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Evacuations will be initiated and rescinded and life continues to be disrupted in the communities affected by the fires.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.
Wednesday, July 2
A new fire that started yesterday, the Gap Fire, in Santa Barbara County, was the top priority for resources.  Structures in the cities of Goleta and Santa Barbara were threatened when the “sundowner” (Santa Barbara’s version of Santa Ana winds) winds pushed the fire downhill from the mountains to the outskirts of the cities.  Resources originally headed to Northern California Siege fires were re-directed to the Gap Fire.
The First Life Lost: Thursday, July 3 
Less than two weeks into the siege, Governor Schwarzenegger 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.”  
To bring relief, CAL FIRE was able to order FEMA resources to work incidents in counties that received the Presidential declaration of disaster.  FEMA resources were assigned to CAL FIRE for suppression efforts in BTU, SHU, and MEU.  BTU had the largest number of resources assigned with (graphic from Marva’s report page 9)
Two days after the Governor’s statement, 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.  He was assigned to the Oso Fire in the Mendocino Lightning Complex. 
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.
The North Mountain Fire was contained today at 2,889 acres.

Fires Hamper Holiday Events: Friday, July 4
Independence Day dawned cool and clear, as a southwesterly nighttime wind had allowed the marine layer to move inland.  Fire behavior on the west side of the central valley moderated and crews were able to make significant progress.  The TGU complex was declared contained at 22,907 acres.
There was enough impact from fire and fire suppression activity to keep three major highways closed impacting holiday traffic.  The Cub Complex kept Highway 32 closed, inconveniencing thousands of people attending a Fourth of July celebration in Chester.  Similar frustrations occurred with the continuing Highway 70 closure for thousands of people attending a music festival in Quincy.  The Iron/Alps Complex burned on both sides of over 5 miles of Highway 299 causing intermittent closures.  Highway 1 was closed north and south [ ???] of Big Sur.  Closure of these major transportation routes contributed to large scale economic impacts particularly to seasonal businesses depending on tourism during the holiday.
Many Northern California communities cancelled or postponed their traditional fireworks shows due to limited visibility, and high fire danger.  At the Corral Fire, a Fourth of July Parade was held at Incident Base.  Fire personnel, including the vendors, participated in the parade and were treated to a simulated fireworks display.  Chemical light sticks and vehicle emergency warning lights provided the visual effects.  The great attitudes and imaginations made the holiday enjoyable.
Other special events and significant ceremonies were affected by the siege as well.  Fires on the Six Rivers National Forest limited access to the Yurok and Karuk tribe’s ceremonial grounds.  One major Karuk ceremony was cancelled, and a Yurok ceremony was almost cancelled by the fires. 

The Governor announced he was doubling the CA National Guard ground forces deploying to N. California Wildfires; 200 soldiers were deployed on Tuesday and today he ordered another 200 to begin reporting on Sunday.  

Major General William H. Wade stated “we're doing something that we heretofore have not done and that is to take our soldiers and put them on the fire line.  We've always used our unique military capabilities in other ways with MPs, truck drivers, cooks, fighting fires from the air with our pilots, but this is something different.  Exigent circumstances require extraordinary response measures and that's what we're about to do with this first time ever commitment of National Guard forces to actually fight on the fire lines.”
Inversion helps firefighters July 5 & 6

An inversion moved over the fires and continued to moderate fire behavior.  It gave personnel the opportunity to make good progress and secure constructed fire line.  Aircraft was limited by the smoke and not able to support ground operations.  
The Oliver Fire was contained at 2,789 acres and Chief officers were hopeful the increased containment on some of the complexes indicated the worst was over.  Precautionary evacuations of the Magalia area on the Butte Complex were lifted and some of engines, water tenders and dozers were being reassigned to other fires or home for rest.
Critical Wind Event: July 7-10
The Corral Fire was contained on July 7 at 12,434 acres.  The Blue Fire (SRF) that was incorporated into the Uknonom Complex was separated from the complex and would now be prioritized as an individual fire now known as Blue 2 Fire.
Fire activity did not moderate for long; July 7-10 brought an extremely critical foehn wind event.  It coincided with a record breaking heat wave and very low relative humidity making it more critical.  These winds produced the last big increases in acreage.  Red flag warnings were issued as temperatures reached 115 degrees with minimum relative humidity’s inland ranging from 5-16%.  Foehn wind events for Northern California are uncommon in July particularly of this magnitude and duration.
Demobilization of resources on the Butte Complex was discontinued on July 7 with predicted winds.  On July 8, strong east winds surfaced in the early morning hours, blowing down the Feather River Canyon.  On the Butte Complex, the Camp Fire exhibited sustained runs, with spotting, torching, and crowning on both flanks.  The burned area increased by 17,000 acres in one day.  The giant convection column was readily visible on weather satellite images.  By mid-morning there were reports of 10-15 structures destroyed in the Concow area.  The threat of fire crossing the West Branch of the Feather River necessitated evacuations in communities of Magalia and Paradise Pines.  This was the third time this summer these communities had been under evacuation orders.  
The nearby Canyon Complex, also affected by the east winds, issued an immediate evacuation order for the area southeast of Lake Madrone.  Fires in this complex burned an additional 4,708 acres.

On the Shasta Complex, the Mary Fire in the Whiskeytown Complex merged with the Moon Fire and also made a rapid run, threatening the communities of Ono and Igo prompting evacuations.  The nearby Motion Fire spread to the south and southwest threatening structures in the communities of Keswick and Shasta.  Large numbers of engines were diverted off other assignments to provide immediate structure protection for the threatened communities.  
The American River Complex also experienced a significant setback, as the Government Springs Fire, was active on three flanks under the influence of strong easterly winds. 
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.

