
From Wildfires to Wildflowers: 
Restoring California's Lands for Climate Stability 

 
California has a new goal to become carbon negative. The state’s carbon emissions 

have been steadily dropping since the passage of AB32 in 2006, but being carbon negative 
means that we’d have to sequester more carbon than we emit. On September 10, 2018, 
Governor Jerry Brown signed an executive order mandating that California be carbon neutral by 
2045 and be carbon negative thereafter. The order immediately garnered a flurry of reactions by 
mainstream news outlets, mostly centered around how impossible this will be. 
 

Not only is massive carbon sequestration and storage possible, it is absolutely 
mandatory at this late stage in the climate crisis. If the rest of the world follows the example set 
by California - and rest assured, the rest of the world is watching - I envision a world where we 
have prevented societal collapse due to the impacts of climate change, while bringing 
biodiversity with its cascading benefits back to the land.  
 

The governor’s executive order is a major opportunity for those of us in the restoration 
community, from weekend volunteers, to non-profit advocates, from ranchers, to government 
regulators, from research scientists to backyard restoration gardeners, to approach policy 
makers with our vision that habitat restoration be a major tool in reaching the governors goal. 
Legislating large scale habitat restoration will build a green labor force, mitigate the effects of 
climate change, take steps towards slowing the sixth great extinction, provide habitat for the 
pollinators we depend on for food, and help build a Green New Deal. 
 

The doubtful tone of the reporting on governor Brown’s executive order is not surprising. 
Centuries of increased urbanization and industrialization have severed our relationship with 
nature. We have lost touch with her forces, needs, power and fragility. From the perspective of 
nature-starved consumers, getting carbon negative, may seem not only impossible, but 
downright ludicrous. News source after news source has portrayed Brown’s initiative as next to 
impossible.  

 
According to an article in the San Francisco Chronicle on Sept 10th 2018, “Removing 

carbon from the atmosphere en masse is a far more daunting task (than powering California 
with renewable energy). While several technologies have been explored — incorporating carbon 
dioxide into concrete, using ocean algae blooms to absorb the gas — none has been deployed 
at scale.”   1

 
It is not only possible to remove carbon from the atmosphere en masse, but actually is 

quite simple and doesn’t require any technology at all, the earth has been doing it since green 
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plants came out of the oceans about 1 billion years ago. Hopefully most of us learned in grade 
school that plants inhale CO2 and exhale the Oxygen that we breath. As I read article after 
article that failed to mention this very simple concept, I felt myself wanting to scream, “just plant 
plants, people!” Instead, the media, from the San Francisco Chronicle, to the Wall Street 
Journal, to the New York Times, presented the following solutions: 
 

● Pumping carbon into concrete to create super blocks for building 
● Inducing massive ocean algal blooms that would sequester carbon dioxide  
● Biofuel-Energy Carbon Capture and Storage (BECCS), producing biofuel crops, 

capturing the emissions and then pumping them into the ground. 
● Capturing carbon from the air using Direct Air Capture, distilling it into fuel (pending 

machinery outfitted for this fuel) and then selling it on the carbon market to offset 
emissions.  

There is not one mention of restoring habitat for carbon sequestration, when current 
research is showing that this in fact could be our single, most promising means of reaching the 
Governor’s goal.  2

 
Direct Air Capture Plant draws CO2 from the atmosphere.  
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So do plants - for free.  

While I feel tremendous dismay at the omission on the part of the mainstream media of 
the solution that to me seems so obvious, I am also filled with hope and a sense of possibility. 
This executive order paves the way for the habitat restoration community to galvanize action 
that lifts up our field while restoring the fields around us. Executive orders in California, 
especially around Climate Change, have shown to be the first step in policy creation that 
actually has resulted in California, not only reaching our carbon emission reduction goals, but 
surpassing them early, while growing the economy at the same time .  3

With this executive order at our backs, we can go bring the message to policy makers 
that carbon negativity is achievable through habitat restoration. We need massive investment in 
research on carbon sequestration through restoration, carbon farming (a method of farming 
which focuses on building soil carbon) and regenerative soils, we need large scale funding to 
ramp up existing habitat restoration projects and launch new ones, and we need to focus this 
funding on grasslands and marshes, the two ecosystems with the largest carbon storage 
potential in California.  4

 
We can expand on the work already underway by focusing our climate stabilization 
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efforts on our grasslands and our marshlands. Marshlands are already a major focus of habitat 
restoration in the Bay Area. The 2016 passage of measure AA set aside $500 million over 20 
years for shoreline restoration as a way to mitigate against sea level rise and storm surge. While 
this funding still needs to be scaled up, the passage of this measure by 70% of voters in all 9 
Bay Area counties, shows that the political will to engage nature based solutions to climate 
change is already there, all we have to do is build on it.  

