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Emergency Walker Fire Rehab Saves Home

A substantial amount of Walker Fire rehab work had been completed when a high-intensity thunderstorm dumped one inch of rain on the burned area on May 24.  Another 1.3 inches of rain fell in a storm the next day, May 25.  Serious flooding resulted, but hastily-installed emergency protection measures held, and the home of Kay Cardwell and Jerry Dollins was saved.

Wildfires during the spring dry season aren’t new to the forested areas of  New Mexico.  Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) personnel have responded to the need for rehabilitation and watershed protection on private lands in the aftermath of five wildfires in 2000, 2002, and 2003 in southeastern New Mexico alone.  The USDA Emergency Watershed Protection program (EWP) has been used in recent years to provide stop-gap protection from the devastating flooding that often occurs almost immediately after wildfires.  The cover is burned off, the land is laid bare, and the intense heat often causes a sealing effect to the soil.  All of these factors can create a dangerous situation where runoff and flooding are dramatically enhanced, and the hazard of flooding becomes extreme.  While the devastation from the fire itself is bad enough, the flooding and debris runoff that follows can be even worse.  

The recent Walker Fire in Otero County, New Mexico is a good example of EWP response.  The Walker Fire was deliberately set by unknown persons on May 9, 2003.  Over 3,400 acres burned before the fire was contained on May 13.  While most of the burned area was National Forest land, 540 acres of private land burned, involving 12 property owners along with the Mescalero Apache Tribe.  Several homes and other structures were destroyed.  

On May 14, the US Forest Service (USFS), NRCS, Otero County, and others met as a Burned Area Emergency Rehabilitation Team (BAER) to begin rehabilitation efforts.  The major concern was the home of Kay Cardwell and Jerry Dollins, in imminent danger of being destroyed by flooding.  It was felt that it was especially important to protect the home because firefighters had saved the home at significant risk to themselves.  Other concerns included loss of soil from severely burned slopes, and potential damage to a trout stream from runoff and silt.  It was agreed that grass seed of adapted species would be applied using aircraft.  This expense was initially borne by the Forest Service.  It was determined that low silt dams, log debris traps and cross-felling of burned trees would be the most cost-effective means of protecting the soil, and to complement the aerial seeding.  Some areas of sandy, highly erosive soils would be mulched, especially above the Cardwell home.  

The Otero Soil and Water Conservation District (SWCD) and the County of Otero requested assistance from NRCS and agreed to be local sponsors for the EWP program.  While acquiring EWP funding wasn’t certain, technical assistance was to be provided in any case.  NRCS District Conservationist Dan Abercrombie contacted the affected property owners and completed damage survey reports.   

Abercrombie and NRCS Team Leader Hollis Fuchs met with Otero County Commissioner Michael Nivison, County Road Superintendent Bill Lee Parker, and property owners Cardwell and Dollins to determine a quick effective means of protecting their home, barn, water wells, and access bridge from the imminent danger of flooding.  It was determined that protection could be provided to the house, barns, and wells through earthen floodwater diversions armored with portable concrete traffic barriers.  It was determined that runoff would probably over-top the bridge, and only minimal protection could be provided.  Because of the need for quick action, Otero County agreed to provide and install Jersey barriers (the concrete barriers typically seen along roadways) and to provide some of the emergency earth moving.  Bernard Cleve, rancher, their nearest neighbor five miles downstream, also sent his dozer at no charge to help protect his neighbors home.  The only road in the area, a county road, needed protection, and Jersey barriers and silt dams were to be used to help keep the road open.  

Immediately following the aerial seeding, the USFS team began to cross-fell trees and apply straw mulch on the slopes above the Cardwell and Dollins home.  The Otero County Road Department moved in Jersey barriers and placed them along with earthwork to build the floodwater diversion structures. Then the May 24 and 25 rains hit causing serious flooding at the Cardwell-Dollins home.  The home was saved but the runoff over-topped the bridge as predicted.  

The cooperation among USFS, NRCS, Otero County, and the property owners resulted in a rapid response that proved to be essential.  The sense of urgency that compelled the cooperating entities to take quick action stemmed from experience from both devastating experiences and effective responses to wildfires in previous years.  Their quick action proved to be providential.  The EWP program has proven to be an effective tool where used in a cooperative approach in dealing with the aftermath of wildfires.  

For additional information about the EWP program contact Dan Abercrombie, USDA NRCS, Alamogordo, (505)437-3100.
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