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I don’t normally do this, but given the terrible wildfires now hitting the state, I thought it
was worth doing a reprise of some posts on the subject from earlier this summer. Of course,
there’s more information in the original posts, if you want to click over to them.

Spreading Like Wildfire

In 2017, wildfires burned 10 million acres in the Western United States, destroying 12,000
homes, killing 66, and resulting in $18 billion in damages. Last year, fires swept through
California’s wine country. Fire in Sonoma county killed 23 people, burned 36,000 acres and
destroyed more than 5000 homes. The total estimated damage was over $1 billion,
according to the state insurance commissioner. And now the current fires!

What'’s happening in California isn’t an isolated phenomenon.

“There’s been a notable increase in the large wildfires — defined as those 1,000 acres
or bigger. A Climate Central analysis of U.S. Forest Service data through 2014 shows
that large fires are three-and-a-half times more common now than they were in the ‘70s.
“They also burn seven times more acreage in an average year. “The biggest changes
are in the Northern Rockies. Large wildfires are now 10 times more common than they
used to be and the area burned is up to 45 times greater in Idaho, Montana and
Wyoming.”

Earlier, Union of Concerned Scientists observed that “between 1986 and 2003, wildfires
occurred nearly four times as often, burned more than six times the land area, and lasted
almost five times as long when compared to the period between 1970 and 1986.” So, what’s
causing the fires? That was discussed in the next post.

Burning in the Heat

The U.S. government’s 2017 Climate Assessment concluded that “[r]ecent decades have
seen a profound increase in forest fire activity over the Western United States and Alaska.”

Causation is a complicated issue in the context of wildfires. As the 2017 Assessment
explains, “the frequency of large wildfires is influenced by a complex combination of natural
and human factors,” including “[t]Jemperature, soil moisture, relative humidity, wind speed,
and vegetation (fuel density).” Despite the complications, there are strong reasons to link
wildfires and climate change. For instance, a 2016 study of fires in the Western United
States concluded that climate change more than doubled the area burned by forests fires


http://legal-planet.org/2018/10/01/spreading-like-wildfire/
https://www.ucsusa.org/global-warming/science-and-impacts/impacts/global-warming-and-wildfire.html#.W2JCjNhKh-U
http://legal-planet.org/2018/10/04/burning-in-the-heat/
https://science2017.globalchange.gov/chapter/8/
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/42/11770
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from 1984 to 2005. The result: an additional 16,000 square miles destroyed. The 2017
Assessment - keep in mind that this was issued by the government during the Trump
Administration - says that fires used to be rare in Alaska, but “historically less flammable
tundra and cooler boreal forest regions could shift into historically unprecedented fire risk
regimes” due to rising temperatures.

Because fire causation and spread are complex, it’s hard to be confident about just how
much impact climate change will have in coming decades, at least outside of Alaska where
the predictions are strongest. But there’s every reason to expect more large fires in our
future. The final post discusses how we can manage this increased risk - beyond getting
smarter about reducing carbon emissions, of course.

Managing the Risks

Land Use Controls.

There are increasing numbers of people moving into the wild-land urban interface
(WUI).The USDA’s report on the WUI says that 3.8 million people live in that zone in
California alone. Nationally, a million homes were added to the WUI just in the decade from
1990-2000. That simply isn’t sustainable.

Land Management.

Vegetation removal, both in forests and in the WUI, can reduce the likelihood of fires and
slow their spread. The trouble is that this gets harder all the time. In California, the fire
zone has doubled, now including nearly half of the state, and there are said to be nine
million acres where the risk is intensified by dead trees due to drought or bark beetles.
Obviously, a much greater effort is going to be needed, and care has to be taken to minimize
the environmental impacts of the vegetation removal.

Utility Precautions.

Wildfires can be started by downed power lines, a cause of the 2017 California Wine
Country fires. Utilities have automatic shut-offs when lines go down, but they also have
automatic reclosers to restart them. Those reclosers should be shut off during fire season.
But experts say the failure to do so or provide for human oversight has contributed to major
fires in California and elsewhere. Undergrounding wires or replacing wooden poles with
steel ones, which some utilities have done in fire prone areas, also help. According to Utility
Dive, San Diego Gas & Electric has been a leader on wildfire prevention.


http://legal-planet.org/2018/10/08/wildfires-managing-the-risks/
https://www.fs.fed.us/openspace/fote/reports/GTR-299.pdf
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/california-screaming-policymakers-demand-wildfire-prevention-while-the-st/528846/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Power-line-restart-device-implicated-in-past-12324764.php
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/california-screaming-policymakers-demand-wildfire-prevention-while-the-st/528846/
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/california-screaming-policymakers-demand-wildfire-prevention-while-the-st/528846/
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Emergency Response.

The Sonoma County fire of 2017, which killed forty-four and destroyed almost nine thousand
buildings, revealed serious flaws in fire response. As the San Jose Mercury News reports,
the state’s Office of Emergency Services, which investigated the response, was sharply
critical of local efforts: Earlier In the 2018 fire season, other problems surfaced. The SF
Chronicle reported that in the last week of July alone, requests for 900 engines were unfilled
in a breakdown of the mutual-aid system between localities. Although the mutual-aid system
is well regarded by experts, there are limits to its capacity. The system needs more funding.
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The fact is that wildfires are part of the “new normal.” We're going to have to up our game
to deal with this much higher level of risk. The strategies discussed here are the starting
points.


https://www.mercurynews.com/2018/02/27/state-report-rips-sonoma-countys-fire-response/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/california-wildfires/article/Fire-season-shows-shortcomings-of-California-s-13124816.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/california-wildfires/article/Fire-season-shows-shortcomings-of-California-s-13124816.php