Turning this kind of attention to grasslands would be another major step. Grasslands are 
the largest ecosystem worldwide, and 25% of California is blessed with grassland prairies. 
Originally these prairies were composed of perennial grasses but today have been largely 
replaced with invasive annual species. California drought encourages our perennial grasses to 
send their roots deeper and deeper into the earth in search of moisture, sequestering carbon as 
they grow. The greater root to shoot ratio of perennial grasses means that most of the carbon 
they sequestered in their lifetime, stays underground. Annual grasses which grow about as 
much above ground as they do below ground, release most of the carbon they sequestered 
over their lifetimes when they die. Land management that favors perennial grasses over the 
invasive annual species that currently dominate our hillsides will build soil carbon over time. We 
must scale up restoration of these grasslands and increase funding for the research that is 
already going on to determine the best means for carbon storage on California grasslands, from 
rotational cattle grazing, to compost application, to strategic mowing, to prescribed burns to a 
combination of all of the above. 

With increased funding, the habitat restoration community can scale up the size of 
existing projects and bring new ones online, continuing to engage the public in the process. We 
can increase programs which involve school children in restoration as not only a way to meet 
basic science curriculum requirements, but also as a way to raise their emotional, physical and 
psychological well being. This will build an educated and engaged citizenry that sees the 
benefits to themselves personally, to their community and to the planet, that connecting with 
nature offers. This activated citizenry can form the political will necessary to keep the focus on a 
climate stabilization strategy, that ceases the damage we are causing, while healing the 
damage we have done. We don’t have to wait until California has switched to renewable 
energies to start sequestering carbon, we can begin today. In fact, many of us already have.  
 

Habitat restoration has cascading benefits beyond sequestering and storing carbon, 
many of which address the most threatening environmental crisis of our times. Our climate is not 
a static idea or fixed entity. It is a malleable, and highly responsive natural system, which means 
that sequestering carbon on a massive scale while continuing to decrease emissions as 
California is doing, will begin to slow and reduce the accumulation of carbon dioxide in the 
atmosphere, stabilizing our climate to a warming level that may be manageable, while mitigating 
the effects of climate change. In California, climate impacts include rising seas, drought and 
wildfires. A restored native perennial grassland is much more resilient to drought than the dried 
up annual grassland we are accustomed to, thus making it less likely to burn as long and as hot 



during the fire season. Restored wetlands act like sponges soaking up rising seas and calming 
storm surge of ocean waters as they push against our coastlines. Wetlands also sequester and 
store carbon at higher rates than other ecosystems. 

As we plant the plants that our local wildlife evolved with, they begin to return to the land, 
thus slowing the massive extinction event we now see ourselves in the midst of. Restoring 
habitat means bringing a diversity of flowering plants back to the land, providing habitat for bees 
and pollinators, which is crucial to saving our bee colonies from collapse and protecting our food 
supply. The act of habitat restoration is an act of intimate involvement with the land. Study after 
study has shown that access to nature improves people’s sense of wellbeing, reducing stress, 
speeding recovery from disease and increasing the emotional, psychological and physical 
development of children . Restoring habitat puts people to work and must be a crucial part of a 5

Green New Deal that invests billions of dollars in healing the environmental damage we have 
done while switching to renewable energies and designing our cities to be in closer functional 
harmony with nature. 
 

The “technology” already exists to reach the governor’s carbon goals. Seeing our 
solution to the crisis of Nature as Nature Herself, might at first be a long stretch for a culture that 
has come to rely on technocratic “progress” and “innovation,” leading to a misguided sense of 
independence from the forces of Nature which ultimately determine our ability to survive. As a 
restoration community, we can offer a different vision, one that brings us into intimate contact 
with the land, that heals us as we work with Her, that brings children outdoors, into the dirt and 
off the screens, that brings communities together and includes greater engagement with, and 
learning from the native peoples who for thousands of years managed this land harmoniously.  

We can set an example that the rest of the world can follow. Habitat restoration must be 
a crucial part of a Green New Deal on the federal level, that invests in our land while investing in 
our citizenry, lifting all boats in the work that needs to be done. Restoring the carbon cycle 
through a multi-pronged approach with habitat restoration as one of its central tenets, does 
more than stabilize global temperatures - it creates the conditions for life to flourish. It creates 
abundance. 
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