
    

 

 

  

 

More Talk About Wildfires 
 

 

I brought up the topic of wildfires last month and specifically discussed the issue of wildfire arsons. I 
wanted to continue the subject briefly again this month. The problem can't be overlooked. According 
to Verisk's 2017 Wildfire Risk Analysis, 4.5 million U.S. homes were identified at high or extreme risk 
of wildfire, with more than 2 million in California alone. Losses from wildfires added up to $5.1 billion 
over the past 10 years, and that number has risen in 2017 and 2018. 
 
This month I thought I would share some statistics I found to help paint a picture of the extent of the 
problem. Beyond the statistics, since the subject has hit the political arena, it seems everyone has a 
theory about the causes and the best solutions. I don't think our industry has had this much publicity 
in a long time. I thought I would share some ideas from professional foresters and forestry 
organizations. 
  
I certainly don't claim to know all the answers, but, since trees are the foundation 
of our industry, I thought it best to talk about them. I won't even attempt to cover 
the complexity of the problem in this short newsletter, but I thought I would throw 
out some thoughts. 
  
Perhaps this will provide a forum for your voices to be heard on this important 
subject. Let me know what you think.  Let me know what you think. 
 
Warmly, 
Aaron 
 

 

 

 

The Situation 

  
The charts below give some summary 
information to show the trends. The information 
sources are given with the charts. As you can 
see the impact can be very different year over 
year. It would take a more detailed study to 
understand the causes for the dips and peaks. 
Both sides of the arguments use the data to 
show trends both up and down, depending on 
where you start your data and which data you 
use. 
  
However, both 2017 and now 2018 have proven 
to be on the high end of the swings. The 

 

 

Images of California's Wildfires from 
space (image: NASA/Goddard Space 

Flight Center) 
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question now is whether there is a trend upward or just another blip and things will go back to 
"normal." Some even say the trend is downward. Your belief about that question will determine what 
you think is the right solution to the problem. 

  
Number of Acres Burned in Wildfires, 1980-2016 
(Source: National Inter-agency Fire Center)  

 

 
Top 10 States for Wildfires Ranked by Number of Fires and By Number of 

Acres Burned, 2017 (Source: National Inter-agency Fire Center)  

Rank State 
Number of 

fires 
Rank State 

Number of acres 

burned 

1 Texas 9,827 1 Montana 1,366,498 

2 California 9,560 2 Nevada 1,329,289 

3 North Carolina 5,125 3 California 1,266,224 

4 Georgia 3,929 4 Texas 734,682 

5 Missouri 3,398 5 Oregon 714,520 

6 Florida 3,280 6 Idaho 686,262 

7 Mississippi 2,775 7 Alaska 653,023 

8 Montana 2,422 8 Oklahoma 502,625 

9 Arizona 2,321 9 Kansas 476,306 

10 Oregon 2,049 10 Arizona 429,564 

  
 
 
 
Wildfire Losses in the United States , 2007-2016 in $millions 
(Source: © 2017 Munich Re, Geo Risks Research, NatCatSERVICE) 



 

 
2016: There were a total of 5.5 million acres burned by wildfires in 2016. On May 1 of that year, a 
wildfire broke out in the Alberta city of Fort McMurray. The fire was the costliest ever Canadian natural 
disaster for insurers, with 1,600 buildings destroyed and more under threat. Two fatalities are 
attributed to the fire and the entire population of about 90,000 was evacuated. The smoke from the 
fire could be seen as far south as Iowa. 
  
2017: There were a total of 10 million acres burned in 2017, nearly twice that of 2016. The number of 
acres burned in 2017 was higher than the 10-year average. In addition, there were 71,499 wildfires, 
compared to 65,575 wildfires in the same period in 2016, according to the National Inter-agency Fire 
Center. From October 6-25, eight counties in Northern California were hit by a devastating outbreak 
of wildfires which led to at least 23 fatalities, burned 245,000 acres and destroyed over 8,700 
structures. 
In December five major fires in Southern California destroyed over a thousand homes and buildings. 
One of the fires, the Thomas Fire, became the largest wildfire ever recorded in California, with 
estimated costs of $2.5 billion in insured losses. From October-December losses due to fires add up 
to almost $12 billion, which makes the 2017 fire season the costliest on record. 
  
