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Cities throughout the West face rising crime, soaring housing 
costs, a sprawling homelessness crisis and devastated downtown 
areas following two years of COVID restrictions and the aftermath 
of destructive protests. Policymakers typically address these 
and other urban problems in a piecemeal fashion. They fail to 
understand what makes great cities thrive. 

The Free Cities Center is Pacific Research Institute’s effort to foster 
serious thinking about urban policy. PRI hopes to incubate good 
ideas that will improve our cities. It will feature incisive reporting 
and opinionating on our new web page, and in a series of webinars, 
research papers and books. 
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Introduction: Wildfires Should 
Serve As Wake-Up Call

News reports cite the beginning of the 2025 Los Angeles fires 
on January 7 at 10:30 am, as the Santa Ana winds blew a cloud 
of black smoke over heavily populated areas in and around Los 
Angeles. An hour or so later, NBC 4 Los Angeles reported1 that 
“gridlock formed on Sunset Boulevard,” which “blocked people 
in traffic for miles as they desperately tried to evacuate and get 
away from the dangerous flames. The Palisades Fire quickly ex-
panded, consuming homes, cars and anything in its path.” The 
Eaton Fire in the San Gabriel Mountains began that evening.

The nightmarish situation grew worse rather quickly. The two 
fires (and five smaller ones) ultimately consumed more than 
37,000 acres. When it was all over 24 days later, the fires claimed 
30 lives and more than 16,000 homes and other structures, and 
caused the evacuations of 180,000 people.2 Insurance companies 
expect losses of more than $30 billion, with total economic dam-
age pegged at more than $250 billion.3 They were not only among 
the most destructive wildfires ever in California, but among the 
costliest natural disasters in U.S. history.

California, of course, has experienced wildfires since time 
immemorial. And only seven years ago, the Camp Fire in the 
northeastern county of Butte burned 153,000 acres, claimed 85 
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lives and destroyed the small down of Paradise, not far from the 
college town of Chico.4 It didn’t cause as much economic damage 
as the latest fires, but it was bigger and even deadlier. In its short 
history of California wildfires, the Western Fire Chiefs Associa-
tion (WFCA) noted that the state’s first recorded wildfire was in 
1889. It burned 300,000 acres in Orange, San Diego and River-
side counties after Santa Ana winds descended on the drought-
parched region. Official state wildfire records didn’t begin until 
1932, but the list of major, destructive fires is exceedingly long.5

Yet despite all the evidence that California—thanks to its fre-
quent droughts, Santa Ana winds and warm temperatures—has 
always been home to such weather events, the WFCA repeats 
the standard explanation promoted by California officials. “Some 
of California’s largest, deadliest and most destructive wildfires 
have occurred within the last five years,” it explained. “This is due 
to climate change which is a result of humans burning fossil fuels 
which create greenhouse gases that warm up our planet. Global 
warming causes both land and air to become drier than normal, 
thus making the perfect conditions for wildfires to ignite.”6

That may be so (and it is beyond the purview of this booklet 
to debate manmade climate change), but it’s also possible the 
state has seen some of the deadliest and most destructive fires 
in modern times rather than a century ago because of the size 
of our population and value of the built environment. It’s ob-
vious, but worth repeating: California’s population in 1889 was 
1.2 million. It was 5.9 million in 1932. It’s 39 million today.7 The 
state also has changed the way it battles wildfires in recent de-
cades. I don’t doubt that the climate is warming or that fires have 
gotten particularly severe since 2018, but I fear that California’s 
climate-change approach is a case where ideology and misplaced 
priorities make the state more vulnerable to wildfires. 
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Specifically, state officials have embraced policies—an at-
tempted ban on internal-combustion vehicles, a cap-and-trade 
system designed to reduce industrial carbon emissions, etc.—that 
are designed to change the trajectory of the Earth’s climate. Cal-
ifornia accounts for less than 1% of global greenhouse emissions, 
so the apparent and often-stated goal of state officials is to prod 
the rest of the country to embrace similar policies.8 Otherwise, 
our progress won’t make any difference. It’s always seemed bi-
zarre that a state government that can’t even, say, manage its own 
budget and infrastructure effectively thinks that it can somehow 
make a dent in a problem of such scientific complexity and that 
involves 195 international governments. 

Instead of taking this overly ambitious approach, it seems 
wiser for the state government to embrace policies that improve 
our resilience to changing weather patterns. That’s the focus of 
this booklet: How California can improve its wildfire-fighting 
approach, rejigger its insurance policies, bolster its water resources 
and streamline its building processes.

A 2022 University of Chicago study found that a “single year 
of wildfire emissions is close to double emissions reductions 
achieved over 16 years.”9 Our state leaders are obsessed with 
reducing pollution, yet the study found “the wildfires lead to 
pollution that is set to shave nearly a year off the life expectancy 
of residents in California’s most polluted counties if pollution 
levels persist.” Wildfires in 2020 made up 30% of the state’s 
greenhouse gases. 

Perhaps a more attainable agenda is in order. And there is 
much to attain. I argued the following in my testimony to the 
U.S. House Judiciary Committee’s subcommittee evaluating the 
impact of California regulations on the state’s recent wildfires:10

https://epic.uchicago.edu/insights/wildfire-ravaged-california-is-home-to-29-of-the-top-30-most-polluted-counties/
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The Los Angeles wildfires … have exposed festering 
regulatory hurdles that have exacerbated the crisis. 
Many are years in the making, maddeningly complex 
and not given to quick solutions. It’s a confluence of 
bad policy involving brush clearance, water, insurance, 
firefighting, housing and climate change. Simply put, 
California has created a tangled web of regulation that 
renders this once-innovative state incapable of accom-
plishing anything efficiently.

In other words, there are plenty of policies California can 
embrace to reduce wildfires and their impact on our society, but 
it has to get its priorities in order. California has thousands of 
wildfires every year, but seeing one claim large sections of the 
nation’s second-largest city and its environs certainly puts the 
2025 fires in a different perspective. It reminded everyone that 
wildfires—and the state and local response to them—also are a 
major urban issue.

As Headwaters Economics explained:11

The fires in Los Angeles follow a pattern starting to 
become familiar. As was seen in Hawaii’s Lahaina 
Fire, Colorado’s Marshall Fire and Oregon’s Almeda 
Fire, wind-driven embers from nearby wildfires ignit-
ed homes, which spread fire rapidly to neighboring 
homes, becoming an urban conflagration. Also known 
as urban wildfires, these large, difficult-to-control fires 
may start as wildfires but, upon entering communities, 
buildings become the source of fuel. It is the build-
ing-to-building transmission that causes widespread 
destruction that can occur in communities of any size.
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     While I don’t put much stock in the chiefs’ association’s assess-
ment of global climate, it is right on point as it discusses the in-
creasing effect of wildfires on urban communities. The fire threat 
has increased, it explains, as cities spread into the so-called Wild-
land Urban Interface—the wonky term for the heavily wooded 
outskirts. It calls for improved building codes that bolster the 
use of materials that resist fires. This booklet looks at some of 
those techniques later, focusing on “fire-wise” communities  
within high-risk areas that have avoided major fire prob-
lems thanks to this approach. The chiefs also argue that “using  
technology can allow for an approach to fire service that is more 
data-driven, proactive and faster. Data gathered from smart 
technology can provide insight on high-risk areas for fires, which 
helps in fire prevention and planning efforts.”12 That’s less gran-
diose than banning fossil fuels—but it’s more likely to yield pro-
ductive and attainable results.

The increasing urban threat, of course, has sparked all the usual 
debates that dominate urban policy, including issues involving 
land use, density, climate change and transportation. Predictably, 
many voices on the Left and Right have used the fires to promote 
their hobby horses. For instance, some claim that higher densi-
ties boost fire risk because fires can more easily spread among 
attached housing, whereas others claim that low-density housing 
is a higher risk as many single-family homes are nestled among 
trees and other brush. Not surprisingly, those arguments always 
reinforce each side’s previously existing preference for either 
high- or low-density living.

California YIMBY (Yes In My Back Yard) argues that,13 “Pol-
icies that promote higher-density, clustered development within 
existing urban areas can substantially reduce the future risk of 
housing loss due to wildfires.” The group admits that “this ap-
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proach aligns with broader ecological and conservation goals, 
highlighting the importance of strategic planning in mitigating 
wildfire impacts.”  The group’s point is that clustered develop-
ment reduces construction in that wildlands interface area.

