” says Jennifer Hinck-
ley, a fire management specialist 
formerly with the U.S. Forest Service 
and now with the U.S. Fish and Wild-
life Service. “So now that we’re ramp-
ing back up again, the mills that used 
to be there aren’t there anymore.”

To handle all the work California 
wants to do, the forest-products in-

dustry would likely need to expand, 
but that won’t happen without a 
long-term business opportunity. It’s 
expensive to open a shuttered saw-
mill, upgrade to increase capacity or 
build a new one. “If folks know they 
have assurance they’re going to have 
the raw material, they are going to re-
invest in the infrastructure that they 
need,” says Luster, of Sierra Pacific. 
A sawmill costs about $80 million 
to $100 million to build. “In order to 
do that, you’re going to need to know 
that you’re going to have to have 
enough supply of materials that’s go-
ing to be there for 20 years, 30 years 
down the road.” 

Then there’s biomass, which has 
been seen as a longshot by some, but 
proponents say it could become a pri-
mary market to accommodate dis-
carded forest thinnings. The indus-
try has struggled to gain a foothold 
because bioenergy is more expensive 
than other renewable sources such 
as wind and solar. There are trans-
portation costs, for example, to get 
the feedstock out of the forests and to 
a biomass plant.

Biomass companies want the 
opportunity to handle this material, 
says Peter Paul, CEO of West Biofu-
els, which has a research and devel-
opment facility in Woodland. The 

“You bring employment into rural areas. In 
that part of rural California, I mean, there’s 
great trout fishing, but the population’s not 

growing in those neighborhoods. You would 
certainly get local support for the work.”

— Peter Paul, CEO, West Biofuels
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Petaluma-based company, founded 
in 2007, has worked on several pub-
lic-private partnerships to develop 
its advanced technologies and evalu-
ate their commercial feasibility. Paul 
says his company has a “21st century 
answer” to the forest-waste problem 
that meets California emission stan-
dards.

The company is building a 
3-megawatt commercial plant, called 
the Hat Creek BioEnergy facility, in 
Shasta-Trinity National Forest, with 
partial funding from the California 
Energy Commission. It’s project-
ed to be operational in 2021. Paul, 
originally from New Hampshire 
where the paper and pulp industry 
once thrived, says biomass will cre-
ate much-needed middle-class jobs. 
“You bring employment into rural 
areas,” he says. “In that part of ru-
ral California, I mean, there’s great 
trout fishing, but the population’s 
not growing in those neighborhoods. 
You would certainly get local support 
for the work.”

Shifting at least some of the fi-
nancial burden of forest manage-
ment to private industry could lead 
to innovative ways to increase the 
pace and scale. The Blue Forest Con-

servation, for example, has devel-
oped the Forest Resilience Bond, a 
public-private partnership in which 
an organization can use bond money 
to hire private contractors to do fire 
prevention or restoration work much 
faster than the government can. The 
pilot project launched in 2018 in 
Tahoe National Forest.

Steve Frisch, president of the 
nonprofit Sierra Business Council 
in Truckee, agrees that forest man-
agement activities can reinvigorate 
rural communities by launching a 
restoration economy, instead of the 
resource extraction one that Cali-
fornia has relied on for so long. 

“We need forest thinning crews, 
we need heavy-equipment oper-
ators, we need forest technicians, 
we need environmental planners, 
we need people that can do the 
mechanical and logistical work, 
we need engineers,” he says. “If 
we’re also going to be looking at 
bioenergy, we need energy indus-
try workers who could be replaced 
from fossil fuels to bioenergy who 
could be moving from one industry 
that is declining to another indus-
try that could be scaling to meet  
the challenge.” 

WHO WILL LEAD THE WAY?
Battalion Chief Griffis is a burn boss, 
which means he puts together pre-
scribed fire programs and leads crews 
of firefighters to conduct these fires. 
He’s coordinating a fuels reduction 
project on about 2,000 acres in Ne-
vada City. Reader Ranch landowners  
spearheaded it by applying for this 
work to be done by Cal Fire a couple 
years ago. Griffis then reached out 
to neighbors to see if they wanted to 
participate in a larger effort. Eigh-
teen landowners agreed.

“Six, seven years ago, most peo-
ple just said, no, my property’s fine, 
don’t bother me,” Griffis says. “But 
after five years of consecutively 
larger and more damaging fires, the 
interest is now coming out. We are 
getting more people contacting us, 
saying, hey, what can I do, what can 
you do, to get my property cleared?”

In September, Gov. Jerry Brown 
signed legislation requiring the Cal 
Fire Office of the State Fire Marshal, 
working with the Statewide Training 
and Education Advisory Committee, 
to create a certification program for 
burn bosses to allow private indi-
viduals to become certified to burn. 
Currently, the state government uses 

“We need forest thinning crews, we need 
heavy-equipment operators, we need forest 

technicians, we need environmental planners, 
we need people that can do the mechanical and 

logistical work, we need engineers.”
— Steve Frisch, president, Sierra Business Council
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only its own personnel to conduct 
prescribed burns, and having more 
certified burn bosses will help the 
state reach its statewide prescribed 
burn goals, according to the legisla-
tion. The law requires that this cur-
riculum be developed by 2021.

Cal Fire claims to have the most 
firefighter boots on the ground of any 
state in the country and the largest 
aviation fleet to combat wildfire in 
the world. The agency is replacing its 
aging helicopters with Black Hawks, 
worth a total of $300 million, that 
have been converted to carry crews 
and water and perform fire rescues. 
But as it continues to add personnel 
and state-of-the-art equipment, it 
also is investing in the proactive for-
est management strategies that can 
help prevent inevitable fires from 
turning into massive destruction.

Cal Fire’s Eng, who has more than 
25 years of forestry experience, says 
despite the challenges, he’s encour-
aged that various stakeholders are 
finding common ground. In doing 
so, they’re gleaning lessons from the 
past when Native Americans utilized 
fire as a tool and nature was allowed 
to run its course, a time when the for-
ests were healthier.

“California is always 10 years 
ahead of everybody else, and I think 
we are actually truly blazing a trail 
here for what other states will fol-
low,” Eng says.“We’re forced to con-
front this crisis in our forests, [and] 
we’re making progress. I’m hopeful. 
I’m optimistic. In five years, we’ll 
see a difference in our forests, and I 
think it will be for the better.” n

Sena Christian is a managing editor 
for Comstock’s. On Twitter @SenaC-
Christian or senachristian.com.

Engineer Brandon Yurek, of Cal Fire, moves wood debris into a pile in prepara-
tion for a controlled burn at Reader Ranch in Nevada County in May.
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