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Memo on Declines in Wildfire Preparedness 

 
Bottom Line: An analysis of publicly available U.S. Forest Service (USFS) data by 
Grassroots Wildland Firefighters shows that since the Department of Government 
Efficiency (DOGE) began its activities at the start of President Donald Trump’s second 
term, the USFS has fallen far behind on its efforts to mitigate the risk of wildfire through 
hazardous fuels reduction projects on USFS lands. Hazardous fuels treatments involve 
thinning overgrown forests, clearing brush, and conducting prescribed burns to decrease 
the amount of vegetation that feed dangerous wildfires. Thinning and controlled burns are 
known to significantly moderate the intensity and severity of wildfires that increasingly 
threaten western communities. 
 
As a result of what United States Forest Service Chief Tom Schultz refers to as “operational 
challenges,” the new analysis finds that hazardous fuels reduction work across USFS 
lands was, as of the end of September, down 38% in 2025 compared with the same 
period over the previous four calendar years. 
 
This precipitous decline of wildfire prevention work in high-risk areas – in conjunction with 
the failure to retain, hire, and train wildland firefighting personnel – heightens the risk of 
catastrophic wildfires and the loss of life and property through next year’s wildfire season 
and beyond. 
 
Now, with the federal government shutdown for the foreseeable future there is little 
chance that the USFS will be able to close the enormous wildfire mitigation gap before the 
end of the year. According to the USFS shutdown contingency planning documents, 
“Hazardous Fuels Treatments to reduce fire risk, including prescribed fire, would be 
reduced” during the government shutdown. 
 
Analysis of Data – National Findings:  
 

● As of the end of September, hazardous fuels reduction work across US Forest 
Service lands, including mechanical thinning and prescribed fire, was down 38% 
this year, compared with the same period over the previous four years. 

https://deschutescollaborativeforest.org/controlled-burning-is-key-to-lowering-fire-severity-during-wildfire-season-a-case-study-on-the-2021-bootleg-wildfire/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/10/03/shrinking-forest-service-falls-behind-on-wildfire-prevention-00592982#:~:text=%E2%80%9COperational%20challenges%20have%20disproportionately%20impacted%20the%20ability%20to%20implement%20prescribed%20fire%20across%20the%20country%2C%E2%80%9D%20Schultz%20said%20in%20the%20Sept.%2018%20letter.
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/10/03/shrinking-forest-service-falls-behind-on-wildfire-prevention-00592982#:~:text=%E2%80%9COperational%20challenges%20have%20disproportionately%20impacted%20the%20ability%20to%20implement%20prescribed%20fire%20across%20the%20country%2C%E2%80%9D%20Schultz%20said%20in%20the%20Sept.%2018%20letter.
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/10/03/shrinking-forest-service-falls-behind-on-wildfire-prevention-00592982#:~:text=%E2%80%9COperational%20challenges%20have%20disproportionately%20impacted%20the%20ability%20to%20implement%20prescribed%20fire%20across%20the%20country%2C%E2%80%9D%20Schultz%20said%20in%20the%20Sept.%2018%20letter.
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/10/03/shrinking-forest-service-falls-behind-on-wildfire-prevention-00592982#:~:text=%E2%80%9COperational%20challenges%20have%20disproportionately%20impacted%20the%20ability%20to%20implement%20prescribed%20fire%20across%20the%20country%2C%E2%80%9D%20Schultz%20said%20in%20the%20Sept.%2018%20letter.
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/fy2026-usda-lapse-plan.pdf


 
 
 
 
 

● Between CY2021 and CY2024, the Forest Service completed hazardous fuels 
projects on an average of about 3.6 million acres of USFS managed land per year. In 
the first nine months of CY2025, less than 1.7 million acres were treated. 

 
● With states such as Oregon, California, Arizona, and Colorado experiencing another 

severe wildfire season, the Forest Service, with just three months left in the 
calendar year, is not even half way (46%) to reaching the average full-year 
hazardous fuels reduction total from the previous four years. 

 
● This summer (June, July, August), hazardous fuels reduction work across national 

forestland was barely half (57%) of what it was compared with the previous four 
summers. 

 
Analysis of Data – State Findings: 
 
This same story repeats itself through the West. 
 

