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Firefighters had been lighting the Claremont Fire and the Bear Fire together along 
the north rim of the Canyon while at the same time preparing dozer fire lines on 
the south rim of the Canyon as part of a plan to burn out heavy concentrations of 
explosive fuels and avoid sending firefighters into the treacherous steep terrain.   
 
The “strategic firing operation” linked the two fires along a very narrow corridor 
using prepared fire lines north of both fires between Lookout Rock and Claremont 
following the tops of the ridges above the Canyon. Firefighters had used various 
firing devices, including drip torches loaded with one part gasoline and three parts 
diesel fuel, during the first week of September, setting fires along the southern 
aspect of the ridge and running roughly east and west between the two fires.  
 
The September 6 National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) "InciWeb Evening 
Update" reported that: “Today was a successful day fighting the North Complex 
Fire . . . Line was constructed in the Lookout Rock area to prepare for future firing 
if weather conditions allow. The south edge of the fire is backing slowly toward 
the Middle Fork of the Feather River but has not yet reached the river. Crews are 
positioned to respond to any elevated activity on the south edge of the fire. 
Contingency lines using existing roads and trails south of the fire are being 
constructed at a rate of approximately 2 miles per day.” 
 
The InciWeb advisory that day also cautioned: “The unseasonable hot and dry 
weather pattern will continue into Monday followed by a dry cold front expected 
Monday night into Tuesday. This front will result in Red Flag conditions Monday 
night through Wednesday”; September 7 through 9.   
 
Red Flag conditions are warning signs or situations that indicate potential danger, 
risk, or serious problems that require immediate attention or caution. In this case, 
red flags warn of extreme fire danger with Haines Indexes of 6. The Haines Index 
is used in fire behavior predictions to assess the potential for wildfire growth and 
intensity based on atmospheric stability and dryness as a number from 2 (low 
potential) to 6 (high potential) for fire growth. 
 
During the evening of September 7 and into the morning hours of September 8, the 
resulting firing operations were not bounded by firelines and were uncontrolled 
along the entire southern perimeter of the main fire. Sometime on the night of 
September 7, or in the early hours of September 8, fire commanders ordered 
firefighters to light the north side of the prepared, defensive dozer lines along 
Sawmill Flat Road.  
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How could officials issue evacuation orders when they had no idea and could not 
imagine the scope and scale of the fire they had lit? Sixteen people died in their 
homes, running for their cars, in their cars, or standing helpless before the storm. A 
one-year-old baby died with his mother. The fire continued downhill and into 
Oroville where the Reservoir and its miles of lake shore slowed and then stopped 
the forward progress of the fire.  
 
AFTERMATH 
 
On September 10, Forest Service press releases hit newsrooms across California. 
The news media reported the horrifying and incredulous details in news stories 
about the scope of the disaster and the tragic deaths. Public information officers 
emphasized the extreme fire conditions driven by high winds, dry fuels, and 
record-breaking heat, noting the rapid spread of the fire due to these factors. They 
stressed the urgency of evacuation orders and cooperation with local emergency 
services. They highlighted the challenges of timely evacuations given the fire’s 
speed.  
 
The releases detailed firefighting resources deployed -- crews, aircraft, etc. -- and 
the strong coordination with Cal Fire and other agencies. While acknowledging the 
tragic loss of life and property, fire information officers framed these outcomes as 
a result of the fire’s unprecedented intensity.  Not a single official communication 
mentioned operational failures or the intentional burning leading to the fire storm.  
 
On Friday, September 11, California Governor Gavin Newsom visited the site and 
blamed climate change: “California is in the midst of an existential climate 
crisis. It was just two years ago that this area saw the deadliest wildfire in our 
history. Now, just a few miles away, another deadly wildfire has ripped through 
these same communities. There is no doubt – climate change is here, and it is 
happening faster than most had anticipated.”  
 
He did not know about, and did not mention, the failed firing operations. 
 
California Congressman Doug LaMalfa criticized Newsom's "audacity to come 
tour the North Complex and peddle his climate change agenda while offering zero 
solutions to alleviate the pain of our people or get these fires under control.”  
 
California State Senator Jim Nielson coauthored a press release calling Newsom's 
comments "a deflection from the fundamental failure to address the fuels build-up 
in our forests that are the cause of these devastating fires.” 