Meanwhile, Randal O’Toole (a former Cato Institute land-
use writer whose articles occasionally appear on the Free Cities 
Center web page) argues that the Los Angeles tragedy “is a direct 
result of so-called ‘smart-growth’ policies that call for establish-
ing greenbelts around cities and packing people in high-density 
housing within those cities.”14 His point is that fires spread more 
rapidly when houses are attached or close to one another, espe-
cially when surrounded by government-mandated open space.

I see the value in every type of neighborhood, with high-
er densities serving the preferences of some people and lower 
densities serving the desires of others. The issue deserves serious 
study, but I’m opposed to the government using its various tools 
such as zoning or other regulations to mandate one type or an-
other. This booklet opposes using the wildfire threat as a means to 
champion one land-use preference over another. In keeping with 
the Free Cities Center’s mission of promoting freer markets and 
more consumer choice, it explores how government policies can 
reduce wildfire risk for every type of urban community—so Cal-
ifornians don’t have to relive the nightmare in Pacific Palisades 
and Altadena, the San Gabriel Valley community that was largely 
reduced to ashes.15

We shouldn’t be myopic. Part of life in California, especially 
Southern California, involves accepting the ever-present threats 
of natural disaster. Just as Iowans must always deal with torna-
does and Floridians must always brace for hurricanes, Califor-
nians must always prepare for fire and wind. As the noted Cali-
fornia author Joan Didion wrote in 1968, “Los Angeles weather 
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is the weather of catastrophe, of apocalypse, and, just as the reli-
ably long and bitter winters of New England determine the way 
life is lived there, so the violence and the unpredictability of the 
Santa Ana affect the entire quality of life in Los Angeles, ac-
centuate its impermanence, its unreliability.”16 Still, there’s much 
that California and its officials can do to minimize any poten-
tial apocalypse.

Sadly, it took a tragic event to expose many of the failed pol-
icies currently embraced by state and local governments. This 
booklet looks at California’s failed brush-clearance, water, insur-
ance and housing policies—the latter of particular importance 
as Los Angeles begins the rebuilding process. It proposes fixes 
that are simple in concept (although certainly not in implemen-
tation). In most cases, they involve reducing the California gov-
ernment’s heavy hand of regulation, thus allowing property own-
ers, insurers and developers to create safer and more fire-resistant 
communities.



Putting the Spotlight on 
Governmental Incompetence

Following the Los Angeles wildfires, Angelenos understand-
ably took a negative view of the city’s leadership, per the 10th 
annual UCLA/Luskin School Quality of Life Index published 
in April 2024: “Mayor Karen Bass has seen her popularity flip 
to a negative standing throughout the county. The net 20-point 
overall decline in her favorability rating was matched by her fall 
among Latinos, doubled in the white community (a stunning 
40-point turnaround), far outpacing the more minor decline 
among Asian/Pacific Islanders and the actual slight improve-
ment for Bass among African American county residents.”17 Her 
overall favorability ratings were a dismal 37%.

The wildfires imprinted horrific images on the public psyche, 
ranging from photos of the charred remains of historic buildings, 
residents stuck in traffic as they tried to escape the cascading 
hellscape, people mourning their lost loved ones and massive 
blazes careening over hillsides. But few Californians will forget 
perhaps the worst political image of the fires. Right before the 
wildfires hit, Bass had flown to Ghana to attend the inauguration 
of the country’s president. As she arrived home in Los Angeles, 
a reporter from Sky News, David Blevins, questioned her out-
side the plane.18
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“No, I’m not going to do that,” Bass said. “Have you absolutely 
nothing to say to the citizens today who are dealing with this 
disaster?” Blevins asked. She stared silently and awkwardly in 
response for nearly two minutes. Bass had been widely criticized 
for leaving on the journey despite news reports about the 
intensifying fire risk. In an interview with the local Fox affiliate, 
she addressed the encounter: “Yes, it was an ambush. And I wasn’t 
sure who that was. It is unfortunate because I see how that looks 
as if I was avoiding but when you’re getting off a plane you’ve 
been on for 17 hours and someone hits you with a camera...I 
wish...in hindsight...my response had been better.”19

That’s fair enough, but didn’t soften the blowback. One disas-
trously bad interview doesn’t necessarily end a politician’s career, 
but her deer-in-the-headlights response reinforced the percep-
tion that city officials hadn’t effectively responded to the disaster. 
In February, Bass dismissed Fire Chief Kristin Crowley for in-
adequately preparing for the devastation—raising questions that 
she used the chief as a scapegoat. “The mayor said the former 
chief had failed to deploy 1,000 off-duty firefighters,” CBS News 
reported.20 “However, a city ordinance states that in emergen-
cy preparedness and response, the mayor’s office is the director 
who issues and enforces ‘rules, regulations, orders,’ including the 
deployment of additional personnel.” The chief said the city had 
failed her department.

She’s pointed to her December 2023 memo to the city, which 
warned that “budgetary reductions have adversely affected the 
Department’s ability to maintain core operations, such as tech-
nology and communication infrastructure, payroll processing, 
training, fire prevention, and community education.”21 Others 
have disputed that allegation. “Jack Humphreville, who serves on 
the watchdog group Neighborhood Council Budget Advocates, 
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said the fire department had to scale back operations to make 
way for employee raises,” according to a Los Angeles Times re-
port.22 The report noted that the department, under Crowley’s 
leadership, overspent its budget on overtime pay. But the dis-
pute highlighted the city’s inability to stay on top of its firefight-
ing operations.

The issues went much deeper than the miscues of elected and 
appointed officials. Many of the high-profile failures also ex-
posed deeper policy problems, which focus heavily on misplaced 
budget priorities and bureaucratic delays. As the Los Angeles 
Times reported, the city in 1961 had a reckoning over wildfire 
infrastructure after a fire destroyed 500 homes in Bel-Air and 
Brentwood. As a result, officials “built a reservoir in Santa Ynez 
Canyon, as well as a pumping station ‘to increase fire protection,’ 
as the L.A. Department of Water and Power’s then-chief water 
engineer, Gerald W. Jones, told theTimes in 1972.”23

So where was the Santa Ynez reservoir in 2025? Sitting empty, 
as the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power and the state 
Water Resources Control Board tussled over repairs to a tear in 
the cover used to limit the accumulation of debris, as required by 
federal regulations. Ultimately, the newspaper reported, the state 
forced local officials to empty the reservoir to make the repairs—
even though it had sat coverless with no appreciable problem as 
late as 2012.24 “Former and current DWP officials acknowledge 
that if the reservoir had held water, higher-elevation areas of the 
Palisades would have had more water pressure, but it’s unclear for 
how long,” per the newspaper.

Speaking of water pressure, a KCAL News investigation25 
found that 1,300 hydrants throughout the city needed repair—
with some in the wildfire area having been out of service for 
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more than a year. Firefighters complained about a loss of pres-
sure. That’s understandable to some degree given that the hy-
drant system isn’t designed to handle the demand placed by such 
a massive fire. However, another Times article found that “the 
limitations raise several questions: As fires grow larger and more 
intense in the West, should storage tanks and other local water 
infrastructure be expanded to contend with them? Where? And 
at what cost?”26

Since wildfires are such a common and growing problem, why 
hasn’t the city upgraded the system or at least had this discus-
sion? Part of the answer is tied to budget priorities. Writing in 
City Journal, the Manhattan Institute’s Steven Malanga looked at 
the current mayor’s own financial decisions:27

Mayor Karen Bass’s budget cuts to the city’s fire de-
partment, enacted just months ago amid warnings 
about the city’s deteriorating finances, stand out as 
a striking example of misplaced priorities. The cuts 
stemmed from a budget crisis triggered by her admin-
istration’s decision to reward city employees with rich 
contracts and benefits—even as it dismissed worries 
that the reductions would hurt services.

