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Bill Summary: This bill would establish the Fixing the Firefighter Shortage Act of 2022 
to require the Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CalFire) to maintain minimum 
staffing levels, among other things. 

Fiscal Impact:  

 CalFire estimates ongoing costs of $281 million in the first year and $299 million 
phased in over five years and annually thereafter (General Fund) to support 1,297 
positions, to add 16 additional hand crews of 48 firefighters each, to add firefighters 
for relief staffing, and to provide commensurate funding to six contract counties. 

 To the extent that the additional resources provided by this bill result in avoided or 
mitigated catastrophic wildfires from what otherwise would occur, this bill could result 
in significant cost savings due to reduced emergency fire suppression and other 
wildfire-related costs (General Fund, special funds). 

Background: Catastrophic and devastating wildfires have occurred repeatedly in the 
state in recent years. In 2021 alone, preliminary data show almost 9,000 wildland fires 
burned almost 2.6 million acres in the state. Slightly fewer wildland fires in 2020 burned 
almost 4.4 million acres – a modern record. The 2020 August Complex Fire in northern 
California – the largest fire in California’s modern history – burned over 1 million acres 
by itself. The 2021 Dixie fire also almost reached 1 million acres. Two wildland fires in 
the last year burned over the crest of the Sierras which had not been previously 
observed. Nine of the twenty largest and seven of the twenty most destructive wildland 
fires in state history occurred in 2020 and 2021. Six of the seven most costly wildfires in 
US history occurred in California in the last 5 years. Thousands of firefighters have been 
deployed to fight these fires and the state’s wildland fire suppression costs in the last 
three fiscal years total on the order of $3.5 billion. In the last five years from wildland 
fire, tens of thousands of structures – almost entirely homes – have been destroyed, 
insured losses incurred are in the billions of dollars, prime habitat has been destroyed or 
damaged, and, tragically, hundreds of lives have been lost. In addition, millions of 
Californians have been exposed to unhealthy air quality due to the wildfires, and 
millions of metric tons of carbon dioxide were emitted from burning trees and 
vegetation. 

While wildland fires have always been present in the state, the number of days with 
extreme fire risk has more than doubled in the last 40 years. This is likely to continue to 
increase. One of the impacts of climate change in the state is an increase in the 
frequency and intensity of wildfires, and both of these have noticeably increased in the 
last two decades. Instead of a discernible fire season, wildfires are occurring throughout 
the year. In forested regions, decades of fire suppression, historic logging practices and 
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drought have produced unhealthy forests that exacerbate the risk of an extreme wildfire 
developing when a fire occurs. Further, continued development in the Wildland Urban 
Interface (WUI) puts more homes at risk from wildland fire. 

In order to combat these wildland fires, firefighters have had to work longer and harder 
to suppress fires. In addition to fire suppression, fire prevention efforts, such as 
vegetation management, including the installation of fuel breaks, and efforts to improve 
forest health seek to reduce the impacts of wildland fire should one occur. All of these 
tasks, however, require significant equipment and personnel resources.  

The Little Hoover Commission, in its 2018 report, Fire on the Mountain: Rethinking 
Forest Management in the Sierra Nevada, found that prioritizing forest management to 
create more resilient forests will require more funding and staff, particularly as the state 
increases funding for forest management. According to the Legislative Analyst’s Office 
(LAO), traditionally the state has focused mostly on response  From fiscal year (FY) 
2005/6 to 2020/21, the LAO estimates that 90 percent of the base support budget for 
the Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CalFire) has been dedicated to fire 
response, rather than fire prevention or mitigation. Additionally, LAO reports that 
CalFire’s base wildfire protection budget has grown by two-thirds over the past five 
years to $2.1 billion in FY 2021/22 from $1.3 billion in FY 2017/18. 

According to the LAO, CalFire regularly operates 356 fire engines of which 65 engines 
are year-round and 291 are seasonal. There are also four reserve fire engines. In 
addition, CalFire operates heavy equipment and various aircraft, including air tankers, to 
fight wildland fires. During the last several budgets, CalFire has received funding for 
more heavy equipment, aircraft, and the personnel to operate them, among other 
things. 

Hand or fuel crews are among the most flexible “tools” available for use to fight wildland 
fire as these teams can access locations that are inaccessible to firefighters on engines. 
Hand crews construct fire lines by removing vegetation, build fuel breaks, help to lay 
firehose, and extinguish lingering hotspots from wildland fires, among other tasks. 

