Dry Days Bring Ferocious Start to Fire Season
by Fernanda Santos
Aug. 1, 2015: Walla Walla, Washington - Officials are warning about the potential for more catastrophe in the months ahead, as drought, heat and climate change leave the landscape ever thirstier.
Another summer of record-breaking drought and heat has seized the West, setting off costly and destructive wildfires from Southern California, where a single blaze burned more than 30,000 acres of national forest east of Los Angeles, to Montana, where a fast-moving fire in Glacier National Park recently forced tourists to flee hotels, campgrounds and vehicles.
No measurable rain has fallen here in Walla Walla since May.  Temperatures have broken decades-old records.  Though known for soaking skies and cool summers, Washington State is well on track to surpass last year’s wildfire season, its busiest on record.
Dozens of homes and thousands of acres have burned over the past few months — in the rain forests of the Olympic Peninsula, in suburban communities on the edge of the wild lands, and in this city of wheat farms and vineyards, where hundreds of firefighters are still battling a blaze on the western slopes of the Blue Mountains.  There they dig and scrape the earth, building barriers of dirt to shield the dried-out forests from the approaching flames.
“Our fire season started a month ahead, our crops matured weeks ahead, and the dry weather we usually get in August, we’ve had since May,” said Peter J. Goldmark, Washington’s commissioner of public lands.  Walking along the edge of the Blue Creek fire, burning near the Oregon-Washington border, he added, “By heavens, if this isn’t a sign of climate change, then what is climate change going to bring?”
The entire region is under duress.  It has been so dry for so long that federal officials have warned about the potential for more catastrophe in the months ahead, as drought and climate change push high temperatures higher, drying already-arid lands.
The conditions vary from one area to the next: an unforgiving drought in California, where a fire captain died Thursday night while battling one of 23 wildfires burning in the northern part of the state; snow that arrived late and melted early in Idaho; extreme temperature swings in the Southwest; and grass that has turned to tinder across the Pacific Northwest.
But the West’s stubborn drought seems to be especially devastating the farther north it reaches.  In Alaska, 399 fires burned in June.  That was nearly double the number seen in the same month in 2004 — considered to have been the state’s worst fire year on record.  In the past, the fires mostly burned tundra.  This year, though, several have merged and marched toward cities and small fishing villages, destroying, damaging, or threatening hundreds of homes.
It is all part of an extensive nationwide scorching.  About 63,312 wildfires destroyed 3.6 million acres of land across the country last year, at a cost of $1.52 billion to fight the fires.
Early projections have placed this year’s cost even higher, at up to $2.1 billion, well beyond the $1.5 billion set aside by the federal Interior and Agriculture Departments, which administer more than 600 million acres of public lands.
The Obama administration has asked Congress to place wildfires in the same category as hurricanes and floods, with a dedicated disaster fund to pay for their suppression.  Federal agencies have been forced for years to pay for firefighting with money that had been set aside for preventive programs, to minimize the long-term risk of those wildfires, compounding the problem of frequent fires.
The Republican leadership in Congress has yet to endorse any of the proposals.  “These are emergencies,” Interior Secretary Sally Jewell told reporters recently, as she urged Congress to act.  “They should be treated as such.”
Rain and Heat
In Grand Canyon National Park, in Arizona earlier this summer, Doug Sprouse and 3 other firefighters picked up clumps of grass from the ground, sawed off pieces from fallen branches, and pulled bright leaves from oak trees — “fuels,” in their vernacular, the stuff that feeds and carries fire across the land.
A drizzle was all it had taken to enliven the high desert’s foliage and tinge the woods in rich shades of green.  But with months of negligible snowfall behind and the temperatures climbing, Mr. Sprouse, an engine captain with the National Park Service, knew it would not take long until the foliage became tinder.
The finer the fuel, the faster it loses the water it holds inside — and when it is dry, it is like kindling in a campfire.
He looked around, seizing on subtle signs of want on the big trees, like the yellowed tips on the needles of thirsty Ponderosa pines.  “When it comes to moisture,” he said, “these woods have been running on red for a really long time.”
Between 2005 and 2014, the average number of fires that burned more than 100,000 acres — known as “mega-fires” — increased to 9.8 per year, up from fewer than 1 a year before 1995, according to statistics compiled by the National Interagency Fire Center, a multiagency logistical hub in Boise, Idaho.
One reason, ecologists and historians say, is the well-established link between big fires and the steady loss of moisture in forests, from higher temperatures brought on by climate change.
Even when it rains, as it did in Arizona this spring, there is no guarantee it will be enough.  Rain needs to be sustained over long periods to end the drought affecting the West, experts say, and rising temperatures continue to increase the risk from flames.
According to findings by NASA and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 10 of the warmest years on record have occurred since 1998.  Already, 2015 is challenging 2014 for the #1 spot on that list.
