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TEMPEST NEWS | JUNE 2022

 

On August  16,  2 0 2 0 ,  a  m ass ive  thunderstorm that  produced c los e  to  11,000 bolts  of
l igh tn ing in  a  s ingle  n ight  sta rte d hundreds  of  f i res  throughout  Cal i fornia.  Two days
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after  the  f i res  began,  wind co ndit ions  shi f ted dramatical ly,  acce lerat i ng and me rging
many of  the  f i res  into  a  m as sive  c l uster  of  f i res  known as  the  CZU Lightning Complex
f i res ,    which ult imately  burned 8 6 ,509 acres  around Northern Cal i forni a.

One o f  the  hardest- hit  state  parks  in  Cal i fornia  is  a lso  i ts  olde st .  Establ ish ed in  1902,
Big  Basin  Redwoods  featu res  some of  the  oldest  redwoods on th e planet .  With  tree s
est imated to  b e more tha n  1 , 800 years  old,  these would predate  th e Roman Empire.
In  just  24  hours  after  rea ch ing  t he park ,  the  CZU f i res  had burne d more th an 97% of
the park’s  18,0 0 0  a cres.  Th e f i re s  were  f inal ly  contained in  Dece m ber  2020.  Howe ver,
i t  was  later  dis covered th at  ma ny  redwoods continued to  smolde r  we l l  into  2021.

We recently  sat  down fo r  an  inter vie w with  Chris  Spohrer,  Santa  Cruz  Di str ict
Superinten dent  of  the  Cal i for nia  State  Parks.  He is  helping spearhead re cover y
efforts  at  Big  Ba sin  Redwoo ds State  Park  and helped explain  how re cove r y  u nfolds
after  a  n atural  d is aster  o f  this  magnitude.  

View interview on YouTube >> >

Q: I'M CURIOUS TO HEAR KIND OF YOUR POINT OF VIEW WHILE A WILDFIRE
IS ACTIVE. IT SEEMS LIKE IT'S GOT TO BE A HELPLESS FEELING. ARE YOU
BASICALLY WAITING? 

A:  To some deg ree,  bu t  yo u k now,  as  the  managers  of  large  areas,  we  h ave  a  lot  of
responsibi l i ty  to  res po n d to  e ve nts  l ike  that .  And so  leading up to  what  be came the
CZU f i re  e ven t ,  we were  m on i tor ing the smal l  l ightning f i res  th at  h ad s pread acros s
the county,  work in g  ver y  c los ely  with  CAL FIRE.  On the e vening of  the  18th  of  August ,
the weather  cha n ged,  an d th e f i res  gre w rapidly  and started m ov ing into  areas  where
we had campgrou nds  that  we re  f ul l .  B ig  Basin  state  park  in  the  mi ddle  of  summer has
over  225 camps ites  and ca b ins ,  a nd the y were  al l  fu l l .  So  we move d ve r y  qu ickly  i nto
a ful l  e vacuat io n m o de.  We started e vacuating al l  people  in  t he  park ,  i ncluding th e
residents  that  l ive  in  the  pa rk  who  worked for  us.  And then,  once that  was  done ,  th at
was about  a  three -ho ur  per iod,  there  was  some wait ing  as  the  f i re  unfolded i nto  sort
of  a  f i resto rm  that  e venin g.  A nd we were  moved to  the incident  command post
offs i te .  And then the n ext  mor ning  we were  able  to  send an a dvance d f i re  tra in  team
from Parks  into  the park  to  assess  the  damage.  And at  that  point ,  i t  was  a  pretty
helpless  feel ing,  gett ing  the reports  back of  the  de vastat ion.  A lm ost  total  los s  of  a l l
the  structures ,  in credibly  inte n se f i re  in  the  basin,  through the  old-grow th  stands.
That  was  tough.  Bu t  pretty  mu c h immediately  after  that ,  you go into  re cove r y  mode .  

Q: WHO IS INVOLVED IN THAT INITIAL RECOVERY PHASE? 

A:  Immediately  we sta rted working with  the f i re  suppression age nc y,  CA L FIRE.
There's  a  lot  of  repa ir  wo rk  that  gets  done after  the  in it ia l  su ppre s si on act i v i ty.  So

https://youtu.be/38lt2fdGRcA


6/8/22, 12:17 PM Tempest News | June 2022

https://6825839.hubspotpreview-na1.com/_hcms/preview/content/75602974101?portalId=6825839&_preview=true&from_buffer=false&preview_key=… 3/8

for  parks,  that  means lo oking at  a reas  where  f i re l ine  went  in ,  or  w h ere  suppress ion
act iv i ty  caused impacts  to  the  park .  So we work hand in  hand wi th  CAL FIRE to  re pair
that  as  best  yo u can fol lowin g a  f i re .  And then fol lowing that ,  we started work ing on
inventor y ing the lo sses .  

