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FOR DISCUSSION
What is the relationship between 
California wildfire, native vegetation, 
and climate change, and how can those 
relationships inform the way we manage 
wildfire going forward?

Nick Jensen, PhD
Lead Conservation Scientist
CNPS



Butte County, 2018

Wildfire is a natural part of 
California ecology, but today that 
relationship is out of balance.
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Calsbad Fire, 2014

Our biggest concern is the 
oversimplification of the causes 
of and solutions for the wildfire 
crisis in California.
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We spend a lot of time talking about one 
type of habitat – forests – and not enough 
talking about places where other fires occur: 
chaparral, woodlands, and grasslands.



CALIFORNIA IS COMPLEX

California’s habitats are 
remarkably diverse. Our 
approaches to wildfire will 
need to be the same.
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CALIFORNIA HABITAT DIVERSITY The story of wildfire in California is inextricably 
linked to the native flora of our state. Native 
plants have evolved with fire, and vegetation is 
an aggregate of those same plants. How fire 
behaves on the landscape is the combination of 
the responses of those plants, land 
management, weather, climate, topography, the 
presence of people, and more . . .



8

Grassland & Woodlands
• Home of super blooms, vernal pools, 

often intermixed with woodlands

• Often targeted for development 
because they look weedy and bare a lot 
of the year

• Prone to fast-moving fires

• Fires have gotten more severe with 
invasive species and human presence 
(witness Santa Rosa)

• Especially vulnerable to type conversion 
(other plants taking over) that increase 
fire risk and fire return intervals 

• Community and home hardening / 
building restrictions are key

Forest
• 100+ yrs of fire suppression = fire 

scarcity

• Accumulation of fuels/dense 
undergrowth

• Ladder fuels contribute to severe 
canopy fires

• Unsustainable logging practices 

• Prescribed fire and ecological 
thinning are needed

• Rare plants and species diversity 
must be protected when “clearing” 
forest floors

Chaparral & Shrublands
• Found statewide but esp. along the 

coast and So Cal

• Also found in lower elevations of the 
Sierra Nevada, adding complexity to 
forest regimes

• Chaparral habitats require fire for 
health, but the fire is happening too 
frequently

• Today, they’re at risk of type 
conversion, which increases fire risk

• Controlled burns and mastication are 
extremely harmful

• Hardening and building restrictions 
are key
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Other Ecological Impacts

Prescribed fire is very beneficial in many forested habitats 

but could be harmful in others

Treatment activities have the potential to do harm to 

habitats (e.g. could spread invasive plants) and should be 

informed by biological surveys

Solutions should be planned to maximize ecological 

benefits while minimizing risks

Impacts of Climate Change

Many California plants and animals are currently being 

affected by climate change

The link between climate change on wildfire and fire 

regimes is complicated (e.g. different factors are at play in 

forest habitats versus chaparral)

A primary link is Vapor Pressure Deficit, which explains how 

increased temperatures lead to atmospheric conditions 

drying vegetation and driving recent catastrophic fires
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RECOMMENDATIONS

California needs tailored wildfire solutions 
by region and habitat.
✔Address the dramatic funding imbalance between firefighting and 

wildfire prevention.

✔Bring greater balance to the mix of tools used in wildfire prevention. 

✔Know the full toolkit available to us and when and where to use what 

tools.

✔Fund biodiversity protection. Better science, better surveys leave more 

species diversity and healthier ecosystems for everyone to enjoy.
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Highlights from Fremontia Fire Issues – Spring 2020
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DOWNLOAD THE FULL ISSUE AT:  https://www.cnps.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Fremontia-V47-N2-LR.pdf
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