Siege Summary Part III, July 2- August 5

The siege will continue until the fall rains for some complexes.  For the remainder of this report the next 34 days will highlight significant events.  During this time period a critical wind event cause a major expansion of all fires, and additional lightning will ignite new fires.  This segment will be marked by tragedy with 15 fatalities directly related to the fires.

Evacuations will be initiated and rescinded and life continues to be disrupted in the communities affected by the fires.  Many 4th of July celebrations and other special events are impacted, along with tourism, travel, health and air quality.  

Firefighting resources have been working now for 10 plus days and fatigue is beginning to show.  Fire managers are concerned that about firefighter health and safety.  There will be an exceptional response by local fire departments from throughout California assisting in the fire fight.  Additional California National Guard are activated for training and deployment, Department of Defense air resources along with activation of international cooperative agreements. 

The Governor will continue to visit the fires and President Bush will visit with firefighters 

We will end the 2008 June Siege Summary on August 5 with the tragedy of the helicopter crash that took the lives of 9 firefighters.   

Regional Chief Officers and CAL MAC will be concerned about maintaining an adequate reserve of forces for initial attack in the face of predicted thunderstorms and the remainder of a long fire season still ahead.
The First Life Lost: Thursday, July 3 
Less than two weeks into the siege, Governor Schwarznegger acknowledged concerns about the hazard of fatigue associated with the long days that firefighters were working.  

“I think that they all are doing a great job, but the danger is that our firefighters get stretched thin. A lot of them are working overtime and they are staying up for more than 12 hours, sometimes 24 hours, 36 hours.  So we have to be very careful that they get enough sleep and this is also why we have asked the National Guard to provide us with 200 extra personnel. ”  
Two days later Volunteer Firefighter (VFF) recruit Bob Roland, 63, of Anderson Valley, CA passed away during the early morning of July 3, 2008 after suffering fatigue and respiratory difficulties while working on the Oso Fire in Mendocino Lightning Complex, located approximately nine miles northwest of the community of Boonville. 
BIO: VFF Bob Roland grew up in Southern California and was a Volunteer Firefighter for CDF Riverside as a teenager.  VFF Roland was a Marine Corps pilot from 1967 to 1977 and retired from an aeronautical engineering firm in San Diego County. He had relocated to Anderson Valley earlier in 2008. To honor VFF Roland’s sacrifice, his family requested that all energy be put into successfully fighting the Mendocino Lightning Complex fires; and they urged all firefighters to spend as much time with their families as possible.
Fires Hamper Holiday Events: Friday, July 4
Independence Day dawned cool and clear, with a hint of moisture in the air in Redding, as a southwesterly nighttime wind had allowed the marine layer to move inland. As a result, many of the fires on the west side of the central valley lay down, and crews were able to make significant progress.
Meanwhile, there was enough fire activity to keep three major highways closed which impacted holiday traffic. The Cub Complex on the Lassen National Forest kept Highway 32 closed, inconveniencing thousands of people who had attended a Fourth of July celebration in the town of Chester. Similar frustrations from the continuing Highway 70 closure arose for thousands of people attending a holiday music festival in Quincy. Highway 1 was closed north and south [ ???] of Big Sur.
Many Northern California communities in the vicinity of the fires cancelled or postponed their traditional fireworks shows due to limited visibility and high fire danger. At the Corral Fire in the Lassen-Modoc Unit, a Forth of July Parade was held at Incident Base. Fire personnel including the vendors participated in the parade and were later treated to a simulated fireworks display. Chemical light sticks and vehicle emergency warning lights provided the visual effects, while the great attitudes and imaginations of all of the participants made for an enjoyable celebration.
Other special events and significant ceremonies were affected by the siege as well. Fires on the Six Rivers National Forest limited access to ceremonial grounds of the Yurok and Karuk tribes.  One major Karuk ceremony was cancelled, and another Yurok ceremony was almost cancelled as a result of the fires.  

