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Recovery is Complex 

A Case Study from the Rim Fire 

ne of the mistaken 

assumptions we sometimes 

make is that all phases of the 

comprehensive emergency 

management model (preparedness, 

response, recovery, and mitigation) 

are equally weighted  when it comes 

to planning. The reality is that we 

place considerably more emphasis on 

preparedness and response than we 

do on mitigation and recovery.  Yet 

surviving a disaster is a Pyrrhic victory 

unless we can restore the community 

that was affected.  

Recovery planning is not heavily 

addressed for a variety of reasons. It 

lacks the immediacy of response 

planning and involves a much broader 

range of stakeholders.  It is closely 

associated with politics and 

community planning. Most 

importantly, however, is that, unlike 

response planning, the issues and 

measures of success are not always 

clear cut or easy to address. 

Last year’s Rim Fire near Yosemite 

Valley in California provides an 

example of these complex issues. 

The Incident 
The Rim Fire was started on August 

17, 2013, by an illegal hunter’s fire. 

Over 5000 firefighters and 650 prison 

inmate volunteers were involved in 

the response. Fighting the fire was 

difficult because of inaccessible terrain 

and shifting wind patterns, forcing a 

reactive approach rather than the 

normal proactive approach favored by 

wildland firefighters. Contributing to 

the fire were a record-breaking drought 

and heat wave.  

By the time it was contained on 

October 24th the fire had burned 

257,314 acres (over 402 square miles) 

and destroyed 112 structures. It was 

the third largest wildfire in California 

history and the largest in the Sierra 

Nevada Mountains. 

The Issue 
The fire occurred in a heavily forested 

area, producing about 1 billion board 

feet of burned timber (a board foot is a 

plank 1 foot long, 1 foot wide and an 

inch deep).  The National Forest Service 

has proposed harvesting the burned 

trees on 29,648 acres in the Stanislaus 

National Forest. Under a separate plan, 

the Forest Service has proposed 

harvesting another 50 million board 

feet of burned timber that pose a 

threat to public safety. 

Opposing the Forest Service are 

environmentalists who maintain that 

burned timber is part of a complex 

ecosystem that develops following a 

wildfire and is vital to reforestation.
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The Forest Service Position 
The Forest Service pointed out that in the core 

area of the fire, an area of some 40,000 acres, 

not a single tree survived. In addition, the heat 

of the fire was such that the pine cones that 

usually open and reseed burned areas were 

incinerated. Harvesting and replanting is the 

only recourse for these severely burned areas. 

In addition, the salvage plan proposes leaving 

170,000 acres untouched which the Forest 

Service believes will provide sufficient habitat 

for wildlife returning to the area.  

There is a time element as well. Timber must be 

harvested quickly before it is ruined by boring 

beetles and fungus. The proceeds of the sale of 

the timber could be used for fire recovery 

efforts in the affected counties and to help fund 

the replanting. 

The Environmentalists’ Position 
Organizations such John Muir Protect, an 

offshoot of the Earth Island Institute, strongly 

oppose the Forest Service salvage plan. They 

point out that a post-fire habitat is extremely 

bio-diverse and complex. Logging and 

replanting eliminates much of the habitat that 

creates this bio-diversity. 

For example, burned timber attracts wood-

boring beetles who burrow into the wood and 

lay eggs. The larvae in turn attract woodpeckers 

who create hollows that are then used as nests 

and burrows by other birds and animals. 

Ecologists estimate that at least 200-300 acres 

of burned wood are needed for one pair of 

woodpeckers. 

Environmentalists also noted that timber 

companies are already logging between 12,000 

to 15,000 acres of burned timber on private 

land, further reducing the available habitat. 

The Politicians Weigh In 
There is, of course, a political dimension to all 

this as well. The woodpecker cited by the 

environmentalists is being considered by the US 

Fish and Wildlife Service for listing under the 

Endangered Species Act which will add another 

layer of complexity to the issue. 

Meanwhile, in response to the 

environmentalists’ resistance, a local State 

Representative has introduced legislation in 

attempt to preempt litigation by the 

environmental community.  The legislation 

would suspend environmental reviews that 

delay salvage logging. The bill is opposed by 

both sides and it is not expected to pass. 

However, it will elevate the issue to the State 

Legislature, which is not always a good thing. 

The Lesson 
One would expect that the revitalization of a 

burned forest would be relatively free of 

controversy. After all, California has dealt with 

wildfires many times before and has 

considerable experience with reforestation.   

However, as the Rim Fire teaches us, recovery is 

not that simple. There is certainly truth (and 

ecological science) on both sides. It’s 

reasonable to assume that both sides want 

what’s best for the forest. So how do you 

mediate between two factions that are both 

well-meaning and armed with facts? 

The complex issues that arise in recovery are 

the reason it’s so vital to have a recovery plan. 

Identifying stakeholders, organizing a structure 

for a recovery organization, drafting 

implementing legislation, and agreeing on 

decision making mechanisms before the 

disaster are key. A solid recovery plan provides 

an agreed upon process to help manage 

complex issues .  


