
 

 

 

November 18, 2020 
 
Assemblymember Laura Friedman, Chair, Natural Resources Committee 
Assemblymember Richard Bloom. Chair, Budget Subcommittee 3 
 
Re: Prescribed burning damages California native chaparral shrublands 
 
 

Dear Honorable Assemblymember Friedman and Assemblymember Bloom, 
 
The scientific consensus is overwhelming — California native chaparral shrublands, one of the 
state’s primary sources of biodiversity and carbon sequestration, are being threatened by climate 
change and increased fire frequency (Park and Jenerette 2019). 
 
This consensus was clearly articulated by Michael O’Connell during his testimony to the Budget 
Subcommittee on October 20, 2020. Orange County Fire Chief Brian Fennessy also based his 2019 
recommendations to Governor Newsom on this scientific consensus. 
 
Yet, testimony provided to the California State Assembly Natural Resources Committee on 
November 9, 2020, contradicted this consensus, claiming that adding even more fire to native 
chaparral shrublands through prescribed burning is an acceptable policy — it is not. 
 
Such testimony also contradicts both state and federal policies and recommendations: 

 
• California’s Climate Change Vulnerability Assessment of the state’s terrestrial vegetation 
predicts chaparral will likely disappear throughout much of southern California within the 
next century if current trends continue (Thorne et al. 2016). 
• The United States Forest Service established a new leadership intent to protect chaparral 
in California because human-caused fires have increased fire frequency to the extent that 
chaparral can no longer survive and is being replaced with non-native annual grasses at an 
alarming rate (USFS 2011). 
• The California Board of Forestry’s Vegetation Treatment Program (VTP) states that, 
“coastal sage scrub and chaparral, are experiencing fires too frequently, resulting in 
changes to their ecology.” 
• The California State Legislature amended the Public Resource Code (PRC 4483) to 

    
 

 

 



mandate additional consideration for chaparral and coastal sage scrub plant communities 
that are being increasingly threatened by fire frequency. 
 

To ensure that the State does not facilitate the loss of chaparral through its actions, PRC 4483 also 
states that, “prescribed burning, mastication, herbicide application, mechanical thinning, or other 
vegetative treatment of chaparral or sage scrub shall occur only if the department (Cal Fire) finds 
that the activity will not cause “type conversion” away from the chaparral and coastal sage scrub 
currently on site.” Please see Attachment 1 for a more detailed explanation of type conversion. 
 
Therefore, adding more fire to chaparral plant communities through prescribed burning is 
inconsistent with the State’s efforts to reduce fire risk, increase carbon sequestration, and protect 
biodiversity. 
 
Despite this consensus, the California Board of Forestry and Cal Fire indicated in their testimony on 
November 9th that they will add more fire to native shrublands through prescribed fire projects. 
This approach will, 

 
• increase fire frequencies in native shrublands, 
• increase the risk of type conversion and the consequent spread of highly flammable non-
native weeds and grasses, and 
• increase fire risk to our communities by facilitating the spread of such weeds and grasses. 
 

Although the Board of Forestry and Cal Fire indicate they will follow the law and avoid causing type 
conversion in native shrublands, the action portion of the VTP says otherwise — the VTP uses an 
ambiguous definition of type conversion that allows for subjective criteria and permits local project 
proponents to ignore protective measures based on their own evaluations. Regardless, it is a near 
certainty that many of Cal Fire’s habitat clearance projects will cause type conversion, especially 
after cool season prescribed burns. 
 
To reduce fire risk, correct environmentally damaging practices in the VTP, and protect California’s 
native shrublands from the serious threats they face, we urge the following legislative remedies: 
 
1. Define type conversion. Although the Legislature provided excellent guidance to Cal Fire 
regarding the protection of our native shrublands, a definition of type conversion was lacking. This 
allowed Cal Fire to define type conversion in a manner that is so ambiguous that it allows the 
Department to justify any vegetation clearance/prescribed fire project it proposes. 
 