2018: From January through August 6, 2018, there were 38,832 wildfires, compared to 40,007 
wildfires in the same period in 2017, according to the National Inter-agency Fire Center. About 5.1 
million acres were burned in the 2018 period, compared with 5.9 million total acres burned in 2017. 
The Mendocino Complex fire broke out on July 27

th
 in Northern California and grew to be the largest 

fire in state history with over 283,000 acres burned. The Carr fire, which broke out on July 23 in 
Northern California, is the 6

th 
most destructive fire in the state's history. Six fatalities are attributed to 

the fire and over a thousand structures have been destroyed. 
  

The Main Causes 
  
Everyone seems to agree that human beings continue to be the number one cause of wildfires in the 
United States. As many as 90 percent of wild land fires in the United States are caused by 
people, according to the U.S. Department of Interior. The other 10 percent are started by lightning or 
lava. 
 
Some human-caused fires result from: 

 Burning debris 

 Unattended campfires 

 Equipment Failure or Engine Sparks 



 Cigarettes 

 Fireworks 

 Arson 

Recommendations for Wildfire Management 
  
One of the main concerns about the recent fires, is their intensity, speed and coverage. The fires are 
larger, more devastating and so hot they sterilize the soil making regrowth difficult and altering the 
landscape. They are becoming hotter and more difficult to bring under control. The concern is not so 
much about the number of fires that have started but that they become much more destructive once 
they begin. 
  
The Society of American Foresters (SAF) agrees. In its position paper of June 2014, the SAF has 
published a position paper that describes their most recent findings. They find that 98% of all wildfires 
are effectively controlled and believe that four related issues must be addressed to reduce the 
average size of wildfires and their undesirable effects. 
  
1. Accelerate the pace and scale of forest management activities, especially hazardous fuels 
treatments, to restore fire-adapted forested landscapes. A primary cause of the increased magnitude 
and intensity of recent wildfires is the unnatural overstocked conditions on public and private lands. 
Recent trends to stop or greatly reduce active forest management activities, especially by some 
environmental groups, along with the impact of insects and disease, have been and will continue to 
add "fuel to the fire." Vegetation management is the primary means to avoid catastrophic events and 
maintain and improve forest health. The costs for suppressing the fires once they have started far 
exceed the costs for maintaining a healthy forest in the first place. The level of expenditures to control 
the level of wildfires seen these past two years especially cannot be sustained. 
  
2. Where appropriate, direct fire suppression resources to control fires quickly and safely to prevent 
destructive large fire events. Communities located in areas prone to wildfires, should be prepared to 
increase expenditures to provide adequate resources for protecting infrastructure and people. Being 
proactive in preparing for wildfires will go a long way in controlling the damage once the fires start. 
  
3. Develop fire-adapted and resilient communities by cross-boundary coordination between 
homeowners, communities, and local, state and federal government efforts. More and more 
communities are settling in areas that are known wildfire paths. Local codes (planning, zoning, 
building, fire prevention) may require more ignition-resistant home design and building materials, as 
well as safe evacuation routes and safe zones. There should be joint planning and cooperation 
between all involved to ensure the local public is educated and prepared. 
  
4. Sufficient and stable federal firefighting budgets must be available to avoid disrupting other 
essential programs, especially increased investment in pre-suppression activities related to 
hazardous fuel reduction. The National Association of State Foresters (NASF) continues to closely 
follow congressional negotiations that address wild land fire funding and forest management reforms. 
In the US, catastrophic wildfires are not funded the way the government funds other natural disasters. 
Funds intended for programs to improve forest resiliency are redirected to putting out fires instead of 
preventing them which results in a vicious circle as poor funding for forest management creates the 
conditions under which wildfires grow. 
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