Early Season Fire Activity

In the months of May and June, California experienced several major fires that burned with fire behavior characteristics more like late summer than spring. These fires reflected the reality of the drought, the energy potential of the fuel build-up, and the rapid rates of spread generated by the not-so gentile spring breezes.

Two significant fires occurred in CAL FIRE’s San Mateo-Santa Cruz Unit (CZU) in May and June that were early indicators of just how dry and flammable parts of California that were normally cool and green had become:

The Summit Fire began on May 22nd, at about 0517 hours near Mayman’s Flat in Santa Clara County and quickly spread into Santa Cruz County. North/northwest winds of about 20 mph (with gust exceeding 50 mph) drove the fire at an extreme rate of spread, with nearly 3,500 acres burned on the first day. This fire was not contained until May 28th, having burned a total of 4,270 acres and forcing the evacuation of about 1,500 residents. The fire destroyed 42 dwellings, 37 outbuildings, and 42 vehicles. At the height of the firefighting effort, over 3,500 personnel, including 250 fire engines, 98 hand crews, 54 bulldozers, 18 helicopters, and seven airtankers were committed to this incident.

The Martin Fire started the afternoon of June 11th, off of Martin Road in the community of Bonny Doon in Santa Cruz County. Unlike the Summit Fire, which was primarily a wind-driven fire, the Martin Fire was fuel-driven. The fuel loading in this area was approximately 30 tons per acre of mixed conifer trees, brush, and grass. The March through June rainfall amounts were the lowest ever recorded in this area, at about 8% of normal. The May and June weather here had been unseasonable hot and dry, with little of the normal marine layer intrusion.

The Martin Fire burned 520 acres before being contained on June 16th, with about 90% of that acreage burned the first day. The fire forced the evacuation of approximately 1,200 residents and destroyed three dwellings and eight outbuildings. At the height of fire operations, the were 67 fire engines, 29 handcrews, 11 water tenders, eight airtankers and five helicopters assigned, with a total of about 900 personnel.

Northern California too experienced significant wildfires early in the season. Starting on June 11th, the Humboldt Fire in CAL FIRE’s Butte Unit (BTU) spread rapidly from the outskirts of Chico uphill into the town of Paradise. This fuel-driven fire burned 23,334 acres, destroyed 87 residences and 167 other buildings, with the total damages estimated at $16.3 million dollars. At the height of fire operations on June 15th there were 521 fire engines, 68 handcrews, 22 bulldozers, and 3,826 personnel committed to the fire fight. Butte College was closed as firefighters used its facilities for a command post and staging area, with the fire eventually burning through a surrounding wildlife refuge and right up to the main campus road. At the height of the fire, more than 18,000 residents of the Paradise area were without power, and as many as 10,000 people were evacuated from their homes and businesses. Total suppression costs were estimated to be $20,516,585.

