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long-duration, but the boundary between the forest and the developed area is often more 
defined, which allows for clearer planning, constructed fuel breaks, and defensive tactics 
around structures. 
 
The challenge in Southern California is that we have both conditions layered together. A fire 
may start in flashy fuels below a neighborhood, quickly transition into structure fires as 
embers land on roofs and in backyards, and then run into the forest, heavier brush and 
timber on federal lands, becoming a large, long-duration incident like the Airport Fire. That 
means when we respond, we are simultaneously managing a wildland fire, a structure fire, 
and a federal land incident, often being managed by the initial responding units. 
 
Fire is and always has been part of our natural landscape, but what we are seeing now is not 
the historic fire regime for these ecosystems. Year-after-year fires, prolonged drought, and 
the spread of invasive grasses and weeds have fundamentally altered shrubland ecosystems 
like chaparral and coastal sage scrub. These invasive’s create continuous carpets of fine fuels 
that dry early, carry fire farther and faster, and then re-establish quickly after a burn, along 
with more developments encroaching into the wildand, we are locked into a cycle of shorter 
fire-return intervals, higher intensity, and more frequent structure loss at the edge of 
communities. That is exactly the pattern we see along our coastal slopes and in the canyons 
draining into the Cleveland National Forest. 
 
The financial and life-safety stakes in our region are unmatched. In a place like coastal Orange 
County, a 200-acre fire can destroy tens or hundreds of millions of dollars in property in a 
matter of hours, as the Coastal Fire did in Laguna Niguel. The Airport Fire’s 23,000-plus acres 
included not only federal lands and recreation cabins, but also homes and infrastructure in 
small communities that do not have the tax base to absorb repeated disasters, prompting 
ongoing recovery costs. Layer that on top of the sheer population density of Southern 
California, and every new shrubland ignition in the wildland–urban interface is a life-safety 
emergency for thousands of residents and for the firefighters who respond. 
 
That is why I am here in strong support of Congressman Dave Min’s BRUSH Fires Act, H.R. 
3553. The Act directs the Secretary of Agriculture, through the U.S. Forest Service, to 
complete a shrubland-specific wildfire mitigation study within one year, focused on 
communities within or adjacent to chaparral, coastal sage scrub, and other dry shrub 
ecosystems. It requires the Forest Service to evaluate how effective existing 
wildfire-mitigation methods actually are in shrublands and in high-risk communities, including 
hazardous-fuels treatments, land-use and defensible-space practices, and how invasive 
species and infrastructure contribute to shrubland fire behavior. 
 
For front-line firefighters and the communities we protect, this bill matters because it 
acknowledges that shrubland fire is its own problem—not just a smaller version of a forest 
fire. It will force a hard look at which strategies work under Southern California’s wind, slope, 
and fuel conditions; where we should prioritize treatments in the wildland–urban interface; 
and what policy and budget barriers keep us from doing the right work in the right places. 
The Act specifically calls out invasive grasses and weeds, pushing for science-based 
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approaches that break the invasive-fire cycle and restore more resilient native vegetation 
where people and shrublands meet. 
 
In my view, the BRUSH Fires Act is not an academic exercise; it is a necessary step toward a 
realistic, shrubland-specific playbook for places exactly like the communities my members 
serve. We need detailed mapping of our highest-risk interface corridors, better understanding 
of how fires like the Coastal Fire and the Airport Fire actually behaved across fuels and 
jurisdictions, and clear recommendations for where federal, state, and local agencies should 
focus limited dollars to meaningfully reduce risk. That kind of targeted, science-driven 
understanding will help us design fuel treatments, land-use decisions, and infrastructure 
standards that reflect the blurred reality on the ground. 
 
I urge the Subcommittee to advance the BRUSH Fires Act and to pair it with sustained support 
for implementing its findings in shrubland-dominated, high-value, high-population regions 
like Southern California. Our firefighters are ready to do the work; we need the federal 
government to give us specific science, policies, and tools to match the threats we face. 
 
Thank you for your time and for your leadership on this issue. I look forward to your 
questions. 
 
 
 
Chris Hamm 
President 
Orange County Firefighters 
IAFF Local 3631 
 
 
 