Critical Wind Event: July 7-10
Fire activity did not slow down for long. The March through June period in 2008 had been the driest on record for nearly all of Northern California. Then, July 7-10 brought an extremely critical foehn wind event during a record breaking heat wave with very low relative humidity. For several of the large fires that had been burning since the June lighting storm, these winds produced the last big increases in acreage. 
Red flag warnings were issued and temperatures reached to 115 degrees with minimum relative humidities inland ranging from 5-16%.
On July 8, the strong east winds surfaced in the early morning hours, blowing down the Feather River Canyon. On the Butte Complex, the Camp Fire again exhibited sustained runs, with spotting, torching, and crowning on both flanks, as the burned area increased by 17,000 acres in one day. The giant convection column from this fire was readily visible on weather satellite images today. In the Concow area there were reports at mid-morning of 10-15 structures destroyed, and the fight raged on. The threat of fire crossing the West Branch of the Feather River necessitated evacuations in the small communities of Magalia and Paradise Pines, and generated a preliminary evacuation warning for the town of Paradise. The Camp Fire was now the #1 priority fire in the state. By evening, the count of structures destroyed in the Concow Area was up 40 homes and ten other buildings.

On the nearby Canyon Complex (PNF), those gusty winds tested containment lines on the Belden Fire, but all lines were held and the fire was excluded from the evacuated community of Belden. Elsewhere, an immediate evacuation order was issued for the area southeast of Lake Madrone, including both sides of Bald Rock Road east of Highway 119. Fires in this complex burned an additional 4,708 acres today.

On the Shasta Complex, the Moon Fire made a rapid run to the southeast, threatening the communities of Ono and Igo and prompting evacuations. Large numbers of additional engines were diverted off other fire assignments to provide structure protection in this area as rapid rates of spread forced firefighters into a house-to-house combat mode. This battle lasted well into the night. The nearby Motion Fire spread to the south and southwest greatly increasing the threat to structures in the communities of Keswick and Old Shasta. At the same time, this fire continued to spread to northeast in fuel and slope-driven runs while the thick smoke hampered air operations.  The Whiskeytown Complex was now merged into the Shasta Complex.
The American River Complex also experienced a significant setback, as the Government Springs Fire, which had slopped over control lines on Sawtooth Ridge early yesterday morning was active on three flanks under the influence of strong easterly winds. On the nearby Westville Fire winds were not significant, but the fire developed in intensity in the evening, and about 1900 hours made a significant fuel and slope-driven run to the east, casting spot fires across containment lines.

The Basin Complex displayed extreme fire behavior with group tree torching, spotting, and short duration crown runs. The fire increased in size by 5,531 acres and necessitated the evacuation of the community of Big Sur and the closure of scenic U.S. Highway 1. The Martin Mars airtanker was diverted from Lake Shasta to the Basin Fire and operated from Lake San Antonio.

All fires on the Butte Complex made sustained runs.  Evacuation orders had to be expanded after midnight under strong down canyon winds. The Camp Fire crossed control lines and moved into the community of Concow, where 300 homes were seriously threatened. Continued evacuation and a prolonged house-to-house firefight ensued. 
On July 8, strong east winds again surfaced in the early morning hours, blowing down the Feather River Canyon. On the Butte Complex, the Camp Fire again exhibited sustained runs, with spotting, torching, and crowning on both flanks, as the burned area increased by 17,000 acres in one day. The giant convection column from this fire was readily visible on weather satellite images today. In the Concow area there were reports at mid-morning of 10-15 structures destroyed, and the fight raged on. The threat of fire crossing the West Branch of the Feather River necessitated evacuations in the small communities of Magalia and Paradise Pines, and generated a preliminary evacuation warning for the town of Paradise. The Camp Fire was now the #1 priority fire in the state. 
By evening, the count of structures destroyed in the Concow area was up 40 homes and ten other buildings.

International Assistance: Tuesday, July 8

Amidst the critical wind event, firefighters from Australia and New Zealand were preparing to depart for the Interagency Fire Center in Boise for orientation before being deployed to the fire siege in California. Meanwhile, a Canadian overhead team of 15 fires specialists was deployed to the Mendocino Complex. 
The next day, an order was placed to Canada for additional air tankers. Aviation managers were working out the details of getting them across the border, through Customs, inspected and carded for use in California. Several administrative obstacles were overcome to make this happen in a timely manner.

Governor Requests Additional Federal Resources and Visits Shasta Complex: Thursday, July 10th
Record heat and critically low humidity continues with temperatures of 100-115 degrees across interior areas below 2000 ft. elevation and even within a few miles of the ocean in many areas. Light to moderate N to NE winds predicted for this afternoon would produce critical fire weather conditions. Red Flag Warnings were in effect for most of Northern California through Friday morning.

Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger sent the following letter to President Bush requesting additional federal resources that California urgently needs to fight the ongoing wildfires and prepare for more lightning strikes later this week:
Dear Mr. President,

 

As you know, California is in the midst of battling unprecedented wildfires that have stretched our state’s firefighting resources to their limit and placed thousands of Californians in immediate danger.  On the heels of lightning storms in June that ignited more than 1,700 fires across the state, we now face extremely high temperatures and increased fuel loads that are exacerbating fire conditions and putting our communities and firefighters and other first responders at risk.  With more lightning storms forecast for later this week, we sit at a critical tipping point in California that requires immediate federal help and aggressive pre-positioning of federal resources.

As of July 8, 2008 California had placed requests for the following assets with the National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) in Boise, Idaho: 302 hand crews; 41 helicopters; 616 fire engines; and 773 support personnel. In addition, we are calling on NIFC daily for additional air tankers that are critical to suppressing the flames. These numbers change daily based on the current fire status; I ask that you direct your federal agencies, working through the NIFC, to make all requested assets available to California…
The same day, during a visit to the Shasta Complex, Governor Schwarzneger announced: 

“We have 57,779 acres that have burned; 45  percent has been contained; 10 structures have been destroyed so far; 1,200 structures are threatened. And 34 firefighters have been injured and we wish them a quick recovery and we hope that they are okay. There are 1,599 firefighter personnel altogether that is out there fighting these fires. We have 197 fire trucks out there. 


Now, statewide We have so far 702,300 acres that have burned statewide. We have 190 structures that were destroyed; 19,706 personnel are working on those fires, fighting those fires; 1,589 fire trucks are out there fighting those fires; and 81 percent of those fires statewide have been contained. 

Butte County just yesterday and two nights ago we have heard that fires have flared up again because of wind and we had to evacuate very quickly 10,000 people there. But again they are getting that fire under control.”

Civilian Fatality and Increased National Guard Mobilization: Friday, July 11

Today, the body of a civilian fire victim was found in the smoldering remains of a house in the Concow area. The victim was later identified as Van Scott West, 61 of Concow.

Meanwhile, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger ordered 2,000 National Guard troops to be called up and trained for firefighting duties. Having already trained some CANG task forces, the fire agencies now had to really upsize the training effort. They also had to initiate a nationwide search for available qualified fire crew leaders to accompany each crew of soldiers. The guard personnel were to be given three days of basic wildland firefighting and safety classroom training in groups of 200 (ten 20-person crews) by CAL FIRE crew supervisors at the Forest Service training facility at McClellan Field in Sacramento. The crews would then move out to the fireline for two days of intensive OJT in the real world of sweat, dirt, and smoke.
Flash Flood in Southern California: Saturday, July 12

In Southern California, thunderstorms brought flash floods to the desert areas. One thunderstorm parked itself over the Piute Fire in Kern County, producing two distinct effects on the fire. Gusty winds spread the fire rapidly in multiple directions, and then heavy rain knocked down the fire, but created flash floods that frustrated and even endangered firefighters.

Presidential Visit: Thursday, July 17
The President of the United States, George W. Bush, arrived in Redding and toured North Ops and flew the fires near Lake Shasta. He was accompanied by Governor Schwarzenegger, Senator Feinstein, and Congressman Herger.
Demobilization and Redeployment: Friday, July 18
A fresh NIMO team had taken over the support role for the NorCal MAC Group and some new management philosophies were being tried out to cope with the increasing complexity of so many large fires in proximity to each other. A “theater of operations” concept was being floated to manage all aircraft for more efficiency, safer airspace management, and cost containment. In Sacramento, CALMAC had been beefing up its intelligence gathering and information dissemination capabilities. 

On Friday, fire managers began to wrestle with the issues of demobilization and redeployment. Not the least of their concerns was how to pay for a contingency of ready reserve forces for new fires that might arise with the fire weather returning to summer norms of hot and dry. Discussions also focused on how to maintain the logistical support system of incident bases and distribution centers for the months of containment, mop-up, and patrol effort still ahead.
California began a planned gradual release of the MAFFS airtankers back to their home bases, and the remaining regular military (Title 10) helicopters provided by the Navy and Marine Corps were released. Military specialists briefed CALMA on new command and control theories and strategies that might have application to large-scale disaster management. The National Guard demonstrated its After Action Review process to the fire agencies.

Warm, dry, stable weather conditions continued. The reports from the Incident Commanders were summarized as “Where they have firefighters, they are being successful.” 
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