BURNED AREA EMERGENCY STABILIZATON PLAN

2007 SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA FIRES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This plan addresses emergency stabilization of fire effects resulting from the Harris, Witch and Poomacha Fires that burned on Department of the Interior (DOI) lands in San Diego County, Southern California. DOI lands addressed in this plan are administered by the Southern California Agency, Pacific Regional Office Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), the California Desert District, Bureau of Land Management (BLM), and the San Diego National Wildlife Refuge, US Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS). This plan has been prepared in accordance with the U.S. Department of the Interior, Departmental Manual, Part 620, Chapter 3 (Wildland Fire Management) and the Interagency Burned Area Emergency Response Guidebook (February, 2006): 
The primary objectives of the 2007 Southern California Burned Area Emergency Stabilization Plan are:

Human Life and Safety: 

· To prescribe post-fire mitigation measures necessary to protect human life and property

Soil/Water Stabilization

· To promptly stabilize and prevent further degradation of affected watersheds and soils 

Threatened & Endangered Species Habitat Stabilization

· To prevent permanent impairment of Federal Threatened and Endangered species habitat

Critical Heritage Resources

· To stabilize and prevent damage to known cultural resources

Noxious Weeds

· To deter the establishment and spread of noxious and invasive species

Monitoring

· To monitor treatment effectiveness to determine if additional or amended treatments are 
required

A wide array of treatment options and/or actions allowable by Department of the Interior (DOI) policy has been considered to attain the above objectives.

Introduction

The National Interagency Burned Area Emergency Response (BAER) Team conducted an analysis of fire effects using aerial and ground reconnaissance methods throughout the fire areas.  The watershed group assessed and mapped the overall fire impacts on watershed conditions and developed a soil burn severity map.  The vegetation specialists worked with local vegetation, range, and forestry specialists to evaluate and assess fire effects and wildland fire suppression impacts to vegetation resources, including mapping noxious invasive weed populations and fire induced vegetation mortality.  The archeologists inventoried fire effects to known culturally significant sites to determine if these sites require emergency stabilization or protective treatments to prevent further damage or loss.  The wildlife biologist assessed fire effects to Federally Threatened and Endangered (T&E) species.  The Geographic Information System (GIS) specialists gathered data layers necessary for the plan, coordinated GIS activities, processed data calculations for other resource specialists, and produced maps for analysis, for the BAER Plan, and for presentations.

Resource assessments produced by these specialists can be found in Appendix I and individual treatment activities proposed for funding and implementation that have been identified in the resource assessments are located in Part F, Treatment Specifications.  A summary of treatment costs can be found in Part E, Cost Summary Table.  An Approval Page is provided as a signature page for agency review and approval at the front of the plan.  

Appendix II contains the environmental compliance documentation prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), and BIA and USFS policy.  This appendix analyzes reasonably foreseeable individual and cumulative impacts of treatment actions proposed in the BAER Plan and evaluates the consistency of proposed actions with existing programmatic NEPA documents.  All proposed actions are either categorically excluded from NEPA or are covered in existing land management plans with approved environmental assessments.  Appendix III contains photographic documentation of fire effects and Appendix IV contains BAER Plan Maps produced to assist with resource damage assessments.  Appendix V contains supporting documentation for the plan.

2007 Southern California Fires Information
The Harris, Witch and Poomacha Fires were among the largest of the 20+ wildland fires that were ignited over several days of Santa Ana wind conditions in the final weeks of October 2007.  
The Harris Fire began October 21st and was not contained until ten days later on October 31st. The fire burned a total of 90,345 acres in southern San Diego County of which 18,217 acres are managed by BLM and 4,137 acres are under US Fish and Wildlife Service administration. The cause of the fire is still under investigation.

The Witch Fire burned from October 21st until October 31st burning 163,111 acres. This included 10,302 acres of BIA administered lands and 1,066 acres of BLM lands.  The Witch Fire was determined to be human caused.

The Poomacha Fire began October 23rd and was not contained until November 8th. The fire consumed 49,563 acres of which 21,297 acres are administered by the BIA and 2,683 acres are on BLM administered lands. The ignition source of the Poomacha fire is still under investigation.
Resource Assessments

Watershed and Soils - The Harris Fire was dominated by Low and Very Low Soil Burn Severity with scattered areas of Moderate Soil Burn Severity.  The Low and Very Low areas of the burn area typically consumed small diameter fuels of less than ¼ inch in light to moderate brush, 50% to 100% of the leaf litter understory, and 80% to 100% of the above ground organic matter from grasslands.  The Moderate areas of the burn area typically consumed larger wood materials in riparian areas and up to ¾ inch diameter materials in dense brush areas with scattered root crowns burned.  The fire consumed from 80% to 100% of the understory leaf litter and sparse forbs.

