
Climate change is already having a measurable 
impact on ecosystems in the intermountain 
West. This change in temperature is altering 
complex interactions of watershed function, 
vegetation composition and forest health. 

It is generally agreed upon in climate modeling 
that these changes are and will continue to 
greatly increase fire frequency and severity. 

This situation becomes explicitly clear when 
reviewing the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) 
and Department of Interior (DOI) budgets. 
These show that over the past twenty years 
the portion of funding for wildfire suppression 
has grown to over half of the USFS and DOI 
appropriated budgets, compromising federal 
land managers’ ability to proactively manage 
lands. 
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Mountain regions in the American West are 
experiencing increasingly severe environmental 
impacts from climate change. These impacts 
can be clearly seen in shifting water supplies as 
warming temperatures have led to decreases in 
snowpack, reduced snowfall, shifts in precipitation 
from snow to rain, earlier snowmelt, increased 
peak spring flows, and decreased summer flows.1 

Such changes to water regimes negatively affect 
forest health. Forested areas provide a host 
of ecosystem services including groundwater 
regulation and water purification, carbon storage, 
and erosion control, amongst many others.  

These impacts are happening at a time when the 
condition of western forests is already degraded, 

along with the life-saving services these forests 
provide; the USFS estimates that nearly 82 million 
acres of National Forest System lands are in need 
of restoration.2 

These dynamics have also made the West 
increasingly vulnerable to wildfires, which are 
weighing more and more on federal, state and 
local budgets in mountain communities across 
the West. Research suggests that the total cost 
of wildfire suppression is typically 10 to 50 times 
its prevention cost.3 According to the current 
scientific consensus, wildfire risk will continue to 
increase as the changing climate leads to warmer 
temperatures, more frequent droughts, and 
changing precipitation patterns.4 

CLIMATE CHANGE IS WORSENING WESTERN WILDFIRE SEASON
 

Climate change’s influence on western wildfire season is clear. Change in precipitation, extended 
dry seasons and multiyear droughts have become triggers for exacerbated forest stress including 
insects, invasive species, and combinations thereof. These pressures contribute to structural and  
functional change of forest ecosystems which significantly contribute to unprecedented wildfire 
seasons. 

In the past decade, 57% more land has been burned than in the previous four decades; since the 
1970’s, the fire season has extended two months and the average size of fires is five times 
greater.5 

With the frequency and severity of wildfire increasing, so are the funding needs of public
land managers to handle these fires. 
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FIREFIGHTING COSTS REDUCE FUNDING FOR 
LAND MANAGEMENT
As of August 2016, more than 30,000 fires 
have burned nearly 4.5 million acres.6 Under 
present budget structures, the funding to suppress 
wildfires is borrowed from the USFS and DOI -- 
currently the only agencies required to pay for 
natural disaster response out of their annual 
discretionary budgets. 2015 budget reports state 
that wildfires burned more than 10 million acres 
in the United States at a cost of $2.1 billion in 
federal expenditures marking the costliest year 
on record. As this unfortunate trend persists, 
predictions state that, “in just 10 years, two out of 
every three dollars the Forest Service gets from 
Congress as part of its appropriated budget will 
be spent on fire programs.”7

To cover these increases in costs, the agencies 
are forced to transfer funds from other accounts. 
In FY 2013, the two agencies transferred $636 
million away from programs such as forest land 
enhancement programs, forest and rangeland 
research, amongst others, in order to cover the 

costs of fire suppression.8 In addition to the transfer 
of fiscal resources, there is a corresponding shift 
in staff, with a 39% reduction in all non-fire 
personnel.9 These combined factors erode land 
managers’ abilities to proactively engage in forest 
management, triggering a devastating cycle in 
which forests that are not properly managed are 
more susceptible to fire. 

This is a major issue for mountain communities with 
neighboring public lands managed by the federal 
government because it means activities such as 
managing recreation infrastructure, restoration, 
conservation, wildfire prevention, etc., are not 
happening. 

Left unchecked, the share of the budget devoted 
to fire in 2025 could exceed 67% -- nearly $700 
million taken away from non-fire programs. 

Compounding calculations with climate change 
have the potential to add an additional $65 
billion to the total cost of U.S. wildfires.10 And 
there is no end in sight.

Projections calculate that in just 
10 years, two out of every three 
dollars the Forest Service receives 
from Congress will be spent on fire 
programs, shortchanging budgets 
for recreation, forest restoration, 
and other vital programs.7
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HEALTHY FORESTS, HEALTHY COMMUNITIES
Forest management and ecological restoration 
in concert can create and sustain viable forests 
to support Western economic industries. Healthy 
forests are not only beneficial for the ecosystem 
services they provide, but are a major attractor 
for outdoor recreation. Forests with camping 
and trails for hiking, fishing, biking, and other 
activities are extremely important for quality 
outdoor experiences. The quality of outdoor 
recreation is closely tied to effective stewardship 
and management of natural resources. 

This is important for mountain communities, as 
our towns are often surrounded by neighboring 
federal public lands where outdoor recreation 
occurs. More commonly known as gateway 

communities, mountain towns are the access point 
for the public’s engagement in these outdoor 
spaces. 

The tourism generated from people adventuring 
into the surrounding public lands helps rural 
gateway communities attract and employ local 
residents in tourism enterprises, provides 
a market for local goods and services, and 
generates significant tax revenues to be 
invested in local infrastructure and services.

Employment and recreation opportunities 
stemming from outdoor recreation are often the 
core economic driver for gateway communities. 
Without healthy forests, our environments and 
our economies suffer. 

FUNDING REFORMS FOR PUBLIC LAND HEALTH
 
Congress needs to support a policy that would not only provide emergency relief funding to protect 
mountain communities from more frequent and severe wildfires, but also provide urgently needed 
resources for other USFS and DOI responsibilities like wildfire prevention, conservation and restora-
tion initiatives, and recreation infrastructure. For those reasons, the Mountain Pact urges Congress to 
prioritize policies that will: 

1. Minimize the transfer of funds to pay for ever-increasing costs of fighting wildfires; 
2. Allow access to disaster funding outside the agencies’ discretionary funds; and
3. Address how the increasing ten-year average cuts into the USFS and DOI budgets. 
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