!"#$%&'$()'*$++,--'./.0/123'45($-'6+$78 3

/'%?76!F?%@4+?!*-.!1*2 /4%?!'BB4+4*27!.4.!-'6!(%4?B!D*Y*2B*!'%!E4?27'-!i '%!*-#!
'6,?%!G'2464+4*-!i *('96!6,?!7?c9?-+?!'B!?@?-67<!S?.!/2*5!A*%-4-57< '% 6,?!
N76%*6?54+!B4%4-5!'G?%*64'-7N 6,*6!,*.!G%?+?.?.!6,?!B4%?76'%8&!P-76?*.<!46!A*7!
G'%6%*#?.!*7!L976!*-'6,?%!9-48*54-*(2?!6%*5?.#!4-!*!7?%4?7!'B!9-48*54-*(2?!
6%*5?.4?7!6,*6!(?5*-!A46,!6,?!1*8G!/4%?!6A'!#?*%7!?*%24?%!*-.!A'92.!+'-64-9?!B'%!
6,?!-?I6!B?A!#?*%7<!(9%-4-5!7?@?%*2!84224'-7!'B!*+%?7!'B!(45!648(?%!*-.!+,*-54-5!
24@?7!?@?%!*B6?%&!

3B6?%!*+64'-!(%4?B4-57!*-.!4-@?7645*64'-7!(#!?IG?%6!+'-7926*-67<!G?'G2?!A'-.?%?.!
A,?6,?%!L976!*22'A4-5!6,?!B4%?7!6'!(9%-!-*69%*22#!A46,'96!*-#!79GG%?774'-!*+64'-!
845,6!-'6!,*@?!(??-!(?66?%!B'%!?@?%#'-?&!F6%*6?54+!B4%4-5!'G?%*64'-7!*7!*!-'%8*64@?!
G*%6!'B!B4%?!79GG%?774'-!47!*!2?*%-?.!(?,*@4'%<!*!8'.?!'B!'G?%*64'-!*5%??.!'-!(#!



Zybach and Carroll 20250619 Final Draft 10 

people who train together, fight fire together, and who enjoy practically unfettered 
access to do whatever they think best as they work to manage wildfires.  
 
With no barriers to any proposed action and no review or oversight beyond their 
own understanding, incident commanders are free to take virtually any action 
imaginable to “manage” a particular wildfire as they see fit. Increasingly, they have 
seemingly come to believe strategic burning as the best option in almost every 
situation. When challenged by cooperators or impacted private property owners, 
incident commanders fall back on the nebulous and counterintuitive rubric of 
“firefighter safety.”  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
It’s difficult to question officers in the middle of a fire fight when the outcome -- 
either way -- could injure or kill a firefighter. On the other hand, decisions to allow 
fires to burn, or to increase the size of fires intentionally, or to merge large fires 
into even larger fires, can and do injure or kill civilians and destroy private 
property. 
 
Such decisions ignore the specific policies and jurisdictional imperatives of other 
government agencies and often result in distrust and opposition to agency decision 
makers. Lawsuits typically follow, seeking redress for harms inflicted by applying 
imperfect and unvetted policies to take any action other than putting the fire out as 
quickly as possible. 
 
Firing operations have long been used as a successful strategy to increase the 
“black line” of unburned fuel between the main fire and established fire lines. 
“Burning out” the unburned fuels between the fire line and the fire is a normative 
part of fire line construction performed as hand tool crews and fire engine crews 
work to surround and contain a fire.  
 
“Firing operations” are sometimes justified as an attempt to enhance firefighter and 
public safety, with firefighter safety being the imperative. In a crisis, “back firing,” 
or lighting the edge of a town on fire to blunt a coming fire storm, has been a 
successful tactic. This famously occurred in Wallace, Idaho during the "Great Fire 
of 1910," which is largely credited for saving the town and many lives.  
 
Michael Rains is a former Deputy Chief of the Forest Service who served for 50 
years, from firefighter to top leadership. He has observed that, as skillful as 
firefighters may be, there are few people in the ranks who have the requisite  
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to lay fire on the ground from fleets of fire drones, helicopters, and firefighters 
armed with sophisticated firing devices. 
 
Lighting the forest on fire at the height of fire season is inevitably a roll of the 
dice.  Other options may be limited. In some cases, firefighters hope to achieve 
management objectives by using “managed” wildfire to reduce fuels or to “reduce 
the energy” in a fire area; meaning light it on fire and burn the available fuel. A 
common opinion among many wildfire experts is that a "managed wildfire" is an 
oxymoron. "Wild" is commonly defined as "unmanaged" and "uncontrolled."  
 
While the 2020 North Complex is among the worst examples of “alternative fire 
suppression strategies” gone wrong, it is not alone and not unusual, except in the 
number of civilian dead and injured. Large-scale firing operations are problematic, 
potentially dangerous, and hazardous in even the best conditions. 
 
