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A Heavy Cost
Wildfires cause massive wildlife death and pollution. By Zachary Gerber

W

ildfires are emitting billions of
pounds of pollution and killing
millions of animals each year.
Unfortunately, they are on the rise and a
reduction of fuels in forests and rangelands is
the solution that will reverse this trend and
protect wildlife and the environment.
Wildfire Pollution
While at the University of Miami School of
Law, I researched the amount of pollution
that wildfires emit and wrote the article
“Pollution: It’s Spreading Like Wildfire.”
During the same period, I noted that a single
Alaska wildfire emitted more carbon
monoxide (CO) pollution than all of the
human-caused CO pollution from “tailpipes
and smokestacks in the United States.” In
fact, that single fire emitted 6,600 times
more CO during the three months it burned
than all of the pollution ExxonMobil (one of
the top five corporate polluters) emitted
during an entire year.
The worst wildfire year on record in California was in 2017, with 1,266,224 acres
burned. According to the EPA’s latest wildfire
pollution statistics, and adjusting for acres
burned, California’s wildfires emitted over
one billion pounds of “PM 2.5” into the
atmosphere. PM 2.5 are particles that are 2.5
micrometers in diameter or smaller that have
a dangerous health impact. The EPA’s statistics, adjusted for population growth, show
that during 2017 California drivers emitted
22 million pounds of PM 2.5—only two percent of the PM 2.5 pollution emitted by California wildfires during the same year. These
statistics are shocking. It would take all Cali34 • RANGE MAGAZINE • WINTER 2018/2019

fornia’s drivers 50 years of driving to total one
year of its wildfire pollution emissions!
Animal Deaths
My father, Grant Gerber, was raised in northern Nevada, and advocated to reduce wildfires by creating the educational campaign,
“Smoked Bear.” As he saw the size of wildfires
steadily climb in the American West he also
saw a decrease in wildlife. His observations
are supported by the fact that the greatest
threat to many species in the West, including
sage grouse, is wildfire. My father began
researching—by speaking with biologists,
land managers, ranchers, and others—how

It would take all California’s
drivers 50 years of driving to
total one year of California’s
wildfire pollution emissions!
many vertebrates exist per acre on rangeland.
He concluded that a very conservative estimate is three vertebrates per acre with many
more in forestlands.
He and my brother, Travis, visited the site
of the Bear Wallow Fire in 2011, where the
worst fire in Arizona history burned 538,049
acres. They found and documented the death
of large game and other animals. Travis
reported that not even flies or other bugs
could be found or heard in its wake. Although
the Bear Wallow Fire consumed a forest that
contained many more animal species than
rangeland, it is estimated that at least 1.5 million vertebrate animals were killed in that
ferocious fire.

Using these same estimates, approximately 3.5 million animals were killed due to wildfires in California in 2017.
Increased Fuel Levels Increase Wildfires
Fires are caused by a mix of oxygen, a spark,
and fuel. Increased fuel loads are causing
increased wildfires. The U.S. Forest Service’s
mascot, Smokey Bear, states that “only you
can prevent forest fires.” Many news outlets
follow this mantra and cite that there are
more human-caused wildfires than from
other sources, ignoring lightning-caused
wildfires that burn about 1.5 times more
acres. Thus, the human spark is not the cause
for most acres burned. Fuel, not the spark
alone, is the cause of increased devastation.
Since the 1970s wildfires have increased
while U.S. logging and grazing have drastically decreased. That decrease in productive use
has increased fuel levels and wildfires. For
instance, prior to the Bear Wallow Fire, logging was stopped in the forest to “protect” the
endangered spotted owl. That allowed trees to
become densely overcrowded, and fuel loads
to increase to dangerous levels, which resulted
in destructive wildfires that destroyed the
spotted owl’s habitat.
Change
The drastic pollution rates and animal deaths
caused by wildfires have either not been
reported or dramatically underreported.
While I researched wildfire pollution in 2010
and 2011, I found few pertinent articles or
studies. In writing this piece, I discovered that
at least one of the articles I used in my 2011
story has been removed from the Internet.
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Why are wildfire pollution rates underreported, while at the same time global warming is a hot topic?
My father’s Smoked Bear is leading the
charge to inform the public about the billions
of pounds of pollution spewed and millions
of animals killed by wildfires annually. Since
Smoked Bear began in 2008, and as others
have reported on fuel levels and pollution
rates, the federal government has started
addressing the need to reduce fuel loads on
land it manages and increase coordination
with land users.
In 2017, a number of news articles covered the problem. For instance, NBC reported that “California wildfires emitted a year’s
worth of car pollution in less than a week.”
This is a small but promising step towards
educating U.S. citizens about the devastating
pollution rates spewed from wildfires.
Since 2016, the U.S. government has
begun making official statements and taking
steps to reduce fuels on federal lands. In 2016,
field supervisors from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife
Service stated that grazing keeps ecosystems
healthy. In 2017, the U.S. House of Representative’s Committee on Energy and Commerce
determined that fuel levels must be reduced
to lessen wildfires and that government regulations have hindered the reduction of fuels.
In 2018, the BLM and Secretary Zinke
announced that it will be working with
ranchers to demonstrate that grazing can be
helpful in conservation efforts.
This offers some hope, especially since
U.S. land ownership correlates directly with
areas of severe fire risk, land management
planning budgets have been drastically
reduced, and fire-suppression budgets have
swelled to $2.9 billion in 2017.
You can make a difference by educating
others that billions of pounds of pollution
are being spewed and millions of animals are
being killed by wildfires every year. The solution is to reduce the overgrown fuels in
forests and on the range while increasing forest health. That will also benefit taxpayers
and the U.S. Treasury. n
Zachary Gerber is a partner at Gerber Law
Offices LLP in Elko, Nev., that practices property rights and civil law (gerberlegal.com).
Zach is a fifth-generation resident of Elko
County and youngest son of Grant Gerber, an
advocate of private property rights. A board
member of the Off-Road Motorsports Hall of
Fame and author of the article “Pollution: It’s
Spreading Like Wildfire,” Zach has presented
on wildfires at FEECon and the Range Rights
Symposium.
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which some people like Winston Churchill,
Will Rogers and Mark Twain pack the maximum meaning into the fewest words, giving
us something we can visualize and remember.
Third is the article “Just Write a Letter” (Fall
2018) by Dr. Barry Perryman, including a letter by Charles M. Russell, which is what I’m
attempting now.
The image that came to mind is in the
book “Trails Plowed Under” by Charles M.
Russell published in 1927 with the introduction by Will Rogers. One story is “Dad Lane’s
Buffalo Yarn.” He writes: “As far as you can see
she’s black, with now an’ then a smoulderin’
buffalo chip that still holds the fire. It’s a sorry
sight; a few hours ago this country wore grass
that’d whip a hoss on the knees an’ buffalo fed
by the thousands. Now she’s lifeless, smoked
an’ charred ’til she looks like hell with all the

