Complex Name:  Shasta Lightning Complex
Number of Fires:  158 
Major fires (containment date & acres if available):  

Moon

7/21
29,031 acres

Motion

7/26
28,336 acres (Merged with Democrat – contained 7/3)

Deerlick
7/15
12,701 acres


Lower

7/4
     475 acres


Shingletown
6/25


Donkey & Pine Fires merged (Pine fire 3,000 ac - contained 6/27)


Kirkman 
6/27
 2,500 acres


Venture
6/26
 1,500 acres


Withrow 
6/27
    270 acres


Brown

6/27
    100 acres


Stein Fire
7/1 
    unk

County:  Shasta & Trinity
CAL FIRE’s Shasta-Trinity Unit
Affected Communities: Douglas City, Weaverville, Junction City, Lewiston, Keswick, Iron Mtn. Road, Shasta Dam, French Gulch, Whiskey Creek, Centerville, Igo, Ono, Rainbow Lakes, Platina, Jones Valley, Oak Run, Whitmore, Montgomery Creek, Burney and Shingletown, 
Agencies in Command: CAL FIRE
ICT # 10 (Kerschen)
Start Report Date:  6/21/08
0500 hrs.  
Containment Date:  7/25/08
Total Acres:
86,500 
Direct Fire Suppression Costs:  $56,171,112 per 209
Firefighter Assigned at Peak:  2,779 on 7/16
Structures Destroyed:  22 total (6 residences and 16 outbuildings)
Structures Damaged:  3 total (2 residences and 1 outbuilding)
Fatalities:  0 
Fuels: Timber, Oak woodland, brush and grass
Cause:  lightning
Narrative Summary:


On the afternoon of June 20th, 2008; Northern California experienced a major lightning event that included the areas adjacent to the Shasta-Trinity Unit of the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection. The storm entered western Trinity County at approximately 1730 hours on that date. By 0630 hours the following day the Shasta-Trinity Unit dispatch began receiving reports of fires. As the lightning progressed throughout the day, an initial report of 40 confirmed fires was released. A total of 15 engines and all of the Unit’s fire crews were assigned to Lightning Control Area’s (LCA’s) in both Battalion 5 and Battalion 6. Personnel were called back to staff the reserve and camp fire engines.

By June 23rd the lightning had subsided but reports of new fires still continued. Upon evaluating the Bureau of Land Management’s Lightning Map, it was determined that the SHU had received over 5,000 confirmed strikes resulting in a total of 158 fires. Because of the increase in lightning related fires, LCA’s were also established in Burney (Battalions 1 & 2), and Shingletown (Battalions 3 & 4). This left the Unit covered with one county engine and one state engine at Station 43.

This extended commitment caused Unit managers to seek assistance from local fire agencies until additional CAL FIRE resources could be moved in to the area. Significant delays were expected due to the high lightning activity in the entire Region. 

CAL FIRE Incident Command Team 10 arrived and was in-briefed on June 23rd. At the time the numerous fires were identified by the SHU battalions in which they occurred, e.g. Fire# 6-43. Given the challenge of 158 fires, the Team elected to start work on containing the smaller fires while they were still at that stage. Once they were contained or had merged with larger fires, the Team transitioned to working the major complexes. The effort also required integrating with the adjacent Federal cooperators with fires within their jurisdictions.

FIRE ENVIRONMENT:
Location:

The SHU Lightning Complex included at least 158 fires in all of Shasta and parts of eastern Trinity Counties. Fires were reported from the Hat Creek and Pitt River areas in the east and Weaverville to the west of Redding. Most fires were contained within several days; however, three fires, the Deer Lick, Moon, and Motion Fires, all lasted for several weeks.

Weather:


The SHU Lightning Complex was preceded by 24 to 36 hours of wet and dry lightning activity resulting from a regional thunderstorm development covering most of Northern California. Hundreds of down strikes accompanied by erratic winds were reported in Shasta and Trinity Counties. After the fires had become established, the weather returned to the normal summer heating and cooling patterns that generally develop over the region. The most notable period occurred at the end of the second week of the complex when temperatures exceeded 110 degrees with unusually strong northerly winds. This pattern caused the greatest single increase in fire behavior for the entire incident. 


The incident also experienced five days of north winds starting on July 9th that had adverse impacts on the fires. Fire spread was heavily impacted by low RH levels. Burning windows were well defined with fire activity only increasing after RH levels dropped below 35%. Fire activity would continue at higher RH levels but the intensity would drop significantly unless there were well established winds to move the fire.  

Topography:

For purposes of describing the general fire environment, topography of the complex area can be characterized best by evaluating the Shasta-Trinity Unit as two regions; east of Redding and west of Redding.  


