Introduction
Starting in the late afternoon on June 20th, 2008, continuing throughout the next day and into the evening, California experienced a series of severe thunderstorms.  They carpeted the state from Santa Barbara to Yreka with more than 6,000 lightning strikes. By the time the lightning storm left California, it had ignited a total of ​​​1,754 fires. When the fires were all were finally contained  a total of _____ acres had burned. At the peak of fire control operations, more than ______ firefighters, from as far away as Australia and New Zealand, were engaged. 
The impact of the fires to people and society were great.  During this unprecedented fire siege, fifteen people were killed, and many fire fighters were injured. These fires destroyed _____ homes, ____ commercial buildings, _____ other structures, and caused hundreds of millions of dollars in  property and natural resource damage. Thousands of people were evacuated from their homes, some for several days at a time and some more than once during the summer. Communications, power delivery, and transportation systems were disrupted. Smoke adversely impacted outdoor activities over large portions of the state for weeks at a time, presenting significant health hazards.
The large scale ecological impacts of the fires are complex and vary widely, depending on the land use objectives.  Many of the long term impacts to natural resources were generally beneficial.  Heavy fuel accumulations were reduced and fire was returned to many landscapes where it had been excluded for several natural fire rotations.  But the fires also burned valuable timber and watershed lands, impacted the habitats of several threatened and endangered species, and many areas burned with uncharacteristically high severity because of the fuel accumulations.
Both the Governor of California and the President of the United States toured fire operations. Governor Schwarzenegger declared a state of emergency for 13 counties, and President Bush declared a state of disaster that made available a wide variety of federal assets, including the military. 

In the recorded history of wildfire-prone California, there has never been this many fires started in such a short timeframe, this early in the season, and burned simultaneously over such a long a period of time. There have been larger and more damaging wildfires in the past, but not so many large fires at once. (Dorothy to check the book – provide reference)
Purpose

The purpose of this report is to provide a broad, factual overview of the 2008 June fire siege documenting key events, providing summary statistics, and serving as a reference for other more detailed reviews, inquiries, studies and reports. This effort also describes the:

· weather and fuel conditions that made California’s wildlands susceptible to extreme fire behavior early in the “fire season”

· conditions that made the fires resistant to control efforts 
· competition for limited fire suppression resources
· social and economic impacts including infrastructure, health, and direct threats to life and property
· organizational process and interagency cooperation in response to the magnitude of this event
Detailed assessment and analyses of specific issues that arose during this siege, are the focus of other efforts and not covered in this report.

California Lightning Sieges 

How did the 2008 June Fire Siege relate to other major fire sieges in California history? California has suffered severe wildland fire sieges as a result of lightning storms several times since WWII.  The following table 
Insert table summarizing historic sieges (1955-pres)?
1955, 1961, 70, 77, 87, 99, 2008

# fires, dates/duration, acres, personnel, structures
The 1955 siege consisted of 436 fires that started between August 27th and September 13th that burned a total of 307,113 acres. While 302 of the fires were controlled at less than ten acres, 41 of the fires grew to more than 300 acres. Surprisingly, only 59 of these fires were caused by lightning. The two biggest fires that year were the Haystack Fire on the Klamath National Forest at 87,000 acres, and the Refugio Fire on the Los Padres National Forest at 75,690 acres. Despite moderate drought conditions, none of the fires exceeded 100,000 acres. A force of 18,400 firefighters use 919 fire engines, 529 bulldozers, 47 fixed wing aircraft, and 10 helicopters during this fire siege.
The 1977 lightning fire siege, which started in early August, was similar to the 2008 event, in that major fires were concentrated in north and northeastern part of the state, but also with a major fire on the Monterey District of the Los Padres National Forest. The Marble-Cone fire burned 177,866 acres and was at that time the second largest wildfire in California’s recorded history. Other major lightning fires during this siege included the Pondosa and Horrs Corner fires in the Shasta-Trinity Unit (SHU), and the Eagle Lake, Scarface, and Gerig fires in the Lassen-Modoc Unit (LMU). These five major fires burned more than 456 million board feet of timber, then valued at about $70 million. During the 1977 fire siege, _____________firefighters use _______ fire engines, _______ bulldozers, ________ handcrews, and _______ aircraft to battle the fires.

The 1987 lightning fire siege resulted in over 1,500 fires concentrated primarily at higher elevations in the national forests of Northern California. Hardest hit were the Klamath and Stanislaus National Forests. These fires burned more than 600,000 acres.

A force of _______ firefighters, using ____ fire engines, _______ bulldozers, ______ hand crews, and _____ aircraft battled these fires for more than three months.

