Wildfires: A Continuing Threat to the West

by Congressman Wally Herger (CA-2)

Twenty-two people lost their lives in the recent Southern California wildfires. More than 3,500 homes were destroyed. Early estimates of the total cost of the blazes exceed $2 billion. In 2000 and 2003, the worst fire seasons in 50 years, federal suppression costs alone exceeded $3 billion, not including the state and local response costs, damage to private property, loss of species habitat, and valuable forest resources.  This is a problem that we can no longer afford to ignore.

Unless we take immediate action to reverse course on current forest management policy, wildfires will continue to scorch our communities year after year.

It is imperative that we seriously address the need to thin out the forests, and remove the timber that is literally choking today's wooded areas. However, out of the 190 million acres at known-risk to wildfire, we are only currently treating 2 million acres annually. In order to increase the acres of forest that we are restoring to health, it is critical that we give managers "flexibility," or freedom from arbitrary, one-size-fits-all regulations, excessive analysis requirements and continuous appeals and litigation.

Foresters are the eyes and ears in our forests. They have the professional expertise and on-the-ground insight to make key decisions about what trees must stay and what must go to bring our forests back to healthy conditions. It's naive to think that lawmakers in Washington can effectively or even responsibly decide what needs to happen on the ground level.

President Bush's Healthy Forests Initiative, recently signed into law, is a good first step toward freeing up our professionals to take these necessary steps. However, there is more to be done. When it comes to guidelines that govern how we treat unhealthy forests, plans - like the Sierra Nevada Framework - must enhance rather than constrain the role of the manager, giving them greater flexibility to do their job with input from local communities.  We must also dramatically increase the number of acres we are treating.

In addition, private property owners and local citizen groups must continue to be conscious of the dangers of unhealthy forest land. A good example of this is happening in northern California, where government forest managers are working together with local fire safe councils to educate about effective thinning methods on private lands.

So what's the holdup? Well, for one thing, common sense fuel reduction projects continue to be stymied. The Forest Service estimates that they spend 40% of their time on analysis, costing an astounding $250 million per year to the American taxpayer. 59% of all Forest Service projects are stalled in appeals. This means that instead of investing in restoring our forests to good health, the Forest Service has become mired in paperwork, a literal "analysis paralysis." 

On a national level, environmental superstition is even more costly, dictating that anyone who speaks of the need to thin our forests is only speaking for the timber industry. Sadly, many lawmakers buy into this zero-cut mentality, and believe that the best thing to do is to continue neglecting our forests.

As we've seen time and again, the "hands-off" approach is disastrous. Ironically, it is advanced for so-called environmental protection, yet it leads to air pollution, more unhealthy, fire-prone forests, and catastrophic wildfires. Extremely hot fires caused by excess forest density can sterilize the soil and wipe out endangered species and their habitat.

It's time we let foresters get back to the job of managing forests.  If we fail to take this threat seriously, more will die and more communities will burn.  
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