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Just a few weeks ago, Northern California faced the most destructive fire in the state’s history. In addition to the devastation it brought, the “Camp 

Fire” had the greatest fatality count of any fire that California has seen since the Cloquet fire of 1918. The Camp Fire destroyed almost 19,000 buildings 

and killed 86 California residents. After a consideration of the state’s most significant historical fires, it becomes evident that the level of desolation we 

have faced over the past several years has not demonstrated typical burn characteristics. Instead, California must confront a new era of harsher and 

more deadly fires. 

While California wildfires are inevitable to a certain degree, the increased intensity, speed, and frequency of these fires demand policy reform. This issue 

is complex as the development of new policy will impact human health, environmental preservation, and state and federal spending. There are numerous 

causes of these fires, including a growing state population, climate change, outdated policy, timber harvesting regulations, and a political unwillingness 

to change. In terms of fire prevention policy, experts are divided to a certain extent. There are two primary fire policy options supported by fire scientists 

and policymakers: clear-cutting/increased logging and prescribed burns.

“Extensive research 
indicates the usefulness of 
prescribed burns, so why 
are they not used more 
frequently?”

Above: 
A wildfire in northern california rages on

An Environmental Policy Crisis
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Above: 
Devestation caused by Camp Fire

While California wildfires are inevitable to a certain degree, the 

increased intensity, speed, and frequency of these fires demand policy 

reform. This issue is complex as the development of new policy will 

impact human health, environmental preservation, and state and 

federal spending. There are numerous causes of these fires, including 

a growing state population, climate change, outdated policy, timber 

harvesting regulations, and a political unwillingness to change. In 

terms of fire prevention policy, experts are divided to a certain extent. 

There are two primary fire policy options supported by fire scientists 

and policymakers: clear-cutting/increased logging and prescribed 

burns.

 

Logging advocates attribute the rise in speed and temperature of 

these fires to the steady decline of timber harvesting caused by the 

introduction of stricter federal and state environmental policies in 

the 1990s. While this easily observable decline is troubling to certain 

experts, they are far more concerned by the areas in which timber 

harvesting has stopped entirely. These areas make up a sizable portion 

of the wildlands in the state, as nearly “60% of California forest land 

owned by the federal government” has been devoid of any logging for 

decades.[1] The lack of management of federal lands has heightened 

the risks of wildfire spread to neighboring private lands. Opponents 

of clear-cutting forests argue that because live, old-growth trees are 

the most resistant to fire and disease, prescribed burns are a more 

effective method of prevention.[2]

 

Prescribed burning aims to remove the “fuel” that feed wildfires, 

lessening both the intensity level and occurrence probability of 

these fires. According to research forester David Calkin, prescribed 

fire effectively burns away almost all “fuel,” while “most mechanical 

treatment practices (thinning, chipping) tend to focus on large woody 

material that contribute only a limited portion of the fuel available 

to burn in wildfires.”[3] In addition to a greater reduction of “fuel,” 

planned burns allow firefighters to predict and influence the behavior of 

subsequent wildfires. Consequently, an initial evaluation shows greater 

promise in prescribed fire methods, but it must be examined in more 

detail before a conclusion is made.

 

Extensive research indicates the usefulness of prescribed burns, so why 

are they not used more frequently?

 

The answer, in part, is due to a lack of federal funding. Current federal 

budget policies require the government to defund programs that focus 

on prescribed burns while the Forest Service’s budget is drained fighting 

fires that could have been prevented. Furthermore, the inefficiency 

of the environmental reviews needed for planned burns leaves fire 

specialists waiting unacceptable periods of time before receiving 

approval; however, even when a project is approved, specific weather 

patterns are necessary, and crews may be unavailable due to wildfires.

[4] Because these circumstances result in months of delays for burns 

with time-sensitive benefits, passing policies to fund prescribed fire 

programs and to streamline environmental reviews appears to be the 

most logical course of action. Another facet of this problem is the 

difficulty of obtaining burn day permits from air regulators.

 

In a KQED interview, Cal Fire Chief Ken Pimlott explains why the 

allowance of more burn days is essential: “We want the ability to have 

some more flexibility to be able to burn on days [when] maybe it’s not 

quite as close to an air quality attainment day as one would like but it’s 

a perfect prescription window. Say we have the resources available and 

the temperatures and humidities and wind—all of those, vegetation, are 

all in alignment to make a perfect burn and so we want the ability have 

a little flexibility.”

