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Sacramento and Sacramento County officials: 

Residents are concerned about wildfires as smoke increasingly fills Sacramento’s air. The smoke is not 

just coming from the Sierra Nevada and other rural forests. Wildfires are burning in the heart of the city, 

and in the eastern part of the county along the American River Parkway. 

The fires are burning more often and with greater intensity. Fire departments from other jurisdictions 

are having to assist the Sacramento Fire Department on multiple-alarm calls to sweeping brush fires 

near CalExpo, Discovery Park, Costco, in County Parks from Sacramento to Folsom, and other high-traffic 

locations. One reason parkway fires are becoming a greater threat: climate change. Temperatures are 

increasing as rainfall is decreasing. Another reason: an increase in homeless encampments 

predominantly on the Sacramento section of the American River Parkway. Parkway fires often start in or 

near the camps, where cigarettes, campfires, and stoves provide ignition. 
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Homelessness is a complicated and sensitive issue and due to a lack of public services, is creating public 

health and environmental issues that must be addressed. Sacramento city and county officials have 

failed to provide adequate shelter and other public services to our vulnerable homeless neighbors, 

leaving the American River Parkway to become a de facto homeless shelter for an estimated 750 people. 

The situation on the parkway has gotten worse as the region’s homeless population has grown. 

The result: unprecedented environmental destruction, including massive amounts of garbage, water 

pollution and most distressing, regular wildfires that have destroyed hundreds of acres of habitat. This is 

all putting the homeless and inadvertently the parkway habitat in even more precarious situations. 

 



Concern about the environmental damage from the fires led the Sierra Club, Sacramento Group, to 

study fire reports, examine the reasons for the fires and make recommendations in this report. 

The Sierra Club, through Public Records Act requests, obtained data from the agencies responsible 

for responsible for fire protection on the parkway: the Sacramento Fire Department, the Sacramento 

Metropolitan Fire Department, and the Folsom Fire Department. The reports cover parkway fires from 

2016 through 2021. 

The club’s analysis found: 

• In six years, the departments responded to 536 fires on the parkway. The number of fires rose 

rapidly in recent years, up to 156 last year – three times as many as in 2019. 

 

 

Graphic: Brad Branan 

 

• Approximately 1,266 acres burned during this time, more than a fourth of the parkway. Precise 

figures are not available because the fire departments don’t provide burn areas for fires under 

an acre. For fires listed as less than an acre, the analysis assumes each one was a half-acre. 

 

• Most fires occur on the Sacramento section of the parkway and the increase in fires coincides 

with the stop of enforcement of the anti-camping ordinance.  

 

The environmental impact of the fires on plants and animals has not been documented. But the 

county’s draft American River Parkway Natural Resources Plan notes that fires “have considerable 

impacts on natural resources, including burning vegetation, displacement, or death of wildlife, [and] 

reduction of soil nutrient pools,” among other things. 
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The parkway provides a critical link between the Sierra Nevada and the Central Valley for migratory 

species such as mountain lions and mule deer, according to the draft report. It also provides a home for 

birds, rodents, and reptiles. On the popular mobile app, eBird, 33 of the 100 locations with the most bird 

species in Sacramento County are on the American River Parkway. App users have identified between 

120 and 215 bird species on the parkway, varying by location. 

The fires present risks to firefighters, especially because campers use cooking and heating fuels that can 

explode. The fires present risks to the campers, too, especially those sleeping in densely wooded areas. 

Parkway fires have forced people to evacuate at CalExpo and other locations. High traffic locations next 

to the parkway include Sac State, Garden Highway, Sutter’s Landing, Lake Natoma, and office, 

residential and retail buildings. 

 

 

 

A Great Blue Heron builds a nest in a rookery on the American River Parkway. Image: Brad Branan 

 

Why are fires increasing on the American River Parkway? 

• Temperatures are rising. Last year, California recorded the highest average temperature on 

record for the months of June through August, according to the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration. 



• California is in a drought for the third straight year, after recording the driest January through 

March period on record, during what is typically the rainy season, according to state water officials. 

• Homeless camps are increasing on the parkway. Sacramento County’s chief ranger and Metro 

Fire officials say homeless campers are responsible for most of the fires. 

Key facts support the argument that homeless campers are responsible for many parkway fires: 

• The increase in fires started after Sacramento County stopped enforcing an ordinance against 

illegal camping in 2019, in response to a federal court decision, Martin v Boise, that found local 

governments could not ban camping if they don’t have adequate shelter space. This is one reason illegal 

camping increased dramatically on the parkway. 

• Fire is illegal on the parkway except in designated areas. Yet nearly all parkway fires are started 

by human causes, according to the Sacramento Fire Department. At the camps, the homeless create fire 

risks with cigarettes, cooking, and heating, among other things. Some homeless campers have been 

accused of intentionally setting fires on the parkway. 

 

Encampment on the parkway. Image: Brad Branan 

 

 

• Three-fourths of the fires in the last six years have occurred on one-fourth of the parkway – the 

City of Sacramento portion, where most of the parkway’s homeless camps are located. 
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• More than 90 percent of Sacramento’s parkway fires happen on the north side of the river, 

where a large number of the camps are. 

Parkway fires, 2019-2021 
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What can be done? 

The American River Parkway once represented the best of Sacramento. The parkway was 

created by taking beautiful natural resources – a scenic river, relatively undeveloped riparian 



areas, and oak woodlands – and combining them into a powerful civic vision, led by Sacramento 

County’s first Parks and Recreation Director, William B. Pond. 

The result was a 29-mile greenbelt providing a literal and figurative link between Sacramento 

and Folsom and the communities in between. The parkway has been called the “jewel of 

Sacramento” and received recognition in national publications. 

But in many regards, the parkway has come to represent the worst of the community, a place 

that shows our inability to deal with a civic crisis – homelessness – and a place many people 

avoid.  

To reduce destructive wildfires on the parkway, the Sacramento County Board of Supervisors 

must continue to fund fire protection efforts along the parkway, including regular brush 

removal.  

The county and the city must create more places for the homeless to safely stay. The county, 

which has enforcement authority throughout the parkway, needs to resume enforcement of 

the illegal camping ordinance, but only when it can meet the demands set forth in the Martin v 

Boise federal court decision. The city took a step in that direction when the City Council recently 

voted to put a measure on the ballot in November that would require the city to enforce an 

anti-camping ordinance but only when it has enough shelter space. The county should consider 

sending a similar measure to voters. Both the city and the county should invest in “safe ground” 

locations where large numbers of homeless people can stay in tents, or camper vans/trailers. 

They should also invest in more indoor shelters, and different types of permanent housing, such 

as the “tiny homes” recently completed for the homeless in San Francisco. Without some 

permanent housing, some homeless people will inevitably return to the parkway. The city, 

county and state must also provide mental health, drug and alcohol treatment and other 

support services to the homeless. 

Action is needed immediately. Federal fire weather officials predict Sacramento County and 

other parts of Northern California will face above normal risk for major fires starting in June.  



 

Campfire on parkway, April 12, 2022. Image: Brad Branan. 
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