October 21, 2020
The Honorable Jeff Merkley
313 Hart Senate Office Building

The Honorable Ron Wyden
221 Dirksen Senate Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Maria Cantwell

The Honorable Patricia Murray

511 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

173 Russell Senate Office Building
Washington, DC 20510

The Honorable Kamala Harris

The Honorable Dianne Feinstein

112 Hart Senate Office Building

331 Hart Senate Office Building

Washington, DC 20510

Washington, DC 20510

Dear Senators,
Grief lies heavy as smoke on the west coast of the United States. In a short span of time,
numerous lives have been lost, thousands of homes have burned and entire communities
have vanished from the landscape. The unprecedented toll on California, Oregon and
Washington State from intense, climate-driven fires leaves people at all levels of
government, from town councils to the U.S. Senate, in shock and sorrow asking: where do
we go from here?
This question may have many answers, but one thing is clear: this is a humanitarian crisis
and must be addressed as such. The government response must focus on supporting
community resiliency first and foremost rather than squander time and resources logging
land miles away from homes. Effective wildfire preparedness includes making homes more
fire resistant, creating defensible space around structures, and creating smoke shelters and
other resources that support our most vulnerable community members in wildfire seasons
to come.
To this end, we encourage you to support S. 2882/H.R. 5091, the Wildfire Defense Act,
which has a common sense, community-centered approach to increasing resilience in
preparation for future fires. The Wildfire Defense Act was developed with and for
communities whose lives have been severely disrupted by fire. It contains effective
solutions to known problems and, if implemented, would ensure that communities are
better prepared to meet the fires of the future.
Specifically, the Wildfire Defense Act will invest $1 billion annually for a variety of
community resiliency measures, including establishing guidelines for new Community

Wildfire Defense Plans (CWDP) developed in coordination with community members, first
responders, and relevant state agencies. CWDPs will focus on implementing strategies and
activities relating to:
●

Improving evacuations and access for first responders

●

Addressing vulnerable populations, including the elderly, those with

●

disabilities, and the homeless
Hardening critical infrastructure and homes

●

Applying defensible space projects to create a buffer between communities
and the forest

●
●

Building local capacity to implement and oversee the plan
Deploying distributed energy resources like microgrids with battery storage

●

Coordinating with existing wildfire plans like a Community Wildfire
Protection Plan

The Wildfire Defense Act would provide grants of up to $250,000 to develop a CWDP and
grants of up to $10 million to implement a CWDP, prioritizing low-income communities
that are in a wildfire hazard area and communities recently impacted by a major wildfire.
The Wildfire Defense Act would also ensure better coordination between all federal
authorities and programs to protect communities from wildfires and improve emergency
radio communications across departments and agencies.
In direct contrast to the common sense, community-focused Wildfire Defense Act,
S.4431/H.R. 7879, the ill-named Emergency Wildfire and Public Safety Act of 2020,
promotes logging national forests many miles from communities while undermining
environmental laws and fails to do anything effective to promote public safety.
The Emergency Wildfire and Public Safety Act focuses on logging and fuel breaks as the
primary method of managing wildland fire. However, logging trees and removing native
vegetation in our public forests will not protect communities from weather-driven fires,
especially those fires which are started in and around towns and communities, such as fires
this year started by powerlines, accidents, or arson.
As written, the provisions of the Emergency Wildfire and Public Safety Act would not have
mitigated the devastating impact of these fires on communities. This is because all of the
fires were driven by extreme weather, pushing them to burn through anything that was
flammable, including invasive weeds, native grasses, chaparral, forests, crops, as well as
homes and other structures. Fire is a natural part of our native western ecosystems and the
land will recover, but houses do not regrow. In many places, the most impacted were those

who are already the most vulnerable and, again, directing resources to increase logging
does nothing to help these devastated communities recover or adapt.
The Emergency Wildfire and Public Safety Act would also lift the export ban on
unprocessed timber from federal lands in California. Not only does this provision have
nothing to do with fire management and public safety, allowing the export of raw logs
could result in increased logging of biologically valuable, carbon rich, trees, and further
increase carbon emissions by shipping whole logs across the ocean. Simply put, S.4431
reads more like a give away to the timber industry than a good faith approach to increasing
public safety and community resiliency to fire. It would be disrespectful to all those who
have suffered losses from these fires for the government’s response to be wholly
disconnected from actual fire safety issues, and wholly unable to provide actual solutions.
Two other federal bills include some provisions that could complement the Wildfire
Defense Act:
●

S.4625, the National Prescribed Fire Act, would provide $300 million to federal
agencies to do prescribed burns on federal, state, and private lands. We strongly
support wildland fire use, which unfortunately is not included in this legislation, as
well as controlled cultural fire use with Indigenous people and Tribal government on
their ancestral lands. However, it is imperative that this bill ensure that prescribed
fire is only carried out within appropriate areas but will be most effective if done
within the home defense zone so that ecological impacts can be avoided and

●

community safety maximized.
S. 3684/ H.R. 7264, The 21st Century CCC bill could help fund forest restoration, but
its focus on removing trees and vegetation (almost $4 billion dollars) without proper
safeguards to ensure against harm to our forest ecosystems is troubling. A jobs
program that is focused on hardening homes (currently only $100 million out of
$22.8 billion is earmarked in this bill for such work); decommissioning roads that can
lead to human ignitions, replacing culverts to protect against erosion and other
activities which prioritize community protection while limiting or remedying human
impacts to our forests would be a better path forward.

While there are aspects of S. 4625 and 3684/H.R. 7264 we support, we want to underscore
that the congressional response needs to first and foremost focus on home defense and
community preparedness--not more logging in forests in the backcountry. Bills that create
jobs and restore the landscape may complement this work but should not be the sole nor
immediate focus of governmental time and resources. Our communities need real solutions
now.

It is time for effective measures that address the humanitarian crisis created when fire rips
through a town. It is time to support better planning and better emergency responses. It is
time to appropriate funding for hardening homes and creating defensible space, for
ensuring that our most vulnerable populations can breathe.
2020 is a year of reckoning. With the interrelated crises of the coronavirus pandemic,
systemic racism and climate change, we are reckoning with years of government denial,
inaction and policies that exacerbated the adverse impacts of all these crises. Moving
forward, we cannot rely on approaches that seldom worked in the past and that we have no
assurance will work in the changing climate.
This issue hits home for many of us – we are evacuees, our families and friends have lost
homes, our offices have burned down. We want to talk with you about the impact of these
fires on communities throughout the West Coast and connect you to those at the
frontlines of this struggle. These won’t be the last fires in the West, but with your
leadership, we can prepare and adapt to ensure that all communities are more resilient
when the next ones come. We look forward to working with you.
Signed,
Timothy Ingalsbee
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