This isn’t just a blame game. I’ve extensively reported on Cal-
ifornia’s budget priorities and the way local governments focus 
heavily on rewarding politically powerful unions at the expense 
of bolstering nuts-and-bolts city services. Municipal officials, es-
pecially in liberal big cities such as Los Angeles, complain about 
limited revenues, but that doesn’t stop them from continually 
ratcheting up the compensation packages for workers. Crowley 
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earned a total compensation package of nearly $655,000. Mul-
tiple Los Angeles fire officials earned total pay packages in the 
$600,000 to $900,000 range.28

Obviously, if the city offers such generous pay scales it limits 
the amount of money it has to hire additional firefighters and 
make other firefighting investments. Like many California cit-
ies, Los Angeles is facing another pension crisis, as the costs for 
retired employees (especially firefighters and police) consume 
larger portions of the budget and force cutbacks in the number 
of current employees. In 2018, Scott Beyer (who penned a pre-
vious Free Cities Center booklet) explained that “between 2003 
and 2012, pension costs grew by 25% annually, far outpacing the 
annual spending growth for core services.”29 Overly generous 
pensions for firefighters reduce the amount of overall firefighting 
services, too. These are the fruits of past budget decisions.

Then there are the bizarre examples of municipal miscues that 
point less toward officials’ particular decision-making and more 
toward the common-sense-defying administrative rules and bu-
reaucratic process that hamper even the least-controversial proj-
ects. Wildfires often are sparked by utility poles. Undergrounding 
the poles is one option, although it’s quite costly and doesn’t work 
in every situation. Another reasonable option is to replace wood 
poles with steel ones. Such a process was taking place throughout 
Pacific Palisades.

“In 2019, the LA Department of Water and Power (LAD-
WP) began replacing nearly 100-year-old power line poles cut-
ting through Topanga State Park, when the project was halted 
within days by conservationists outraged that federally endan-
gered Braunton’s milkvetch plants had been trampled during the 
process,” the New York Post reported.30 In a follow-up report in 
Newsweek, the California Coastal Commission, responsible for 
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handing out the permits, claims31 that removing the plants would 
increase fire risk. Whatever the reality, this much-delayed six-
year-old upgrade project highlights the multiple agencies, law-
suits and disputes that delay progress, increase costs and leave 
California communities vulnerable to the wiles of nature.

The various L.A. screw-ups were sufficiently publicized to 
push Gov. Gavin Newsom to order investigations. “I am calling 
for an independent investigation into the loss of water pressure to 
local fire hydrants and the reported unavailability of water sup-
plies from the Santa Ynez Reservoir,” the governor wrote in a 
post on X. “We need answers to ensure this does not happen 
again and we have every resource available to fight these cata-
strophic fires.”32 That’s fine enough, although the state has a habit 
of investigating governmental miscues—then doing little to im-
plement the ultimate findings. 

It’s time for officials to get busy fixing the underlying policy 
impediments—so then it won’t need to spend as much time pon-
dering what went wrong.

https://www.latimes.com/environment/story/2025-01-10/newsom-water-fires-investigation


Rethinking How California  
Addresses Brush Clearing

As always, the main issue confronting all of California’s 
myriad crises—housing, homelessness, infrastructure, drought, 
budget and wildfires—is politics. The state’s 2025-2026 budget,33 
is an astounding $322 billion. It’s not only the largest state 
budget by far, but it’s toward the top nationwide in per-capita 
spending. Whereas California was once known for having the 
nation’s finest infrastructure and public services, it now routinely 
ranks on the bottom of lists looking at traffic congestion and 
public schools. Increasingly, the state’s Democratic leadership 
prioritizes social-spending over basic infrastructure issues. And 
often the state doesn’t maintain what it already has, as was made 
clear by the crumbling spillways at Oroville Dam in 2017 during 
a flood crisis. Legislative leaders applaud new earmarks, but seem 
less interested in evaluating whether the new spending actually 
fixes any given problem.

The state doesn’t hide its arguably misshapen priorities. This is 
from the state’s official 2023-2024 budget document:34

California is on the frontline of the global climate cri-
sis with record-breaking heat, extreme flooding and 
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devastating wildfires impacting communities across 
the state. The summer months of 2022 included ex-
treme heat waves and drought conditions, and 2023 
began with statewide flood events in the winter and 
spring. The 2021 and 2022 Budget Acts allocated ap-
proximately $54 billion over five years and delivered 
a climate agenda to fully integrate climate solutions 
with equity and economic opportunity. With critical 
investments in health, education and jobs the state’s 
climate agenda is simultaneously confronting the cri-
sis while building a more resilient, just and equitable 
future for all Californians.

These priorities often take an inexplicable form. The governor 
and Legislature spend their political capital blaming corporate 
greed for our highest-in-the-nation gas prices and championing 
new programs to promote economic justice. Yet when it comes 
to preparing the state for droughts and fire season, it’s a different 
story. Newsom received some brickbats in 2021 for his claims 
about the state’s level of wildfire preparedness. Capitol Public 
Radio and NPR—hardly members of the right-wing media—
exposed the following in its joint investigation:35

[T]he governor has misrepresented his accomplish-
ments and even disinvested in wildfire prevention. 
The investigation found Newsom overstated, by an 
astounding 690%, the number of acres treated with 
fuel breaks and prescribed burns in the very forest-
ry projects he said needed to be prioritized to protect 
the state’s most vulnerable communities. Newsom has 
claimed that 35 ‘priority projects’ carried out as a result 
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of his executive order resulted in fire prevention work 
on 90,000 acres. But the state’s own data show the 
actual number is 11,399.

Despite the negative exposure, the administration didn’t 
change course in the ensuing years. Newsom has issued some 
useful post-wildfire executive orders—ones I’ll review in the sec-
tion on land use and rebuilding efforts—and declared a state of 
emergency in the affected L.A. communities. But the state has 
not significantly ramped up its commitment to brush clearance 
as a means to reduce wildfire risk. We saw the results around 
Los Angeles.

According to the Legislative Analyst Office’s review36 of the 
governor’s budget items regarding wildfire and forest resilience, 
“the budget retains $2.6  billion for these activities across an 
eight-year period (from 2020 through 2028), which is 93% of 
the multiyear amount originally planned. … Some other notable 
changes include reducing $35  million for wildfire resilience 
projects on state-owned land and reducing $28 million for projects 
undertaken by various state conservancies. The budget also shifts 
$164  million for various programs from the General Fund to 
GGRF and delays the timing of providing that funding.” Instead 
of increasing these priorities, Newsom has been decreasing them. 
Also consider that miniscule spending in the context of the 
climate-change budget.

In The Orange County Register, Daniel Kolkey, a Pacific Re-
search Institute board member and former California appellate 
judge, argues the administration ought to shift funding from 
electric vehicle mandates to forest thinning, prioritize brush 
clearance in those wildland interface areas, relax renewable energy 
mandates on utilities so they have the funds to harden power 
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poles, provide tax cuts to homeowners so they can upgrade their 
homes with fire-resistant materials, and relax timber-harvesting 
rules to reduce wildfire risk.37

At this point, the state needs more than slight tweaks 
to its forest-clearance approach. This is again from my 
congressional testimony:38

Regarding brush clearance, the governor has agreed 
that we need to step up the process. But very little 
has happened. We need to clear 1 million acres a year 
per state and federal estimates, but we have averaged 
only 125,000 acres or less a year. Yet CAL FIRE esti-
mates that the state desperately needs to clear around 
15 million acres, 10 million of which are federally 
owned. As … Kolkey explained in his chapter in the 
2021 book Saving California, the state’s ‘progress have 
been slow and its vision wanting.’ Most recent wildfire 
initiatives have been ‘too modest to rise to the chal-
lenge.’ It’s once again a matter of priorities.

It’s no small task to maintain California’s forests. It requires 
a federal and state role, as 57% of the state’s 33-million forest 
acres are controlled by the federal government. The pace of 
forest-restoration efforts here hasn’t increased in the past 
decade. It’s widely acknowledged that this must change, but 
the problem—beyond the state’s failure to prioritize it—centers 
on the regulations that delay and derail the thinning efforts. 
“Environmental regulations, bureaucratic red tape and litigation 
risks create obstacles and can delay or derail even the most 
needed projects,” notes the Property and Environment Research 
Center’s Shawn Regan: “Increasing the pace of restoration means 
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cutting red tape, which makes some environmental groups 
uncomfortable.”39

That’s a gentle way of putting it. We saw how California 
Coastal Commission approvals delayed a project to upgrade 
power poles in Pacific Palisades for six years and counting. The 
California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) stops not only 
the construction of housing, but state efforts to undertake forest-
thinning projects. Surveys show that 49% of CEQA lawsuits 
involve environmentally friendly projects.40 Environmental 
groups are not just made uncomfortable by such projects—they 
file lawsuits that delay them, stop them or drive up their cost. 
Leading politicians count these groups among their political 
allies, so nothing much happens year after year.

