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Chair Golden, Vice-Chair Heard, and members of the Committee, thank you for the opportunity
to join you today to discuss SB 762-1, relating to wildfire risk reduction and mitigation.
My name is Susan Jane M. Brown, and I am the Wildlands Program Director and staff attorney
for the Western Environmental Law Center (WELC). We are based in Eugene, Oregon, with
offices in Portland and Bend, Oregon; Seattle, Washington; Taos and Santa Fe, New Mexico;
and Helena, Montana. WELC uses the power of the law to defend and protect the American
West’s treasured landscapes, iconic wildlife, and rural communities. We combine our legal skills
with sound conservation biology and environmental science to address major environmental
issues in the West in the most strategic and effective manner. WELC works at the national,
regional, state, and local levels and in all three branches of government. We integrate national
policies and regional perspective with the local knowledge of our 150+ partner groups to
implement smart and appropriate place-based solutions.
WELC is also deeply engaged in collaborative forest conservation in Oregon, working closely
with the Blue Mountains Forest Partners on the Malheur National Forest in eastern Oregon, the
Ochoco Forest Collaborative on the Ochoco National Forest, the Deschutes Collaborative Forest
Project on the Deschutes National Forest, and the Northern Blues Forest Collaborative on the
Wallowa-Whitman and Umatilla National Forests. WELC’s work with these forest
collaboratives, our service on Oregon Governor Brown’s Council on Wildfire Response, and
dialogue with forest and fire ecology experts and land managers, has informed our position on
SB 762-1 and led to our support for this much-needed legislation.
In 2020, Oregon experienced a record-setting wildfire season. Dry conditions exacerbated by the
effects of global climate change, along with strong east winds, combined to fan the flames of
dozens of wildfires that eventually consumed more than a million acres of forestland, thousands
of residences and structures, and unfortunately, too many lives. Our bluebird Oregon skies were
orange for weeks, causing severe health concerns for a population already struggling with the
global COVID-19 respiratory pandemic. Urban centers of Talent and Phoenix made national
news as they burned, causing terrified residents to chaotically flee. While managers are still
assessing the damage and the causes of these fires are under investigation, it appears that several
of the most destructive blazes were sparked by powerlines and other anthropogenic sources.
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Experts tell us that the era of megafires is here, and that we should begin to expect “gigafires,”
blazes that burn more than a million acres. California is no stranger to large conflagrations, and I
fear Oregon and other western states must also come to terms with this “new normal.”
And yet, it need not be this way.
In 2009, Congress enacted the Federal Land Assistance, Management, and Enhancement Act
(FLAME Act), which directed the Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Department of the
Interior (DOI) to develop a national cohesive wildland fire management strategy to
comprehensively address wildland fire management across all lands in the United States. In
2010, the intergovernmental Wildland Fire Leadership Council initiated the National Cohesive
Wildland Fire Management Strategy (Cohesive Strategy) 1 effort, which focuses on achieving
three essential national goals: 1) restore and maintain landscapes so that landscapes across all
jurisdictions are resilient to fire-related disturbances; 2) create fire-adapted communities so
that human populations and infrastructure can withstand a wildfire without loss of life and
property; and 3) ensure a safe, effective, and efficient risk-based wildfire response across all
jurisdictions.
The Cohesive Strategy thus establishes a national vision “to safely and effectively extinguish
fire, when needed; use fire where allowable; manage our natural resources; and as a Nation, live
with wildland fire.” 2 In order to achieve this vision, decision makers must address all three
prongs of the Cohesive Strategy. Failing this, the West will continue to burn and change
cherished landscapes in ways that society cannot tolerate.
Senator Golden and Governor Brown understand this dynamic. SB 762-1 focuses on all three
legs of the Cohesive Strategy stool, and this comprehensive, integrated, and science-based
approach to wildfire management is exactly the solution Oregon needs. WELC supports this
legislation.
First, SB 762-1 recognizes the need to create resilient landscapes across all ownerships by,
among other things, requiring the development and implementation of a statewide pilot program
to reduce wildfire risk on public and private lands using science-based and collaboratively
developed land management strategies. Importantly, sensitive lands are excluded from treatment
under this approach, while lands near communities and those that would most benefit from
restoration would be prioritized for immediate restoration. The legislation will facilitate crossboundary large landscape restoration, which the best available science tells us is essential if we
are to retore ecosystems, protect communities, and address the growing challenge of global
climate change. 3
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Second, SB 762-1 contributes to the creation of fire-adapted communities in several important
ways. The legislation requires the State Fire Marshal to establish minimum defensible space
requirements for private property, requires Oregon to develop a consistent definition of
“wildland urban interface,” and requires Department of Land Conservation and Development to
update statewide land use codes to reflect the International Wildland-Urban Interface Code,
among other important changes. While some Oregonians have been resistant to requiring action
on the part of private landowners to reduce wildfire risk around their homes, the fact is that risk
reduction cannot be borne by state or federal government alone: we all must contribute to this
important work. Given that the wildland urban interface has increased by 41% – or 46 million
acres – over the past 20 years, 4 the emphasis on home hardening and community preparedness is
as urgent as it is necessary.
Finally, SB 762-1 recognizes the need for a safe and effective wildfire response. SB 762-1
requires the development and implementation of a statewide emergency plan for responding to
wildfires, provides Oregon Department of Forestry fire protection for lands outside of protection
districts, and authorizes the state to utilize the fire response capacity of other entities. This
traditional fire suppression capacity is important, although WELC observes that Oregon must
take additional steps to better integrate fully with the Cohesive Strategy, which identifies the use
of prescribed wildland fire and managed wildfire as one of the most effective, and least costly,
methods of reducing hazardous fuels and reintroducing fire into fire-dependent ecosystems, thus
restoring and maintaining landscapes. Similarly, the Cohesive Strategy identifies the use of
prescribed and natural fire as a tool to assist land managers in fighting future wildfires: although
perhaps counterintuitive, experts tell us that we can – and must – use fire to fight fire. 5 We would
like to see Oregon take additional steps to facilitate the introduction and use of managed fire to
achieve resource benefits, include resilient landscapes and fire-adapted communities.
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SB 762-1 is an important step forward in achieving the vision of the Cohesive Strategy. It is also
consistent with the recommendations of Oregon Governor Brown’s Council on Wildfire
Response. WELC supports this legislation, and I urge the Committee to report out this
legislation. Thank you for the opportunity to share my thoughts and experiences with you.
Sincerely,
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