2. Mitigation. There is currently no penalty for violating PRC 4483. If Cal Fire eliminates a native 
shrubland through type conversion, the State has no mechanism to mitigate the damage. Projects 



should be monitored for five years to determine if type conversion has occurred. If it has occurred, 
a 2:1 restoration ratio should be applied (1 onsite, 1 offsite). 
 
3. Statewide standards. Type conversion is an easily measured phenomena. Despite the wide array 
of chaparral plant community types, the state can provide standardized statewide guidelines to 
local entities on ways to preserve native shrublands, prevent type conversion, and reduce fire 
frequency. The current VTP ignores this obligation and passes this responsibility on to local project 
proponents who are not capable of understanding the cumulative impact of type conversion on the 
state’s most characteristic plant community, the chaparral. 
 
We recognize one of the challenges is that fire agencies continue to view our natural lands as fuel, 
which is counter to the reason lands were protected — for their natural resource and intrinsic 
values. We remain ready to assist in legislative solutions and offer our experience and expertise. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Richard W. Halsey           Daniel Barad   Brian Nowicki 
California Chaparral Institute          Sierra Club California  Center for Biological Diversity 
 

 

Bryant Baker            Dan Silver    Frank Landis 
Los Padres Forest Watch          Endangered Habitats League  California Native Plant Society 
                                                                                                                         San Diego Chapter 
 
 
Ara Marderosian 
Sequoia ForestKeeper 

 

Harry Love                                                     Travis Kemnitz                                 Marily Woodhouse 
Audubon Society, Kern                               Audubon Society, San Diego         Battle Creek Alliance 
 
Kipp Callahan                                                Fred Chynoweth                               Brad Jenkins 
California Native Plant Society                  California Native Plant Society       California Native Plant Society 
Channel Islands Chapter                             Kern Chapter                                     Orange County Chapter 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 



Janet Cobb                                                                                Gillian Martin 
California Wildlife Foundation/California Oaks                  Cavity Conservation Initiative 
 
Ellie Cohen                                                                                C. Robin Smith 
The Climate Center                                                                 Diamond Bar-Pomona Valley Task Force 
                                                                                                    Sierra Club 
 
Thomas Wheeler                                                                    Michael Wellborn 
Environmental Protection Information Center                 Friends of Harbors, Beaches and Parks 
 
Claire Schlotterbeck                                                               Chad Hanson, Ph.D. 
Hills for Everyone                                                                    John Muir Project 
                                                                                                    Earth Island Institute 
 
Alasdair Coyne                                             Norm Grossman                          Kim Lamorie 
Keep the Sespe Wild                                   Laguna Greenbelt, Inc.               Las Virgenes Homeowners Federation                             
                                                                                                                               of the Santa Monica Mountains 
 
Elizabeth Lambe                                          Georgia Goldfarb                        Patt Healy 
Los Cerritos Wetlands Land Trust            Malibu Monarch Project            Malibu Coalition for Slow Growth 
 
Kian Schulman                                             Van Collinsworth                         Lee Paulson 
Poison Free Malibu                                     Preserve Wild Santee                 Responsible Land Use 

Margee Hills                                                 Daniel McCarter 
Rio Hondo Group                                        Santa Barbara Urban Creeks Council 
Sierra Club, Angeles Chapter                                                                             
 
Penny Elia                                                     Jack Eidt                                       Mike Splain 
Save Hobo Aliso Task Force                       SoCal 350 Climate Action         Ventana Wilderness Alliance 
Sierra Club                                                                                                           
 
Dominick DellaSalla                                     Monica Bond, Ph.D. 
Wild Heritage                                                Wild Nature Institute 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Attachment 1: Type Conversion definition: 
https://rest.edit.site/filestorage-api-service/d98729d2f1dc648487ef69b8c9ac1991/type-
conversion-definition-v2.pdf?dl=1 
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