According to the Newsom Administration, historically CalFire has operated 208 “Type 1” 
hand crews including 192 through cooperative agreements with the California 
Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation and the Department of Juvenile Justice; 
twelve crews through a partnership with the California Conservation Corps; and four 
through a training program at the Ventura Training Center. However, with changes in 
sentencing, there are significantly fewer inmates available to serve on hand crews than 
before. Following passage of the FY 2020/21 budget, the capacity for inmate hand 
crews was reduced to 152 crews from 192. However, as of August 2021, only 63 out of 
the authorized inmate crews were staffed. 

In view of the need, in the FY 2021/22 budget, among other items, CalFire received 
funding for 617 positions to staff 16 firefighter hand crews, and there was also funding 
for 8 year-round and 6 seasonal California Conservation Corps fuel crews.  

There are six contract counties – including Marin, Ventura, Kern, Los Angeles, Santa 
Barbara, and Orange counties – who provide wildland fire protection on behalf of the 
State in the State Responsibility Area. The SRA they protect is about 3.4 million acres 
or about 10 percent of the total. Previously inmate crews would respond in the contract 
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counties for SRA wildland fire response and suppression efforts, but as inmate levels 
have declined recently, none have been available. The contract counties have also 
received recent budget augmentations from the state. 

Despite these additional resources, in 2020 according to CalFire, roughly 7,900 
requests for fire engines, 900 requests for bulldozers and 600 requests for helicopters 
could not be filled. During extreme wildfire events, when multiple large wildland fires 
burn simultaneously, resources are still strained. There have been numerous news 
stories about the tremendous strain the extreme fire seasons have on the physical and 
mental health of firefighters – who may serve 40 – 60 days or more in the field 
continuously. This is almost double the average of 30 days of overtime annually in 
2006. 

Proposed Law:  This bill would establish the Fixing the Firefighter Shortage Act of 
2022. Specifically, this bill would: 

1. Establish the Fixing the Firefighter Shortage Act of 2022. 

2. Require CalFire to maintain a standard minimum staffing level of each of its fire 
engines of three professional firefighters. 

a. CalFire shall meet this standard without the regular practice of forcing 
overtime on personnel. 

b. The standard minimum staffing level is required to be met by adding 356 
full-time firefighters to staff the existing fleet of CalFire’s frontline fire 
engines as of January 1, 2022, as provided. 

3. Require CalFire to increase its existing firefighter fuel crews budget for FY 
2021/22 by adding 16 additional fuel crews and 768 firefighters to staff those 
crews. 

4. Require CalFire, on or before January 1, 2024, to provide a long-term staffing 
plan, including staffing and infrastructure needs, for CalFire through 2030, as 
specified. 

5. Require the Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation and CalFire to work 
collaboratively with the contract counties to conduct a specific needs assessment 
regarding camp or crew deficiencies within the contract counties. This will be 
done with the acknowledgment that the Department of Corrections and 
Rehabilitation has been forced to reduce the number of crews due to reduced 
population in the prisons. 

6. Specify that the enhanced benefits to CalFire will result in continuing the baseline 
funding formula for contract counties, providing them with greater resources for 
meeting their mission. 

7. Make numerous relevant legislative findings. 
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Related Legislation:  

SB 85 (Committee on Budget and Fiscal Review, Chapter 14, Statutes of 2021) is a 
Budget Bill Junior for associated with the Budget Act of 2020 and included the early 
action wildfire funding. 
 
SB 129 (Skinner, Chapter 69, Statutes of 2021) modifies the Budget Act of 2021, 
providing funding for CalFire. 
 
SB 155 (Committee on Budget and Fiscal Review, Chapter 258, Statutes of 2021) is the 
Public Resources Budget Trailer bill including provisions affecting CalFire. 
 
SB 170 (Skinner, Chapter 240, Statutes of 2021) is a Budget Bill Junior modifying the 
Budget Act of 2021, and provides funding for CalFire. 
 
AB 128 (Ting, Chapter 21, Statutes of 2021) is the Budget Act of 2021 providing funding 
for CalFire. 
 
AB 161 (Ting, Chapter 43, Statutes of 2021) is a Budget Bill Junior modifying the 
Budget Act of 2021, and provides funding for CalFire. 