In 1999, lightning fires hit the Klamath, Plumas, and Shasta-Trinity national forest hard, with the Big Bar Complex on the Shasta-Trinity National Forest in Trinity County burning about 140,000 acres.
In 2001
, there were more than 3,000 wildfires caused by lightning in California, but the combination of favorable fuel and weather conditions, along with readily available suppression resources kept the area burned by these fires to about 273,000 acres. This compares favorably to the Eastern Great Basin region, where 2,400 lightning fires burned more than 507,000 acres that year.
Again in 2006, lightning fires returned to the National Forests in Northern California. Another Big Bar Complex burned more than 100,000 acres on the Shasta-Trinity National Forest. Of the 1,357 lightning fires that year, 237 fires burned 94,181 acres in CAL FIRE’s direct protection area. The remaining 1,120 fires in the federal DPA burned 104,705 acres. 

While large numbers of lightning fires certainly present significant potential, the fire numbers and acres burned don’t necessarily match up, as fuel and weather conditions at the time of the lightning event can vary greatly. For example, in 2004, there were 11,384 lightning fires nationwide that burned 7,011,023 acres. In 2005, some 3,000 fewer lightning fires burned 150,000 more acres. In this century, the largest number of lightning fires (16,165) occurred in 2006, but the greatest area burned by lightning fires (7,168,062 acres) was in 2005. The largest number of lightning fires recently in California occurred in 2001, when 3,070 fires burned only 322,667 acres
.
The June 2008 California Lightning Fire Siege was unique.  Although it occurred in June, the burning conditions were more like those of a typical August, due to the effects of  a spring drought. The storms on June 20th remained relatively stationary, concentrating large numbers of wildfires in a relatively small region (Mendocino, Humboldt, Butte, Tehama, Shasta, Trinity, and Lassen counties). These fires were spread over a wide range of elevations, from the Sacramento Valley floor all the way up to the high country wilderness of the Trinity Alps, generously scattering fires about both state and federal protection areas simultaneously. Especially at the lower elevations, these fires had tremendous potential for large fire development and exhibited high resistance to control efforts. Only the lack of long-term high wind events prevented this siege from becoming even more catastrophic.

Fire History

California’s Mediterranean climate with dry summers, abundant lightning and available fuels have resulted in an environment favorable to the occurrence of fire. California and the western United States have a history of wildfires.  
Native Americans used fire extensively for thousands of years to sustain plant and animal populations and provide for their own safety.  Early European settlers continued the use of fire as a tool to help clear the land for subsistence farming and grazing. Fuel continuity and fire patterns were disrupted with the widespread, intensive domestic livestock grazing in the latter part of the 19th and early 20th centuries.    

Following a series of massive wildfires in 1910, public policy changed to require immediate suppression of wildfires. The Forest Service adopted the “10 a.m. Policy” under which every wildfire was to be controlled by the morning after it started. Federal and state wildland fire agencies began developing suppression forces that became effective at reducing the annual acreage burned. This policy was effective at eliminating small, low-intensity fires that limited fuel loading, but had little effect on the infrequent high intensity fire. The long term effect of fire exclusion has been heavy accumulation of fuel, increased tree density, and greater risk of stand replacing fire. As the population of California has increased, more people and their homes are situated adjacent to wildlands, where wildfires are likely to occur. 
Setting the Stage

When the cells that had formed over the ocean moved on shore and the first lightning struck on evening of June 20th, the 2008 June Fire Siege had started.  To understand why the siege occurred, it is necessary to review the weather and fuel conditions that lead up to the first ignition.  
Fire season in California is largely determined by its Mediterranean climate of long, hot, dry summers and is usually busiest from July to October.  During years with an atypically dry spring or fall the fire season can be longer.  

The year started off wet through about mid February, but there was very little significant precipitation for the rest of the winter and spring.  For example at the Redding airport, January accounted for almost half of the year’s total precipitation, with below normal precipitation from March through June.  Statewide, spring (March, April, May) of 2008 ranked as the driest year of the 114 years of record in the California Climate Tracker (Western Region Climate Center – California Climate Tracker).  Snow surveys at the end of April 2008 showed that water content of the snow pack was far below average in most mountain areas. The third week of May brought a significant heat wave starting in northern California and spreading to southern California with 194 record high temperatures set. 
June saw a continuation of the dryer than average trend with a foehn wind event from the 10th through the12th.  By late June fuels were reaching historic levels of dryness.  The hot, dry spring led to an early curing of lower elevation annual grasses and large woody fuel moistures were 4-8 weeks ahead of typical early summertime drying. Several shrub species put on little or no new growth, which has high moisture content.  In many places, the mature shrub growth died back, increasing the ratio of dead-to-live fuel, and making already flammable brush species even more dangerous. Many shrub and some tree species go into a dormant condition during times of heat or drought stress, decreasing the plant’s live fuel moisture to the critical level. In forests, 1000-hour fuel moistures were at record low levels by May, and live fuel moistures in conifer timber stands were at or below record levels. 

