
 

Urgent action is 
needed in the Sierra 
Nevada to avoid 
devastating impacts on 
California's 
environment and 
economy. 

The State of the  
Sierra Nevada’s Forests 
A Report of the Sierra Nevada Conservancy 
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The Sierra Nevada Region is an area of great 
significance to the State of California  

• Is California’s principal watershed and is the origin of more 
than 60% of California’s developed water supply, and 

• Is the primary source of fresh water flowing into the 
Sacramento-San Joaquin Delta, California’s water “hub” 

• Stores massive amounts of carbon, assisting in the state’s 
efforts to combat climate change 

• Provides crucial habitat to hundreds of species 

• Provides world-class recreational opportunities enjoyed 
annually by millions from around the world 

• Is a major producer of wood products and hydro-electric 
power 

Photo: Sequoia National Park, Nic Enstice, Sierra Nevada Conservancy 



Many Sierra Nevada forests are unhealthy and 
susceptible to disease and intense fire 

• Aggressive fire suppression, conflict over forest management and a 
lack of financial resources over past decades have led to a 
dangerous situation in many parts of the Sierra – significant areas of 
overgrown, diseased, dry and threatened forests. 

• Megafires like the Rim and King fires may have become the new 
normal.  They are larger and more intense than historical fires.  

• The USFS Region 5 estimates that 6 to 9 million acres of the land 
they are responsible for managing in California are in need of 
restoration. 

• The high cost of fighting fires has often resulted in reducing funds 
available for critically needed restoration efforts on federal lands. 
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Wildfire Threat Is Increasing 

• Wildfires in California have become larger and 
more extreme over the last two decades and 
many predict that this trend will continue to 
increase unless the pace and scale of forest 
restoration dramatically increase. 

• More acres burned in the two decades of 
1990 and 2000 than any other previously 
recorded decade.  

• More land has burned in the first five years of 
this decade than seven entire decades in the 
past. 

• Fire Intensity is increasing, from an average of 
about 20% high intensity to nearly 30%. 



California’s Water Supply is at Risk 

• High-intensity fires can be followed by severe erosion that destroys 
infrastructure, impacts water quality, and decreases storage 
capacity in downstream reservoirs. 

• High-intensity burn areas can experience runoff and erosion rates 
five to ten times greater than low or moderate-intensity burn 
areas. 

• Plumes of sediment entering reservoirs after post-fire rain events 
can impact reservoir operations until the sediment settles out.  

• Sediment reduces storage capacity over time, extreme events 
increase the pace of lost storage.  

Photo: Creek monitoring following the Rim Fire, U.S. Forest Service 



California’s Water Supply is at Risk 

• When trees are too close together up to 60% 
of snowfall may get trapped in the canopy 
instead of falling to the ground, making it 
unavailable to downstream water uses. 

• However, adequate forest canopy cover 
remains important because snowpack in 
clearings melts earlier in the year due to direct 
exposure to sunlight and higher winds, 
compared to areas with a forest canopy.  

• Forest management activities could lead to an 
increase in the snowpack, both by reducing 
the risk of wildfire and creating right-sized 
gaps in the canopy so that snow can fall to the 
ground but still receive enough shade to be 
protected.  

The right amount of trees can both ensure that maximum snowfall reaches 
the ground, while also protecting snowpack from direct sun exposure and 

high winds. 



Increased Air Pollution and Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions 

• Large intense wildfires produce massive amounts of particulate 
matter pollution, creating health hazards for humans. 

• Stand replacing fires that convert conifer to brush result in about a 
90% reduction in carbon storage. 

• Research shows that only 6% of large trees survived large fire 
events in untreated stands, compared to 87% survivorship of large 
trees within the treated stands.  

• One megafire can undo the carbon storage benefits these forests 
provide in a short period of time. For example, the Rim Fire 
released greenhouse gas emissions in a few weeks equal to what 
2.3 million vehicles would release in a year. 

Photo: Rim Fire smoke plume, Ron West 



The Need to Address Impediments 

Major impediments to increasing pace and scale exist, and 
must be addressed:  

• Insufficient funding and resources to conduct work 

• Lack of wood/biomass processing infrastructure 

• Lengthy/complex planning processes 

• Need for increased use of fire as a management tool for 
restoration 

• Need to increase use of contracting tools that maximize 
local benefits to forest communities 

Photo: Prescribed burn, Susie Kocher, U.S. Forest Service 



An Example -- Utilizing Biomass 

• It is estimated that about 500,000 acres of annual 
restoration treatments on USFS lands would 
restore the health of the forests and help keep 
pace with future forest growth. 

• Converting biomass from forest restoration 
efforts into energy rather than piling and burning 
it reduces greenhouse gas emissions by over 
30%.  

• Several communities throughout the Sierra 
Nevada have launched efforts to develop 
biomass-to-energy facilities, but more needs to 
be done to address the ongoing need. 

 



 
 

A Bold New Approach 
 • Sierra Nevada Watershed 

Improvement Program is being 
launched by SNC and USFS in 
cooperation with a broad array of 
stakeholders and agencies.  

• The dire state of Sierra forests is 
bringing together stakeholders who 
previously were in conflict with one 
another. 

 

Photo: Rim Fire restoration workshop, U.S. Forest Service 

“Only an 
environmental 
restoration program 
of unprecedented 
scale can alter the 
direction of current 
trends…” USFS 



We Need to Act Now!  

Without bold action to increase the pace and scale of forest 
restoration in the Sierra Nevada, California will face ongoing adverse 
impacts to its environment and economy. 

The alternative of continuing down the path that we are on should 
not be acceptable to anyone who benefits from, and cares about, 
this incredible piece of the California landscape. 

Learn more at www.sierranevada.ca.gov  

Photo: South Fork Kings River, Friends of the South Fork Kings 

http://www.sierranevada.ca.gov/

