BOARD OF FORESTRY UPDATE: WILDLAND FIRE January 2020
BOF encourages Alaskans to act after hot and smoky summer of fire

The Alaska Board of Forestry meets three times a year, and once a year takes a fieldtrip to gain a deeper understanding
of important forestry issues around the state. This year’s late-August fieldtrip took them to the wildland fires burning in
Willow, and the Board felt that the information they learned about fire safety, preparedness, and policy should be
shared broadly.

The 2019 fire season was unusually long. Normally, Alaska’s wildfires occur early in the summer, beginning as grass fires
before green-up. Rain and cooling weather in late July and August slows wildland fires. This year, though, southcentral
Alaska didn’t get those rains, moss layers and duff continued to dry out, and fires continued to ignite and burn
throughout the summer. To top it off, a windstorm in mid-August caused several fires to flare up and spread
dramatically through the very dry landscape in the Mat-Su Region and on the Kenai Peninsula.

T ; Usually Alaska’s fire crews are assisted by Lower 48

! crews in the early summer, and as Alaska’s fire season
winds down, we send our crews south to help other
states as their fire season escalates in the later summer
months. Luckily for Alaska, though, fires in the western
states never heated up, so out-of-state crews remained
to help fight Alaskan fires even into August and
September. In contrast, the summer of 2018 was an
unusually slow fire season in Alaska, with rains and cool
weather throughout the summer keeping fires from
burning, so our crews were able to assist with the
record-breaking fire season in the Lower 48.

This fortunate balance in wildland fire over the last two
years caused the Board of Forestry to ask: What
happens when Alaska and the Lower 48 have a big fire
season? How can we prepare better for big fire years
in which we must rely solely on Alaskan crews?

1. BE FIREWISE. The most important thing
individuals can do is to create defensible space around
their communities, homes and property, following
Firewise principles. Firefighters do not have the
resources to defend every home during a wildfire, so a
house that has flammable trees and brush cleared
around it according to Firewise principles gives
firefighters space to set up systems to protect it. When
adequately prepared, a house can withstand a wildland
fire even without the intervention of the fire service.
After the unusually hot and smoky summer of 2019,
we have an opportunity to take advantage of the
increased awareness of fire danger, and encourage all
Alaskans to make their homes Firewise. Firewise Communities/USA encourages communities and homeowners to
prepare for a fire before it occurs: http://forestry.alaska.gov/fire/firewise.htm.
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2. LEARN BEFORE YOU BURN. The Division of
Forestry has begun a multi-year statewide public
education campaign promoting several wildland fire

prevention-focused programs, mcIudmg DOF’s new burn permits, Firewise, Ready-Set-Go evacuation guides, forest
stewardship, spruce bark beetle impact mitigation, and newly adopted laws and regulations. The goal is a 10% annual
decrease in human-caused wildfires in DOF wildland-urban interface protection areas in the next four years.
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3. BUILD FUEL BREAKS. The State of Alaska should create
fuel breaks in key locations near communities at risk from
fire. Fuel breaks have been proven to be highly effective
and economical compared to the cost of fire suppression
and property damage. However, no State money is
currently being spent to create or maintain fuel breaks.
The fuel breaks that exist in the state today were created
with funds from federal grants, and while Alaska has been
highly successful at obtaining these grants, we compete
with 15 other Western states for federal funds. Last year
we received the maximum amount of grant funding
allowed per state: approximately $2 million. If the State
were to budget some money for fuel breaks, the Division
could leverage those funds to apply for even more federal
grants, protecting our communities better and saving the
state money in the long run.

