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Battling the Lake Fire in the San Bernardino National Forest, where an estimated 31,359 acres were burned between the start of the fire on June 17 and 
September 3 when it was declared 98% contained.             Photo: Brandi Carlos

The western conflagrations of summer 2015 illustrated the 
perfect fire storm. 

Years of flat budgets, increasingly hotter temperatures, historic 
drought and forest management philosophy were all part of the 
tinder that had firefighters scrambling across the western United 
States. 

As of late October wildfires had blistered more than 9.3 million 
acres, according to the National Interagency Fire Center, with the 
bulk concentrated in eastern Washington, the Idaho panhandle 
and western Montana, along with a handful in Northern 
California. For much of the summer, the nation has been at 
Wildfire Preparedness Level 5, the highest level.

As with most any major catastrophe in the United States, alumni 
of various Center for Homeland Defense and Security educational 
programs were at the forefront of staffing the plethora of 
emergency operations while also flexing their planning skills as 
leaders pieced together staff at home while sending firefighters, 
often the most skilled of them, to participate in mutual aid 
agreements. 

Wildland fires pose homeland security challenges

Perhaps naturally, the public perceives the incidents as a pure 
fire-fighting endeavor, but converging conditions pose homeland 
security challenges and questions, noted master’s degree graduate 
and former Northern California fire chief Bruce Martin. A 
combination of forest practices and environmentalism have 
changed how forests are managed. 

“Documented forest practices of the past 100 years have created an 
artificial density in forests which contributes to extremely intense 
fires,” Martin noted. “Undoing those practices is often challenged 
by landowners, timber companies and environmental groups. The 
fuel load is exacerbated by weather, which supports bark beetles 
and other insect damage, as well as drought, which affects fuel 
conditions.”

The necessity of preparedness and response is also highlighted. 
Preparedness in the form of vegetation reduction has also been 
shown to be much less expensive than response, but often gets a 
negative reaction from communities. Community efforts among 
agencies, land managers and homeowners is the first line of defense 
against a fire - by working on defensible space for structures, for 
example. 

“Documented forest practices of the past 100 years 
have created an artificial density in forests which 
contributes to extremely intense fires. Undoing those 
practices is often challenged by landowners, timber 
companies and environmental groups. The fuel load is 
exacerbated by weather, which supports bark beetles 
and other insect damage, as well as drought, which 
affects fuel conditions.”

Bruce Martin
Project Manager, Bay Area UASI

Fremont, California,
and former Northern California Fire Chief

Wildfire Nation
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Smoke from Northwest wildfires as seen from the International Space Station 
in August 2015.                     Photo by Kjell Lindgren—NASA

There were almost 32,100 fewer wildfires by 
mid-October 2015 than in the same time frame 
in 2006, but more than 217,000 additional acres 

burned this year 

Statistics from National Interagency Fire Center: www.nifc.gov

01\01–10\16 
YTD Statistics

Number 
of Fires

    Acres  
    Burned

2015   52,505 9,332,109
2014   41,707 3,064,327
2013   38,698 4,136,928
2012   49,506 8,861,675
2011   61,879 8,290,670
2010   57,419 3,109,960
2009   70,548 5,667,362
2008   70,548 4,962,214
2007   74,415 8,292,604
2006   84,578 9,114,636
2005   54,425 8,186,434
Annual average prior 10 years

2005-2014   60,586 6,350,289

The response system in California is rooted in World War II and 
Cold War era defense, he added. Forest fire stations in California 
were situated based on response time should the Japanese use fire 
as a weapon, while the state’s mutual aid structure emerged during 
the 1950s. The latter formed the basis of the state’s current mutual 
aid system. Over years of federal and state budget constraints, 
California’s firefighting system increasingly enlisted urban and 
rural fire departments as surge capacity to assist in wildland 
firefighting. That same aid concept has been applied to homeland 
security challenges such as floods, earthquakes, civil disturbance 
and animal pandemics, he added.

Cocker works Hayfork Complex 

Just about any fire fighter will tell you the job is the epitome of 
public service, and not for the easily frightened. Camping out in 
aging surplus tents, constant and irritating smoke and the long 
hours are among just part of the demands. 

