special report

Living with \Jglleisiys

Last summer’s fires were among the nation’s worst.
- Experts believe more destructive fires
are in our future. Now is the time
to prepare for the coming fire season

By Matthew Jaffe

January 2001: A defensible land pe helped firefighters save a rural home from wildfire in San Diego County.
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or near wildhire country, understanding these truths may indeed make all the difference.

The West is meant to burn

ire is both integral to the
West and  generally  ig-
nored—a  natural force
that is an enduring threat
but nevertheless remains
out of mind for most people. When
fire does arrive on a large scale, as it

chicd last year, we are reminded that it
is one concern truly shared by all of
us who live in the West.

part of a t
rend that has seen fires burning
more acreage with a greater intensiry.
Drought, dying trees, the buildup of
vegetation as a result of long-standing

Last fire season v

fire-exclusion policies, and logging
and land-use  practices that have
altered the forests’ natural mix all
contributed o the onset of a historic
fire on

The most significant factor was also
the most inescapable one: The West
is meant to burn. From the coastal
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chaparral of Southern California 1o
the lodgepole pine forests of Yellow-
stonge Mational Park, most of our na-
tive plants are adapted to fire as part
of their life cycle.

“Instead of thinking of fire as a cata-
strophe, we need to accept it as a part
of nature,” says Paul Alaback, associ-
ate professor of forest ecology at the
University of Montana. “If we think
we're going to exclude fire from the
West, it's just not going to happen.”

Two basic facts distinguish the cur-
rent threat from that of 100 years ago:
Forests a century ago were healthier,
and back then relatively few people
lived in fire-prone arcas. Today forests
are more vulnerable to catastrophic
wildfire, and millions of us now live in
what is referred o as the wildland-
urban interface.

That term is a catchall for different
kinds of residential development
found in the fast-growing rural West
{sce map, at right): subdivisions that
bump up against open space and
places where housing is mixed into
areas of natural vegetation and wood-
land. The vegetation in these interface
areas makes them prone o fire in a
way that urban landscapes are not,

More people living near wildlands
also increases the chance of blazes ig-
niting. The situation demands an in-
creased vigilance and understanding
that the public has not always shown,
“Fire,” says Alaback, “forces us o reex-
amine the basic notion that we can
play by our own rules.”

A year of big fires
he 2000 fire season first
seared its way into the
public consciousness last
May when a prescribed
fire (one deliberately set
in order to burn off excess vegetation)
in New Mexico got out of control, 1t
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quickly burned across the centuries,
racing from lands surrounding the an-
cient Native American cliff dwellings
of Bandelier National Monument be-
fore surging into the birthplace of the
atomic bomb, Los Alamos—one of a
growing number of Western commu-
nities where suburb and wilderness
meet. That fire destroved 235 homes.

As the season continued, fires
burned through Mesa Verde National
Park, sending columns of smoke
56,000 feet into the air, Fires halved
rafting runs on ldaho's Salmon River
and consumed vast stands of pon-
derosa pine near Flagstaff. In the Bit-
terroot Valley outside Missoula, Mon-
tana, smoke from nearby wildlires
kept city residents indoors during
much of August, creating a sicge men-
tality heightened by the rumblings of
World War 11 firehghting aircraft mak-
ing one sortie alter another,

In California, the unusually long
fire season extended into the new
vear, Wildfires threatened hundreds
of Southern California homes just
before Christmas and ushered in
2001 east of San Diego by burning
more than 10,000 acres and costing
S10 million o fight,

As serious as the events were,
some fire professionals point out
that things could have been far
worse, Bob Mutch, a fire consultant
with nearly 50 years of expericnce,
has weathered bad years, But none
of those compares 1o the Great Fires
of 1910, the enduring standard for
Western wildfires, “When you get a
really tough vear, people always want
o compare it to 1910," he says. “In
the past, 1 never bought into those
comparisons. But this time it made
the hair stand up on the back of my
neck 1o think what would have hap-
pened if the big winds had come up.
If we had had 36 hours of winds like

they had in 1910, the northern Rock-
ies would have been devastated.”

