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Summary: Wildfires are 
inevitable in the West’s fire 
plains, but home loss isn’t. 
O’Toole argues that 
defensible space—not 
bigger budgets, logging, or 
aerial tankers—is the only 
proven way to protect 
homes. Treating the 
immediate area around 
structures is both necessary 
and sufficient to keep 
communities safe when 
fires inevitably burn. 
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“Wildfires in the West 
aren’t evidence of a 
lack of funds, forest 
mismanagement, or 
climate change. They 
happen because the 
West is a fire plain, 
and, just as a flood 
plain floods, a fire 
plain is going to 
burn.” 
 
 
 

Who’s Responsible for Oregon Wildfires? 
 
Defensible Space Is Every Property Owner’s Responsibility  
 
By Randal O’Toole 
 
Oregon has entered fire season earlier than usual this year, which means we are hearing 
repeated litanies from various interest groups. “If only we had more money to suppress 
fires,” says the Forest Service. “If only we were allowed to manage the forests” by cutting 
timber, says the timber industry. “If only people would stop driving so we could prevent 
global climate change,” say environmentalists. 

In reality, wildfires in the West aren’t evidence of a lack of funds, forest mismanagement, 
or climate change. They happen because the West is a fire plain, and, just as a flood plain 
floods, a fire plain is going to burn. For as long as we’ve kept records, about one-half to 
one percent of the West burns each year, and nothing we can do is going to stop it.  

 

Caption 1: This chart shows how many acres were reported as burned each year since 
1925 and my estimate of how many of those acres were prescribed burns and how many 
were truly wildfires. The best available data indicate that a few more acres burned in 
wildfires in the 1930s than in more recent years, but the difference isn’t great enough to 
prove anything about climate change one way or the other. 

You may have seen a chart showing far more acres burned each year in the 1930s than in 
recent decades, which is often cited as evidence that global warming isn’t happening. In 
fact, it is evidence that the Forest Service was dishonest in its fire reporting. 

In 1908, Congress gave the Forest Service a literal blank check for suppressing fires, but 
no money for prescribed burning. The Forest Service decided that prescribed burning was 
bad 

 
 

https://www.kdrv.com/news/firewatch/kotek-declares-state-of-emergency-due-to-wildfire-threat/article_4590089e-f807-4c49-a7d0-571187362434.html
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=11245
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=17769
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=17599
http://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=15127
https://foresthistory.org/research-explore/us-forest-service-history/policy-and-law/fire-u-s-forest-service/u-s-forest-service-fire-prevention-control/


 

 
“Forest Service 
research has 
shown that, to 
protect homes and 
other structures, it 
is both necessary 
and sufficient to 
treat the land 
immediately 
around the 
structures and the 
structures 
themselves to 
reduce 
flammability.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

and it spitefully counted all prescribed fires conducted by private landowners as wildfires. 
This policy faded away in the 1950s, which is why the acres reported burned tapered off in 
that decade. 

You may also have heard that many western states have suffered their largest fires in 
recorded history in recent years, which is often cited as evidence that climate change is the 
real problem. In fact, fires have not gotten more severe in recent years; instead, large fires 
are evidence of a change in firefighting strategies.  

Before 1994, the Forest Service and other agencies directly attacked fires by putting 
firefighters on the fire front to stop fires from growing. In 1994, 14 firefighters who were 
directly attacking a fire in Colorado were overwhelmed and died. The chief of the Forest 
Service, Jack Thomas, ordered the agency to change strategies to protect firefighter lives.  

 

Caption 2: A large wildfire blows up in Oregon in August 2020. The little white streak below 
and to the right of the center of the photo is an MD-87 aerial tanker whose retardant drop 
didn’t do anything to stop this fire. While an MD-87 is smaller than a DC-10 or Boeing 747, 
they wouldn’t have done anything either. Use of these tankers is an expensive folly that kills 
several pilots each year. 