“The shifts are typically 16 hours long with split shifts covering 
day and night activities,” said Phil Crocker, a master’s degree 
alumni and Assistant Chief with the Los Angeles County Fire 
Department. “We have a saying in the Planning Section that ‘plans 
never sleep’ since we have several people that work late into the 
wee morning hours producing the Incident Action Plan and maps 
for the next day’s operations. The Hayfork Complex was a 14-day 
assignment after which another IMT took over the reins and we 
were demobilized.”

Cocker was a Planning Section Chief (PSC1) on Type I California 
Interagency Incident Management Team 4 (CIIMT4). The role in 
this position is coordinating planning needs of an incident such 
as resource tracking, mapping, documentation, demobilization, 
as well as weather and fire behavior. As a part of the Incident 
Command System, the Planning Section coordinates all the other 
Command and General staff using the planning process. 

“Essentially, this consists of planning for an operational shift, 
developing a written plan and then briefing the plan to the ‘troops’ 
who are out on the ground and fighting fire,” Cocker noted.
 
While working the Hayward Complex fire, there were more than 
40 personnel assigned in the section including Situation, Resource, 
Documentation and Demobilization Unit Leaders; Meteorologists; 
Fire Behavior Analysts; Field Observers; Computer Tech Specs; 
Training Specialists and GIS Specialists. 

Chiefs juggle priorities, staffing 

For homeland security professionals such as Southern Marin 
(California) Fire District Chief Chris Tubbs, an Executive Leaders 
Program graduate, the role in combating the historical western 
blazes lies close to home.  
      
Administrators walk the fine line of participating in mutual aid 
agreements while maintaining adequate staff and scheduling for 
their home agencies.

Story continues next page >>>
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“The county had experienced wildfires in the past but none that 
rose to the level of destroying homes,” Collins said. “So, support 
for the fire service by the Emergency Operations Center had never 
really played out. They had not exercised their plan other than 
table tops.”

Working the logistic piece involves ordering resources and 
ensuring the EOC is fully staffed as well as securing any resources 
that are needed. Supporting evacuees is also part of the job. With 
fires raging and volunteers converging the county moved its EOC 
from the courthouse to an area casino with a large ballroom and 
internet access. 

“We took a cold site and built it up between state assets and county 
assets so we could run a full EOC in that room,” she said.

Managers and responders nonetheless had difficulty attaining 
situational awareness, she added, and there were communication 
challenges between emergency workers and the sheriff ’s 
department. 

Collins said the EMMA system did not work as designed in this 
instance. She and her emergency management peers are planning 
to bring the shortcomings to the attention of state officials this fall.

“It was an eye opener to me,” Collins said.  “I think we really need 
to do a better analysis of EMMA. We have this beautiful plan that 
didn’t work when executed. My question is, why? California has 
this great system we tout but when it came to actually pressing the 
button it didn’t work that way.”

For the Tassajara fire in the Carmel Valley area of Monterey 
County the operations were somewhat smoother. The EOC was 
activated for four days. Agencies in the county benefitted from 
a Bay Area-wide Urban Shield exercise just days before the fire 
erupted that was based on terrorist scenarios for next year’s Super 
Bowl in Santa Clara. 

His agency sent a Strike Team – consisting of five engines and a 
Battalion Chief – to the Rocky Fire that straddled the counties of 
Colusa, Lake and Yoko counties in Northern California. The fire 
was declared contained August 14 after burning 43 residences and 
53 outbuildings. 

The Strike Team amounted to about 22 members of his 
department.

“You have desire by members to get out as much as they can 
because there is a financial incentive as well as getting the 
experience,” Tubbs said. “The challenge is minimum staffing at 
home. It’s a challenge to do both of those. It’s more of an art than a 
science and it’s not without friction and debate.”
 
Collins volunteers, then real fire

Executive Leaders Program graduate Sherrie Collins, Deputy 
Director of Emergency Management in Monterey County, 
California, had already performed some extra duty before the 
Tassajara Fire scorched a little more than 1,000 acres and killed 
one in late September.