International Assistance: Tuesday, July 8

International support was offered by Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Mexico.  Fire fighters from Greece, already in California were engaged in suppression activities.
Amidst the critical wind event, firefighters from Australia and New Zealand departed for the Interagency Fire Center in Boise for orientation before being deployed to California.  Some of these firefighters would remain for up to thirty days
Meanwhile, a Canadian overhead team of 15 fires specialists was deployed to the Mendocino Complex.  An order was placed to Canada for air tankers.  Aviation managers worked through Customs issues for entry into United States airspace.  Once in California they inspected and carded the aircraft for use. Insert Convair sidebar
Governor Requests Additional Federal Resources Wednesday July 9 
From earlier gubernatorial requests, the Federal Government (FEMA resources) helped California; 40 other states sent firefighters, fire engines and other resources.  In preparation for additional lightning and anticipating the rest of fire season, Governor Schwarzenegger sent the following letter to President Bush requesting federal active duty military forces, out of state federal firefighters to train National Guard forces, and increase the “Maximum Efficiency Level” (MEL) for the U.S. Forest Service to 100 percent.  
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…

Governor Visits Shasta Complex: Thursday, July 10th
Record heat and critically low humidity continued 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.  Red Flag Warnings were in effect for most of Northern California through Friday morning.  Heat related illness affected suppression efforts with numerous complexes reporting occurrences.
The Governor visited the Shasta Complex today and commented on the cooperation of all agencies.  He stated, “The way we fight those fires is if everyone works together. And I think that the world has seen how we handle emergencies in California.  They've seen how well we handle it because we coordinate well between the state, the locals and the federal government and how well that the fire officials and law enforcement officials work together…”  
Despite the critical weather the past three days, the Indians Fire was contained today at 81,378 acres.
Civilian Fatality and Increased National Guard Mobilization: Friday, July 11

Today the Butte Complex disclosed 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.

Governor Schwarzenegger ordered an additional 2,000 California National Guard troops to train for firefighting duties.  With the federal support the fire agencies increased the training effort and initiated a nationwide search for qualified military fire crew leaders to accompany each crew of soldiers.  The training consists of three days of classroom training on basic wildland firefighting and safety.  The 10 (20-person) crews then move outdoors for two days of intensive training before deployment to a fire assignment.
The additionally trained troops would be ready to respond to new fires as the fire season continued.

Flash Flood in Southern California: Saturday, July 12
The weather would again significantly affect firefighting efforts with the arrival of monsoonal rain over the southern portion of the state. The system arrived over the region on July 12th and remained in place until the 17th. It produced 2 to 4 inches of rain.  The reduced fire activity proved beneficial to firefighters. 
The Piute Fire in Kern County received 4 inches of rain in two days which lead to serious flooding but also effectively extinguished the blaze.  Flash floods concerned fire officers and firefighters were removed off the fire before access was severed.
The Mad Complex was contained at 3,705 acres.
Critical Infrastructure Repairs, Sunday July 13 – Wednesday, July 16
More success, the Humboldt Complex at 1,325 acres and the Whiskeytown Complex at 6,240 acres were contained on July 14.  Then on July 15, the Yuba River Complex was contained at 4,254 acres.  The total number of Siege complexes still being prioritized was down to 16 from 32. 
Railroad lines, another major transportation method, were impacted by the Siege.  The Government Springs Fire, American River complex, was contained before direct contact with the rail lines.  To protect their asset, Union Pacific Railroad (UPRR) brought in a fire train for protection.  They estimated the economic impact of shutting this major rail line would be $1,000,000 per hour. 
Fires in the Butte and Canyon complexes directly impacted the Union Pacific Railroad UPRR line in the Feather River Canyon.  The line was closed for many days.  Suppression personnel on the Butte Complex worked with UPRR when Tunnel #15 caught on fire.  UPRR was successful in extinguishing the fire without fire engines assigned to the line being redirected to the tunnel. 
Power infrastructure (lines and generation facilities) were impacted by many Siege fires.  The power companies were making repairs to restore power as soon as fire officials allowed.  On July 12, a Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) employee repairing power infrastructure damaged by the Camp Fire, Butte complex, was injured and transported to the hospital.  The Cedar Fire (Iron Complex) affected four to five miles of PG&E transmission line.
Presidential Visit: Thursday, July 17
The President of the United States, George W. Bush, arrived in Redding and toured the North Operations Coordination Center meeting the employees that make the movement of personnel, resources and aircraft happen.  
The President accompanied by Governor Schwarzenegger, Senator Feinstein, and Congressman Herger flew the Shasta Complex fires and met with firefighters; met Boy Scouts that were working on a Healthy Forest Initiative project to reduce fuels.  He also visited the Redding Smokejumpers who had a record breaking year as well.  They exceeded the historic number of 523 jumps in one year by mid July (the new record to beat is 616); with one jumper exceeding 600 career jumps.  
Governor Schwarzenegger commented on the President’s rapid response from the federal agencies and the cooperative efforts recognizing that 80 percent of the United States firefighting resources were in California.

Demobilization and Redeployment: Friday, July 18
With several of the Complexes reaching containment the fire chief officers in the MAC groups began planning for demobilization and redeployment.  The long fire season ahead was still a driving factor in assuring a “ready reserve forces for new fires.  Discussions focused on maintenance of the logistical support for incident bases and the distribution center for the months of containment, mop-up, and recovery efforts still ahead.
CALMAC began planned release of the MAFFS airtankers back to their home bases. The military helicopters provided by the Navy and Marine Corps were released. 
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