Forest as tinderbox
he great fires of 1910
burned more than 3 mil-
lion acres in ldaho and
Montana, most of them
within two critical days.
During what became known as the
Big Blowup, firestorms
towns and killed 85 people, most of
them hrefighters.

The 1910 fire also traumatized the
fledgling U5, Forest Service, influenc.
ing its policies for generations to
come, The agency adopted strict ex-
clusion policies culminating in the
“10 am. rule,” which stipulated that
any fire should be extinguished by the
morning after its discovery. The Forest
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Service policy of fire exclusion had a
popular public fice: Smokey Bear.

In addition, the rigid exclusion
mentality institutionalized a resis-
tance to the idea of prescribed burns,
Fire scholar and Arizona State Uni-
versity Professor Stephen | Pyne
sums up the legacy of 1910: “Fire-
fighting had defeated fire lighting.”

The number of acres burned did
indecd plunge as the 20th century
progressed, but hre danger was inex-
orably increasing, “A wildfire,” savs
the University of Montana's Alaback,
“is a response to events that hap-
pencd 100 vears ago, one vear ago,
and even last week.”

In some areas, overgrazing led o
a decline in native grasses that once
covered the floors of ponderosa pine
and mixed conifer forests. Those
grasses, which burned frequently in
low-intensity fires, were replaced by
more volatile ground covers and tree
seedlings. Past logging practices such
as clear-cutting also altered the forest
mix, encouraging the growth of stands
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are adapted to frequent low-imensity burns but are now vuinerable 1o catastrophic

crown fres due to fuel buldun. They often grow with mimed contar fonests, wiech

CHAPARRAL: Fuel-laden shrub community produces fast-maving firestorms,
particularty during Santa Ana wind condilions.
PONDEROSA PINE/MIXED CONIFER: Pondensa pineg grows in

dryland areas and is the most common forest community in the West. Ponderosas

iy inClude Dougias fes and lodgepole, sugarn, of Jelney pines

of single-age trees that, because of
their dense growth, were immensely
vulnerable to fire. The continuing pol-
icy of fire exclusion allowed these new
fuels to build up, and the timber in-
dustry argues that limits on logging in
recent vears have allowed fuel loads o
further accumulate,

When the inevitable fires do occur,
these additional fuels burn hotter
and higher than the surface fires that
many Western trees are adapted o,
Fire consultant Mutch recalls seeing
fires burning in ponderosa forests
near his property in the Bitterroot
Valley last summer, Instead of Hames

How the West

has burned
1988-2001

Yallowslone 1988: Hstons lings
Basrrsed 1.2 mdlion acnes in and
argund thix natonal park

Awbrey Hall 1880: 21 homes and
3,353 acres burned on the out
shirts of fast-growing Bend,

Paint 1990: Hurnan-causad lirg
destroyed GEG structunas near

Santa Barbara.
Firegtorm 1881: Wind-driven fines
near Spokane furred o 35,000

acra blare thal ravaged 114 homes,
Tuninel 1961 Oakland/Barkeley
Hills firg klled 25 people and
destroyed 2,843 housas plus

433 apartments.