In other words, while the protection of public health from air pollution is of great importance, permitting crews to execute prescribed burns more 

frequently will benefit both environmental concerns and public health in the long run. An extensive fire pollution study conducted in 2017 supports this 

assertion, finding that the air pollution resulting from wildfire smoke is three times more harmful than smoke produced by prescribed fire.[5]

 

Overall, increased prescribed fire use is expected to be both an effective and more environmentally sound option when compared to increased logging as 

proposed solutions to the California wildfire crisis. However, when proposing legislature, it will be important to determine how members will consider 

each policy. For example, some Republicans may favor clear-cutting because of the timber industry resurgence the option would trigger, despite data that 

demonstrates logging’s lower efficiency and environmental concern.

 

The California wildfire crisis has begun its spiral out of control. The severity of the fires ravaging the state have consistently risen over the past several 

decades.  In order to fight this persisting threat, policymakers must pass legislation to update preparation efforts and increase the use of prescribed 

burns as a method of fire prevention. The longer legislators wait to act, the worse the problem will become. This is a historically devastating issue for 

California that must be confronted as soon as possible.

Above: 
camp fire as of november 21st, 2018
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n e w s  | m i d t e r m  R o u n d u p
Electoral models
The stunning electoral upset of 2016 resulted in electoral models becoming more of a mere suggestion as 
opposed to being credible fact. Refreshingly, however, the outcome of the 2018 midterms dovetailed with 
electoral expectations. Electoral models are more than just tools for predicting the balance of power in the 
executive and legislative branches; their accuracy is reflective of how well researchers are able to measure 
the trends of the electorate as a whole.  

Democrats in the Spotlight
Democrats took decisive control of the House of Representatives while Republicans gained seats in the Sen-
ate. As January passes and the new changes take effect all eyes will be on the Democrats, especially in light 
of the continued government shutdown. How they choose to act now will be crucial in not only securing 
future elections but also bridging the rifts that exist between the parties. Further analysis of these results 
are on the facing page. 

Electoral trends
Irrespective of the veracity of their criticism of the Trump administration and the litany of scandals which 
have rocked it in just two years, Democrats still face a trend of unpopularity of rural areas, which have been 
swayed by the demagoguery of the current President since the 2016 election. Unless Democrats can reclaim 
electoral ground in areas that fell to Republicans in 2016, they will continue to fail in appealing to America’s 
rural areas, making a decisive 2020 victory all the more difficult. 

The spectre of 2020
While the 2018 election was ostensibly about the next two years, in reality the preceding midterm election 
is often a barometer of the next presidential election. The pendulum has swung decisively towards the 
Democrats, and it is up to them to maintain that momentum. Irrespective of who the Republican Party 
nominee is in 2020, the Democratic candidate for President should appeal to both urban and rural America, 
and given Mr. Trump’s deep un-popularity, they have an advantage right now. However, Democrats do not 
have a clear front-runner, and these next few months are crucial in maintaining Democratic momentum 
among their base. 

A return to bipartisanship?
While many Americans would like to see a return to decorum and cooperation in the legislative branch, the 
sad reality is that the election of 2018 marks yet another era in divided government. As the 2018-2019 shut-
down has evinced, neither party is willing to negotiate or cooperate with each other, and with both bases 
diametrically opposed to each other, this trend shows no signs of abating. The majority of Democrats will 
likely oppose any form of restraint against their Republican counterparts. However, virtue signaling an un-
wavering dedication to the party and its ideals can only get one so far. Rather than preaching to the choir, 
they could choose to reach out across the aisle and work with what they’ve got, or rather, who’ve they’ve 
got.

n e w s  | m i d t e r m  a n a lys i s

Introduction
What an election cycle! The 2018 midterm elections represent another peaceful transition of power that 
makes the American democratic system the crown jewel of civic participation. I’ll be discussing the win-
ners and losers of the elections below. 

Winner #1: The Democrats
Democrats won a solid majority in the House of Representatives, picking up 40 seats (maybe 41 depending 
on the outcome of NC-9). They will be quick to use their new subpoena powers to inflict revenge on the 
Republicans and especially Donald Trump after a humiliating loss in 2016. Further, with Mueller’s investi-
gation continuing to build, Democrats on the House Oversight Committee led by Elijah Cummings (MD-7) 
would like to capitalize off of the anticipation. 

Winner #3: Gerrymandering
Yes, they all do it and they all profit from it. Seriously, have you seen some of these districts? Look below 
for some great examples at how our political parties corrupt our democratic institution through funny dis-
trict lines. All eyes are on the 2020 census and states with government trifectas (Republicans have 22 states 
and Democrats have 14) will be giddy to lock out their opponents in order to shape future election cycles. 
Forge will continue to lobby for independent redistricting committees to ensure that every American vote 
counts.  

