Preparedness

On May 9th, 2008, California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed an Executive Order S-03-08 (see appendix), designed to bolster the state’s preparedness for a long, dangerous fire season by increasing the state’s firefighting resources and raising public awareness of the early, very dry fire season. The order directed CAL FIRE and other state agencies to take immediate action to prepare and protect the state from wildfire by:

· Increasing firefighting staffing

· Mobilizing aerial resources

· Coordinating military resources

· Helping local governments prepare

· Boosting public awareness and preparedness

· Enforcing fire prevention laws

· Directing intergovernmental coordination and action

CAL FIRE immediately began gearing up, by hiring additional fire prevention inspectors to concentrate on assuring compliance with “defensible space” requirements, by hiring additional firefighters and bringing back retired Fire Captains and Fire Apparatus Engineers to staff reserve engines, by hiring personnel to reopen shuttered fire lookouts, and recalling retired, experienced dispatchers and command staff to beef up command and control systems. Hiring of additional personnel created a significant training workload, not only for new hires, but to bring returning personnel back up to speed with mandated safety refresher training. Training efforts at the state Fire Academy and regional training facilities were accelerated, but some classes would still be in session when the first lightning bolt struck. The convoluted state hiring process would result in dozens of vacancies at the critical captain and engineer levels at the start of the lightning siege, making it impossible to keep up with the demand for qualified fireline supervisors and safety officers during the siege.

To bolster its air attack capability, CAL FIRE exercised early contract start dates for the DC-10 “Supertanker” (Tanker 910, with 12,000 gallon capacity) and its lead plane to be immediately available from their home base in Victorville. An additional heavy airtanker, a Douglas DC-7 (3,000 gallon capacity) was contracted for and assigned to the Chico Air Attack Base. CAL FIRE accelerated annual maintenance of its own fleet of Grumman S2-T (1,200 gallon capacity) airtankers and OV-10 Bronco air tactical aircraft and began deploying them to air attack bases in advance of their scheduled in-service dates.

Working with the Office of Emergency Services (OES), CAL FIRE officials met with National Guard leadership to identify which guard resources (especially helicopters and bulldozers) would be available during the course of the expected long fire season. Annual joint training exercises over the past several years have greatly increased the value of National Guard assets to California’s wildland fire protection system. The Guard’s commitment would be greatly increased during the lightning siege.

CAL FIRE officials made every effort to enable quick processing of grant applications and timely transfer of funds to local government agencies attempting to increase their wildfire hazard mitigation projects and improve their wildland fire suppression capabilities. Additional funding was provided to the five Contract Counties to initiate similar preparedness measures.

To bolster the staffing of hand crews, the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) assigned additional inmates to the correctional training centers to undergo basic firefighter training before assignment to a Conservation Camp. CAL FIRE is currently funded for 196 fire crews (down from a peak of 231 crews in 1991) assigned to 39 Conservation Camps around the state. These inmate firefighters are a very important part of the wildland fire protection system, and save taxpayers millions of dollars each year in labor costs.

On the fire prevention side, in addition to the increased inspections for defensible space compliance, CAL FIRE stepped up its public education fire prevention effort, and its support to local governments attempting to adopt new clearance requirements around structures in very high fire danger areas of cities (e.g. the Oakland and Berkeley hills) and to comply with new provisions of the Building Code requiring use of ignition-resistant building materials for structures in high fire hazard zones. Experienced, retired arson investigators were rehired and added to task forces dealing with ongoing and anticipated arson problems. CAL FIRE increased its effort to educate the public, pyrotechnic operators, and fireworks show sponsors about the unusually severe fire danger this year, resulting (in combination with smoky conditions in many areas on July 4th) in the postponement of many community fireworks show until a safer time of the year.

On the federal side, the Forest Service was also plagued by budget and recruitment problems that left them short of enough trained and qualified crew leaders to staff all of their fire engines early in the season. While the number of medium and heavy helicopters available on federal contracts nationwide had been significantly increased, the number of airtankers available was down considerably from previous years due to reliability issues with certain types of venerable (i.e. WWII era) aircraft and increasing concerns about the potential for adverse environmental effects from fire retardants.

The federal agencies had made great strides in developing stricter specifications and training standards for private contract equipment and crews, which would be used in large numbers during the siege and prove to be increasingly effective.