Laguna Canyon 1993: 366
homes destroyed in affluent, hilty
area of Laguna Beach

Topanga 1983: Classic Soulharmn
Calornia fira, drrsan by Santa Ana
warils, cestroyed 411 structures.
South Canyon 1884: 14 frefighters
kiled in Colorado blowup.
Hochdertfer 1996: Charmod
16.400 acres near Flagstaf,

Cerro Grande 2000: Burned
47,650 acres and destroyed 350

structures in Los Alamas,

Clear Creek 2000: Cna of many
wikdfiress i lckaha and Momana that
torchied nearly 2.3 millon acres.
Valley Complex 2000: Sanses of
fires in Batterroot Vakey burmed
356,000 acras, 240 structures
Viejas 2001: Hurnan-caused fire
purned mone than 10,000 acres

east of San Diego

2 1o 3 feet tall, these, he estimartes,
reached at least 100 feet. When
flames get that large, the resulting
crown fires can kill mature pon-
derosa pines that have survived less
intense surface blazes, The searing
heat also fuses the soil into an imper-
meable laver that increases runoff

bﬂﬂ: Idaho and Montana wildfires kill 85 and burn more than 3 million acres, mostly during the two-day Big Blowup. 1913: Prototype

pulaski, combining ax and mattock, is designead by firefighter Ed Pulaski, 1923z A firestorm destroys 584 structures in Barkeley.
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and stream sedimentation and slows
the forest’s ability to recover,

Due to forestation practices over
the last century, we are now battling
fires that burn with a severity of our
own making—fires that are the prod-
uct not of natural fire cycles, but of
the disruption of those cycles,

While scientists have recognized
the role of fire in woodlands for
years, policymakers have been slow
to act—in part because of cost. But
big fires have a way of grabbing peo-

C West

century ago,” says Martos A. Hoff
man, executive director of the South-
west Forest Alliance. He goes on o
explain that these forests regener-
ated without the benefits of the nat-
ural fire cycle, creating dense stands
of younger trees that were danger-
ously susceptible to fre. But the al-
liance's 37-acre test plor bears littde
resemblance  to the  ponderosa
forests nearby. With its grassy clear-
ings between small clusters of ma-
ture trees, the grove has the parklike

ple’s attention, includ-
ing that of politicians,

were few. Still, prescribed burning
has its detractors—especially burns
near communities, where the risk to
structures is greatest and smoke can
be a problem for residents.,

As for thinning, there remains cone
debate  regarding  the
proper degree of cutting, compli-
cated by questions about a forest’s
original composition and about cost:
Logging companies need to turn a
profit. Some environmentalists fear
that forest restoration will become a
justification  for  in-
creased logging of ma-

siderable

Last October, Presi-
dent Clinton signed a
major  hill  allocating
$1.8 billion in fire man-
agement funds to reha-
bilitation of forest and
rangeland, assistance o
rural fire departments,
and an upgrade of fire-
fighting capabilities. Of
that amount, $240.3

Millions of acres

Acres of forest burned in the United States
from 1916 to 2000

ture  and  old-growth
timber. Hoffman sums
it up: "Does the econ-
omy or ecology drive
the decisions#”

Letting it burn

nother op-
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million will go toward

1920 1930 1940 1950 1960

1870 1980

fuel reduction efforts,
especially in critical wildland-urban
interface arcas.

Reducing forest fuels
tis Fall 2000, 1 am in northern
Arizona near Flagstaff for a
firsthand look at pilot projects
that may become models for
forest fuel reduction, Such re-
duction is an essential element of
most programs designed to reduce
the threat of catastrophic wildfire.

A light October snow has dusted
the crest of the distant San Francisco
Peaks, but the forests at lower eleva-
tions are dry and bathed in a golden
light. The grove we are standing in is
part of the world's largest ponderosa
pine forest.

“This arca was logged heavily a

feel of the original ponderosa forests
described by early Western pioneers
before the timber was logged: forests
of rees so widely spaced that settlers
could easily ride horses two abreast
among the pines. Since the alliance’s
fuel reduction project began in 1998,
Hoffman says 50 percent of the fuel
load in the test plot has been elimi-
nated through light burning and se-
lective thinning, technigques that
other experts agree are best for
restoring our forests.

