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TThe question is, can we do anything about it? 
The answer is YES! 

Preparation for this fire season requires 
action now. Many policies governing the 
management of our Federal Forestlands 
were developed over a half-century ago. 
These outdated policies need to be reviewed, 
updated, and modernized to match the 
current conditions on the ground today. The 
authors of those policies did not anticipate 
that our climate would be warming, causing 
extended drought conditions that are putting 
our Federal Forests at elevated risk of 
catastrophic wildfire.

Initial suppression is just one of 
the policies that need to be examined. 
Extinguishing a small fire quickly before it 
explodes into a devastating mega-fire is 
simply common sense. Communities for 

Healthy Forests understands that while every 
fire is not a candidate for quick suppression, 
many are. 

Let’s combine common sense with 
scientific data to strategically outmaneuver 
wildfire before it starts. 

Government agencies such as NOAA, 
the Forest Service, and the Bureau of Land 
Management have a rich database of 
information regarding predictable weather 
patterns, current ground conditions, 
vegetation types, and access points to name 
a few. 

Securing rotary and fixed-wing air 
assets combined with in-place contracts 
withfirefighting companies that can respond 
quickly represents the kind of common sense 
policy decisions we want to see, and the 
public would applaud. 

Are we “Protecting” our 
Forests to Death?
IS IT POSSIBLE THAT THE FEDERAL FORESTS ARE ACTUALLY 
PUT AT ELEVATED RISK OF WILDFIRE BY THE LAWS THAT WERE 
WRITTEN TO PROTECT THEM?
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YYou don’t have to have spent most of your life in the forest to see the 
boundary lines in an area recovering from wildfire. In some areas in the 
west, it is clear to see the boundary between Federal Forestland and private 
timberlands simply by what has happened since the fire went out.

I was on yet another tour of another burned area in Oregon recently 
when a member of our tour asked a common question. “Why has the area
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AS THE NEXT FIRE SEASON APPROACHES, QUESTIONS AND CONCERNS CONTINUE TO 
POUR IN FROM THE PUBLIC DEMANDING WAYS TO AVOID A REPEAT OF THE STIFLING 
SMOKE AND DESTRUCTION OF OUR FEDERAL FOREST LANDS YET AGAIN IN 2022.



OUTFLANKING 
FIRE

Action now has the potential 
to reduce the number of large 
wildfires, the dangerous and 
harmful smoke, and the loss of 
life and property. The cost of 
implementing these measures 
before fire season begins pales 
in comparison to the expense of 
allowing small, controllable fires 
to grow into devastating wildfire 
again this fire season.

Melvin Thornton is the former 
district manager of the Douglas 
Forest Protective Association (2000-
2017). He is an active member of 
Communities for Healthy Forests.  
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on this side of the road been logged and 
replanted and that side still has burned 
trees on it?”

The answer opens up a golden 
opportunity for veterans of the wildfires in 
the west.  “Well, to the left you see private 
timberland, which was logged as soon 
as the fire was out to get the maximum 
value for the timber and to clear the way 
for another generation of trees. The other 
side of the road is Federally owned ground. 
Before they can cut those trees, they have 
to work their way through a long list of 
federal laws.”

The irony hits me every time. The 
combination of competing federal policies 
that were written to protect our federal 
forests is actually increasing the likelihood 
of more massive wildfire. Like a forest of  
red tape.

Today the number of laws, rules, 
regulations, and restrictions governing 
how our Federal Forest lands are managed 
is staggering. Many are complicated, 
confusing, and contradictory. This layer 
upon layer of bureaucratic regulation 
not only complicates and delays needed 
management but also provides a rich 
environment for litigation, often over legal 
interpretation of obscure agency policies. 
The following list is just a small example of 
some of these laws.
National Environmental Policy Act - 1969
National Historic Preservation Act - 1966
Multiple Use Sustained Act - 1960
Wilderness Act - 1964
National Forest Management Act - 1976
Endangered Species Act - 1973
Clean Air Act - 1970
Clean Water Act - 1972
Federal Land Policy and  
Management Act - 1976
Comprehensive Environmental 
Response Liability and  
Compensation Act - 1980

Most, if not all of these acts, were 
well-intended. But as the list grew so did 
the requirement for interpretation and 
enforcement. This has resulted in what 
today is a nearly impossible task for the 
managing agencies to actually do on the 
ground management of our Federal  
Forest Lands. 

Note the dates these acts were put into 
law. The conditions on the ground were 
dramatically different nearly a half-century 
ago when many of the Laws were passed. 
Reviewing, updating, modernizing, and 
providing opportunities to suspend certain 
regulations to meet emergency situations 
is critical if we are to deal with current 
conditions on the ground today, not as they 
were many decades ago. 

Protecting what we have left of our 
Federal Forest Lands does not require more 
restrictions, and layers of new regulations. 
It requires identifying the real threats posed 
by a warming climate, including insect 
infestation, disease, and especially wildfire.  

Dale Pospisil is an Assistant Professor  
EMT/Paramedics at Umpqua Community 
College. Dale is the current President of 
Communities for Healthy Forests.

“The combination of competing 

federal policies that were written 

to protect our federal forests is 

actually increasing the likelihood 

of more massive wildfire.”

                          — Dale Pospisil
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