We have responsibi l i ty  fo r  not  just  the  natural  resources  but  a ls o  th e cultural
resources.  And b eca u se that  i s  a  h istor ic  park ,  a  lot  of  h istor ic  res ou rces  h ad to  be
inventor ied,  catalo ged,  f i lm e d,  documented,  etc .  Then we start  worki ng w ith  FEMA
right  away to  start  calculat in g  t he recover y  costs .  And then that  moves  r ight  into
work ing with  partners  l ike  Cal  O SHA and Cal  Rec ycle  for  the  actual  c lean-up.  And in
this  case,  beca u s e a  h ighway  runs  direct ly  through the park ,  we  were  also  work ing
ver y  c losely  with  Caltrans.  And so  tr y ing to  create  safe  access  into  the  park ,  m ai ntain
that  safe  access ,  and th en  start  a ddressing hazard trees  and burn de bri s  removal  on
al l  the  bui lding s i tes .

Q: I  READ THAT SOME REDWOODS ARE AS TALL AS THE STATUE OF LIBERTY.
SO I  WOULD IMAGINE THAT TREES THAT FALL POSE SOME SORT OF RISK TO
VISITORS IF THEY'RE SIGNIFICANTLY DAMAGED. SO HOW EXACTLY DO YOU
ASSESS THE DAMAGE OF A TREE THAT SIZE? 

A:  I t 's  some what  of  an over wh elming task  in  over  18,000 acres  wh ere  we have 60
miles  of  roads  a n d 70  miles  of  t ra i l .  We actual ly  go through i t  ve r y  m eth odical ly,
usin g cr i ter ia  to  esta bl ish  what  is  a  hazard tree.  And that  has  to  do w ith  w h at  th e
tree  co uld hit ,  how l ikely  i t  is  to  fa l l  in  the  near  future,  etc .  And we  worked wi th  a  lot
of  pro fessional  fo resters .  We ha ve our  own professional  staf f  th at  was  i nvolved with
that  and re vie wing  the an a ly s is .  W e marked l i teral ly  thousands  of  t re es  that  had the
potential  to  hurt  people.  An d t hen went  through and started removi ng those .  

And I  should sa y,  fo r  the  most  pa rt ,  these are  not  redwoods.  Re dwoods have
incredible  res i l ien c y  to  f i re ,  e ve n under  intense heat  as  the y  saw  i n  thi s  f i re .  I t  was
mostly  Douglas  f i rs ,  which  don't  have the same resi l ience.  And a  lot  of  u nderstor y
trees  l ike  the  ta n  oa ks  an d l ive  oaks.  So those are  most  of  the  tre es  that  came  ou t .
There  were  som e redwoo ds th at  e i ther  shattered in  the  f i re  or  we re  s o  damaged that
the y had to  come down.  Bu t  th at  was  months  and months  and month s  wi th  hundreds
of  peo ple  in  there  ma rk in g  and then cutt ing  and removing tho se  tre es .  That  was  a  big
part  of  the  recover y  fol lowin g the f i re .

Q: SO IT SOUNDS LIKE REDWOODS ARE UNIQUE IN HOW THEY RECOVER
FROM WILDFIRES?
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A:  Yes.  These rema rkable  trees  burned so  hot  that  the  ent ire  tops  blow  ou t ,  the  l imbs
burn of f,  an d yet  the y  can rege nerate  an ent ire  crown from the  trunk .  Th at  i s  uniqu e.  
And almost  a l l  o f  th em are  s p routing f rom the burls  at  their  base.  And m ost  people
have seen that .  But  i t 's  qu ite  a  di f ferent  thing to  see  a  large  swath  of  the  fore st
where  the cano py has  been com pletely  charred,  coming back  to  l i fe .  So yeah ,  you
won't  see  that  in  mo st  other  s pecies.  I f  you look at  the  understor y  tre es  l i ke  the  tan
oaks  and l ive  oa ks ,  the  ent ire  above -ground port ion of  the  tre es  were  k i l led.  Th e y  are
only  ro ot  spro utin g.  So so me ha ven't  been ki l led ent irely,  but  the y  are  not  re -
sproutin g f rom their  t run ks  or  bra nches  the way the redwoods are.

P h ot o s  s h o w i n g  t h e  d e va sta t i o n  o f  t h e  C Z U  f i r e s  i n  B i g  B a s i n  Sta t e  Pa r k .  O n  t h e  r i g h t :  s i g n s  o f

r e co v e r y.  S e e  m o r e > > >

Q: WHAT DOES FOREST RECOVERY LOOK LIKE IN A PARK THE SIZE OF BIG
BASIN?

