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Fire Management 24/7/365: 
Report of a workshop on the mitigation of wildfire risk  
in the mixed conifer forests of California

Abstract
Catastrophic wildfires, sometimes called “megafires,” are more and more common in the western United States. 
California in particular is increasingly thought of as having a year-round (24/7/365) fire season. These megafires 
ignore boundaries, require prolonged and expensive interagency responses, and harm natural and cultural 
resources. Many agencies have developed programs designed to reduce wildfire risk, such as through the use of 
mechanical thinning or prescribed fire. However, these programs often are treating far fewer acres than called 
for in planning documents. Experienced fire scientists and managers believe it is time to reassess fire and fuels 
management programs. Working with a number of partners, the George Wright Society organized a workshop 
in February 2021 to address these issues, titled “Fire Management 24/7/365: A Workshop on the Mitigation of 
Wildfire Risk in Mixed Conifer Forests of California.” This paper reports on the workshop and plans for future 
collaboration.
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Extreme and catastrophic fire events over the past 
few years have caused fire and resource agencies 
to reassess their priorities and consider ways to 
more effectively manage risk, as well as restore fire-
dependent ecosystems. In 2020, in California alone, 
4.2 million acres burned, 10,500 structures were 
destroyed or damaged, and 31 people were killed. 
Nationally, 10.3 million acres burned. And 2020 was 
a replay of 2019, 2018, and 2017. These are sobering 
statistics. As a result, many members of the George 
Wright Society (GWS) have been drawn into the 
crisis, as well as the efforts to find solutions. 

One member of GWS suggested a workshop to find 
ways to increase prescribed burning and other needed 
treatments in the Sierra Nevada, to reduce the risk of 
megafires. Taking this suggestion to heart, GWS staff 

and present and past board members consulted GWS 
members in the Sierra Nevada to determine whether 
such a workshop would be helpful in their efforts to 
address the issue, and if so, what workshop content 
would be most valuable.

Consultations suggested that current fire and 
resource managers agreed with the suggestion. They 
saw the potential benefits of such a workshop, but 
also the need to begin doing things differently. For 
one, they believed such a workshop should focus 
primarily on outcomes rather than only the delivery 
of information. They also felt they should be planning 
and conducting their projects working with other 
agencies within the larger landscape, that they should 
be finding ways to work together to achieve mutual 
and individual agency goals, and on larger landscape-



PSF  37/2  |  2021        326

scale projects when possible. Having heard this from 
National Park Service (NPS) managers in Sequoia-
Kings Canyon and Yosemite National Parks, we 
reached out to US Forest Service (USFS), CAL FIRE, 
and regional land management collaborations to 
see if there might be interest within those agencies/
groups for such a workshop.  What we heard from 
USFS and CAL FIRE, in particular, echoed what 
was said in NPS. On that basis, we committed to 
organizing what we called Fire Management 24/7/365: 
A Workshop on the Mitigation of Wildfire Risk in the 
Mixed Conifer Forests of California.

The workshop
What was conducted? Fire Management 24/7/365 was 
conducted as a collaborative workshop designed to 
produce real, on-the-ground projects and other 
advances that increase the cooperative use of pre
scribed fire and other fuels treatments in California’s 
mixed conifer forest ecosystems. After almost a 
year’s delay and two format changes caused by the 
pandemic, the workshop was held in an all-virtual 
format on February 11–12, 2021. The teamwork started 
by the workshop continues, and so this report may be 
regarded as an opening account of what we hope will 
be enduring collaborations.

Why did we do this? Catastrophic wildfires, sometimes 
called “megafires,” are more and more common in 
the western United States. California in particular 
is increasingly thought of as having a year-round 
(24/7/365) fire season—hence the name of the 
workshop. These megafires ignore boundaries, 
require prolonged and expensive interagency 
responses, and harm natural and cultural resources. 
Many agencies have developed programs designed 
to reduce wildfire risk, such as through mechanical 
thinning and/or prescribed fire. However, these 
programs often treat far fewer acres than called for 
in planning documents. Experienced fire scientists 
and managers believe it is time to reassess fire and 
fuels management programs and to find new ways of 
addressing risk.

