Fire Safety

As always, we continue to engage with the city to ensure the most effective fuel reduction by their crews.  At the same time, our ecopullers gather a couple times a month to do physical work on the city property in our midst that is focused both on fire safety and native specific preservation.  

The name ecopullers came to be, because of the focus on pulling out fire hazard plants by the roots to have longterm impact rather than just one time chopping to deal with the immediate problem. Ecopullers have worked throughout the 34 acres of Shepherd Canyon Park to improve fire safety in our neighborhood.  Some have described shepherd canyon as a 34-acre bowl of city kindling surrounded by a rim of homes. The upper meadow (see other article) tucked above the soccer field is one area that has literally been transformed over the years by our work with neighbors, other volunteers and the fire department.  Ecopullers work in other areas of city land as well, including along the old Sacramento Northern Railroad line Bike Path.  

The premise of ecopullers work is that the greatest fire hazard is posed by the most invasive plants, because of their prolific growth, and their biomass and thus fuel load. Scotch Broom, Eucalyptus and pampas grass to name a few both pose a fire risk and also crowd out natives.   We’ve found that when the fire hazard species are removed, we often find less hazardous natives are what take their place.  We call it liberating the natives.  This year we’ve gone a step farther and become ecoplanters as well.   No hill side landscape will last for long without  plants, and lower fire hazard natives are better than high fule load invasives.  The ecopullers under the leadership of Adrienne Bryant have developed a wonderful partnership with the native plant nursery run by friends of Sausal Creek.  After gathering seeds and nurturing native seedlings, they planted well over 200 native plants this year.   Ecopullers this year have also worked to removed thistle on city land before it went to seed.  In many cases, we actually have more flexibility and ability to target our work on city land than the city’s contractors.

That having been said, we have made great strides in continuing to work with the city to improve the timing and consistency of their annual clearance. For that we owe a great debt of thanks to inspector Camille Rodgers who has worked to make each year’s clearance better than the last.

One of the biggest challenges we face is that of timing.  The city imposes a deadline and inspection system to make sure we are all in compliance. The use of the station 24 fire crews doing inspections on their fire rigs, certainly helped to get people’s attention during the inspections. The deadline makes sense, because we can’t expect that fires only will happen at the end of the season. We need to be ready starting at the prime of the fire season- usually defined as June –August depending in the weather. That is the same thing we’ve been asking for from the city- a written plan and schedule for their work to clear city parcels. They’ve taken some steps in the right direction.  The obstacle used to be that the budget was not certain until the first of July and with the contracting timeline, they couldn’t get to all the parcels until after the year was over.  The reporting system where the fire department reported progress to city council actually gave a scoring of 100% to a parcel that was cleared as late as November.  (see 2002 parcel report).

Now the fire district helps greatly by creating a steadier financial climate.  But the city still (as of the 2006 Plan link here) does not establish any deadline for itself for its clearance of city parcels.  Interestingly, we’ve also found the city does not even have an inventory all of the city owned parcels so that a rational prioritization can be made.  Nearby areas such as Beaconsfiled canyon in Piedmont Pines have been missed by the city for years though they are city owned. This needs to be a first order of business for our wildfire district, to define all the city owned parcels and commit to a schedule. 

In fact if you look at the city’s current vegetation management plan, you can see that the listing of vegetation in the district misses many city parcels.  Since we actually did a vegetation inventory ourselves before the district even started, we hope the district will work with us to use the existing shepherd canyon vegetation survey as a planning tool, as we have informally done in the past.

The district is also working to be able to include the limited use of herbicide to keep persistent plants such as eucs in check once they have been cut.  To do that we need to do an environmental impact report which requires formulating a plan which articulates the various proposed methodologies.  There is a plan but the 2006 version is not yet far enough along.    We are hoping that the city wide plan and the plan for shepherd canyon can evolve to address specific methodologies, timing with respect to the fire season and the growth season, and an approach directed at specific vegetation in different locations.  

We will need to continue to improve methodologies to get more fire safety for the buck.

Steps have been taken in that direction.  Thanks to members of the wildfire advisory board, some members from our own neighborhood have brought attention to these problems.  Thanks to Barbara Goldenberg, who is our current rep from district 4, and Ben Bay and Mike Petouhoff, who served past terms as the city representative at large, some attention has been brought to these issues. We need to continue the focus.