The Witch Fire was dominated by Low and Very Low soil burn severity with pockets of Moderate soil burn severity.  The primary watershed response within the fire is expected to include an initial flush of ash and organic debris with small amounts of localized erosion in response to typical precipitation events.  Field investigations indicated moderate water repellency in unburned areas, as well as areas within the fire, pointing to a natural tendency to repel water. As a result, post-fire runoff and erosion are not expected to increase significantly over pre-fire levels.  Temporary increases in spring flow and stream base flow may occur where dense shrub canopies were consumed by the fire. Eight values at risk sites were identified for protection treatments, including residences located near the toe of steep slopes and in proximity to drainages from the burned watershed.  Other treatments are for channel clearing and culvert cleaning. 

The Poomacha Fire created significant watershed conditions for the protection of values at risk.  This fire was dominated by Low and Moderate soil burn severity with pockets of High   The High soil burn severity creates high soil heating, where all the duff and litter is consumed leaving fine ash, often one to two inches deep and creating high watershed response for flooding and debris flows, This High soil burn severity were found in canyon bottoms and mountain ridge tops where fuel loads were high. The watershed response within the fire is very high due to the steep slopes of the topography, which prompted the need to recommend structural protection treatments for residence and infrastructure located near the toe of steep mountain slopes and in proximity to drainages from the burned watershed.   Flood warning systems are also prescribed for communities within the flood zones associated within and outside of the burned area.  

Vegetation - The purpose of the vegetation assessment was to determine if lands burned directly by the wildfires are likely to recover naturally from severe fire damage or if emergency stabilization treatments are required to ensure that vegetative recovery will emulate historic or pre-fire ecosystem structure, function, diversity and dynamics.  This vegetation assessment includes the development of treatments to prevent the establishment and spread of noxious and invasive weed species within the burned area and to protect recovering vegetation resources from off-road human use, and protection of public health and safety.  Critical habitat for the California gnatcatcher, Quino checkerspot butterfly, and listed species such as the Otay tarplant and Mexican flannel bush makes vegetative recovery a significant issue.  This assessment also includes management recommendations combined with treatments for the protection of recovering burned areas to benefiting vegetation recovery and soil stability.

Vegetation above ground kill was used to classify impacts to vegetation resources on the fires, since most all species are expected to resprout or reseed.  Kill was determined to be 48% high, 31% moderate, 13% low, and 8% low to unburned.  Numerous ecological vegetation types classified within the fire by LANDFIRE were grouped into a final 12 types.  Predominant among these groups are Southern California Coastal Scrub, Southern California Dry Mesic Chaparral, and Southern California Oak Woodland and Savanna.  Mixed conifer occurred in the higher elevations within the Poomacha Fire.

Noxious and invasive non-native plant species are present within the fire area.  Additional populations were mapped as part of the vegetation field assessment.  These species are expected to expand their range unless detection and control treatments are proposed.  Early detection (monitoring) and control treatments are proposed.  The major strategy of the vegetation treatments is to allow native shrubs and grasses to recover to a point except in areas where designated Critical Habitat for listed T&E species occurs.

Invasive weed treatments adjacent to or beyond current infestations and at new infestations are proposed.  Treatments are needed to prevent expansion on invasive species aggravated by the fire or fire suppression activities.  A treatment specification to monitor for additional infestations or spread of existing communities has been prepared.  Specifications for permanent and temporary fence repair and replacement for protection of vegetation recovery from OHV usage have been prepared.  These fences will also protect designated Critical Habitat.  Tree hazards will be identified and mitigated where found, especially around home sites, roads, and urban interfaces.  Collection and spreading of native species seed will also protect designated Critical Habitat from expansion of non-native, undesirable weed and annual species.  Specifications are proposed to monitor treatment effectiveness and possible spread of invasives. 

Cultural Resources - Two hundred and twenty-two (222) prehistoric archaeological or historic sites are within lands burned by the fires. Of these, sixty-six (66) sites that are potentially eligible to the National Register of Historic Places were assessed for risks from post-fire effects.  In addition to these sites, six tribal cemeteries were also assessed for the potential of flooding or erosion.  GIS analysis and where needed, pedestrian survey was conducted to assess potential watershed treatments that may have the potential to affect significant cultural resources.