Although prescribed burns were
heavily criticized following the Los
Alamos inferno, Hoffman maintains
that thev're effective. From 1995 wo
1999, the number of acres federal
agencies treated with fire more than
doubled; out-of-control incidents

tion  for

1. fuel re-

:E duction is

1830 2000 ‘% o allow
! naturally oCCurring

fires to burn. Mutch savs that during
last season’'s fires, abour 70,000
acres  in the  Selway-Bitterroot

Wilderness in Idaho and Montana
were permitted w  burn—under
close scrutiny—as part of a long-
standing prescribed burn stravegy
there. Ranging from lower-elevation
stands of ponderosa pine to higher
elevation lodgepole forests, these
wilderness blazes burned according
to natural patterns before reaching
areas previously burned, where their
intensity diminished. These fires
were not catastrophic infernos but
rather a life-giving natural event for
the forest,

Paul Hefner, a fire staff officer for
the Payetre National Forest who

served as a national incident com-

1835: The 10 am. nule mandates fires be out by midmoming the day after detection. 1939: Smokejumping beging in Washington. l
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Going up in flames: Last fire season more than BE2 homes were lost to wildfires
nationwide —in spite of some 52 billion in federal firefighting funds.

mander last summer, says that even
in nonwilderness areas, fires can be
allowed o burn—provided that con-
ditions fall within mandated safery
standards and land management ob-
jectives. Letting fires burn can help
the environment and frees up fire-
fighting resources for immediate
necds—most typically threats to lives
and private property.

Sometimes, says Pat Durland, a
Bureau of Land Management fire
management specialist at the Na-
tional Interagency Fire Center in
Boise, the imperative to protect
property  diverts  firefighting  re-
sources., Durland says firefighters
end up leaving wildlands to protect
homes and structures that can be
quickly rebuilt. “In the process
they're leaving behind areas that may
take 50 or 100 years 1o recover. And
then people come back to a house
standing among blackened trees and
decide they don't want to live there
anymore.”

Hefner has also seen this scenario
play out: “The political reality is that
taxpayers expect a service from wild-
land fire agencies. We do evervthing
we can to give that to them.”

The home front
ith  more
erners  building
their homes in the
wildland-urban in-
terface, the line
between community and wilderness
is blurring. Firefighters’ ability to pro-
tect both homes and ecosystems will
increasingly depend on how home-
owners prepare their property,

While there is no minimizing what
people in Los Alamos and other com-
munities suffered, a study by Jack
Cohen of the Forest Service's Fire
Sciences Laboratory in Missoula re-

Wiest-

vealed that in some cases simple
maintenance and prevention mea-
sures by property owners could have
saved homes. Some of the greatest

losses in Los Alamos occurred not in
firestorms but from lower-intensity
surface fires. Cohen's study revealed
that pine needles, dead leaves, and
debris and plantings around build-
ings brought fire to structures. In
some cases, fire spread directly from
building to building.

For years it has been recom-
mended that homes be built with fire-
resistant materials and that home-
owners create a defensible space
around their land. Still, homeowners’
habits can be tough to change,

For example, a report on the 1923
Berkeley fire, which destroved more
than 580 structures and left 4,000
people homeless, cited numerous
correctable factors that contributed
to the devastation: wood shingles, a
lack of fircbreaks in the hills, the
presence of highly flammable exotic
vegetation, problems with the water
distribution system, buildings too
close ogether, even a shortage of
fire hose.

Almost 70 vears later, the 1991
Tunnel fire in the hills of Oakland
and Berkeley destroyed more than
3,000 buildings and killed 25 people.
Postfire reports showed that it raced
through a eucalyptus forest, burned
wood-shingled  buildings, and
jumped narrow, winding streers that
couldn’t accommodate fire trucks,
Even when the trucks could make it
into the hills, hose couplings didn't
always match fire hyvdrant outlets,

If the fires of 2000 and an under-
standing of the West's ccology can
teach us anything, it is that every
homeowner should prepare now for
the fires to come—whether they end
up arriving in 2001 or 2020. Once a
fire does ignite, the time for deci-
sions will have long since passed. As
Norman Maclean writes about the ir-
reversible moment when a Montana
wildfire blows up into a deadly
firestorm: “Whatever the future, it
was all to take place here, and soon.”

