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Hello fellow Fellows,

Thought I would drop you a line to let you know how my Fellowship travels are going. Well I am off to a good start. I have been in California since 1st September. My initial contact is Ruben Grijalva, Director of Cal Fire. He has been just fantastic in arranging the detail of my itinerary.

Outside FDNY, Cal Fire is the largest Firefighting organisation in the US. 16,000 employees, 802 fire stations (575 are in cities) 22 air bases, 1095 fire engines, 38 aerial trucks, 63 paramedic units, 58 bulldozers, 11 mobile kitchens and a Partridge in a Pear tree. Well actually..not a Partridge…. they have been toying with the largest firefighting air tanker in the world They have rigged up a DC10 to drop retardant on wildfires. It drops 12,000 gallons at a time (see photo attached)... Their normal aircraft only muster 1200 gallons. Coincidentally, I ran in to a couple of Aussies who are over here evaluating the aircraft for suitability in Australia.

Cal Fire responds to approximately 200 bushfires a day during the summer - yes I did say each day. The agencies aggressive approach to bushfire fighting appears to have proved effective. They aim to keep 95% of all fires under 10 acres and have been meeting this target. This year they have had a similar call rate to previous years but managed to keep fire damage to one sixth the area, despite still having one of the largest fires in history (Zaca fire). Please don’t get the impression nothing is happening here. Firefighters are busy and will be, probably until November. The trees in California are drought affected like they are in Australia right now. Fuel (timber) moisture levels are registering as low as 9%. To put that in perspective Kiln dry timber comes in at 12%.

I spent a very worthwhile week with Ruben and his staff in Oakland and Sacramento looking at procedures, equipment and training programs. Instructors at the Cal Fire Academy ran me through their training programs and we looked at the props they have developed specifically to practice firefighting techniques and assessment on the urban interface. (see attached photos) These are probably the only ones in the world.

The State Fire Marshall’s Office is also part of Cal Fire. It is essentially the regulatory body for fire and related issues in California. The Fire Marshall has classified and mapped all the bushfire hazards in the state and developed more stringent building codes to compliment their concept of ‘defensible’ space (we call it ‘defendable’ space in Oz). They come into force this February. Kate Dargan, the State Fire Marshall see it as just as important for firefighters [through legislation and community outreach programs] to prepare the battleground as it is for them to prepare for the firefight (i.e. appliances, equipment, procedures and training). She makes the point well. Use defendable space to stop the fire getting at structures and design the structures so they are harder to burn. 

Taking a break from fire stuff my wife and I visited Alcatraz and Disneyland as we flew between San Francisco and LA. Next Ruben had lined me up with a Battalion Chief from Orange County. I had an interesting day looking at the effect of fuel modification on the urban interface in that County. Ron Blaul, the Battalion Chief, showed me around the southern end of Orange County as we discussed tactical operations. He was able to show me how effective the fuel modification zones they had been working on were for stopping fire from entering urban areas. He also showed me a suburb where residents had built homes in and among eucalypts. I was amazed (see photographs)

Heading to Riverside County tomorrow but the Captain who planned to pick us up was deployed onto a fire this afternoon. Anything could happen tomorrow I guess.

 
Hi once again Fellows,
 
Since my last update I have completed the U.S. leg of my tour and moved on to Spain. 
 
The first thing that stuck me in Spain was how similar the vegetation and terrain was to the US (steep hills, dry country with pines oaks, scrub and grass). Governance wise, Spain is also quite regionalised so different operational firefighting arrangements have evolved under independent provincial governments. Catalonia and its immediate neighbours bear the brunt of most fires so that was my first stop. 
 
In Catalonia the Forest Service controls forest firefighting. They use an incident command system similar to that of the US and Australia but command is more centralised. A commander is assigned to a regional control position every day and dispatched by helicopter to oversee any fire that starts in Catalonia. After initial operations are up and running he then works closely with fire behaviour technicians to direct operations either from the air or back at headquarters. Catalonia’s state-of-the-art mapping and vehicle GIS tracking helps accommodate this. 
 
The Forest Service focus is on fire perimeter control. Spain is still grappling with the same chaotic issues that we are when it comes to dealing with wildfire in the urban environment. As in the US, weight of response is important. Initial fire response consists of three units, an attack helicopter and command helicopter. 
 
Spain is different to the US in one very significant way. Virtually all buildings in the country are made of non-combustible material (stone, brick with ceramic rooves). Fuel (vegetation) modification programs are acknowledged by governments as valuable and fuel clearance zones around properties are required but none are policed. Although people are expected to evacuate their homes during a fire, the foresters I spoke with feel that given the non-combustible nature of the homes, people would be safer to remain. This does not mean fire fighting in towns is unnecessary. Many of the gardens have potential to carry fire deep into the community (see photo of burning hedges).
 
My host in Catalonia, Marc Castellnou, arranged for me to attend a review of an urban interface fire they had recently dealt with. The review was conducted in a ‘Lessons Learnt’ format; where firefighters and commanders revisit various sites of the fire to discuss specific issues. Operational decisions, fire behaviour and firefighting tactics are all discussed. For me this was terrific. I got a real feel for what goes on in Catalonia. 
 
This particular fire was not intense but it quickly pushed into a nearby town (see photo enclosed). In doing so it jumped two major highways, caught trucks alight and closed down links between Spain and France. This fire highlighted a number of resources management issues. For example, firefighters were initially assigned to protect the town but this meant the fire perimeter was left unchecked to later cause other problems ….but enough of the detail, I will put that in my fellowship report.
 
Next I met up with David Caballero in Madrid. He showed me a number of places that were of concern to him. David explained that of the 7 million people living in Madrid, 3 million live in [what can only be described as] a massive urban interface area. Dave drove me around an area of virtually continuous fuel with settlements embedded throughout. The area stretched out some 30 km from the hub of Madrid. Expansion has occurred so quickly that the road systems in the expanding settlements are poorly designed (twisting unsealed tracks, no sign-posts, single access and egress). 
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David also explained that people have no perception of risk and the responsibility for land/fuel management is unclear. When it came to firefighting he was equally candid. He explained that no consistent firefighting protocols exist in Spain, that operations are not always well coordinated and firefighting tactics specific to the urban interface need to be developed. All that sounded a little too familiar to me but it was time to move on.
The Urban interface where a fire stopped behind the cul de sacs because of fuel reduction measures taken

Photo of DC10
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WUI Training prop photos
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Eucalypt Grove in Orange county

Photo of Academy staff
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