During the same year, 2020, the enormous size of the 1,033,000-acre August 
Complex -- also ignited by the August 17 lightning storm, and the largest wildfire 
in California history -- was largely blamed on a poorly managed firing operation.  
 
Zeke Lunder, an experienced firefighter, wildfire analyst, and cartographer, noted 
in his popular website, The Lookout, that much of the 2021 Dixie Fire's "growth 
was affected by fire put on the ground during firefighting." That fire destroyed the 
towns of Greenville, Concow, and Warner Valley, and Lunder estimated that about 
60% -- well more than half -- of the 963,000 burned acres were a result of 
backfires.  
 
The 2021 River Complex in northern California and southern Oregon was started 
by a July lightning storm, burned more than 199,000 acres, and was greatly 
enlarged by firing operations along Coffee Creek Road according to official 
accounts. Other examples of these failure can be readily listed; at least beginning 
with the 500,000-acre Biscuit Fire in 2003, and perhaps even earlier.  
 
SUMMARY 
 
In April 2014, the Forest Service completed the final phase of its National 
Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy (the Strategy). Its vision statement 
reads: “Vision: To safely and effectively extinguish fire when needed; use fire 
where allowable; manage our natural resources; and as a nation, to live with 
wildland fire.”  
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This aspirational strategy is not supported by annual appropriations law, for which 
the intent is suppression of wildfire. Shortly after adopting the new Strategy, the 
Forest Service formally implemented it with the USDA Forest Service Strategic 
Plan: FY 2015‐2020: 
 
"Using the latest tools, we decide . . . when and where to use fire to achieve our 
objectives for long‐term ecosystem health and resilience . . . We will make sure 
that the actions we take, whether to use fire or control fire, are socially, 
economically, and ecologically sustainable. Our priority is to reduce the risk from 
wildfire to communities and natural resources . . . By applying the best available 
science and land management and by working closely with landowners and other 
partners, we will restore the natural role of fire while helping at‐risk communities 
adapt to wildfire hazard." 
 
Significantly, no record exists of the Forest Service asking the “at-risk 
communities” or anyone else whether their plan to “restore the natural role of fire” 
was a good idea, and there is no extant record of what the public response might 
have been had they been asked.  
 
There has been no proposed action and no public planning process to analyze or 
disclose the cumulative effects of such a proposal. The Forest Service asserts 
"wildfire use" meets the broad objectives of each Forest's Land and Resource 
Management Plan (LRMP, of course) -- many of which were decades old before 
"wildfire use" was even contemplated.  
 
Such an approach would invoke annually appropriated funds other than "fire 
suppression," and would comply with laws and regulations. But neither laws nor 
publicly promulgated rules and regulations anticipate or authorize "wildfire use" 
for "natural resource management," or any other purpose other than fire 
suppression. 
 
The North Complex Fire wasn’t merely a tactical failure—it stemmed from flawed 
wildfire management policies that prioritized "fire use" over suppression. It further 
reflected a dramatic shift in wildfire management philosophy. Rather than 
concentrating only on extinguishing fires, the plan promoted "managed wildfires" 
in areas considered "low risk."  
 
For decision-makers, this strategy was claimed to be a fairly cost-effective means 
of mitigating future fire risks. However, for communities such as Berry Creek, it 
proved to be a deadly gamble. 
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wildfire season. His annual Chief’s letter is unequivocal in requiring “immediate 
fire suppression” to protect public and private lands.  
 
New wildfire policies are also on the horizon that will mandate salvaging dead 
timber, reforesting badly burned areas, opening roads and trails to public use, 
allowing grazing after fires to help restore rangelands, and implementing other 
measures long advocated by us and by other members of the informal National 
Wildfire Alliance (NWA), that has steadfastly promoted these ideas for several 
years and even decades.  
 
One of the key participants in this fluid organization of aging wildfire experts and 
resource managers is journalist Jim Peterson, editor of Evergreen Magazine and 
long-time supporter of actively managed forests and rangelands. Peterson’s 2020 
book, “First, Put Out the Fire!,” traces the social, cultural, historical, economic, 
environmental, and regulatory roots of the wildfire pandemic sweeping through 
western National Forests. And its title succinctly sums up the philosophy of every 
NWA member and remains the constant focal point of our various efforts. 
 
********************** 
Frank Carroll is President of Professional Forest Management, LLC, dba Wildfire 
Pros. He has over 50 years of experience as a firefighter and fire policy analyst 
with the USDI National Park Service, the USDA Forest Service, forest industry, 
and has been in private practice since 2011.  




