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Approaching firefighting's limits
By Jerry M. Brady

Fire seasons come and go. Dry seasons follow wet. The federal government spends

pretty much "whatever it takes" to suppress fires. 

Consider these normal aspects of life in the American West. Moreover, fighting fires

captures our imagination and gratitude. There is a heroic flip side to fire's bright danger. 

But this year's fire season is just getting started and already it is extremely serious and

expensive. It's a good time to rethink how fires are handled in the West. Smoke in the

eyes might activate new thinking in our brains. 

Can the current system continue? In a rising economy, it's harder to find people willing to

fight fires. Overall costs are climbing rapidly. While there can be no absolute "budget"

for firefighting  we never hear anyone say "we've run out of money so we've got to stop

now"  there is an absolute limit on how many people will be available for fire crews in

the future. The job will increasingly fall to quickly trained soldiers and Marines, who

have other jobs to do. Firefighters also are looking for help in Mexico and Australia. 

At the same time, more Westerners are putting themselves in the path of fires. The

fastest growing region in the nation is sprawling up into its mountains, into the

timberlands and onto the deserts. Second homes spring up in splendid isolation but

frequently end up in harm's way. 

Consider the community of Cobalt, where residents told the Idaho Statesman Monday

they were angry the Forest Service hadn't used tankers and fire crews to better protect

the town's 20 dwellings from the Clear Creek fire. That fire raced over four miles last

Thursday alone and by the weekend had burned ll7 square miles. Hundreds of fighters

have already attacked the fire, spending millions of dollars. 

The Forest Service has established a defensive line and should protect Cobalt as best it

can. But this historic mining community 45 miles southwest of Salmon is completely

surrounded by forest. The nearby Blackbird mine shut down long ago. How much can

government be expected to spend in order to defend Cobalt? 

Many people choose to live in the West to be isolated and close to nature. Zoning rules

often permit them to do so. Fair enough. That's part of individual freedom and the

political choices made at the county level. But at some point the government  the rest of

us who pay taxes  shouldn't have to rescue people from their choices, whether it's

building in an area prone to fires or floods. 

Consider the story in Wednesday's Post Register about the insurance commissioner of

Montana. He says insurance companies are "flatout wrong, unethical and unfair" to

deny fire insurance coverage in an area near Helena where a fire is raging. 

He says the companies are "redlining" out entire areas as ineligible for fire insurance

instead of making casebycase decisions. Maybe he's right, but you have to wonder if

insurance companies shouldn't have the right to declare some areas uninsurable. Local

zoning laws often don't take into account the full cost of suppressing fires because local

firefighters don't have to pay to put them out. The most distant government  the dreaded

feds in Washington  is expected to pay that bill while insurance companies are supposed

to cover rebuilding costs. 

This drought is more severe than l988  the year of the Yellowstone Fire. It is likely the

first of several years of danger, a predictable, postEl Nino/La Nina cycle. 

Human and fiscal resources will be limited. Wiser choices must therefore be made about

when, where and how to fight fires. 