And the number of environmental reviews for such projects—
from the state, feds and local agencies—is so daunting that even 
when an agency has the gumption to try, it gets ground down by 
the long, bureaucratic process. The state could use money from 
the Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund to pay for these projects, 
rejigger some priorities and commit to stepping up these efforts, 
but the efforts are for naught if California doesn’t permanent-
ly reform CEQA and other obstructionist statutes. In June, 
Newsom muscled the Legislature into passing a broader-based 
CEQA reform during last-minute budget negotiations. He 
threatened not to approve the budget without the reform and 
succeeded. That was admirable, but there is still much more work 
to do with CEQA.

This isn’t exactly a radical notion, even among leading Demo-
crats. The governor’s own state of emergency proclamation from 
March 2025 declares that, “State statutes, rules, regulations and 
requirements that fall within the jurisdiction of boards, depart-
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ments and offices within the California Environmental Protec-
tion Agency and the California Natural Resources Agency are 
hereby suspended to the extent necessary for expediting criti-
cal fuels reduction projects.” The proclamation also calls for 
“rapid environmental review for large wildfire risk reduction 
treatments.”41

The governor and Legislature need to resist the demands of 
environmental activists, who often oppose these clearance projects 
and committed mainly to imposing development restrictions. 
This is how the Sierra Club addresses the brush-clearance issue: 
“The problem lies in focusing state efforts and funds only on 
the clearing of land, rather than changes to existing buildings, 
the creation of development requirements, and the effective 
distribution of well-studied evacuation plans.”42 Meanwhile, 
the Center for Biological Diversity argues that we should “Stop 
building new homes in highly fire-prone wildlands.”43 The state 
won’t reduce its wildfire risks and address its housing shortages 
by continuing along this slow-growth path—and by taking a 
nonchalant approach toward brush clearance.

The wildfire issue affects other states beyond California, of 
course. The August 2023 fires in Maui claimed the lives of 102 
people. In the aftermath, many officials and experts in Hawaii 
talked about increasing controlled burns there. “On Maui, we 
have a history of doing controlled burns,” said Joe Kent, of the 
Grassroot Institute of Hawaii, during a recent Pacific Research 
Institute podcast. “We had sugar cane for a 100 years and they 
did controlled burns. The sugar industry went belly up in 2016, 
leaving the land dry and fallow. That’s a wildfire risk,” but it’s also 
a “taboo topic” in Hawaii.44 It’s time to make this topic decidedly 
less taboo in Hawaii and elsewhere.
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During a Stanford Institute for Public Policy Research sym-
posium on wildfires (where I spoke about insurance regulations) 
a professor of fire science at the University of California-Berke-
ley, Scott Stephens, explained that the state of Western Australia 
has aggressively embraced prescribed burning in a region with 
a climate similar to California’s. As a result, 80% of the region’s 
land that burns each year is from controlled burns—compared 
to California, where 95% comes from wildfires. Whatever risks 
come from controlled burns, they are far less than the ones that 
come from uncontrolled wildfires.45 He suggests that California 
adopt that model as a pilot program in a limited area and see if 
our state can have similar success.

Regarding CEQA, California officials from both parties rec-
ognize its problems. They will only address them on an ad hoc 
basis. Various laws have exempted or streamlined CEQA pro-
visions for specific types of housing projects—mostly infill and 
multifamily projects that the state’s progressive lawmakers prefer. 
Politicians routinely exempt CEQA whenever they want to see 
the construction of a new professional sports arena or high-pro-
file public-works project. But there are no serious efforts to per-
manently fix an environmental law that serves as an impediment 
to building—and to environmental improvement.46

Because CEQA exemptions have become political footballs in 
the Legislature, we see some outcomes that seem unfair. For in-
stance, the governor has wisely granted Coastal Act and CEQA 
exemptions for the Los Angeles rebuilding—but fire victims in 
Paradise and near Yosemite didn’t get the same relaxed treatment. 
That speaks to the need to just reform those laws for everyone.47 
As my Pacific Research Institute colleague, Tim Anaya, pointed 
out in PRI’s Right by the Bay blog, “Newsom did the right thing 
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here, but victims of other recent wildfires, such as the Camp Fire 
that destroyed Paradise in the North State, are wondering why 
they weren’t afforded the same regulatory relief.”

As U.S. Rep. Tom McClintock, R-Elk Grove, said in a speech 
before Congress:48 “Draconian restrictions on logging, grazing, 
prescribed burns and herbicide use on public lands have made 
modern land management endlessly time-consuming and ul-
timately cost-prohibitive. A single tree-thinning plan typically 
takes four years and more than 800 pages of analysis. The costs 
of this process exceed the value of timber—turning land mainte-
nance from a revenue-generating activity to a revenue-consum-
ing one.” If California wants to improve its forest management—
and it needs to do so to control the wildfire problem and reach its 
climate objectives—then it needs to enact more sweeping chang-
es to its landmark environmental law.



Better Water Policy Bolsters 
Wildfire Prevention

Water policy is only tangentially related to the Los Angeles 
wildfires, but it’s related nonetheless. We saw, as discussed pre-
viously, how the long-delayed maintenance on the Santa Ynez 
Reservoir reduced the amount of water available for fighting fires 
in the Pacific Palisades. 

By most accounts, the state had plenty of water in its reservoirs 
for this year’s wildfire season, but as always the issue centers on 
efficiently moving water to the right places at the right times.49

“Water supply has not hindered firefighting efforts. Reservoirs 
in California are at or above average storage levels for this time of 
year, thanks in part to years of proactive water management,” ac-
cording to the Association of California Water Agencies. “There’s 
way more water in local storage than you could ever fight a fire 
with,” said the chief engineer with the Los Angeles Department 
of Water and Power.50 These statements are mostly accurate. In-
deed, many people, including President Trump, who tried to pin 
these particular fires on state water policy seemed more inter-
ested in scoring political points than in fixing California’s water 
problems. But it would be nice if the governor spent more time 
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trying to fix the many things wrong with the state’s water policy 
and less time reacting to Donald Trump.

As I pointed out in my congressional testimony, “More water 
would not have stopped the wildfires, but additional water re-
sources would bolster firefighting efforts and mitigate some of 
the effects of drought seasons. As an aside, the state’s limits on 
natural gas make it hard for water districts to permit generators 
to move water to where it’s needed most. Again, water policy just 
has not been a state priority with lawmakers pointing fingers at 
climate change without recognizing policies they could embrace 
that would mitigate its effects.”51

In an interview with the Public Policy Institute of California, 
Wendy Broley, executive director of the California Urban Water 
Agencies, agreed that the state had enough water for firefighting 
purposes and pointed out that the current water-infrastructure 
system is designed to fight structural fires rather than massive 
wildfires that spread throughout urban neighborhoods. However, 
she noted that “Climate change is fundamentally changing cir-
cumstances, and we do have to adapt. Water is a factor in several 
climate risks, including drought, flooding, and wildfire.”52

As I see it, more plentiful water resources would reduce the 
impact of droughts and, by extension, drought-related wild-
fires. Brett Barbre of the Yorba Linda Water District concurs: 
“Droughts come and go, but well-planned infrastructure can mit-
igate their effects.”53 California has not significantly upgraded its 
water infrastructure since the 1970s, when the state’s population 
was roughly half of what it is today. Even those voices who say 
the state had plenty of water to fight fires generally agree that the 
infrastructure system is outdated and can be greatly improved 
for firefighting purposes. Of course, the main reason to boost 
California’s water infrastructure is to assure that the state’s farms, 
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residents and businesses have enough water to thrive and prosper, 
but lessening drought conditions and improving fire readiness 
are useful side benefits.