Staff Comments:  

Pending and recent budget action. In the January budget proposals for FY 2022/23, the 
Newsom Administration proposed almost $920 million, including $400 million to CalFire 
for health and wellness, almost $180 million for surge equipment, and hundreds of 
positions. The additional personnel for frontline fire engines at CalFire and the additional 
hand crews for the contract counties proposed in this bill are part of the pending budget 
proposal. In addition, the Administration proposed a separate Wildfire and Forest 
Resilience package seeking $1.2 billion over two years starting in FY 2022/23. 
 
In April 2021, the Legislature passed and the Governor signed an early action package 
totaling $536 million for a broad set of investments that support a statewide strategy on 
forest health and fire prevention. This funding was designed to start critical projects 
before the upcoming fire season and launch several new programs. Later in September 
2021, an additional $988 million was allocated for the FY 2021-22 for wildfire prevention 
and resilience projects and programs. This includes, among other things, funding to 
create resilient wildlands, support wildfire fuel breaks, and support community 
hardening. In 2021, the contract counties received $14.3 million to perform fuel 
reduction work. 
 
Possible additional revenue source for wildfire prevention and suppression. Signatures 
are currently being collected to qualify a voter initiative the “Clean cars clean air 
initiative” for the ballot. Sponsored by Lyft, the IBEW electricians union and California 
Environmental Voters, the idea is to raise $3 billion - $4.5 billion annually by a new high-
income earner personal income tax of which 80 percent will be used to promote electric 
vehicle ownership. The remaining $1 billion or so annually will be used for wildfire 
prevention and suppression efforts, and 25 percent of that would go to the State Fire 
Marshal. 
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Cost savings due avoided or mitigated catastrophic wildfire. CalFire spends roughly $1 
billion annually (General Fund) on “emergency fire suppression” – additional fire 
suppression resources needed when a fire continues to spread after the “initial attack” 
or about the first 24 hours. To the extent the bill helps avoid or mitigate catastrophic 
wildfires, this bill would result in potentially significant savings (General Fund). 

Other examples of the costs and negative effects of catastrophic wildfire that could 
potentially be mitigated include the following: 

 Property. Property losses from the October 2017 “wine country” fires in Sonoma, 
Napa, Solano, Lake, and Mendocino Counties—which included the Tubbs Fire—
are expected to add up to between $6 billion and $8 billion. According to the 
California Department of Insurance, more than 14,000 homes were damaged or 
totally destroyed, along with nearly 4,000 commercial buildings, 3,200 cars, 
and 111 boats. These totals understate the total damage, as they do not include 
uninsured properties or vehicles. 

 Other State Costs. Recovery costs for debris removal and cleanup, social services 
(such as shelters and social services), and local assistance (including rebuilding 
public infrastructure and backfilling property tax losses) can also be significant. For 
example, the administration estimates that state expenditures on wildfire and 
recovery activities for the 2017 wine country fires have totaled about $1.5 billion. 
While costs associated with these fires are eligible for federal reimbursement, the 
administration estimates that the state General Fund share of these costs will be 
roughly $400 million. 

 Air Quality. Smoke from the multiple wildfires that burned in the northern part of the 
state in October 2017 affected air quality and closed schools, airports, and 
businesses in cities at least 100 miles away from the fires. At its worst, fine 
particulate matter air pollution in San Francisco—located over 40 miles away from 
the fires—was measured at 190 micrograms per cubic meter, more than five times 
the federal health standard of 35 micrograms per cubic meter. 

 Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Emissions. The Sierra Nevada Conservancy estimates 
that the 2013 Rim Fire—the fourth largest in California history—released 11.4 
metric tons of GHG emissions, equivalent to what 2.6 million cars would release in 
a year. Moreover, burned trees left on the landscape will continue to release 
additional emissions as they decay over time. 

 Water Supply and Quality. Initial estimates suggest the 2012 Bagley Fire resulted 
in an estimated 330,000 metric tons of fine sediment and 170,000 metric tons of 
sand, gravel, and cobbles deposited into Lake Shasta—which stores drinking and 
agricultural water supplies for millions of customers. 

 Habitat for Fish and Wildlife. One study found that the 2013 King Fire destroyed 30 
out of 45 known habitat sites in the El Dorado National Forest for the California 
Spotted Owl, and that those sites remained unsuitable even a year after the fire. 

-- END -- 


