Wildfire Risk Continues for Mountain Towns
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Over four million acres burned in California in 2020, and 2021 is shaping up to be worse.
Despite this unprecedented climate disaster, residents of the Siskiyou County towns of
Dunsmuir, Mt. Shasta City and Castella are threatened by CalFire’s approval of several Timber
Harvest Plans (THPs) proposed by Shasta Cascade Timberlands, which would use even-aged
logging methods such as clearcutting.

Within a four-mile radius of the City of Dunsmuir, nearly 10,000 acres (about 30% of the land
area) have either already been clearcut within the last 20 years or will be in the next few years.
California officials and state agencies have repeatedly called for additional thinning to remove
underbrush and small trees to reduce wildfire risk, but they do nothing to stop logging plans
that create the same dense small trees. These THPs are especially concerning because they are
so close to towns, and hence will expose residents to increased fire danger. One may
remember that the 2018 Carr and Delta Fires that threatened these same towns burned
through plantations. This year, large fires have already burned both north and south of
Dunsmuir which have not only threatened towns but have closed highways and destroyed
infrastructure owned by Union Pacific Railroad.

Shasta-Cascade Timberlands, the Australian multinational company that owns the land, is
prioritizing the short-term economic benefits of clearcutting over the potentially devastating
effects on local communities.

Better Forest Management Can Reduce Wildfire Risk

After clearcutting or similar forms of even-aged management harvest, a conifer plantation is
established. These 20- to 30-acre plantations of dense trees are easily ignited and burn fast and
hot. Their ambient temperature is hotter than nearby diverse, shaded forests, tree crowns are
more continuous, and there are no large trees to moderate wind speed. Last year’s Bear and
Creek Fires were made more dangerous by the plantations in their path, and the worst fire in
California history, the Paradise Camp Fire, also burned through plantations that were
established after a fire that occurred ten years previously. Even-aged management also
requires herbicide spraying that sterilizes the soil, results in decreased biodiversity and
degrades water quality.

Uneven-aged management is safer and significantly more sustainable than clearcutting or other
kinds of even-aged management. With single tree selection, individual trees are harvested and



a stand of different ages and species of trees remain. With group selection harvest, only small
areas are cleared and then replanted. Unlike even-aged management, uneven-aged
management produces a forest of trees of various sizes, ages, and species; these stands are less
vulnerable to fire.

A Solution That Benefits Everyone

Homeowners are being asked to change how and where they build, to use non-flammable
building materials, and to maintain at least 100 feet of defensible space, and even so are facing
the loss of their fire insurance policies. Shouldn’t the timber industry take some responsibility
for not putting the public and adjacent property owners at risk? Shouldn’t CalFire protect
public safety and require all logging plans to decrease, not increase, fire risk to nearby
communities?

While one can debate whether clearcutting is ever appropriate, it is clear that cooperatively
focused fuels management can alleviate fire risk to rural towns. There is an opportunity for the
City of Dunsmuir, local Fire Safe Councils, CalFire, Union Pacific Railroad and Shasta Cascade
Timberlands to work together across boundaries to make communities, infrastructure and
woodlands safer. Not only would Dunsmuir be threatened by a fire that starts in the adjacent
forest, but Shasta Cascade Timberlands’ properties would be threatened if a fire starts in
Dunsmuir. A site-specific plan could be developed and implemented using funds available from
CalFire and other cooperators that would include making Dunsmuir’s buildings more fire
resistant, treating interface areas with thinning, fuelbreaks and prescribed burning, improving
access for fire suppression and establishing a buffer zone of appropriately managed timberland
around the town. All property owners would benefit from better fire protection, whether they
are city residents, railroads or timber producers.