A:  After  an  e vent  l ike  this ,  whi c h is  unprecedented,  we thought  th e  r ight  th ing to  do,
e ven though we ha ve a  genera l  plan,  which is  the  guiding docum ent  for  th e  park ,  i s
to  go back  to  th e  pu bl ic  a n d tal k  about  the  best  way to  reestabl ish  thi s  park .  I t  was
created over  10 0  years ,  p ieced to gether,  and bui l t  into  a  park ,  and we we re  suddenly
faced with  reesta b l is hing bas i cal ly  the  ent irety  of  the  park ,  so  we  wante d to  have
that  shared publ ic  v is ion.  So  we  spent  the  last  year  re imagin ing Bi g  Basi n  w ith  a  lot
of  publ ic  input ,  and a  lot  o f  stakeholder  input .  And at  the  same  t i m e,  we  k ne w  r i ght
away that  we were  going to  ha ve to  look at  the  forest  and i ts  re cove r y  di f ferently
than pre vious  ma nagemen t  of  t he  forest .  So we started doing  f ie ldwork  th at  would
inform a  fo rest  ma nagemen t  strateg y.  

A  big  theme th at  ca me o u t  o f  this  re imagining is  that  forest  health  is  paramount  to
preser ving this  forest  a nd ma k i ng  sure  that  i t 's  healthy  in  the  face  of  a  changi ng
cl imate,  and for  fu tu re  generat io ns  to  enjoy.  And so  part  of  that  i s  look ing at  h ow are
we go ing to  ste wa rd th e forest  go ing for ward.  And I  th ink one of  th e  th ings  th at  has
come o ut  o f  this  is  kn owing  that  we're  going to  have less  mo istu re  out .  I t 's  goi ng to
be hotter  and dr ier.  Increa sed wi l df i re  is  a  dist inct  possibi l i ty.  So i ncreas ing ou r

https://reimaginingbigbasin.org/virtual_experience/?playlist=443e6b6&video=2eb244e
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abi l i ty  to  manage th e forest  w i th  prescr ibed f i re  is  a  big  takeaway.  A nd to  do that ,
you  have to  have a  ver y  th oug ht f ul  layout  of  infrastructure  so  that  you  can u s e
prescr ibed f i re  to  ma n a ge th e  forest .  So a  big  concept  coming ou t  of  th is  re i m agining
is  that  the  infrastructure  th e bui l dings,  and the bui l t  environm ent ,  sh ou ld be moved
out  of  the  old-g rowth.  I t  sh oul d not  be  rebui l t  where  i t  was.  A n d th at  means th at  the
abi l i ty  to  manage th e forest  and reduce fuels  wi l l  be  easier.  Th at  wi l l  a lso  m ean
restor in g the ecolog ica l  h ealth  of  the  forest ,  making sure  that  h ydrologic
con nect ions  are  reestabl is hed,  and possibly  recontouring areas  that  had been pave d
before.  Real ly  j ust  ens ur in g  that  t he  health  of  the  forest  come s f i rst ,  whe n we're
thinking about  rede velo pment ,  are  the  big  takeaways.    

Q: IN RECENT YEARS WE'VE SEEN MORE AND MORE EVIDENCE THAT
WILDFIRES WILL CONTINUE TO INCREASE IN FREQUENCY AND INTENSITY
FOR A VARIETY OF REASONS, INCLUDING CLIMATE CHANGE, BUT ALSO
LAND-USE CHANGES, ETC.   ARE THERE ANY STEPS BEING TAKEN AS FAR AS
PREVENTION GOES? LIKE WEATHER MONITORING, TRACKING LIGHTNING
STRIKES, ETC.?

A:  We're  certainly  doin g a  lot  m o re monitor ing and f ie ld  sur ve ys  of  the  fu els .  R ight
now,  that 's  been  a  big  respons e.  O ne of  the  things  that  happene d qu ite  ear ly  was
some technolog y  was in stal le d i n  a  couple  of  the  high points  w ithi n  the  park
perimeter  in  order  to  th es e a re  cameras,  h igh def init ion cameras  al l  arou nd.  And
those are  ways  that  both CA L F IRE and state  parks  and the publ ic  real ly  can look at
the physical  la n ds cape a n d report  smoke and that  sort  of  thing.  

