Setting the Stage

Some say “it” started the evening of June 20th, when the first bolt of lightning flashed out of a cloud that had formed over the ocean and crashed into a tree somewhere in the Los Padres National Forest.

Some say “it” started back in May with the unusually active wildfires in Santa Cruz and Santa Clara counties. After all, active fires that race through stands of normally cool, damp redwood forests along the California coast usually don’t happen until fall, after the scorching summer heat has baked the woods for several months.

Some say “it” started back in late February, when the winter rains and snows just quit, for all practical purposes, creating the driest March through June in recorded history throughout much of Northern and Central California. With neither the normal spring rains nor the precious snow pack in the Sierra and Cascade mountain ranges, many species of native brush and shrubs failed to put on any significant new growth. Streams and ponds shrank away from their banks.

Some say “it” started last year, when rainfall was below normal and California entered another cycle of drought.

Some say “it” started way back in the early part of the twentieth century, when we humans began to develop the capacity to suppress wildfires and initiated an era of fire suppression that allowed the forests of the Western US to become overcrowded and decadently flammable.

Some say “it” started in the mid-nineteenth century, when the furnaces that fueled the Industrial Revolution began to belch the products of combustion that would lead to human-caused global warming that would change the earth’s climate from benign to hostile.

Some say “it” started way back when God created the earth, and, in the process, created the lighting that would provide the energy to produce fire, which we humans would find to be both beneficent and destructive.
The “it” in this case is the unprecedented siege of lightning fires that plagued Northern California beginning on June 20th, 2008, and lasting, in some cases, for months afterward. All of these factors, and many more, contributed to a combination of conditions that made California unusually susceptible to the wrath of Mother Nature and resulted in the largest number of major wildfire complexes burning simultaneously in the recorded history of California. 

Fire History

These United States have a long and colorful history of significant wildfires.  Early settlers used fire as a tool to help clear the land for subsistence farming. Later, large scale farming operations used fire to eliminate grain stubble prior to replanting. These fires frequently escaped control and sometimes burned until the next rain. Beginning with the heavy logging of California’s coniferous forests during the 1849 Gold Rush, forest fires became more common as humans and their machines added to the natural lightning-caused fire load. In the cut-over forest lands, heavy accumulations of slash were ignored as the felling moved ever onward into the virgin forests. As early as 1881, huge forest fires ran rampant over vast acreages of the country, feeding on the slash left by indiscriminant logging. The era of slash and burn logging came to a screeching halt after the “Big Blow-Up” of 1910 in the Northern Rockies region when massive wildfires destroyed more than 10 million acres, dozens of towns, and killed hundreds of people. More than 3 million acres of national forest lands burned that year in just Idaho and Montana.  (*Need Sources to footnote)
Following the fires of 1910, public policy changed to require immediate suppression of wildfires and curtailed controlled burning of slash in the logging woods. The Forest Service adopted the “10 a.m. Policy” under which every wildfire was supposed to be controlled by the morning after it started. Federal and state wildland fire agencies began developing suppression forces that became very effective at reducing the annual acreage burned.

This policy of “fire exclusion” eliminated the small, low-intensity fires that had kept the forest fuel loading down to a manageable level. By the 1980’s, much of the forest land in the state was overcrowded, undermanaged, and overprotected. Efforts by both state and federal wildland fire agencies to carry out prescribed fire programs to reduce fuel loading were impeded by inadequate funding, air quality regulations, and civil suits for damages from escaped fires. Only since about 2000 has adequate funding been made available at both the state and federal levels to initiate fuel reductions programs on an effective scale. It will take many years of effort with a combination of manual and mechanical thinning and clearing, selective logging, and prescribed burns to reduce the volume of accumulated fuels so that fire will be beneficial to the ecosystem, rather than destructive.

 At the same time as the woods were becoming thicker, so were people. As the population of the region has increased, more people and their homes are situated in what has come to be termed the “Wildland-Urban Interface” (WUI), where any wildfire is likely to immediately threaten structures. More people also means increasing fire occurrence. The increased population has also generated greater demands for protection of the natural environment, resulting in a decline in logging that can help reduce fuel loading.

Today, many competing, and frequently conflicting, special interest groups make managing the wildlands extremely complicated. As the land management agencies attempt to reintroduce frequent, low-intensity fire into forest ecosystems, they face problems reducing the current fuel load to manageable levels without some mechanical clearing of overcrowded stands. Such thinning operations are frequently viewed by hardcore environmentalists as “logging in disguise” and bogged down for years in costly litigation. While the National Fire Plan and the Healthy Forests Initiative have made more funds available for large-scale hazard reduction problems, many projects are unable to proceed at the pace needed to get ahead of regrowth and invasion by exotic and flammable brush species.