As I point out in my 2020 Pacific Research Institute book, 
Winning the Water Wars,54 California built an impressive system 
of water storage and canals up until the 1970s, but since then em-
braced an environmentally focused ethic that has prioritized con-
servation and rationing over infrastructure building. According 
to state statistics, approximately 50% of California’s water flows 
out to the Pacific, with 40% going to agriculture and only 10% 
flowing for urban uses. If the state built more reservoirs and in-
vested in desalination and other storage projects, it could capture 
more water during rainy years and have fewer shortages during 
dry ones. When it comes to business development, drought or 
firefighting, more water is better than less.

In the 1957 “California Water Plan,” which epitomized the 
long-abandoned can-do California way of thinking about water 
infrastructure, state officials laid out a challenge that is even more 
relevant 68 years later: “Today, the future agricultural, industrial 
and urban growth of California hinges on a highly important 
decision, which is well within the power of the people to make. 
We can move forward with a thriving economy by pursuing a 
vigorous and progressive water development planning and con-
struction program; or we can allow our economy to stagnate, 
perhaps even retrogress, by adopting a complacent attitude and 
leaving each district, community, agency or other entity to secure 
its own water supply as best it can with small regard to the needs 
of others.”55

The state has failed to build new reservoirs. It has also failed 
to permit many privately funded desalination plants. It has 
blamed climate change rather than our own complacent poli-
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cies. The state has unfortunately followed the latter course, but 
there’s always time to change our public-policy priorities. Would 
a vigorous water-development policy stop the wildfires that have 
been a fact of life since our state’s beginnings? Of course not. 
But it would mitigate them and make them easier to stop. It’s a 
necessary part of an overall approach that is committed to plac-
ing the lives and needs of Californians above the designs of the 
environmental and no-growth lobbies. The wildfires highlighted 
how California created a massive administrative state that hob-
bles its ability to serve the public, so now it’s time to dismantle 
the impediments.



How California Politicians and Voters 
Destroyed Its Insurance Market 

California’s failed insurance policies directly affect the state’s 
ability to handle the wildfire challenge. Without a thriving 
insurance market, California property owners are left vulnerable 
to wildfire damage—and are unable to quickly rebuild their 
communities after the destruction. And the state’s property 
insurance system is a certifiable mess. Not many California 
residents or politicians—including those in the California 
Department of Insurance—paid much attention to a long-
brewing insurance crisis, but then something shocking took 
place in 2023.

State Farm General Insurance Co. is the state’s largest home 
insurance company, providing nearly 21% of homeowners’ 
policies. It announced that May it would “cease accepting new 
applications including all business and personal lines property and 
casualty insurance.” It blamed “historic increases in construction 
costs outpacing inflation, rapidly growing catastrophe exposure, 
and a challenging reinsurance market.”56 Other insurers followed 
suit. Without a functioning insurance market, California would 
face an unprecedented threat to its economy. State officials acted 
shocked and quickly blamed—drum roll, please—climate change, 
but they had every reason to see this coming.
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Two months before State Farm’s announcement, I had report-
ed in The Wall Street Journal that California insurers were “quiet-
ly” leaving the state.57 The only difference in May was that given 
State Farm’s share of the market, its announcement was no lon-
ger quiet. Two years earlier, I warned in the American Spectator 
that, “In the property insurance area, California insurers had a 
13-year string of profitability, but a variety of wildfires in the last 
few years have led to significant losses. As a result, insurers have 
stopped renewing policies to many homeowners living in wood-
ed areas. The situation is likely to get worse.”58 And worse it got.

I can’t blame the average California homeowner for not pay-
ing much attention to problems in the state’s complex insurance 
market. I have less sympathy for the state’s politicians, who are 
responsible for overseeing these markets. I also found it frus-
trating that so few journalists had covered the issue. Since the 
Los Angeles wildfires, reporters and commentators nationwide 
have understandably focused on the problem—but prior to 2023 
a reader would find little information about it. That’s astound-
ing given that the issue has festered since 1988, although it got 
much worse in recent years after the spate of wildfires from 
2018 to 2020.

In the 1980s, auto insurance premiums were spiraling out of 
control largely as the result of an infamous 1979 California Su-
preme Court decision, Royal Globe v. Superior Court. As a 2023 
report from the International Center for Law & Economics ex-
plained, the decision “created precedent that third parties could 
bring action against a tort-feasor’s insurer, even if they were not 
party to the insurance contract in question. What followed was 
an explosion in insurance-related litigation, as the number of 
auto-liability claim filings in California Superior Court rose by 
82% between 1980 and 1987, and the severity of claims rose by a 
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factor of four.”59 Auto rates soared and—this being California—
voters turned to the initiative process to address the problem.

The state’s high court reversed the decision in 1988, but the 
same year voters faced competing insurance-related initiatives on 
the statewide ballot. They approved, by a narrow 51%-to-49% 
vote, arguably the worst of the batch, Proposition 103.60 Au-
thored by consumer activist Harvey Rosenfield, the measure cre-
ated a prior-approval insurance system, by which the insurance 
commissioner had the power to approve rate increases or even 
demand rate rollbacks. The initiative also turned the insurance 
commissioner into an elected position, thus creating the incen-
tive for the commissioner to disapprove rate requests. Not many 
elected officials want to be known as the person who raised vot-
ers’ insurance rates. Although Royal Globe mainly affected auto 
insurance, voters approved this initiative that applied to auto and 
property insurance rates.61

In a typical market system, companies can charge what they 
choose and consumers can pick from the products and services 
offered by competing companies. The competition keeps the rates 
down. After Prop. 103, insurance companies had to navigate a 
long and bureaucratic process to get rate hikes. They could ask 
for no more than 6.9% in one hearing, although the commis-
sioner could mandate a rate reduction if he chose. And insurers 
were required to pay public “intervenors” who would supposedly 
represent the public in opposing any such hikes. You’re probably 
not surprised to learn that the main intervenor, which earns mil-
lions of dollars from its work, is a group called Consumer Watch-
dog—the successor group to the one founded by Rosenfield, the 
initiative’s author.
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After a series of costly wildfires and unable to adjust rates to 
reflect risk, insurers then started pulling back from our market. 
The International Center for Law & Economics continued:62

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, California’s 
market was saddled by availability issues stemming 
from a series of historically costly wildfires. California 
homeowners’  insurers posted a combined underwriting 
loss of $20 billion for the massive wildfire years of 
2017 and 2018 alone, more than double the total 
combined underwriting profit of $10 billion that 
the state’s homeowners’ insurers had generated from 
1991 to 2016. Partly in response to those losses, as 
well as the inability to adjust rates expeditiously, the 
numberof non-renewals of California residential-
property policies grew by 36% in 2019, and new 
policies written by the state’s residual-market FAIR 
Plan surged 225% that same year.

The FAIR Plan stands for Fair Access to Insurance Require-
ments. It’s the state-created, industry funded, bare-bones insurer 
of last resort. Because insurers have been fleeing, many of the Los 
Angeles wildfire victims were uninsured, underinsured or depen-
dent on this “it’s better than nothing, but not by much” insurance 
program. There’s now much talk of its possible insolvency, which 
would further burden insurers (who must bail it out partly based 
on the share of the market in the state), which would then en-
courage more of them to flee. It’s a potential death spiral.

The state in February 2025 allowed the plan to impose $1 bil-
lion of assessments on insurance companies to keep it afloat, but 
as the New York Times reported,63 that “move is likely to drive up 
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insurance costs for homeowners across the state” and “marks a 
perilous new stage for California’s home insurance market,” as 
the bailout increases pressure on insurers to leave. It’s hard to 
quickly fix an insurance market that’s been on shaky ground for 
so many years.
   There is some hopeful news. Democratic Insurance Com-
missioner Ricardo Lara received intense (and well-deserved) 
criticism for his inexplicable state-funded luxury travel to con-
ferences and whatnot across the globe. Nevertheless, he imple-
mented some of the main reforms that the industry had called for 
over the years. They basically allow insurers to charge rates that 
better reflect market conditions and their risk. Almost everyone 
at this point realizes that higher-priced policies are better for 
consumers than no available policies.

