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California has just experienced its worst wildfire season in state history.  

Between Thanksgiving and Christmas, wildfires in this U.S state killed 46 people and destroyed more than 10,000 homes and businesses. They consumed more than 5500 square kilometres of land – the equivalent of about 450,000 football fields. Damage estimates are $13 billion (US) and rising.

Dry and Windy Night
October is traditionally the peak month for California wildfires. On the evening of October 8, high winds fanned a dozen major fires into life in Northern California. The timing was deadly, said Ken Pimlott, director of the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection.

“Starting after 10 o’clock at night, under 80-plus kilometre-per-hour winds, under absolutely dry, dry fuel beds, every one of those fires had a fighting chance to get going long before our firefighters could even [sic] get there.”

Firestorm

The flames and smoke chased more than 90,000 Californians from their homes. People fled for their lives, driving through showers of embers on flame-lined roads. 

“There was no time to notify anybody. These fires came down into neighbourhoods before anybody realized they were occurring,” explained Mr. Pimlott.

Governor Jerry Brown had no choice but to declare a state of emergency in Napa, Sonoma, Butte, Lake Mendocino, Nevada, and Yuba counties. 

“This is truly one of the greatest tragedies California has ever faced,” he said.

Aftermath

As fire personnel battled hundreds of wildfires, crews from Canada and Australia fought by their side. Air tankers dropped eight million litres of retardant to slow the growth of the fires, while ground crews created fuel‑free perimeters to contain them.

Three weeks after the crisis began, almost 9000 homes and buildings had been destroyed by the infernos. Four of the blazes ranked among the 20 largest in state history. The biggest, however, was yet to come.

The Thomas Fire
In December, typically a calmer month as the rainy season begins, dozens of new wildfires erupted in Southern California. Like in October, powerful winds drove the flames and parched vegetation provided the fuel. More than 230,000 were forced to evacuate.

One blaze, however, eclipsed all the rest. The Thomas Fire took off on December 5, blown into a fury by unrelenting winds. The flames raced faster than fire crews could put them out, sometimes travelling the length of a football field in just three seconds. 

By the end of the first day, the Thomas Fire had incinerated 255 square kilometres, including 500 homes. By December 7, it had doubled in size. By December 10, it was a monster that sprawled to over 904 square kilometres.  

Fire of a Lifetime
Fire captain Tim Ortiz said the Thomas Fire was “like nothing I’ve ever been involved with before” with “winds enough to almost push you over.” Captain Dave Zaniboni called it “the worst fire condition I’ve seen in the last 32 years.”

After two weeks of fanning the flames, the winds subsided. Fire crews finally had a chance to make some headway. By December 22, containment was at 65 percent. But, by then, the fire was already the largest ever recorded in the state. 

By December 28, crews had the blaze 91 percent contained. As it continued to smoulder and smoke, a fire crew of 650 were left to monitor the perimeter, cool down hot spots and clean up. 

By the Numbers
The footprint of the Thomas Fire measures 1140 square kilometres, about twice the size of Toronto. It displaced more than a hundred thousand people, destroyed 775 homes, and took the lives of a fire engineer and a civilian. 

It took 8500 personnel, a thousand fire engines, hundreds of water bombers, 34 helicopters, and 78 bulldozers to bring the monster to its knees. 

What will 2018 and beyond bring to these regions of North America? Governor Jerry Brown had one science-driven conclusion to make.

“This is the new normal,” he stated.

Why Are Fire Seasons Getting Worse?
Since 1984, the area of California that burns in any given year is up by over 300 percent. Why? The simple answer is too much wind and heat combined with too little rain. 

Fires need three elements to ignite: oxygen, heat, and fuel. California’s fires followed a six-year drought that killed or weakened over a hundred million trees. A wet spring followed by more than 250 days without rain first encouraged the growth of vegetation, then made it tinder-dry. One spark – from a lightning strike, a campfire, an ATV, a cigarette butt – is all that it takes to start a fire burning in these circumstances. 

However, there are other factors. Climate change is one. Rising temperatures, reduced precipitation and earlier snowmelt all contribute to more and larger wildfires. 

Another factor is our reluctance to let fires burn. Fires can be a natural occurrence and they rejuvenate the land. When we prevent small natural fires, the undergrowth builds up, fuelling the growth of giant fires. For this reason, fire personnel sometimes carry out controlled burns that remove the dead trees and undergrowth and create a natural firebreak.

Another third factor that boosts the loss of lives and property from wildfires is where we choose to build. Communities that border on wilderness are at a higher risk from wildfires. Currently there are as many as 600,000 California houses in areas deemed to be at high risk of interface fires – those that start in the forest but spread to developed areas. One study estimates that, by 2050, that number could be as high 2.6 million.

B.C.’s Record-Setting Wildfire Season
British Columbia’s 2017 fire season also smashed records. 

Over the summer, more than 1300 wildfires charred 12,164 square kilometres. That’s equivalent to about one-third of Vancouver Island. 