| 1944 First Smokey Bear poster appears. 1949: 13 firefighters die in Mann Gulch. 1961: 500 structures destroved in L.A.'s Bal-Alr fire,
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in your community

Before, during, and after a
wildfire, organization and
involvement help

B When Gary Marshall, fire marshal in
Bend, Oregon, heard thar Safeco In-
surance wanted to buy the city some
new fire equipment after it suffered
its second major wildfire in six years,
he questioned if it would be the best
investment for the community.
“When vou have a subdivision with
250 homes and 200-foot Hames mov-
ing toward
equipment isn't going to save much,”
Marshall recalls thinking. 5o he sug-
gested that Safeco instead spend the
money on a comprehensive long-

it, one more piece of

term public education program. To-
day Bend's FireFree campaign is a
prime example of how Western cities
are getting citizens actively involved
in reducing the fire threat to their
COMMUMItes.

Bend, Oregon: FireFree
he  FireFree  program
uses videos, billboards,
and outreach programs
to raise awarcness of the

threat

that exists in this high-desert commu-
nity at the base of the Cascade Range.

Cheatgrass, sagebrush, manzanita,

and ponderosa pine are all part of the

volatile ground fuels mix that sur-
rounds the fast-growing city. Bend’s

formidable  fire

newer residents had  licele under-
standing of the challenges the local
environment poses,

Marshall sees the FireFree program
as a long-term effort to change public
attitudes and fire-safety behaviors, It is
critical not only 1o raise awareness of
the fire threat, but also o overcome

Community fuel reduction programs—like this one near Flagstaff, Arizona, where

volunteers remove dead trees and brush—reduce the threat of catastrophic wildfire.

preconceptions that a fire-safe land-
scape is an ugly landscape. “We're not
suggesting a concrete bunker and
a moonscape,” says Marshall, “We're
just asking that people give them-
selves a chance by creating a defensi-
ble space around their homes.”
Videos and educational materials help
outline effective measures that home-
owners can take, including clearing
brush and installing landscapes that
won't add to the fire threat.

After work began in late 1996,
Bend held its first of two FireFree
weekends, in the spring of 1998, On
these weekends, public and private
agencies offered o haul away debris
cleared out by residents of 10 vulner-
able neighborhoods. Over the course

of those weekends, says Marshall,
9,000 cubic yards of debris went to
the dump to be recyeled as mulch.

Yer problems remained. Despite
having cleared away a huge volume
of material, residents hadn't always
done it in a way that made their
homes safer. That meant additional
education efforts, including door-to-
door visits by volunteers,

Community commitment remained
high in 1999, even as the program
changed. Instead of hauling away de-
bris, the county opened the landfill
free of charge for two weekends. The
savings for residents were minimal,
bt the target date for clearing vegeta-
tion helped motivate efforts.

“We had people lined up bumper
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o bumper,” savs Marshall, “There
were 3,500 participants and we col-
lected 8,800 cubic vards—almost as
much as when we did the hauling
ourselves.”  Last

built on success:

SUMMEr, SUCCEss
4,000 residents
cleared out 11,000 cubic yards.