First, Lara’s Sustainable Insurance Strategy64 allowed insurers 
to use catastrophe models, which only makes sense if climate 
change is the huge problem that state officials claim. Instead of 
relying on past claims history to predict future losses, this allows 
them to take into account higher risks stemming from a poten-
tially hotter climate. Second, it allows insurers to factor rising re-
insurance rates into their premiums. Reinsurance is the insurance 
that insurance companies buy. By using it to protect their assets, 
they can write more policies—and that’s exactly what California 
needs now: more policies. Reinsurance costs have been rising.

As I wrote in The Orange County Register,65 “Lara is speeding 
up the rate-review process, which has become a time-consum-
ing, costly and frustrating mess. He’s pushing for a 60-day review 
timeline—and came up with a realistic plan that forces insur-
ance-department officials to provide detailed reasons if they can’t 
meet that timeline.” He shored up the FAIR Plan and—at one of 
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his junkets to a reinsurance conference in Bermuda—promised to 
tackle outsized intervenor fees, noting that intervenors hold the 
rate process hostage. He’s approved every rate increase proposed 
by the insurance companies. The commissioner didn’t do much 
until the crisis hit and previously implemented some disastrous-
ly bad policies (including one that pushed a major auto insurer 
out of the state), but these policies ought to stave off an industry 
collapse. Indeed, seven insurers have since announced expanding 
underwriting in the state. It’s too early to express relief, but there’s 
reason for hope.66

Despite the progress, this is an asinine system to determine 
the rates of what ultimately is just a product, albeit a very im-
portant one. The proper role of insurance regulation is to make 
sure that companies who offer insurance have the wherewithal 
to pay claims—and to make sure they do indeed pay all legiti-
mate claims. Rate setting is not an appropriate role. It amounts 
to a price control. Wherever price controls have been imposed, 
shortages (and then higher prices) follow. Gasoline price controls 
led to gas lines. Insurance price controls lead to property owners 
becoming uninsured, underinsured or dependent on a financially 
teetering FAIR Plan or on surplus-lines companies that operate 
with little oversight.

Now that the rebuilding process begins, California needs to 
reform its insurance laws so that homeowners and businesses can 
access the policies they need to move forward. And, as a speak-
er at the Stanford conference noted, the lack of insurance can 
destroy the mortgage market, too, as no company will underwrite 
a mortgage on a property that can’t get fire coverage.67 Will the 
state undertake such important work? If the past is a guide, it’s 
hard to be optimistic.



Land Use, Housing and 
Rebuilding Regulations

After the wildfires began their devastation, Newsom issued 
an executive order68 that wisely exempted rebuilding efforts in 
the devastated areas from state environmental regulations. The 
two key provisions are unobjectionable. The first would “Sus-
pend CEQA review and California Coastal Act permitting for 
reconstruction of properties substantially damaged or destroyed 
in recent Southern California wildfires.” The second would “Di-
rect state agencies to identify additional permitting requirements, 
including provisions of the Building Code that can safely be sus-
pended or streamlined to accelerate rebuilding and make it more 
affordable.” The fourth, although vague, also is admirable as the 
governor committed to “working with the Legislature to identi-
fy statutory changes that can help expedite rebuilding while en-
hancing wildfire resilience and safety.”

The order’s third item—“extend protections against price 
gouging on building materials, storage services, construction, and 
other essential goods and services to Jan. 7, 2026, in Los Angeles 
County”69—is counterproductive. When items are in short sup-
ply, allowing prices to fluctuate to reflect their scarcity is the best 
way to get materials into the disaster zone quickly. Prices will 
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moderate as supplies increase. But, nevertheless, three out of four 
isn’t bad—especially in an administration not exactly known for 
its embrace of market economics.

Newsom followed up with a series of orders—good and bad, 
but mostly good—that expedited debris clearance, fast-tracking 
government relief and further expediting local regulatory exemp-
tions. “We will not let overly strict regulations get in the way of 
rebuilding these communities,” he said. “The state stands with its 
local partners to ensure that we cut red tape and make recovery 
as easy as possible.”70 There’s no arguing with his words, although 
it seems unlikely that they are enough to chip away at years of 
burgeoning regulatory barriers.

As mentioned earlier, state officials have long known about 
the impediments placed in the way of housing construction and 
infrastructure by CEQA and the Coastal Act. The state is in 
the midst of a housing crisis, as statewide median home prices 
have soared above $800,000 as of June 2025. Most market-
rate developments, which require discretionary governmental 
approvals, are subject to the long and costly Environmental 
Impact Report process—and frequently are targeted by 
CEQA lawsuits. A private firm had proposed building a water 
desalination plant at an industrial site in Orange County that 
would have met the needs of 10% of the county’s residents, but 
the commission unanimously rejected the projects after years of 
debate and discussion over fears about its effect on ocean plankton 
around the intake valves. Newsom supported the project, but alas 
his commission appointees did not.71

Regarding housing, California Democrats have led the charge 
over several years for various housing bills that have, in a limited 
manner, streamlined CEQA requirements for housing. Senate 
Bill 42372, signed in 2023, created CEQA exemptions to build 
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housing in cities that comply with the state’s housing man-
dates—and even applied to cities in the coastal zone. Senate Bills 
9 and 1073 are other landmark housing laws. SB 9 creates a “by 
right” housing approval for duplexes in single-family neighbor-
hoods and SB 10 does so for multi-family projects along housing 
routes. SB 9 is caught up in the courts.

We’re already seeing a battle over what gets built to replace 
what was destroyed. PRI fellow Kerry Jackson fears that Los 
Angeles officials will be tempted to rebuild the burned-out 
mostly single-family neighborhoods along the lines of the 
city’s master plan. That means design standards that “positively 
transform the urban environment,” and “require careful strategic 
planning and investment” to create “intelligent urban ecosystems 
designed for the humans that live there.”74 In English, it means  
higher densities.

So far, the approach taken by the city and county seems fo-
cused on rebuilding along the “fire-wise” principles that incor-
porate best practices in wildfire resilience. I braced for the worst 
when I saw an article in the environmentalist planning publi-
cation, Planetizen, which reported on rebuilding resources from 
the county’s Chief Sustainability Office and its climate resilience 
officer. But, per the article,75 the office is mainly concerned about 
making sure “practices like building hardening and defensible 
space not only help individual properties but significantly im-
prove neighborhood-scale resilience.”

An article in the left-wing Nation magazine76 focused on dev-
astation in Altadena in the San Gabriel Valley, a city settled by 
African Americans who fled the discrimination of the Jim Crow 
South. To its credit, the publication’s concern—a legitimate one, 
in my view—was assuring that residents there had the resources 
and help necessary to rebuild their community in ways that re-
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flected the history of the city. For instance, architects are “com-
piling a set of plans for the types of houses typically found in 
Altadena—ranches, Mission style, Craftsman bungalows—and 
working with other architects (and, ideally, builders) to stream-
line the design and construction process so that displaced resi-
dents can rebuild as quickly and easily as possible.”77 

That’s great. But there are plenty of reasons to share Jackson’s 
concern. As Reuters reported,78 “As Los Angeles recovers from 
its devastating wildfires, environmental engineers, urban planners 
and natural disaster experts are casting forward with visions of 
what could come next for neighborhoods that have been reduced 
to ash and rubble. Apartment buildings could spring up where 
strip malls and parking lots once stood, with locals walking to 
ground-floor shops, offices and cafes, European-style.” The head-
line calls it a “moonshot moment”—but Los Angeles needs few-
er moonshots and more policies that uphold property owners’ 
rights to rebuild their homes as they please.