Three of the prehistoric sites evaluated for risks from post-fire runoff events will require stabilization or protection treatments.  None of the assessed sites appear to have been subject to fire suppression impacts.  With the exception of an abandoned mine and three wells on BLM lands, none of the other assessed sites are in locations proposed for other treatments.  Although vegetation mortality is high within some of the burned area, the assessed sites are located either in restricted access areas or along high visibility corridors. Therefore, the risk from post-fire looting on sites is expected to be low. Two of the six tribal cemeteries assessed by the team will require treatments to prevent flooding and erosion. Four previously unreported sites; two at La Jolla, one at Santa Ysabel, and one on lands owned by the Pala Band in fee were identified during field reconnaissance. 

Wildlife - The DOI BAER Team Wildlife Specialist obtained a species list from the Carlsbad Field Office of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service.  This list was reviewed by representatives from San Diego National Wildlife Refuge, BLM, and BIA.  Four federally listed species (Quino checkerspot butterfly, arroyo toad, least Bell’s vireo, and southwest willow flycatcher) and one federally threatened species (coastal California gnatcatcher) were determined to occur within the perimeters of the Harris, Witch, and Poomacha Fires.  In addition, four of these species (Quino checkerspot butterfly, least Bell’s vireo, southwest willow flycatcher, and coastal California gnatcatcher) have designated critical habitat within fire perimeters.  Numerous other sensitive species and habitats identified by the Multiple Species Conservation Program and agency lists occur within the fire areas.  Although these species may have been potentially affected by the fires, BAER policy only allows for treatment of federally listed species and designated critical habitats (BAER ES Handbook Section 4.2.9).

The effects of the fires, suppression activities, emergency stabilization treatments, and post-fire impacts were assessed through ground and aerial reconnaissance, review of GIS databases, and consultation with species experts.  It was determined that all of the listed species addressed were directly or indirectly affected, to some degree, by the wildfires.  Suppression actions and emergency stabilization treatment will have minimal effects on populations as a whole.  The BAER Wildlife Specialist conducted Section 7 Emergency Consultation with FWS.  Through this process, measures to minimize impacts to listed species were incorporated into the BAER plan.  Seeding coastal California gnatcatcher and Quino checkerspot butterfly designated critical habitats, with follow up monitoring, were included as treatments to stabilize and prevent further degradation to these areas.  Several non-specification recommendations were also developed, including future research needs.   

Public Safety and Facilities - Fire impacts on public safety and facilities consist of damage to roadside guard rails and safety and directional signs in the Red Gate Road area of the La Jolla Reservation and the San Miguel Mountain Road area of the San Diego Wildlife Refuge, additional need for boundary and area closure signs on BLM and Refuge lands, increased hazards related to abandoned mines and wells on BLM lands, a damaged power line on the Rincon Reservation, and destroyed weather station, radio repeater, and fire suppression water systems on the Refuge.  

Emergency stabilization recommendations include repair or replacement of 2,100 feet of guard rail on tribal lands and 900 feet on Refuge lands, replacement of numerous safety signs and installation of additional signs to help control impacts to critical species habitat, repair of damaged BIA transmission lines, mitigation of hazards associated with exposed mines and wells, and repair or replacement of essential fire suppression and law enforcement facilities on the Refuge.

Environmental Compliance - An environmental compliance document was prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) for the 2007 Southern California Fires.  The compliance documentation analyzed reasonably foreseeable individual and cumulative impacts of the treatments identified in the Burned Area Emergency Response Plan.  The compliance documentation also evaluated the consistency of the proposed action with federal laws and existing USFWS San Diego National Wildlife Refuge, BIA Southern California Agency, and BLM Palm Springs-South Coast Field Office planning documents and agency policy.  

Most treatments proposed on Department of Interior lands met the requirements to be  categorically excluded from further NEPA assessment.  Herbicidal treatments of invasive species on BIA, BLM, and USFWS lands (Specifications BIA #8, BLM #7, USFWS #3 & 7), seeding of native plants into designated Critical Habitat on BLM and USFWS lands (Specifications BLM #5 and USFWS #5 and 6), and the removal of riprap rocks in one channel location on tribal lands (Specification #18) were evaluated in an Environmental Assessment (EA) for potential to cause significant environmental effects. The EA resulted in a Finding of No Significant Impact.  Compliance documentation is complete pending local agency consultation with the State Historic Preservation Office for compliance with Section 106 on the National Historic Preservation Act regarding some proposed emergency stabilization treatments (Specifications USFWS #9 and BLM # 3 & 8).  Depending on the findings of an engineering report now in process, a Clean Water Act Section 404 permit from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers may be needed prior to work performed on the upper channel of an unnamed tributary to Pauma Creek below a reservoir on the Pauma Reservation.   Consultation with the USFWS for compliance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act regarding emergency stabilization treatments is complete.  Any changes to the specifications that take place in habitat of the federally-listed species found within the fires on DOI land will require additional consultation with USFWS. 
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