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Figure 1. Paul Putter standing in his North Bay Forest Improvement Program project area post treatment.

Paul Putter is a long-term Sierra Club member who grew up in the California Bay Area,
and has always been conscious of his natural surroundings. In the 1970s, his mother purchased a
piece of land near Ukiah as a place for her family to go on the weekends. In 2014, Paul inherited
the property and started to live on site five years ago. His enthusiasm for nature is evident from
his collection of hummingbird feeders. In the summer, he reports that he goes through five
pounds of sugar a week because of the ~25 hummingbirds that visit. Paul reflects, “when you
start living in a place, you kind of change your attitude about it, and that’s sort of what happened
with me. I got a little more concerned about what’s going on here”. Specifically, he became more
troubled with water scarcity, wildfire risk, and forest health, as the number of fire scares
increased. “There’s been so many fires, it is hard to keep 'em’ straight,” he says. The type of fire
that Paul - and most Mendocino County residents - are fearful of is high-severity wildfire, like
the Mendocino Complex Fire in 2018. The Mendocino Complex Fire is the third largest fire in



California history, and burned 459,123 acres from June 2018 – January 20191. High-severity
wildfires are harmful to forests and their inhabitants and are becoming more frequent. However,
not all fires are bad. Low-intensity wildfires are beneficial to forest health because they create
natural disturbances that remove excessive fuel loads and enhance mature tree growth. A
low-intensity wildfire has a similar effect for a forest that a spring cleaning does within a
household.

Figure 2. These pictures are examples of Paul's forest prior to fuel reduction treatment. This depicts an unhealthy
forest due to the abundance of young Douglas-fir overcrowding mature oaks (photo on the left) and high stand
density (photo on the right).

With drought and wildfire threats looming, Paul wants to ensure his forestland can survive for
future generations to enjoy. Most forestland in Mendocino County is in a state of emergency due
to a history of poor management, drought, and fire exclusion. Large Douglas-fir stumps and
remaining trees on Paul’s property suggest that mature Douglas-fir once dominated the
landscape. Timber harvesting “in the 1950s or 60s largely eliminated the overstory of large
Douglas-fir and hardwoods… leaving behind a species composition biased towards Pacific
madrone and tanoak”.2 With no post-harvest management, the forest became dense with
excessive competition, which increased tree mortality. This created high fuel load conditions that
increased the risk of a catastrophic wildfire burning through the property. Paul explains that no

2 MCRCD Paul Putter Forestry Technical Notes (Mendocino County Resource Conservation District, 2022).

1 Jenner, Lynn. “California's Mendocino Complex of Fires Now Largest in State's History.” NASA, NASA, 7 Aug.
2018,https://www.nasa.gov/image-feature/goddard/2018/californias-mendocino-complex-of-fires-now-largest-in-stat
es-history/.



one cared about wildfire risk when his mom first bought the place, and “it’s really overwhelming
when you look at how much work is involved [to reduce wildfire risk] … The forests are so
overgrown in so many areas now.” It is a daunting task and begs the question: where to even
begin when the labor is arduous and expensive?

From neighbors who had a similar dilemma, Paul heard about the Mendocino County
RCD Forestry Program, which offers free technical assistance to property owners to help them
manage their land. With the help of Bryce Hutchins, the former forestry project manager, Paul
applied for the North Bay Forest Improvement Program (NBFIP). The NBFIP is a cost-share
program that supports property owners with financial assistance across four counties (Sonoma,
Lake, Napa, and Mendocino), to help pay for fuel treatment planning, site preparation, post-fire

Figure 3. This photo shows an area before and after NBFIP treatment. The photo on the left shows a crowded forest,
whereas the photo on the right shows a forest with healthy spacing between trees to reduce excessive fuel loads
competition .

tree planting and protection, forest thinning, pruning, and other woody fuels reduction.3 In April
2022, Paul’s application was approved, which gave him a year to complete the proposed 11.6
acres of forest improvement before receiving reimbursement. His treatment focused on
increasing space between trees by reducing hazardous fuel loads, decreasing forest competition
to prioritize mature tree health, and thinning encroaching Douglas-fir in oak woodlands and
grasslands. Paul described the NBFIP as “quite an involved process [because] a lot of people are
a part of it.” Even once the project is approved, it is the responsibility of the property owner to

3 “After the Fire USA Home.” After the Fire USA, 3 Nov. 2022, https://afterthefireusa.org/.

https://afterthefireusa.org/our-programs/before-the-fire/nbfip-intro/


find the contractors willing to do the work. Paul notes that finding contractors can be difficult
because there is high demand for forest improvement work and the cost of labor is expensive.
Luckily, Paul was able to find a local masticator operator willing to take on the project, Heath
Garman with Bud Garman Construction in Willits. In November 2022, Paul finished his project,
and the results were remarkable. What was once a crowded, unhealthy forest is now a forest that
would have a chance of surviving and potentially slowing the spread of a wildfire. Already, deer
are roaming through the treated area, and oak saplings are springing through the slash layer, with
a fighting chance to grow into a mature tree one day. Overall, Paul would 100% recommend the
NBFIP because it helped alleviate some of the financial burden of forest projects and stress
surrounding wildfire risk.

The thing about forest management is it is not a
one-and-done situation. Forests continuously grow
and therefore need constant management. Many of
our native trees, like tanoaks, madrones, and scrub
oaks, are prone to aggressively resprouting, and
young Douglas-fir can outcompete oak saplings.
Management strategies such as prescribed burns or
grazing goats provide cost-efficient follow-up
treatments. A NBFIP project can complement a
follow-up prescribed burn treatment because local
agencies like the MCRCD and the Mendocino County
Prescribed Burn Association can collaborate to assist
property owners efficiently. For Paul’s property, he
plans on collecting his lifetime supply of leftover
firewood and waiting for ground slash to dry, which
can take 3-5 years, before potentially coordinating a
prescribed burn plan.

Figure 4. This picture shows Paul’s property after
treatment, with light reaching new parts of the forest.

One property owner acting alone is not enough to create the change needed to restore
forest health and reduce the risk of high-severity wildfires. If all property owners were able to act
in some capacity, whether that be five acres or hundreds, the positive impact could be significant.
As demand for forest improvement increases, so does financial assistance offered by the state
and federal government. For property owners interested in treating their forests, a great place to
start is by reaching out to their local Resource Conservation District for information.
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