Building the case: The program
Livestreamed opening and closing Plenary Sessions 
explored the impacts of the 2020 fire season on the 
future management strategies of four key agencies: 
the California Natural Resources Agency, CAL FIRE, 
USFS, and NPS. 

Keynote speakers (listed in the workshop program, 
Figure 1) reflected on their agency’s fuels/prescribed 
fire program in light of the characteristics of the 2020 
wildfires, offering thoughts on possible modifications 
to the fuels/prescribed fire program, such as ex
panding the size of projects, the season of these 
projects (i.e., beyond spring and fall), and expanded 
partnerships for larger interagency projects. The 
speakers explored the need and prospects for 
strategic shifting of operations funds (as appropriate) 
from fire suppression to fire prevention (social 
program and fuels management), and changes their 
agency needed to make with respect to getting more 
prescribed fire, fuels treatments, and ecosystem 
restoration.  

Plenary Sessions provided additional context and 
perspectives on what changes are needed and what 
challenges lie ahead for wildland fire management in 
California. The opening and closing Plenary Sessions 
were recorded and are available on the George Wright 
Society YouTube channel.

Outcomes: the core of the workshop, planning for pro­
jects. Three Working Sessions—virtual table-top 
exercises—were designed to start or advance on-the-
ground, cross-agency, multi-disciplinary collaborative 
projects to start treating more acres. 

The Working Sessions focused on prescribed fire 
and fuels treatments in three geographic areas: 
Stanislaus National Forest/Yosemite National Park, 
Sequoia National Forest/Sequoia-Kings Canyon 
National Parks, and mixed conifer forests in Southern 
California. 

The sessions were virtual, with participation through 
Zoom. The Working Sessions were by invitation and 
not videorecorded. Detailed meeting minutes were 
kept. Each session had two co-leads, a facilitator, and 
a recorder. Participants included agency fire and fuel 
managers and experts such as fire ecologists, fuels 
management specialists, and air quality, cultural 
resource, wildlife, and other professional specialists 
from the major organizations working on each 
landscape.

•	 “Enhancing the Giants” focused on Stanislaus 
National Forest (USFS) and Yosemite National 
Park (NPS). Staff from these units worked 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jxOZ26Ksow&t=8939s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1jxOZ26Ksow&t=8939s
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Figure 1. Fire Management 24/7/365: the workshop program, Day 1.

together with subject-matter experts to examine 
the potential for cross-boundary wildland fire 
and fuels management treatments in the North 
Merced/Merced Grove/Crane Flat Area, especially 
the area of land spared by the 2013 Rim, 2018 

Ferguson, and other recent fires. They explored 
methods to identify areas of highest priority, and 
what would be the most beneficial treatments to 
better manage future unplanned wildfires. They 
discussed stewardship authorities and potential 
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Figure 1 (cont’d). Fire Management 24/7/365: the workshop program, remainder of Day 1.

partnership agreements between Stanislaus and 
Yosemite. Part of our process was to identify 
work already planned, identify target areas for 
interagency treatments, and seek streamlined 
and more efficient mechanisms for planning 
and implementing forest treatments. They also 
discussed the capability and capacity to conduct 
multiple landscape-level treatments, including 
staffing, funding mechanisms, and agreements. 
They shared learning and investigated approaches 
to California fisher habitat management, as well 
as approaches to prioritizing and preserving giant 
sequoia groves. Finally, they reported out on what 
they saw as barriers to both interagency planning 
and projects as well as impediments to increasing 
the pace and scale of forest treatments.