Pat Durland, a Bureau of Land Man-
agement fire management specialist,
says this tvpe of homeowner participa-
tion represents an important shift in
attitude. When it comes to fire, he
says, Aamericans have long adopted a
911 mentality, assuming their homes
could be saved with a phone call. With
wildfires, a phone call may not help,

“In Australia, they tell homeowners
in wildlands that they 're on their own
and emphasize what people need o
do before a Aire starts,” he says, “They
get the message that the most effec-
tive protection involves the structure
and the 100 feet around it, and it's
the homeowner who has that respon-
Bend has brought that mes-
sage home and provided means for

sibiliny.”
homeowners to act on it

Topanga, California:
Taking charge
et in a beautiful steep-
witlled canvon that runs 1o
the Pacific, Topanga is an
unincorporated commu-
nity that embodies the ex-
tremes of life in Southern California.
Much of the time it is a litde bit of
heaven, a place close o both namre
and Los Angeles,

But Topanga is also classic South-
ern California fire and flood country,
with at least one major wildfire in
each decade of the past 80 vears. In
1993, a fire driven by Santa Ana
winds hit Topanga, destroying 411
homes and killing three people.

One of the biggest problems during
that disaster was getting and dispens-
ing accurate information, especially in
Topanga’s isolated canyon enclaves,
As a result of the fire and ensuing con-

fusion, resident Pat Mac Neil and
other locals started the grassroots
Topanga Coalition for Emergency Pre-
parcdness. The coalition found that
time 1o build support for a commu-
nity fire program is when the embers
are still hot and smoke is in the air,
Along with supplying fre-prepared-
ness information, the coalition has
organized to deal with a disaster as
it happens. Volunteers have ham
radio—cguipped  cars o provide
timely close-to-home information on
road conditions and fire movement.
Evacuation sites—including a shelter
for animals—have been setup, and 20
volunteers stalf a hotline during fire,
earthquake, and flood emergencies.
In 1996,
tested as fires in the Santa Monica
Mountains burned close o Topanga.
The hotline received more than 900
calls from residents, and the commu-

the new SYSLCem wias

nitv's Emergency Operations Center
remained open for 36 hours straight.

“You don't need a grear deal of
funds,” Mac Neil says of a program
that costs about $12,000 annually.
“What vou do need is dedication and
a caring for the community. Only a
small percentage of the problems
that come up can be dealt with by
911, People will need o ke care of
themselves, their families, and their

Resources

FireFree. |

Topanga Coalition for Emer-

gency Preparedness.

Missoula County Fire Protection
Association. Ir
fire

own neighborhoods,”

Bitterroot Valley,
Montana: After the fires
ne of the hardest-hit
areas during the fires
of 2000
tana's Bitterroot Yal-

was Mon-

leyv., But even as the
fires continued to burn more than
356,000 acres of forest, work was
started o reduce the risk of the
flooding and mudslides that often
occur after a major fire,

The apparatus for community in-
volvement was already in place thanks
1o the Bitter Root Resource Conserva-
tion and Development Agency, where
a paid coordinator works with indi-
viduals and groups on local and rural
issues. Trained county, state, and fed-
eral crews eventually handled the
heavier jobs, but a volunteer organiz-
the Bitterroot Interagency Re-
covery Team (BIRT), worked on such

Lion,

projects as planting, seeding, mulch-
ing, and fence replacement.

Many of their efforts wok place on
private lands, where no one agency
wias ina position o address problems,
savs Nan Christianson, Fire Responsc
Project team leader for the Bitterroot
BIRT, she says, also
helped speed up rehab work by pro-
viding a direct outlet in the commu-
nity for grant funds as they came in.

More than 800 area residents vol-

Mational Forest.

unteered for the team, helping re-
store 123 acres and prowet 25 prop-
erties. Volunteers included a class of
fourth graders who sprinkled native
seeds on the property of an elderly
man who was unable o do it him-
self. “It meant a lot that the kids
were able o do something w help,”
says Josette Hackett, a volunteer co-
ordinator with BIRT. “They missced
the summer of 2000, and this work
shifted their focus off the devasta-
tion of the fire and onto something

positive.” — M. [,

[1965: BLM and Forest Service's Great Basin Fire Center opens in Boisa. 1970: Fires burn 567,508 acres in California, kiling 19 pala.
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1975: 1,791,327 acres burn, the lowest total between 1960 and 2000. 1982: Nomman Maclean's Young Men and Fine published.
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