Today, the more common practice is to have firefighters create fire lines well back of the 
fire front and do large backburns. One result is that fires burn far more acres but a third or 
more of those acres were lit by the firefighters. Another result, sadly, is that more, not 
fewer, firefighters are killed each year, but they are killed in ones and twos in aircraft 
crashes, auto accidents, and similar causes rather than groups of a dozen or more being 
burned over. 

Another story is that we must regularly thin or burn forests to keep them from burning as 
wildfires. That’s true for southern pine forests, which grow so fast that they can become 
very fire-prone in just a few years. It is far less true for western forests, most of which are 
not made more fire-prone by suppression. Even the ones that are require a lot more years of 
suppression for them to become a fire hazard. A 2001 Forest Service report found that less 
than 15 percent of western forests are in serious fire danger due to historic fire suppression. 

Contrary to timber industry claims, cutting old growth makes forests more susceptible to 
fire, not less. Young trees are the most likely to burn while older ponderosa pine, Douglas-
fir, and certain other species have thick bark and have dropped their lower branches, 
enabling many of them to survive wildfires. 

More people than ever (including me) live in western fire plains, and each year we hear 
about evacuations and homes burning down. Forest Service research has shown that, to 
protect homes and other structures, it is both necessary and sufficient to treat the land 

  

https://earth.org/worst-wildfires-in-us-history/
https://earth.org/worst-wildfires-in-us-history/
http://forestpolicypub.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/02/12williamsbaker_preprint1.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/South_Canyon_Fire
https://ti.org/pdfs/BiscuitWhitePaper_1.10.06.pdf
https://ti.org/pdfs/BiscuitWhitePaper_1.10.06.pdf
https://wildfiretoday.com/wildfire-fatality-trends/
https://wildfiretoday.com/wildfire-fatality-trends/
https://ti.org/pdfs/rmrs-gtr87supp.pdf
https://ti.org/antiplanner/?p=17769
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“If you live in a 
fire plain, it is up 
to you to keep your 
home defensible as 
you can’t rely on 
firefighters to keep 
fires from 
reaching you.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Caption 3: The fires that swept through western Oregon in 2020 did not forests that were 
susceptible to becoming more fire prone due to years of suppression; they were simply fire 
plains that will burn when conditions are right (in this case, hot weather and thunderstorms 
followed by strong winds) and have done so periodically throughout recorded history. The 
only way to protect homes and communities from such fires is to make them defensible, as 
this one (where I live) is. 

immediately around the structures and the structures themselves to reduce flammability.  

This means roofs and eaves must be non-flammable; no firewood or other flammables 
should be stacked against the buildings; and 100 to 200 feet around each structure must be 
landscaped to minimize fire: a grassy lawn is fine; a big thicket of pine trees is not. This is 
known as defensible space, and a truly defensible home and yard can survive the worst fires, 
whereas one that isn’t defensible is vulnerable to burning down no matter what adjacent 
landowners do with their land. 

If you live in a fire plain, it is up to you to keep your home defensible as you can’t rely on 
firefighters to keep fires from reaching you. This means the Forest Service’s real problem 
isn’t a shortage of funds but having too much money and spending that money in all the 
wrong ways, such as expensive aerial tankers that, the agency’s own studies show, 
accomplish very little. 

If you live in a city near a fire plain, such as Santa Rosa, California or Boulder, Colorado, 
then zoning codes that prohibit low-density development at the urban fringe are asking for 
trouble. If a fire reaches the edge of your city, and all the houses are ten to twenty feet apart, 
then when one house catches fire they will all catch fire. It is safer to surround the city with 
a broad zone of homes on one-half to one-acre lots that, if they are made defensible, will act 
as a fire break for the rest of the city.  

We in the West live in a fire plain. It is going to burn. Our goal should not be to prevent the 
unpreventable but to adapt to it. That means making our homes defensible, maintaining safe 
evacuation corridors, and strictly limiting firefighting budgets so that agencies won’t waste 
money and firefighter lives on strategies and tactics that are not cost-effective. 
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