The area east of Redding is typically characterized as mountainous; however it’s generally less rugged than the western part of the Shasta-Trinity Unit.  Steep sided river canyons are generally separated by rolling hills or large plateau areas which tend to moderate fire behavior as it moves from canyon areas. Fires typically transition from slope and fuels driven fire behavior to that of wind dominated fire behavior as fires move from steeper slopes within canyons. Fires within this area tended to be much smaller and easier to control than in the area west of Redding.


Areas west of Redding are an entirely different topography as it relates to fire environment. The coastal mountains display extreme terrain with steep narrow canyons accompanied by uninterrupted slopes in excess of two miles. Slopes in some areas are greater than 80 percent. Canyons are generally separated by narrow ridge tops and peaks with little in the way of moderate terrain from which to work. Narrow canyons with well aligned drainages allow the topography of the area to influence, and at times, dominate wind patterns.

Fuels:


Nearly every California fuel type can be found within the SHU Lightning Complex.  Fuels near the valley bottoms are generally dominated by grass, which transition to brush or timber fuels as the terrain becomes steeper. Brush fuels generally dominate areas below 3000’ elevation with higher elevations generally dominated by Mixed Conifer timber fuel types. Brush fuel types are also distributed over higher elevations, especially in older fire scars or on southerly aspects.  


The most notable fuel type as it relates to fire spread is Manzanita with scattered or patchy Knobcone and Ponderosa Pine. This fuel type is generally heavy Manzanita brush in excess of 20 years of age with heavy loads of dead fuels and a substantial pine overstory component. Manzanita dominated fuel beds will generally support moderate to extreme fire behavior, however the pine component adds an additional element by supporting high intensity aerial runs that increase spread potential through spotting.


Live fuel moisture levels failed to make significant contributions to fire behavior above what would be expected for the time of year. Brush fuels had difficulty sustaining hard runs without RH values below 25% or favorable wind alignment. Sampling conducted at Whiskeytown indicates brush fuels had not reached critical fuel moisture levels.

Special Hazards:

Dry dead fuel conditions and heavy loading contributed the greatest potential hazard for fire spread and intensity. The northern half of California had been experiencing unprecedented low dead fuel moisture levels for the months of May, June, and July. Dead fuel moistures were generally three to six weeks ahead of historical averages with Energy Release Component values at historical highs. Fuel-driven fire behavior, in conjunction with steep terrain, dominated fire behavior on this complex.

Area Fire History:

The region around the Redding area and the Shasta-Trinity Unit has had a long history of large fire development.  Notable fires include the Fountain, Bear, French, and Jones fires.  All of these fires displayed extreme fire behavior characteristics under similar fire weather and fuels conditions of that experienced at the SHU Lightning Complex.  Fuels modified by recent fire activity contributed only isolated benefits to fire intensity and fire growth.
Strategy:

Given the priority of life and property protection over natural resource values, the strategy for the complex was to go after the small fires first, and to initially concentrate scarce resources such as aircraft on the fires on the east side of the Sacramento Valley that posed threats to more populated areas, particularly the Whitmore and Shingletown communities. Located uphill from heavy brush fuels, the homes concentrated in these scenic woodland and timber settings are particularly vulnerable. An additional concern was to keep the two main eastbound highways (44 and 299) from Redding open, if possible.

This strategy resulted in all but five of the 158 total fires being contained by June 27th. The Stein Fire was contained on July 1st and the Lower Fire was contained on the Fourth of July, leaving only three fires uncontained. Unfortunately, the three remaining fires were now well-established in very difficult terrain.


The Motion Fire was burning in the Off-Highway Vehicle Recreation Area west of Lake Shasta. This steep, timbered terrain is a complex of roads and trails that is very confusing for non-locals to navigate. This fire posed a significant threat to the Western Power Grid electric generation and transmission facilities at Shasta Dam.

The Moon Fire was burning in the vicinity of the small communities of Igo and Ono, west of Redding and eventually merged with the fires burning in the Whiskeytown National Recreation Area. During one afternoon of high temperatures and low RH, gusty, erratic winds drove the Moon Fire down into the populated areas of these communities, and firefighters spent an exciting, but exhausting afternoon and evening of house-to-house fire combat.

The Deer Lick Fire was located in the remote, rugged mountainous terrain along the Trinity/Shasta county line west of Bully Choop Lookout. While this fire was not an immediate threat to any populated areas, it was in country requiring large numbers of hand crews, which were in extremely short supply for a long time.

After several weeks of intensive effort, the Deer Lick Fire was contained on July 15th; the Moon Fire was contained on July 21st; and the Motion Fire was contained on July 26th. All of these fires required significant efforts following containment to deal with flare-ups, reburns, and rekindles.