•	 “Big Stump to Redwood and Beyond” focused 
on Sequoia National Forest and Sequoia-Kings 
Canyons National Parks (SEKI). Staff from 
these units worked together with subject-matter 
experts to examine the scope of the fire and fuels 

management problem across Sequoia NF and 
SEKI, identify work already planned, identify 
target areas for interagency treatments, and 
seek streamlined and more efficient mechanisms 
for planning and implementing forest treat
ments. In addition, staff shared learning and 
investigated approaches to California fisher 
habitat management, as well as approaches to 
prioritizing giant sequoia groves for treatment. 
They also looked for opportunities to conduct 
large landscape-scale treatments and areas for 
efficiencies and removal of impediments to this 
type of work. Like the “Enhancing the Giants” 
working hub, they reported out on perceived 
barriers to success.

•	 “Saving Conifer Forests of Southern California 
through Project Collaboration and Development” 
focused on Cleveland and San Bernardino 
National Forests, tribal lands, Resource Conser
vation Districts, and other lands in San Diego 
County. This workshop hub discussed and was 
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Figure 1 (cont’d). Fire Management 24/7/365: the workshop program,  Day 2.

guided through project collaboration and the 
development process for projects in San Diego 
and San Bernardino. The projects were chosen 
to demonstrate and learn from the barriers 

to success of these two projects, and how to 
overcome those obstacles. The knowledge gained 
and shared from these project collaborations 
was used to guide others on their own projects. 
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The working sessions were centered around 
project implementation and development for 
fuel reduction to meet California’s goal of one 
million acres treated annually across private, 
tribal, state, and federal land partnerships.  These 
collaboration projects are California’s paradigm 
shift to create a more resistant forest through 
resiliency and restoration.

Perspectives on workshop effectiveness, 
afterwards
Fire Management 24/7/365 was planned as an 
outcomes-focused, multi-agency, interdisciplinary 
workshop, with aims to move the needle toward more 
collaborative prescribed fire and fuels treatments 
in California. The after-action review suggested 
that participants were pleased with the results and 
optimistic about working together to complete 
needed planning and to execute projects. In some 
cases, project co-leads asked if GWS facilitators could 
remain engaged as long as needed to help advance the 
project.

Originally scheduled for April 2020 as an in-person 
experience, the workshop was rescheduled because 
of COVID-19 as a hybrid in-person/virtual event. 
However, the severity of the pandemic made it 
necessary to change it a second time: to a completely 
virtual event. Admittedly, the steering committee 
considered canceling, but partner agencies asked that 
it not be, because of the importance of the projects 
and the need to “get the ball rolling” on collaboration 
approaches.  So the workshop was conducted. The 
after-action review concluded that the workshop was 
successful, even as conducted virtually. 

Follow-up by GWS
As mentioned, several of the project co-leads asked 
if GWS could remain engaged in various capacities, 
some for facilitation and helping prospective partners 
break down barriers. However, true follow-up would 
focus on the outcomes achieved. 

The GWS may seek funding to go onsite to document 
project execution and to interview participants 
before and after the projects, to determine whether 

the objectives were achieved, and determine what 
contributors learned for use on future collaborative 
projects. With this documentation, a follow-up 
workshop could also be conducted to help the 
partners plan better outcomes (projects) and for the 
GWS to target a larger range of audiences as needed 
to accelerate project work. (Originally, the target 
audience included college students, professionals 
early in their careers, non-governmental organiza
tions, and the public, including fire-safe councils and 
other public partners).

A possible GWS template for helping  
members and agencies address issues?
In the past few years, GWS members have been 
constrained by agency limits on conference attend
ance and even travel.  The GWS staff and board 
have assessed and considered numerous options/
alternatives for meeting the needs of GWS members. 
The approach used in the Fire Management 24/7/365 
Workshop could be a good option moving forward, 
even after the pandemic, because of the focus on 
outcomes. It could be tailored to helping members 
address any number of issues that are important 
in parks and protected areas. One issue, already 
suggested for a future workshop: visitor use and 
carrying capacity.
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