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New policy: fight wildfires with fire Friday, April 2, 1999





A new federal policy to fight wildfires with fire was announced Thursday by Interior Secretary Bruce Babbitt at the National Interagency Fire Center in Boise, Idaho, the headquarters for the U.S. Forest Service elite smokejumper squad.





In fact, this year, for the first time, the smokejumpers may start more fires than they put out.





"Five years ago, on this jetway, I heard very bad news. Fourteen firefighters were missing and believed dead from an extreme fire that blew up near Grand Junction, Colo. Soon I spoke with the grieving families. They all felt what one said specifically: 'I hope that you are going to change things to make sure this doesn't happen again.' I promised we would change what we must."





In the 1970s we spent millions of dollars each year to put out wildfires, said Babbitt. A few years ago we spent over a billion. It was time for an overhaul, he said.





The overhaul of wildfire operations was not easy, according to Babbitt, but it has produced an approach that will be safer, healthier, less costly and destructive for firefighters, taxpayers and natural landscapes. It calls for:





* A dramatic 172 percent increase (2.3 million acres) in prescribed fires.





* Aggressive thinning of small trees in fuel-choked forests, even in national parks.





* Reducing excess smoke through fuels management plans that were put together with the help of the EPA Air Quality Planning and Standards Office.





"This season may be intense," said Babbitt. "But we cannot simply blame La Nina for the recurring nightmare western cities face each summer. Over this century our presence on the land -- grazing, logging old growth, development of homes in fire prone zones, and, above all, fire suppression -- has triggered a sequence of changes that only worsens the crisis. To defuse fires, we had to de-fuel them; we had to integrate and internalize fire operations into annual land management decisions, and use progressive grazing, thinning, building codes and fire to restore healthy flames."





Another aspect of the new wild land fire operations is that being a smokejumper is now a year round job. Once furloughed in the winter, the team of 66 smokejumpers stayed on to conduct a prescribed fire in the Flagstaff, Ariz., fire district and 'fireproof' a forest by thinning small dense undergrowth in Grand Canyon National Park.





The smokejumpers are even marketing themselves to fire managers in all government agencies to start fires and reduce fuel loads. This spring the smokejumpers will assist with 20 separate projects in seven western states ranging from prescribed burns to mechanical treatments and prepping areas for hazardous fuel reductions.





"We know what the forests need, and why, and how to get there. We take project from start to finish, allowing managers to concentrate valuable time on other assignments," said Sean Cross, Boise smokejumper manager. Taxpayers also benefit, according to a Department of Interior news release. Conducting prescribed fires typically costs about $30 an acre, but can range from $5 to $70 depending on the size of the fire, the type of material burned and the proximity to buildings. In contrast, suppressing wild land fires costs about $700 an acre, but can range from $500 to $1,600 per acre depending on severity.





Copyright 1999, Environmental News Network, All Rights Reserved