So far, most of the re-envisioning talk is just that, talk.  
Beyond the state exemptions from CEQA and the Coastal Act, 
the city of Los Angeles has waived a controversial rule that  
required new construction to be electric-only—overturning a 
ban on natural-gas appliances. Furthermore, the city is taking 
a lenient approach toward “non-conforming” structures, thus  
allowing them to be rebuilt as before as long as they don’t ex-
ceed 110% of the pre-existing size.79 The myriad exemptions give 
wide latitude for affected homeowners to rebuild, which reduces 
concerns that planning agencies might use the destruction as an 
opportunity to force a change in local land-use patterns. But we’ll 
watch and see.
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If California is ever going to address its housing shortages, it 
needs to take lessons from the wildfires and get serious about 
reforming CEQA. The wildfires reinforced that these regulations 
are impediments to construction. Four months after the devas-
tation, we’re still not seeing calls for overturning or revising the 
1970 law, but lawmakers are going further than before. “The effort 
by two Bay Area lawmakers to exempt most urban housing de-
velopments from the state’s premier environmental regulation—
an idea that has drawn some of the state’s most powerful interest 
groups into a fierce legislative debate—just received a prized en-
dorsement from Gov. Gavin Newsom,” CalMatters reported.80 
It’s only one step in the right direction—and the measure applies 
only to urban housing—but it is progress. That’s perhaps one of 
the few silver linings from the wildfires.

https://calmatters.org/housing/2025/03/ceqa-infill-housing-wicks/


Private Approaches Toward 
Improving Resilience

When officials evaluate the wildfire response, they often over-
look the role of private property owners, private homeowners’ as-
sociations and even private insurers in mitigating the ill effects of 
these dangers. Sure they talk about imposing fire-wise building 
standards and mull over troubles in the insurance market, but 
they generally view property owners and companies as people 
and industries to be cajoled and regulated—rather than as crucial 
partners (actually, the leaders) in the process.

Perhaps the strangest example of this came after news reports 
showed that some wealthy Angelenos had hired private firefight-
ers to protect their homes and businesses. “While private fire-
fighting in the U.S. dates back to the 1700s, the controversial 
industry has come under renewed scrutiny,” according to a Janu-
ary 2025 article in CalMatters.81 They primarily “visit the homes 
of typically wealthy clientele as a fire approaches and take pre-
ventive measures.” For instance, former mayoral candidate Rick 
Caruso’s Palisades Village shopping center was saved by a team 
of private firefighters—something that caused a social-media 
backlash given Caruso’s wealth and politics. Democrats in the 
Legislature even tried to ban private firefighters from using pub-
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lic hydrants—a shameful measure that was more about class envy 
and union job protections than improving wildfire protection.82

It’s amazing that such a thing could be controversial, given 
that this is, after all, a country that still values private enterprise. 
More than half of the nation’s firefighters are volunteers.83 And 
the state relies heavily on volunteer prison firefighters who earn 
a pittance. “But critics argue these companies create a two-tiered 
system where the haves get better protection than the have-nots,” 
the article continues. “By law, private firefighters are also sup-
posed to coordinate with local incident commanders, but during 
the wildfire seasons in 2007 and 2017, there were reports of 
private firefighters entering disaster zones without proper co-
ordination, which confused residents and distracted emergency 
responders.”84

That’s just crazy. In these cases, the fires were out of con-
trol. Any additional help was useful. It’s strange to argue that 
it’s wrong to put out fires at some people’s houses because those 
people can afford better protection than others. It’s even more 
counterproductive to complain that private firefighters, who are 
generally as well trained as public firefighters, should stop what 
they’re doing unless they submit to whatever coordination plans 
are offered by bureaucratic officials.

The real reason for the anger (beyond the usual class-warfare 
sentiments involves union job protection. The various firefight-
ers’ unions are powerful in Sacramento. The median total com-
pensation of a state firefighter is around $200,000 a year, with 
median compensation for municipal firefighters much higher 
than that. Transparent California data shows that some LA fire-
fighters earned total compensation packages above $800,000 and 
even $900,000.85 That’s extraordinarily generous—a testament to 
union power, which translates the public’s support for firefighters 
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into enviable pay packages. That power is particularly pronounced 
in local governments, where police and fire are the most muscular 
political players. They often act in a brazen manner.

“California lawmakers have introduced a bill to ban private 
firefighters, like those who saved many buildings in the Palisades 
and Eaton fires, from using public hydrants, saying firefight-
ing is a ‘public good,’” reported Kenneth Schrupp in The Center 
Square. “Assemblyman Isaac Bryan, D-Los Angeles, introduced 
Assembly Bill 1075 with the support of the California Profes-
sional Firefighters Union, which claims private firefighters are 
not trained or equipped as well. ‘They don’t train to the same 
standards,’ said CPF President Brian Rice to Politico regarding 
the bill. ‘They’re not equipped like we are. They’re not profes-
sionals like we are.’”86 It reminds me of the tactics firefighters’ 
unions and their political backers pulled to stop cities from cre-
ating their own fire departments as a way to stretch their budgets 
and boost response times.87 The key proposal involved switching 
to a defined-contribution pension system, so the union went to 
the Legislature (and got a Republican author) to kill any such 
local efforts. It’s all about protecting their sky-high pay and pen-
sions—even if it means hobbling city budgets or keeping private 
firefighters from helping with the wildfire effort.

Some wealthy people and companies did hire pricey private 
firefighters. Why not, as it’s better than letting millions of dollars 
of property to incinerate and possibly take other properties with 
them? But the bulk of them are hired by insurance companies, 
which use them to protect average citizens’ properties and thus 
reduce insurance losses. It’s “a standard part of homeowner pol-
icies in fire-prone states—and in California, they operate under 
state regulations,” NPR reported.88 They’re perfectly legal, work 
with state agencies and most of their work is fire prevention, as 
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they remove debris and other combustible materials prior to any 
encroaching fire. What’s wrong with that? In fact, insurance in-
spectors play a key role in fire protection as they inspect proper-
ties and require property owners to reduce hazards—something 
they must do or lose their policy.

Many homeowners want to harden their properties against fire 
hazards, in particular by clearing brush surrounding the house. 
However, such efforts often need multiple permits. I reviewed 
one typical fact sheet89 from a local government, San Diego 
County, and it contained a lengthy list of permits, considerations 
and approvals that property owners need before clearing out fire 
hazards. State officials are looking at ways to promote fire-wise 
building and retrofit standards, but it would help to first remove 
the obstacles for sensible brush clearance at private residences.

Basically everyone agrees that such standards are useful. They 
emphasize using fire-retardant building materials, creating a de-
fensible space around the structure and landscaping in a manner 
that reduces wildfire risk. In some cases, homeowner associations 
can lead the efforts. In the Sierra Nevada Mountains around 
Truckee, the Donner Tahoe Association90 represents 25,000 peo-
ple with 6,500 homes in the dense forests around Lake Tahoe. 
For decades, the association has actively managed area forests 
and has imposed strictly enforced fire-wise covenants, which as-
sures that area’s homes aren’t consumed by routine wildfires.

In May 2025, the Sierra Sun reported on a “groundbreaking 
move that could reshape wildfire insurance nationwide” as “the 
Tahoe Donner Association has secured a first-of-its-kind policy 
that links premium pricing directly to decades of active forest 
management.”91 In other words, as California struggles through 
an insurance crisis that is leaving many homeowners—especially 
those in wooded areas—without affordable plans or any insurance 
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at all, a major insurer is providing extensive affordably priced 
policies to a subdivision in the midst of a fire-prone area because 
of the fire-prevention efforts that subdivision’s HOA has in place. 
There are lessons here.

As usual, California lawmakers need to stop viewing every 
problem solely through the lens of the public sector and come up 
with ways to incentivize private homeowners and businesses to 
mitigate their fire risks. At the very least, the Legislature and local 
governments need to get out of the way and let private property 
owners, associations and companies implement best practices.



Conclusion: Is There Reason for 
Post-Wildfire Optimism?

Following the wildfires, the governor issued his emergency 
executive orders, but the Legislature also has been putting 
together a package of bills. In April, Newsom signed a bill that 
earmarks $170 million to nature conservancies to focus on land 
management.92 In February, Senate President Pro Tempore 
Mike McGuire, D-Healdsburg, introduced a package called 
the Golden State Commitment that promises a wide range of 
wildfire-prevention, recovery and response measures.