folks moved out. It’s the same all day—black,
without a livin’ critter in sight....”
ANDY BOYD, BISHOP, CALIFORNIA
The people who write in and chastise RANGE
for its conservative viewpoint are just “typical” of the majority of the U.S.A. today. We
who value America and its history and support our democracy and the election of President Trump are made to feel “less than” by
these liberal folks. Meanwhile, the Trump
supporters are overwhelmed with bashing the
president and his administration by the liberal media every day. Finally, RANGE speaks
the truth.
BARBARA MULLINS, ACCORD, NEW YORK
Concerning Jim Steele’s article “Basic Wisdom” in Fall 2018. Before the spotted owl lies
“logging kills spotted owls.” No! Barred owls
eat spotted owls. This lie shut down logging
(Continued on page 46)

LETTER FROM A HERO’S MOTHER
The following letter was written by Karen Vaughn, the mother of Aaron Vaughn, a Navy Seal who
was killed on Aug. 6, 2011, along with 27 other heroes when their helicopter was shot down in
Afghanistan:
Sometimes God uses the no-nonsense, salty sailor to get the job done. Appreciating what the
man is doing doesn’t mean we worship the salty sailor or even desire to be like the salty sailor. It
doesn’t even mean God admires the salty sailor. Maybe He just knows he’s necessary for such a
time as this.
I believe with all my heart that God placed that salty sailor in the White House to give this
nation one more chance in November 2016. Donald Trump is what he is—and he is still the
man he was before the election—and without guilt. I very much admire what that salty sailor is
accomplishing.
He’s not like me. That’s okay with me. I don’t want to be like him. I will never behave like
him. I know we’ve never had a man like him lead our nation before. It’s crazy and a little mind
blowing at times. But I can’t help admire the stamina and ability he has—acting with his heart
rather than a calculated, PC, think tank-screened, carefully edited script. I still believe that is
why he became our president and why he’s been able to handle a landslide of adversity and still
pass unprecedented amounts of good legislation for our country and do great works for many
other nations, including Israel.
I’m thrilled with what he’s doing for my nation, for the cause of Christ (whether intentional or unintentional, doesn’t matter to me), and for the concept of rebuilding America
and putting her first. I will not be ashamed of my position because others don’t see him
through the same lens.
Should it matter to me if a fireman drops an f-bomb while he’s pulling me from a burning
building? Would I really care about what came out of his mouth in those moments? Heck no!
I’d care about what he was doing. He wasn’t sent there to save my soul and I’m not looking to
him for spiritual guidance. All I’m thinking in those moments is, “Thank you, God, for sending
the fireman.” And Donald Trump is our fireman.
I’ll soon post this article again for those who still might not understand me. This man is
crass. Okay. He’s not careful with what he says. Okay. You feel offended that he’s not a typical
statesman. Okay. But he is doing the job of rebuilding the nation my son died for...the nation I
feared was on a fast track to becoming a hopeless cause.
Forgive me if I’m smiling.
KAREN VAUGHN, VIA FACEBOOK
WINTER 2018/2019 • RANGE MAGAZINE • 35