● In Arizona, where one of the largest wildfires in in the state’s history tore through the 
Kaibab National Forest and North Rim of the Grand Canyon National Park this 
summer, the Forest Service is barely half (56%) of its way to removing hazardous 
fuels from as many acres of national forest land as it has averaged in each of the 
previous four years.  
 

● In California, which has already seen wildfires burn nearly 530,000 acres this year, 
including more than 130,000 acres during a megafire in the Los Padres National 
Forest, the Forest Service has treated just 107,840 acres, or 34% of the four-year 
average full-year hazardous fuels reduction total. 

 
● In Colorado, where this year the Lee fire burned nearly 140,000 acres of forestland 

adjacent to the White River National Forest and thirteen other large wildfires burned 
more than 85,000 acres, the Forest Service has removed hazardous fuels from 
(72%) of its four-year average full-year hazardous fuels reduction total.  

 
● In Idaho, where the Forest Service has treated, on average, 316,660 acres of 

national forestland each of the previous four years, the Forest Service has removed 
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https://www.cbsnews.com/colorado/news/lee-fire-top-5-largest-wildfires-in-colorado-history/
https://www.cbsnews.com/colorado/news/lee-fire-top-5-largest-wildfires-in-colorado-history/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2025_Colorado_wildfires
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2025_Colorado_wildfires


 
 
 
 

hazardous fuels from 65,000 acres – just 21 percent of that amount. So far this year, 
wildfires have burned more than 315,000 acres in Idaho.  
 

● In Montana, where exceptionally severe conditions in 2021 resulted in wildfires 
burning nearly 900,000 acres of forestland, the Forest Service is barely a fourth of 
the way (28%) to reaching the average full-year hazardous fuels reduction total from 
the previous four years. 
 

● In Nevada, which is already experiencing its largest wildfire season since 2020, with 
about 570 reported wildfires burning nearly 260,000 acres, the Forest Service is 
barely a third (38%) of its way to removing hazardous fuels from as many acres of 
national forestland as it has averaged over the previous four years.  
 

● In New Mexico, where on average wildfires burn about 300,000 acres each year and 
which saw its most devastating wildfire season in 2022, where nearly 900,000 acres 
burned, the Forest Service has treated just 68,000 acres of national forestland – 
barely half (53%) of the average amount treated each of the previous four years. 
 

● In Oregon, the Forest Service treated an average of 364,000 acres annually between 
2021 and 2024. As of the end of September 2025, it had completed hazardous fuels 
treatments on only 118,000 acres – about 32% of the recent four-year average. 

 

 
 

https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiNWQ1NjI3ZjktMzYwMi00YjFmLWIwZGQtNDM3N2M3OGZkYWJhIiwidCI6IjVmYzM1Mjk4LTQyMTEtNDA1NC04Njc4LWIzMjgxYzM5NzI2NyJ9
https://app.powerbigov.us/view?r=eyJrIjoiNWQ1NjI3ZjktMzYwMi00YjFmLWIwZGQtNDM3N2M3OGZkYWJhIiwidCI6IjVmYzM1Mjk4LTQyMTEtNDA1NC04Njc4LWIzMjgxYzM5NzI2NyJ9
https://www.rgj.com/story/news/2025/10/08/blm-warns-about-potential-for-fall-fires-in-nevada/86585529007/
https://www.rgj.com/story/news/2025/10/08/blm-warns-about-potential-for-fall-fires-in-nevada/86585529007/
https://www.rgj.com/story/news/2025/10/08/blm-warns-about-potential-for-fall-fires-in-nevada/86585529007/
https://www.weather.gov/abq/climonhigh2020annual-firewx#:~:text=The%20number%20of%20acres%20burned%20in%202020%20was%20140%2C450%2C%20below%20to%20well%20below%20the%2020%2Dyear%20average%20of%20291%2C046%20acres.
https://www.weather.gov/media/abq/Briefings/FireWeather2022.pdf
https://www.weather.gov/media/abq/Briefings/FireWeather2022.pdf


 
 
 
 

 
 

About the Analysis: 
 
Grassroots Wildland Firefighters completed an analysis of the publicly available U.S. 
Forest Service Hazardous Fuel Treatment data with technical support from Redstone GIS 
Consulting. USFS manages and regularly provides updates to its Natural Resource 
Manager (NRM) Forest Activity Tracking System (FACTS). This system is “the agency 
standard for managing information about activities related to fire/fuels, silviculture, and 
invasive species.”  
 