These include, per the senator’s statement, bills (approved by 
the Senate on June 3, 2025) that “Speed-up residential rebuilds; 
provide property tax relief; protect consumers from price goug-
ing; expand insurance protections for small businesses; expand 
protections for homeowners, tenants, and mobile home residents; 
support the rebuilding of health facilities; strengthen penalties 
against bad actors following disasters; provide desperately need-
ed resources for impacted school districts; transition all 3,000 
seasonal CAL FIRE firefighters to full-time, permanent status; 
establish an insurance community hardening commission that 
will ensure more fire-safe communities and homeowners get 
the financial credit they deserve; advance new policies that re-
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quire fire-safe landscaping, setbacks, and inspections in high fire 
hazard zones.”93

As you can imagine, this mish-mash of priorities includes use-
ful measures that reduce rebuilding hurdles and provide tax relief, 
economically illiterate ones that forbid “price-gouging” and un-
solicited offers for properties, giveaways to firefighter unions, and 
decent ones that promote fire-wise building standards. Still, this 
being California, there’s nothing totally awful in the package or 
the governor’s executive actions—and some positive movement 
toward limiting building regulations. It’s more good news than 
bad. Same goes on the insurance front. The situation remains 
troubling, but the latest insurance regulations move in the right 
direction—and we’re seeing a few companies increasing their 
presence in our market. It shouldn’t have taken a crisis to force 
the governor, insurance commissioner and Legislature to act, but 
at least they did finally act.

Los Angeles politicians have yet to face their voters over their 
wildfire preparation and response, but they should worry. Even 
notoriously progressive San Francisco has self-corrected to some 
degree. Voters elected a more moderate new mayor, tougher-
on-crime district attorney (after recalling their progressive DA), 
non-leftist school board members and passed some conserva-
tive-leaning ballot measures.94 It was largely a backlash against 
the city’s increasing crime and public disorder. Simmering anger 
over the mishandling of major wildfires could spark a backlash 
in the city of Los Angeles and Los Angeles County. We’ll see 
if it happens, but it’s not an outlandish thought that the fires 
were enough of a shock to the local political system to usher in 
reform-minded leadership.

After wading through the reams of misinformation, false nar-
ratives, conspiracy theories and hobby horsing that followed the 
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wildfires, economics blogger Noah Smith came to some useful 
conclusions: “(I)f you remained calm, resisted the urge to dunk 
on your political enemies, and watched the situation unfold, I 
think there were a few important signals you could extract … . 
Basically, the lessons I take away from the horrific L.A. fires are: 
The insurance industry as we know it is in big trouble. Climate 
change is making wildfires worse, but there’s not much we can do 
about that right now. Forest management needs to get a lot more 
proactive, but is being blocked by regulation. Wildfire prepared-
ness is just a lot more important than it used to be.”95

That’s fairly obvious, but is a good summary of the key take-
aways. State leaders understand the first point and actually are 
making some progress on it. They refuse to acknowledge the sec-
ond point, even if virtually everyone else understands the limits 
of the state’s climate-change policies. There’s little disagreement 
on the third and the fourth points. So that’s progress. Under-
standing the situation isn’t a solution, but it’s the foundation for 
finding one.

Having watched governors and Legislatures drop the ball time 
and again in my decades writing about our state government, I 
won’t say that I’m optimistic that state lawmakers will learn the 
right lessons from the Los Angeles wildfires. But I am optimis-
tic that LA will rebuild relatively quickly (thanks mainly to the 
energy of the private sector), that the insurance market will even-
tually bounce back, that urbanists won’t have too big of a hand in 
how the city is rebuilt, and that we’ll at least see more discussions 
in the Legislature about reforming CEQA and other building 
impediments, albeit on a limited basis. While the situation could 
be worse, it could be much better. Here is a summary of some of 
the policy takeaways from this booklet.
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Battling governmental incompetence: This is perhaps the 
toughest reform area, as there is no easy button to improve gov-
ernance. The voters make their choice—and it’s not always easy 
to increase oversight and accountability, especially in cities with 
little partisan competition. However, the depth of public anger 
following the Los Angeles wildfires could jump-start political 
debates in the city, which is always a healthy outcome. However, 
California cities are long overdue for debating the nature of their 
union-dominated employment systems. Lost in the fight be-
tween Mayor Bass and former Fire Chief Crowley was the degree 
to which union priorities drive spending policies. Cities such as 
Los Angeles need to reform their pension systems, their overtime 
rules and other employee compensation issues. By achieving cost 
savings in these areas, they can have more money to earmark for 
additional firefighting—and even hire more firefighters.

Improving brush clearance: California’s brush-clearance ef-
forts are inadequate and mired in layers of state and local bu-
reaucracy. For starters, the state needs to step up its funding for 
these efforts—and not just pay lip service to their importance. 
This doesn’t require new expenditures, but merely prioritizing 
them among the long list of spending programs included in Cal-
ifornia’s $325-billion budget. The state could, for instance, shift 
funding from electric vehicle mandates to forest thinning and 
relax utilities’ renewable energy mandates to encourage them to 
harden power poles. I also mentioned the need for tax cuts for 
homeowners to help them upgrade to fire-resistant materials. 
The state should reduce its timber-harvesting rules to encourage 
private brush clearance. And CEQA is always the elephant in 
the room. The state should completely overhaul (or overturn) this 
environmental law, which impedes brush clearance and almost 
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every other project. Lawmakers should consider a pilot proj-
ect—similar to the one I mentioned in Western Australia—that 
reduces the potential for wildfires by aggressively promoting pro-
scribed burns in a targeted region.

Better water policy: This was the subject of my 2020 PRI 
book, Winning the Water Wars. Basically, California needs to get 
serious about increasing its capacity to store water—and not rely 
solely on conservation, which provides only diminishing returns, 
and on managing scarcity. The state should permit privately 
funded desalination plants, complete Sites Reservoir (a long-
planned off-stream storage facility north of Sacramento), expand 
its water-recycling program modeled on Orange County’s 
nation-leading efforts, loosen regulations that restrict water 
trading and store more water during rainy years so we have it 
during droughts. Completing the Delta tunnel(s) project could 
reduce delays in sending water from Tracy to farms and cities 
southward. California needs to prioritize abundance and—here 
it is again—further reform CEQA, so no-growth activists can’t 
delay or stop every proposed water project.

Enacting insurance reforms: California has belatedly enacted 
many of the insurance reforms that are needed to improve prop-
erty insurance availability. It has sped up the rate-review process, 
taken steps to shore up the FAIR Plan, allowed insurers to factor 
rising reinsurance rates into their premium pricing and allowed 
insurers to use catastrophe modeling to set prices. The Depart-
ment of Insurance has approved almost every recent rate hike 
that’s come before it—a necessary albeit painful approach to keep 
insurers from fleeing and further overburdening the FAIR Plan. 
But, ultimately, the state needs to revisit Proposition 103, the 
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1988 ballot initiative that imposed a prior-approval rate system 
that amounts to a system of price controls. Until the state’s voters 
reform this at the ballot box, California’s insurance market will 
not function effectively or efficiently. And shortages will remain.

Rethinking land-use regulations: While I applaud Gov. 
Newsom’s decision to exempt Los Angeles fire victims from the 
Coastal Act and CEQA and his efforts to push through CEQA 
reform during budget negotiations, I’m frustrated that the state 
Legislature never undertakes broad-based, permanent reform of 
the latter (the former would need to go to the ballot box). CEQA 
continues to impede every type of construction. Five years after 
a fire that demolished the town, Paradise—which never received 
such useful exemptions—has not been fully rebuilt. Even with 
the LA exemptions, the rebuilding process is slow, with only 30 
permits so far approved in the two main wildfire areas as of June 
2025 per the state’s dashboard. This speaks to the large amount 
of bureaucracy in the city and county. Local officials need to find 
ways to streamline these building approvals.

Prioritizing privatization: California’s state and local officials 
continue to choose government approaches as their first-reach 
answer to everything. They often dismiss—or even actively op-
pose, in the case of private firefighters—efforts that unleash the 
most energetic part of our economy, the private sector. This “re-
form” requires more of a change in perspective than any particular 
policy. But the state could encourage the creation of homeown-
ers’ associations, such as the one described at the Tahoe-Donner 
Association. Despite being in the midst of a fire-prone forest, 
that community has resisted devastating fires by implementing a 
variety of private restrictions and building requirements. I’d urge 
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California lawmakers to look at these private-sector approaches 
and find ways to promote them in other communities statewide.

California has done some of the right things after the latest 
wildfires, but it’s taken an unprecedented disaster to prod state 
officials into taking even modest productive steps forward. Let’s 
hope the Los Angeles tragedy will indeed serve as a wakeup call 
and that state lawmakers don’t just go back to business as usual 
after it fades from the public’s memory.
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