A few weeks earlier she had found herself in an unexpected role 
under the Emergency Management Mutual Aid (EMMA) system. 
While calls for volunteers are designed under EMMA to be duty-
specific, Collins managed logistics as part of the response to the 
Rocky Fire in Lake County, California. 

The sparsely populated county’s government is reflected it is 
limited staffing and was facing loss of residences due to the blaze.

Eighteen vehicles and two big rigs 
caught fire and were destroyed 
when a wildfire jumped the 
freeway at Cajon Pass near 
San Bernardino, Calif. Fire 
department operations were 
suspended for a short time due to 
unofficial drones in the area that 
endangered the fire department's 
aerial operations. 

Read the story: cnn.it/1MCsk2a

Photo: NBCLA.COM via Reuters

We have this beautiful plan that didn’t work when 
executed. My question is, why? 

Sherrie Collins
Deputy Director of Emergency Management

Monterey County, California
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The trial run had agencies prepared for a 
real emergency.

“It was a big regional exercise looking 
at information sharing and gaining a 
common operating picture among bay 
area counties,” Collins said. “Just going 
through that really got us ready for the 
Tassaraja fire.”

Eller prepares for next step 

In Central Washington State CHDS 
master’s degree graduate Bill Eller sees 
wildland fires through the lens of natural 
resource conservation and food supply. 
As Southcentral Regional Manager for 
the Washington State Conservation 
Commission Eller and his peers were 
helping landowners cope with scorched 
grazing lands and crops while also 
looking ahead to actions that will be 
needed to combat erosion and flooding 
that typically follow wildland fires in the 
West.   

The agricultural region is rich in grazing lands and produces a 
variety of crops. Many ranchers were forced to evacuate with their 
livestock. With some evacuation routes closed, the state struck 
an agreement with Canadian officials to allow farmers to detour 
across the Canadian border and back into the U.S. as part of an 
evacuation route.

Community meetings were under way to link landowners with 
grants to pay for re-seeding, soil stabilization and anti-erosion 
measures. 

“Most of what we do with the districts fills that gap between the 
federal, state and local agencies,” Eller said. “Most of them will get 
around to helping landowners, but most do not have programs to 
meet immediate needs. We fill that gap as best we can.” 

In a role enhanced by his CHDS education, Eller also worked in 
a relief capacity at the state’s Emergency Operations Center in 
early September. Washington has a program in which qualified 
professionals from other state agencies fill in at the EOC. For Eller, 
his role there was assisting in situational reports.

“Education at CHDS really gave me a great background in 
interagency collaboration,” Eller said. “You have the planning 
section, transportation issues, utility issues. Understanding those 
personal connections between entities and understanding there 
are people whose skills need to be meshed with others is easier to 
understand when you study it first.”

Seattle lends structural expertise 

Seattle was far from the forest fires that raged around the Spokane 
region in the western part of the state, but its fire department’s 
wildland team and its expertise in combating structure fires is 

routinely called upon, said Battalion Chief Paul Foerster, a CHDS 
master’s degree graduate who oversees that division. 
The Seattle Fire Department (SFD) has about 40 people who are 
trained up to National Wildlife Coordinating Group (NWCG) 
standards known in the profession as getting a “Red Card.” Part 
of Foerster’s job is ensuring members remain current on their 
training requirements.  He also receives the requests for strike 
teams and is charged with gauging how much staffing Seattle can 
send to the wildland fire and still meet its needs at home, though 
the department has never denied a request. 

“This year was extraordinary,” he said. “We’ve been called out 
mainly to do structure protection, but we also get requests for 
single resources such as paramedics or communications people. 
We have about 1,000 members, so sometimes we have to get 
creative, but we are able to do it.”

In late August, the SFD dispatched 19 members of its Critical 
Incident Stress Management Team to eastern Washington, which 
was in addition to a Strike Team dispatched mid-month to 
the Reach Complex Fire as well as one fire officer to the Kettle 
Complex Fire. 

Fire Chief Harold Scoggins, hired last spring, hails from the 
Glendale Fire Department in wildfire-prone Southern California 
and would like to increase capacity of the team, Foerster said. 

A CHDS degree is beneficial in the planning as well as interacting 
with agencies of varied levels and functions. 