Shivam Daftari, CEO of Forge

Winner(s) #2: Nancy Pelosi & Mitch McConnell
The respective leaders of their parties pulled off solid wins for their parties. They led their political ma-
chines with grace and efficiency. Ms. Pelosi now is in line for another term as Speaker of the House, prov-
ing she is truly a master at politics. Mr. McConnell has increased his hold over the Senate and Mike Pence 
can relax a little bit from casting all those tie-breaker votes. 

Winner #4: Donald Trump
Surprised? You shouldn’t be. Yes, he lost the House at a crucial time in his presidency, but a loss for the 
president’s party in a midterm election is about as common as Alabama winning the college football play-
offs. Instead, he has increased his hold in the Senate, allowing him to appoint more conservative judges at 
his leisure. His base is even more fired up for 2020, especially with the House lost. His re-election commit-
tee and the Republican National Committee have merged, all but ensuring his re-nomination in 2020. 

6 7



i g n o r i n g  C L I M AT E  C H A N G E : 
t h e  t r u m p  a d m i n s t r at i o n ’s  i g n o r A N C E  O F  S C I E N C E
Maria Humayun, 
Member of the Board of Directors

Growing up in Cleveland, Ohio, I was all too familiar with freezing cold winters, snow-days, and the dangers of 
black ice on roadways. Now only a few short years later, there is not an inch of snow on the ground, temperatures 
have not dipped below 30 degrees, and I can comfortably walk outside in a light jacket without freezing.

 These are just the first, minimal impacts of the pressing issue of climate change - and sadly it’s only going to get 
worse.

With the current presidential administration refusing to tackle the issue of climate change, we are setting a danger-
ous precedent moving forward. The recently released National Climate Assessment stated that in 2090, the cost of 
doing nothing to help the environment now will be $500 billion per year. The labor sector will see the biggest loss, 
with jobs that rely on environmental conditions, like agriculture, being hit the hardest. Agriculture will undoubtedly 
impact all Americans, as when the climate becomes less conducive to growing crops, the price of goods will increase 
and food shortages will become the norm. The cost of fighting climate change would in effect save the United States 
money in the long run, so from a purely financial perspective it is smarter to start doing something now than wait-
ing for it to get worse in the future. 

Taking into account the devastation caused by the growing severity of weather patterns, the cost of doing noth-
ing can skyrocket. Storms that are high in severity, like Hurricane Harvey, will begin to become the norm, causing 
immense damage to coastal cities. Although it is hard to tell if storms like Hurricane Harvey were ‘caused’ by climate 
change, the conclusion can be drawn that the rising temperatures of the air and the oceans can contribute to the se-
verity of storms. With that being said, if ocean and air temperatures continue to rise, we are likely to see an increase 
in intense weather and more devastating natural disasters. 

These economic impacts barely even scratch the surface of the cost of doing nothing. The United States has one of 
the highest social costs of climate change, and as such it is imperative that we act accordingly. Although we will 
not be the first nation to feel the devastating impacts of climate change and global warming, we will still face the 
decision of is the cost of doing nothing better than the cost of doing something. With just an analysis of two factors, 
agriculture and weather, it is clear that the cost of doing nothing will not only cost Americans $500 billion per year 
in  2090, but also countless lives, widespread devastation, and ultimately a harder way of life. 

Dark times for America indeed. 

n e w s  | m i d t e r m  a n a lys i s
LOser #1: America
Divisive rhetoric, name-calling, and increased partisanship were hallmarks of this election cycle. Ameri-
cans must learn that our differences are what unite us not divide us. 

Future elections will see more and more divisiveness unless politicians tone down their rally speeches and 
actually work for their constituents instead of dreaming up new slogans for their prospective 2020 cam-
paigns. It seems that bipartisanship and honest politicians are an ever-increasing minority, which does not 
bode well for the future of our democracy. Forge remains committed to our democratic ideals and will call 
on politicians on both sides of the aisle to work together for the betterment of their communities. During 
the Cold War, America derided communist nations for their undying loyalty to their party instead of the 
nation. I see no difference in our current political climate where politicians would be more than happy to 

Loser #2: Paul Ryan
Poor Paul will fade into history as a weak House Speaker who passed no landmark reforms and was pushed 
around (perhaps bullied?) by his president. Recently, Paul Ryan has been very quiet in the media and has 
retreated to Wisconsin to serve out the remainder of his term. 

“We are setting a 
dangerous precedent 
moving forward”
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 https://www.vox.com/2018/11/24/18109883/climate-report-2018-national-assessment
 https://www.vox.com/2018/11/24/18109883/climate-report-2018-national-assessment
 http://www.aoml.noaa.gov/hrd/Landsea/harvey-global-warming.pdf
https://www.vox.com/2018/11/24/18109883/climate-report-2018-national-assessment
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