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This study was set up in order to assess the effects of wildfires on 
ranchers and farmers in California. The two main fires that were researched 
were the Thomas Fire of 2018 and the Camp Fire of 2018. The former 
burned over 280,000 acres, making it the largest fire in modern times and 
the latter burned over 150,000 acres. The Thomas Fire caused over $170 
million dollars in damage to farms as well as thousands of acres of grazing 
land lost. Many of the farmers in Ventura County are not large, commercial 
operations so the damage that occurred hit the community extremely hard. 

The Camp Fire caused similar damage with an approximate 30,000-
40,000 acres of grazing land being consumed by the fire. All of this burning 
acreage left the ground free of brush, trees, and their roots. This resulted in 
loose soil which lead to large amounts of soil erosion when the rains came 
after the fires were contained. This erosion after the fact caused large 
amounts of additional damage to farms and ranches alike. Steps are being 
taken now in order to prevent further fires. One of the most immediate ones 
being power shutoffs from PG&E. Normally thought of as destructive and not 
essential, active forest thinning has begun to take place as well.  

Introduction

Research about the history of California wildfires and the magnitude of 
their consumption was conducted in order to assess approximately how 
much land is affected every year. From there information about how these 
California wildfires can change a landscape through plant depletion, land 
erosion, and the destruction of man-made structures was gathered from the 
California Department of Forestry. 

How these changes can be a detriment to farmers and ranchers in 
California was investigated and evaluated in order to determine the potential 
short- and long-term ramifications of working in a state with frequent 
wildfires. Interviews with cattle ranchers and expert witnesses for erosion 
damage from wildfires were conducted in order to get a closer perspective to 
the effects of California wildfires. Research on potential solutions to manage 
the erosion damage caused by these wildfires and how these solutions could 
be implemented was analyzed. All the aforementioned data was then 
compiled together so that an accurate representation of the damage caused 
by California wildfires, how it can affect farmers and ranchers, and how this 
damage can be mitigated could be assembled for use across the state.

Methods

This study was chosen due to the importance of ranching and farming in 
California, as well as the authors relationship with wildfire and erosion 
damage assessments through internships. Not only do these wildfires cause 
millions, sometimes billions of dollars, in damage but they also destroy the 
agricultural land that California and many of its residents depend on. The 
goal of researching wildfires and the erosion caused by them this study aims 
to bring awareness to people who do not necessarily realize the extent of 
damage that a wildfire can cause. It is not simply burned up trees and brush 
in rural areas that turns into ash and then washed away. It is the livelihood of 
California ranchers and farmers that also gets destroyed.

Discussion

The future of California depends on more studies and research done on 
natural disasters. Whether it is for the protection of suburbs and major cities 
or if it is for the protection of California’s agricultural and wildlands, 
understanding how wildfires affect ranchers, farmers, and the land on which 
they operate is essential to the state’s safety. Wildfires are a lot more than 
just burning plants, they will destroy the soil in which these plants grow and 
can cause major unnecessary erosion events. By becoming aware of these 
issues, the people of California can better understand and support wildfire 
preventative measures such as power shutoffs, forest thinning, and erosion 
prevention projects.

Conclusions

This project is about assessing the land erosion caused by California 
wildfires and how that erosion continues to affect farmers and ranchers 
across the state. Existing erosion assessments for northern California 
wildfires, through Geo-Engineering Solutions, will provide some 
supplemental data that can be used for the project. Watershed and erosion 
reports from the US Geological Survey will also be used. The Adam’s 
Canyon ranch in Santa Paula, California, will be used as an example since 
the Thomas Fire consumed the majority of the ranch and it was imperative 
the resulting erosion damage had to be attended to over the last couple of 
years. 

Success would entail finding out how extensive the erosion damage within 
California is, and concurrently, what will have to be done to prepare for future 
because the fires, which are predicted to become increasingly more intense. 
This puts ranchers and farmers at further risk than just fire damage.

Results