Insert ERC graphs pick up to 6 representative areas (caption: By late June, Energy Release Components (ERCs), a measure of how intensely wildland fuels will burn, were already ranging from well above normal to record highs for the date. )
The years of fire exclusion from the forests have created abnormally high fuel volumes, and increased horizontal and vertical fuel continuity.  Ladder fuels allow the fire to travel into the crowns of the trees.  Highly flammable, non-native plants promote the easy ignition and rapid spread of new fires. In much of California, insect and disease infestations including Sudden Oak Death continued to spread, adding to the dead fuel load. 

These factors contributed to the conditions that made California unseasonably susceptible to ignition, allowing fires to burn with greater intensity, with more resistance to control efforts.

Preparedness

Firefighting agencies in California recognized that the combination of weather and fuel conditions increased the potential for a very severe fire season. 
Additional severity staffing was hired and trained, 
Interagency coordination

· Interagency dialog was initiated and kept open.  

· The northern and southern GACs conducted a joint activation simulation in May. 
Contracted fire fighting resources were inspected, trained, and available for deployment. 
Fire fighting resources were made ready for quick deployment as fire conditions worsened. 
Agencies exercised early contract start dates for aircraft.  

Boosting public awareness
Military Resources were coordinated and made available.
Joint training exercises.
On May 9th, 2008, California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed an Executive Order S-03-08 (see appendix), designed to bolster the state’s preparedness for a long, dangerous fire season by increasing the state’s firefighting resources and raising public awareness of the early, very dry fire season. The order directed CAL FIRE and other state agencies to take immediate action to prepare and protect the state from wildfire by:
Early Season Fire Activity

In May and June, California experienced major fires exhibiting fire behavior more characteristic of late summer than spring. These fires reflected the influence of drought, build-up of dry fuel (ERC), and wind driven rapid rates of spread.  The fires described here were early indicators of what was to come.

The Summit Fire began on May 22nd, at 5:17 AM near Mayman’s Flat in Santa Clara County and quickly spread into Santa Cruz County. North/northwest winds of about 20 mph (with gusts exceeding 50 mph) drove the fire at an extreme rate of spread, burning nearly 3,500 acres on the first day. This fire was contained on May 28th, having burned 4,270 acres and forcing the evacuation of about 1,500 residents. The fire destroyed 42 dwellings, 37 outbuildings, and 42 vehicles. At the height of the firefighting effort, over 3,500 personnel, including 250 engines, 98 hand crews, 54 bulldozers, 18 helicopters, and seven air tankers were committed to this incident.

The Clover Fire was burning 8 miles north of Kennedy Meadows on the Sequoia National Forest.  Burning 13,500 acres since May 28th in the rugged South Sierra Wilderness Area, this fire was only 10% contained and was being managed under a Wildland Fire Use strategy.

The Indians Fire on the Los Padres National Forest, about 20 miles west of King City in the Salinas Valley. Starting on June 8th, this fire was only 41% contained, and covered more than 50,000 acres in and around the rugged and inaccessible Ventana Wilderness Area. Firefighting resources committed to this fire operation on June 20th included 121 fire engines, 71 hand crews, 15 bulldozers, 14 helicopters, 7 air tankers and more than 2,300 fire personnel.

The Martin Fire started the afternoon of June 11th, off of Martin Road in the Santa Cruz County community of Bonny Doon. Unlike the Summit Fire, which was primarily spread by strong wind, the Martin Fire was burning in lighter winds in dry, heavy fuels. March through June rainfall amounts were the lowest ever recorded in this area, at about 8% of average. The May and June weather here had been unseasonable hot and dry, with little of the seasonal marine layer intrusion.  The Martin Fire burned 520 acres before being contained on June 16th, with about 90% of that acreage burned the first day. The fire forced evacuation of approximately 1,200 residents and destroyed three dwellings and eight outbuildings. At the height of fire operations, there were 67 fire engines, 29 hand crews, 11 water tenders, eight air tankers and five helicopters assigned, with a total of about 900 personnel.

In Butte County on June 10th, the Ophir Fire started east of highway 70 near Palermo. On June 11th the Humboldt Fire spread rapidly, moving from the outskirts of Chico uphill into the town of Paradise.  Combined, the two fires burned approximately 40,000 acres and 303 structures. At the height of the Ophir Fire operations, 96 engines, 21 crews, 11 bulldozers, and 429 personnel were committed. As the Ophir Fire reached containment on June 12th, all excess resources were re-mobilized from the Ophir Fire to the Humboldt Fire. At the height of fire operations on the Humboldt Fire there were 521 fire engines, 68 hand crews, 22 bulldozers, and 3,826 personnel committed to the fire fight. At the height of the fire, more than 18,000 residents of the Paradise area were without power, and as many as 10,000 people were evacuated from their homes and businesses. 
Governor Schwarzenegger proclaimed a State of Emergency in Butte County due to the Ophir and Humboldt Fires and in Santa Cruz County, as a result of the Martin Fire.

�Is this the entire fire season?  Not a siege.
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