According to documentation from the USFS, the data included within Hazardous Fuel 
Treatment dataset includes: “Vegetative manipulation designed to create and maintain 
resilient and sustainable landscapes, including burning, mechanical treatments, and/or 
other methods that reduce the quantity or change the arrangement of living or dead fuel so 
that the intensity, severity, or effects of wildland fire are reduced within acceptable 
ecological parameters and consistent with land management plan objectives, or activities 
that maintain desired fuel conditions.” 
 
Grassroots Wildland Firefighters and Redstone GIS Consulting analyzed the NRM FACTS 
Hazardous Fuel Treatment geodatabase, providing a comprehensive look at USFS acres 
treated over the previous five years. The data in this analysis was last updated on October 
17, 2025, and includes hazardous fuels projects completed through the end of fiscal year 
2025 (September 30, 2025), prior to the federal government shutdown. The raw data, 
including metadata, is available through the FSGeodata Clearinghouse. The full analysis of 
the data from Grassroots Wildland Firefighters is available here. 
 

https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/datasets.php?xmlKeyword=Hazardous+Fuel+Treatment
https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/datasets.php?xmlKeyword=Hazardous+Fuel+Treatment
https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/edw_resources/meta/Actv_HazFuelTrt_LN.xml
https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/datasets.php?xmlKeyword=Hazardous+Fuel+Treatment
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/11tsABAZbuPUHPayjq45vbolffpp4or-fEein2G7ZaX4/edit?gid=765546404#gid=765546404


 
 
 
 
Additional Context: 
 
In testimony before Congress and in interviews with journalists, Forest Service Chief 
Schultz, Secretary of the Interior Doug Burgum, and Secretary of Agriculture Brooke Rollins 
have affirmed their belief that federal land management agencies have the staffing-levels 
and resources necessary to adequately prepare for and respond to wildfires. Publicly 
available data and on-the-ground reports, however, indicate that federal wildfire 
preparedness has, in fact, been severely curtailed. 
 
In a letter to Oregon Senator Ron Wyden, Chief Schultz stated that, while the Forest 
Service might be well behind on hazardous fuels reduction work overall, there have been 
more positive results in certain regions. He pointed to the Pacific Northwest and some 
other Western states, claiming the Forest Service has actually exceeded annual hazardous 
fuels reduction goals. Chief Schultz, in making this claim, appears to be referencing fiscal 
year data, which began under the previous administration and includes five months of data 
before DOGE was established. When considering calendar year data, which better reflects 
post-DOGE trends, this claim from Schultz would not be accurate. 
 
In the Pacific Northwest region, which includes Oregon and most of Washington, the 
Forest Service is only about a third of the way (30% in Oregon and 33% in Washington) to 
reaching the average full-year hazardous fuels reduction total from the previous four years. 
 
Schultz attributes the Forest Service’s failure to adequately mitigate the potential for 
wildfires in high-risk areas to “operational challenges.” Though unstated by Schultz, the 
primary operational challenges the Forest Service has faced in the past year have been the 
result of the administration’s reduction in the size of the Forest Service’s staff through 
deferred resignations, early retirements, and the mass firing of probationary employees by 
DOGE. 
 
During an address to the Western Governors Association in June, Secretary of Agriculture 
Brooke Rollins stated that the Forest Service was “on track to meet and potentially exceed 
our firefighting hiring goals.” Less than a month later, ProPublica, through an analysis of 
internal data, found that, in fact, as many as 27% of wildland firefighting positions within 
the Forest Service remained vacant as of the end of July.  
 

https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/09/10/forest-service-chief-defends-logging-staff-levels-in-hearing-dustup-00553284
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/05/21/trump-admin-downplays-wildfire-preparedness-concerns-00362323
https://mcusercontent.com/19edafc015534616868e68b9d/files/f76404c9-5331-ad5e-d733-ad8146e7a055/USFS_Schultz_letter_09_18_2025.pdf
https://subscriber.politicopro.com/article/eenews/2025/10/03/shrinking-forest-service-falls-behind-on-wildfire-prevention-00592982
https://www.c-span.org/program/public-affairs-event/agriculture-secretary-speaks-at-western-governors-association-meeting/661697
https://www.propublica.org/article/forest-service-staff-fire-season