While no lives were lost, over 65,000 people were forced to evacuate.

About 4000 firefighters were deployed to fight the fires. Crews arrived from other provinces, Australia, New Zealand, and Mexico. They were assisted by hundreds of helicopters and water bombers.

The province declared a state of emergency, which wasn’t called off until September 15. 
In all, the 2017 wildfires cost the province an estimated $563 million, making it B.C.’s costliest fire season ever. The previous record was $382 million.

drought: a prolonged period of abnormally low rainfall; a shortage of water resulting from this 

ember: a small piece of burning or glowing coal or wood in a dying fire

inferno: a large fire that is dangerously out of control
rejuvenate: make (someone or something) look or feel younger, fresher, or more lively

On The Lines
Answer the following in complete sentences:

1. When do most wildfires in California usually occur? 



2. List at least three reasons why recent California wildfires were very severe.

3. Describe the damage caused by wildfires in California from early October to late December.

4. What did the Governor of California announce on October 9? 


5. When did the Thomas Fire begin? Why was this unusual?

6. Explain how this large fire behaved and the damage that it caused.

7. What resources were needed to bring this fire under control?
8. Explain how controlled burns can help reduce wildfires.

Between The Lines
An inference is a conclusion drawn from evidence. A plausible inference is supported by evidence in the article and is consistent with known facts outside of the article. 

What inferences can you draw from the fact that flames from the Thomas fire sometimes travelled the length of a football field in just three seconds? 
Just Talk About It
1. Consider this quote from Todd Stone, B.C.’s Minister of Transportation and Infrastructure, who declared a state of emergency for the province on July 7 – B.C.’s first in 14 years: 

“(Evacuations) are extremely traumatic for people. There are families, lots of kids involved, who are being uprooted and taken out of their homes, and they are driving often hours to evacuation centres not knowing for sure when they go back home, if their home is still going to be there. And all their belongings and pets and livestock and everything else, that adds additional layers of stress on everyone’s shoulders.”

a) What, as you see it, are the responsibilities of the government when evacuations are taking place? 

b) What, as you see it, are the responsibilities of citizens when evacuations are taking place?

c) Who else might have a responsibility to help out during an evacuation? Why? Explain. 

2. Richard Halsey is a wildland firefighter and director of the California Chaparral Institute, which works to protect the highly flammable shrubs and plant life in Southern California. He believes the state should go further than just warning of the ongoing threat of global climate change and push back against developers looking to build in known fire zones. “It’s a really horrible thing to say and nobody wants to say it, but I think ultimately down the road it’s going to have to happen: people are going to have to move.”

For what reasons could you agree with his opinion? For what reasons could you disagree? Explain. 

On Line

Note: The links below are listed at www.lesplan.com/en/links for easy access. 

1. Watch a segment from the Netflix series “Fire Chasers.” You can find it on YouTube under the title, “Fighting California’s Wildfires: Stunning Footage from the Front Lines” at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=32YGGYaUTgE
2. Watch an explainer called “The Science of Wildfires” from the SciShow at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F8OrmGAIqI4
3. Watch a PBS report called “Climate Change is Part of California’s Recipe for Intense Wildfires” at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WtTzbl0B6tA
4. Read “Fleeing the California Wildfires: What to Take and When to Evacuate” at 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/07/us/fire-evacuation-california.html
5. Watch “What’s Made the B.C. Wildfires So Severe?” at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l19TNuWResM
6. Watch “Why Wildfires are Necessary” from TED-Ed at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cNVZEVq3KzY
7. See an interactive graphic that superimposes the footprint of the Thomas Fire on any city at 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2017/national/california-wildfires-comparison/?utm_term=.7caf149b4050
Quiz
California’s Historic Wildfires
Write the letter that corresponds to the best answer on the line beside each question:  
______  1. How long was the drought that affected California before the recent wildfires? 


a) 35 days 



b) 3 months


c) 6 years



d) 32 years

______  2. In which month did the Thomas Fire start?


a) September 



b) October


c) November



d) December

______  3. How many California homes are at risk of wildfires?


a) 10,000



b) 90,000


c) 600,000



d) 2.6 million

______  4. True or False? Fires need oxygen, heat, and fuel to ignite.

______  5. True or False? The Governor of California declared a state of emergency for the entire state.

6. What do you think Governor Jerry Brown meant when he said “This is the new normal” when talking about the wildfires in his state?  Give reasons to support your response.
Articles and Questions





Each free article of What in the World?  includes: ��1) a PDF file 


and


2) a Word file 





These files contain only the article and questions. They do not contain Answer Keys. 


�The Word file allows students to complete assignments using a computer either at school or at home. Teachers can assign all or parts of the file by email attachment or a school website. The Word file also allows teachers to:


• easily modify and format content including changing fonts and text sizes 


• copy selected text and upload to Google Docs


• quickly create a PDF document and use Adobe Reader's 'Read Out Loud Mode'


• save paper and copying costs and help protect the environment 


• promote and encourage students’ computer skills 
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