
Limits of Firefighting



The Imperial Model: War Against Wildfire 



Fighting fire in an 
endless, escalating,
War on Wildfire.

Fire crews as soldiers 
rather than stewards 
has consequences for 
society and nature.

Battling Blazes







Predictable Ignitions, Unpredictable Locations

Need More Human Intelligence



21st century climate is ending efficacy of  
20th century firefighting strategies and tactics.

Reality

We are losing, and there is no “winning” when  
you are forever battling against Mother Nature.



Paradox: firefighting is becoming:  
  
• more risky for firefighters  
•  more expensive for taxpayers 
•  more damaging to ecosystems 
      ….and less effective

Increased drought, high temps = 
weather-driven “Megafires” 

Firefighters forced to back off, 
wait for weather to change



      Firestorms since 2017:  Santa Rosa, Malibu, Paradise in CA, 
Louisville & Superior in Boulder Colorado, Almeda & Talent-Phoenix & 
8 Significant 2020 Labor Day Fires in Oregon, Malden, Washington, 
Dixie & Greenville, Bootleg Fire, Klamath, Lahaina in Maui, Oregon 
Road & Gray Fires - Spokane Area 
  

• Downslope wind events with fire caused by powerlines, people 
• Drought, vapor pressure deficit, invasive grasses 
• Incinerated homes in urban and wildland interface areas 
• Structure to structure ignition - homes become fuel



Climate change and Wildfire
Increasing activity: 
• More acres burned 
• Very large wildfires 
• Faster rates of spread 
• Longer seasons 
• More extreme 

Increasing disasters: 
• Human fatalities 
• Homes destroyed 
• Smoke impacts 
• High suppression costs 
• Economic losses 
• Social disruption 



More fire than ever before?

Sources: Listed on slide, plus others on file with author.  Acreage tallies use different 
conventions, measuring devices, in other words data is not all derived using same methods



More fire than ever before?

Note: Information in slides is from various sources, using different measurements available 
at time, historical data has been compared to other field indicators.



Wildfires are spreading faster, growing larger, and burning 
longer, but are not necessarily damaging or more intense

Source: U.S. Global Change Research Program. 2018. 4th National Climate Assessment, Vol. 2 









Holiday Farm Fire - 74% Private Land





Rapid rates of spread in a single day, massive sizes. 
Firefighters unable to stop or contain, waiting on weather. 
Thousands of homes burned, lives lost. 
Smoke inundating communities across the West and nation. 

Expanding Risk & Nationwide Smoke Events