Fuel break success stories. Cutting and maintaining fuel
breaks costs money, but it pays off when they help
firefighters protect lives, homes and property. Fuel breaks
have helped stop several fires from spreading into
communities since fuel reduction work began in 2001: the
2019 Shovel Creek and Swan Lake fires, the Funny River
fire in 2014, and the Eagle Trail fire in 2010.

a. The Shovel Creek Fire threatened five subdivisions and
more than 160 homes in Fairbanks in late June and early
July 2019, but the fuel break along the Old Murphy Dome
Road enabled firefighters to stop the fire from spreading
into the community.

b. Also during the summer of 2019, the 10-mile long
Sterling fuel break (photo and map at left) around the




east and north sides of Sterling was improved for public and firefighter safety, and played an important role in
protecting the community from the Swan Lake Fire.

c. In May of 2014, the Funny River Fire threatened thousands of homes in Soldotna, Funny River, Kasilof and Sterling.
When the fire met two fuel breaks along the Kenai National Wildlife Refuge, it slowed, buying firefighters valuable time
and space to conduct burnout operations around several subdivisions. In the past 10 years, every $1 spent on the fuels
treatment at or near Kenai Refuge produced about $165 worth of structures protected. [Refuge Update, Sept/Oct 2014]

d. In 2010, the Eagle Trail Fire made a run toward the village of Tanacross. Fortunately, shaded fuel breaks had been cut
around the community in the early and mid-2000s, and a firefighter crew placed in the break was able to protect the
village. The fuel breaks were installed by BLM and Tanana Chiefs Conference, and were some of the first fuel reduction
work conducted in Alaska.

4. SUPPORT OUR FIRE CREWS. The Division of Forestry
is pleased to report that our Type | Hotshot Firefighting
Crew, Pioneer Peak, has recently been granted
permanent seasonal status, meaning that these highly-
trained and valuable employees have job security. The
positions are not funded with state money. Instead, the
Division of Forestry must use federal grants obtained
for the fuels reduction projects mentioned above to pay
for fire crew positions when they are not actively
fighting fires. The same is true for Alaska’s four Type
21A crews: White Mountain, Gannett Glacier, Yukon
and Tanana Chiefs Conference. Though the Division of

s ; . Forestry has been quite successful at winning federal
grants, from year to year, the amount of funding quctuates If the State of Alaska funded at least part of these positions,
we could maintain a more consistent level of funding, and leverage this State money as match to procure even more
federal funds for fuel breaks to protect our communities before fires threaten them.

In addition to the agency and agency-sponsored crews referred to above, villages throughout Alaska have
historically kept Type 2 emergency firefighter crews ready to deploy. In 2013, 60 crews were ready to deploy, but since
then, numbers have dropped precipitously, with only eight village crews remaining. Fewer local village crews mean that
Alaska must call sooner for out-of-state assistance than in the past. The Board of Forestry applauds the sincere
appreciation and consideration that Alaska’s fire-affected communities have shown towards firefighting crews and
operations in their areas.

Why this update from the Board of Forestry?

The late summer fires of 2019 in the Mat-Su Region created a unique opportunity for the Board of Forestry to see what
a fire in the wildland-urban interface looks like. At their August 2019 meeting, the Board decided to begin producing
updates to disseminate relevant information gleaned from their meetings. The Board will share these briefings with the
public and elected officials to help with decision-making at all levels, from an individual landowner’s choices to policy
decisions at the State level.

This issue addressed how an individual’s most valuable contribution to wildland fire safety for themselves and
their community is by making their own property and neighborhood Firewise. At a larger scale, the Board encourages
State government to provide funding for fuel breaks and firefighters to leverage further federal funding that will protect
vulnerable communities around Alaska.

The Alaska Board of Forestry is a diverse group of stakeholders?! that makes recommendations on forest
practices issues, monitors the effectiveness and implementation of the Alaska Forest Practices Act, and addresses
research needs for forestry issues as they arise. This diverse Board must reach a high degree of consensus to act: an
affirmative vote by all but one of the voting members is required.

! The Board of Forestry is comprised of representatives from commercial fishing, environmental, mining, and recreation
organizations; an Alaska Native corporation, and a forest industry trade association, along with a non-governmental professional
forester and a professional fish/wildlife biologist. The Board is chaired by the Alaska State Forester who is a non-voting member.
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