“It’s like a bank account you can’t balance,” said A. Park Williams, a bio-climatologist at the Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory of Columbia University in Palisades, N.Y.  He has studied the effects of climate change in living organisms.  “You deposit moisture, but so much of it is withdrawn through heat and evaporation, there just isn’t enough to meet the demand.”
Scientists have spoken of “climatological extremes” as the new normal, a trend underlined by this year’s El Niño pattern, which brought extraordinary rainfall to the Southwest, causing deadly floods in Texas while wiping out short-term drought conditions in eastern New Mexico.
Alaska had a lot of rain, too, just at the wrong time.  It fell in March, melting its anemic snowpack 2 months earlier than usual.  Mushy snow on the trails forced organizers to move the starting line of the Iditarod Trail Sled Dog Race 220 miles north to Fairbanks, where the temperature reached 86°F on May 23: 3°F warmer than in Phoenix.
Canada, with an unprecedented 5,548 fires and 9.1 million acres burned as of July 23, registered record temperatures in May and June, Earth’s warmest such month on record, according to NASA and several other climate reporting organizations.
In Oregon, another state normally known for cool and wet conditions, Gov. Katherine Brown recently declared drought emergencies in 3 counties.  There are now 23 Oregon counties with such emergencies, more than double last year’s tally.  “The extreme drought conditions we are experiencing reflect a new reality for Oregon,” she said in a statement.
The Arid Northwest
All across the Northwest, patches of earth are thirsty.  The vegetation is extremely dry, often yellow and brittle, a condition fueled by the same warmer, drier patterns that are contributing to worsening drought and longer fire seasons around the world.
But the West is also facing the consequences of a decades-old policy of extinguishing every fire as fast as possible, often the morning after it sparks, essentially undercutting fire’s natural role as janitor of the wild lands.
The accelerating pace of development in the wild has added another dimension to the challenge.  A recent report by Verisk Analytics, a risk assessment firm, showed that 4.5 million homes in 13 Western states were at high or extreme risk of being damaged or destroyed by wildfire.  In Wenatchee, Wash., a recent firestorm turned a neighborhood to ash, ravaging 24 homes as it barreled through.
In Walla Walla, residents worried about the Blue Creek fire’s march toward their homes and crops.  “I’ve lost 1,000 acres to the fire,” said Mark Klicker, whose family harvests timber in the area.  “It really is gut-wrenching, kinda like you ate the wrong food.  You feel helpless.”
Jonathan B. Jarvis, director of the National Park Service, said the agency had been working to adapt to this new reality of wild variations in climate and larger, more intense blazes, which have already begun to alter the composition of some landscapes.
One of the most extreme examples is the Bandelier National Monument, near Los Alamos, N.M., where 2 fires, in 2000 and 2011, sterilized the ground, leaving huge patches of forest entirely denuded, including one measuring about 30,000 acres.
He acknowledged the proven benefits of fire: ashes fertilize soil, and burned logs create habitats for wildlife.  But he also warned about the devastation from fires that are just too intense.  “We’re concerned about our children’s ability to experience these places like we have,” Mr. Jarvis said.
One way to help, he said, is to make fire an ally.  In national parks and forests across the nation, firefighters are using “prescribed” burns — in which some lightning-sparked blazes are allowed to burn within specific areas — to clear dried grass and brush.  On the South Rim of the Grand Canyon, fire managers use the fuel samples gathered by Mr. Sprouse and his crew every week from March through November to decide when — or if — it is safe to use flames from controlled burns this way, as a giant broom.
On a cool day in June, when a thick layer of clouds blanketed the skies, they placed the samples in plastic containers, roughly the size of baby food jars, and labeled them according to how long it takes for each to soak up and lose moisture.
In the office, where the fuels were measured for water content, Dan Pearson, fire management officer for the park’s South District, explained that the trees are stressed because of the progressive loss of moisture they have endured for 10 years.
Mr. Pearson, who runs the fire and aviation programs on his side of the park, explained that his job “isn’t to figure out why the environment is changing.”  Rather, it is to make the best possible decision in a changing environment.
But here in Washington during the Blue Creek fire, which has burned more than 6,000 acres since it started on July 20, Mr. Goldmark turned his attention to another, more immediate and complicating factor: meteorologists’ predictions of the El Niño pattern lasting into the spring.
Typically, it means cooler temperatures for the desert Southwest and warmer, drier weather for much of the Pacific Northwest and Northern Plains — a dangerous prospect.
“All of these trees, even though they look green, they’re all pretty dry,” Mr. Goldmark said, pointing at the firs and spruces that lined the burning mountainsides.  “If this full-blown El Niño pans out, we should all be worried about what the next fire season is going to be like.
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