“The big thing is the interagency experience really helps you see 
the big picture, how you fit in and what you can do to facilitate 
collaboration,” Foerster noted.   
                                                                     Story continues next page >>>

The Reynolds Creek Fire, Glacier National Park, Montana, July 2015.                     Photo Chris Rossmiller
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Oregon OEM capitalizes on situational awareness

In Oregon the Office of Emergency Management played a larger 
role during this year’s fire season by standing up its Emergency 
Coordination Center to support the state Department of Forestry, 
which is the lead agency in combating wildland fires in the state, 
said CHDS master’s degree graduate Andrew Phelps.

Phelps took the helm of the agency earlier this year and the Deputy 
Director is Laurie Holien, also a CHDS alum.

“We stood up our ECC to obtain situational awareness and better 
connect with our partners,” Phelps said. “A lot of times you 
get a singular fire perspective but this approach gave us a common 
operating picture of the impacts.”

Additionally, in collecting information and seeking sources for 
situational awareness the state is better positioned for the next big 
challenges associated with fires, flooding and erosion.

“Because we were involved in the process we can implement 
those recovery programs more effectively than if we were playing 
catch-up,” Phelps said.

Oregon also launched a program to lend emergency management 
professionals to more rural counties that may have at best one 
person in that kind of position. The process worked well, he said, 
and the state is considering expanding it.

The fires necessitated interaction with federal representative as 
well as tribal agencies, making a CHDS education and the inter-
professional interaction it enables a great benefit.

“The most important aspect 
of emergency management is 
building relationships,” Phelps 
said. 

“Certainly, CHDS demonstrates 
the importance of cross-
discipline pollination and 
finding common ground. 
“You’re being challenged to 
listen to other peoples’ points 
of view and process it. I find 
those skills coming in to play 
during blue sky days and 
certainly during emergencies.”
 

U.S. Northern Command supports civil authorities

The U.S. Northern Command provides Defense Support of Civil 
Authorities and it expanded its support in mid-September to 
combating the spate of wildfires, said CHDS master’s degree 
graduate Don Reed, Deputy Chief of the Future Operations Civil 
Support Branch.

The National Interagency Fire Center, or NIFC, in Boise, Idaho, 
coordinates requests for assistance for wildland firefighting 
support.  Requests to the Department of Defense, or DoD, 
which are routed through U.S. Northern Command, typically 
involve the fleet of C-130 aircraft equipped with the Modular 
Airborne Firefighting Systems, or MAFFs.  At NIFC request, by 
early September, DoD MAFFS aircraft had flown 335 sorties and 
dropped more than 762,000 gallons of fire retardant. This year, 
NIFC also requested 200 active military from Fort Lewis to assist in 
ground wildland firefighting in Washington State. 

“What’s remarkable this year is they requested DoD ground 
firefighting support,” Reed said. “They haven’t done that since 
2006.  The DoD supports NIFC in a surge capacity, so when 
NIFC calls DoD for support, it’s a good indicator that civil and 
commercial wildland firefighting resources have been fully tapped.  
It’s also an indicator of how significant the fires were this year.”

Requests for DoD wildland firefighting support are filtered 
through the Civil Support Branch Reed oversees. 

“We’ll take a look at requests and recommend approval or 
modification,” Reed said. “We make sure the mission is appropriate 
for DoD and that we have the resources.”

According to Reed, another element which made this firefighting 
season unique was collaboration between U.S. Northern 
Command and the Bureau of Indian Affairs, or BIA, Division 
of Emergency Management for firefighting support. The BIA 
deployed a Rapid Needs Assessment Team to assess damages, 
and any support required by a number of tribal nations that were 
affected by the fires. At BIA’s request, its team was linked with 
the Defense Coordinating Officer for FEMA Region 10 for any 
potential requests for DoD assistance to tribal nations as part of its 
assessments.   

“We stood up our ECC to obtain situational awareness 
and better connect with our partners. A lot of times 
you get a singular fire perspective but this approach 
gave us a common operating picture of the impacts.”

Andrew Phelps 
Director, Oregon Office of Emergency Management 

Salem OR

Fire Retardant Drop, Canyon Creek, Oregon, August 2015                                                                       Photo Tina O'Donnell