We did  instal l  a  weather  stat io n during the faci l i ty  c leanup and re cove r y  in  an area
that  would give  u s  mo re high-re solut ion data.  Right  in  the  heart  of  the  bas in.  We
haven't  had th at  befo re.  We h ad sort  of  low-tech stuf f  50  years  ago,  bu t  thi s  is
automated.  And i t  g ives  us  rea l-t ime data  for  ra infal l .  And that 's  anoth er  th ing.  The
f i re  goes  throug h an d o f  cou rse,  people  are  concerned with  wi ldf i re ,  bu t  the
fol lowing rainsto rm s  and th o se e vents  that  could lead to  debris  f lows can be just  as
de vastat in g.  I  was  ver y  co n ce rned about  los ing roads  and othe r  i nfrastru cture  after
the CZU f i re  wa s  co n ta in ed.  And we did  we have had some fai lures  of  road culverts
because the y burned and b eca use we were  having to  beat  debri s  f low s ,  bu t  we didn't
get  as  much rain  a s  we m ight ,  which I  th ink helped.  There  were  e vents  w he re  we got
10 inches  of  ra in  in  24- hou r  p e r io ds.  So we were  monitor ing that  weath er  data  du r i ng
those per io ds.

Q: THE MASSIVE UNCONTAINED WILDFIRES CURRENTLY RAGING IN NEW
MEXICO LAUNCHED AN EARLY START TO WHAT LOOKS TO BE AN EXPLOSIVE
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FIRE SEASON. DO YOU THINK THESE FIRES SIGNAL AN INCREASED RISK FOR
THE REST OF THE AMERICAN WEST IN 2022?

A:  I  th ink  the Ne w Mexico wi ldf i res  are  a  symptom of  prolonged drou gh t  exacerbated
by a  changing c l imate  an d yea rs  o f  f i re  suppression that  prov ide  condi t i ons  r i pe  for
large -scale  wi ldf i re .  Un fo rtu nately,  we can l ikely  expect  s imi lar  f i res  acros s  th e  we st
this  year.

You can read more abo ut  the  Reimagining Big  Basin  project  at
www.re imaginebigbas in .org /

PEOPLE ARE LOSING SLEEP OVER CLIMATE CHANGE -  LITERALLY

When we think of  c l imate  cha nge ef fect ing people  al l  over  th e  world,  ofte nt i mes
ima ges  of  major  f loo ds ,  f i res ,  or  other  natural  d isasters  come to  m ind.  Bu t  a  ne w
study f rom the Univers ity  o f  Cop enhagen re vealed that  c l imate  ch ange is  a lready
impact ing us  in  sma l ler  way s  tha n we might  think .  The y looked at  data  f rom around
50,000 wristband act iv i ty  t ra c ke rs  taken between 2015 and 2 017 and we re  able  to
con clude that  a s  n ig htt ime temperatures  increased,  people  lost  up to  15  m inute s  of
s leep a  n ight  on  a vera ge.

Read More >> >

http://www.reimaginebigbasin.org/
https://www.nationalgeographic.com/environment/article/climate-change-is-eroding-a-precious-resource-sleep?rid=1202A04369891878FA14D2DB89B7D959&cmpid=org=ngp::mc=crm-email::src=ngp::cmp=editorial::add=Animals_20220526
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READY OR NOT, THE ATLANTIC HURRICANE SEASON IS HERE

The At lan t ic  Hurr ica n e s easo n of f ic ia l ly  began ear l ier  this  month,  and expe rts  are
predict in g  yet  a nother  bus y  s easo n for  2022.  Already,  the  f i rst  nam ed storm of  th e
sea so n,  Trop ical  Storm Alex ,  surged over  Cuba,  Bermuda,  and parts  of  south Flor ida
just  days  after  th e  seas on s opening.  Part ia l ly  emerging f rom re m nants  of  Hurri cane
Agatha ,  a  Categor y  2  hurr ican e  t hat  left  at  least  11  dead and  20  mi ss ing in  areas
surroun din g Oa xa ca,  Mexico,  Tro pical  Storm Alex  took three l ive s  in  Cuba be fore
f loo ding parts  of  Berm uda  a nd  s o uth Flor ida.  Factors  l ike  wa rme r  water,  c leaner  a ir,
an especial ly  long lo op curre nt ,  and La  Nina are  al l  being c i ted by  experts  as  dr ivers
for  the  busy  s ea so n .

Read More >> >

COMBATING WILDFIRES ONE GOAT AT A TIME

A pi lot  program in  Ca l i forn ia  th at ’s  a iming to  cut  down on dead vegetat ion th at  turns
into dangerous  wi ldf i re  f uel  is  ut i l iz ing  an unl ikely  source to  get  th e  job done:  goats .
An accelerated bui ldup of  vegetat ion along with  other  factors  l i ke  warm er,  dr ier
cl imates  an d certa in  inva s ive  spec ies  are  a l l  factors  that  have contr ibu ted to  the
increased number  o f  de vastat ing  wi ldf i res  in  the  state.  In  f i re  seasons past ,  hum ans
and herbic ides  have b een cal led upon to  thin  the  plants  and bru sh that  later  become
wildf i re  fuel ,  b ut  tests  a re  b e i ng  done to  e valuate  the ef fect ivene s s  and e co -
fr iendl iness  of  b r inging in  goats  to  do the job.

Read More >> >
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