 

 

 

 

Ecosystem Opportunities of the Brown Canyon Prescribed Burn 

and the Elkhorn Wildfire.

Russ Babiak Prescribed Fire Specialist, Buenos Aires NWR

Wildfires in desert ecosystems such as the Altar Valley have had a pervasive role in shaping plant communities and influencing wildlife. Historically, wildfires are believed to have occurred relatively frequently. Just exactly how often naturally ignited fires occurred in the past is a question of some debate, however some evidence suggests fires may have swept through the valley floor every four to ten years and the surrounding mountains every 20 to 30 years. Prior to inhabitation of the Altar Valley and subsequent changes to the landscape, continuous grasses along the valley floor would have occasionally allowed a single fire to move from the valley floor to the surrounding mountains. Lightning sparked wildfires could have been brief one-day events, extinguished by the same storms that brought lightning, or lasted for weeks until natural fire breaks such as rock outcrops and barren drainages prevented further spread.

    The Buenos Aires National Wildlife Refuge has been using fire in the Altar Valley as a restoration tool since the late 1980s. Prescribed burns are planned each year for various parts of the refuge based on management objectives related to wildlife species habitat enhancement and restoration of the overall Sonoran semi-desert grassland ecosystem. Fire managers and biologists have used the understanding of fires historical role as well as current ecosystem conditions to guide decisions about when, where, and how often to use prescribed fires. 

Up until recently, the refuge has confined its use of fire to the grassy bottoms and rolling plains of the Altar Valley. Fire was certainly an historical force that helped shape the character of nearby mountains and each summer wildfires continued to play their role in these areas. The Baboquivari Mountains however had experienced relatively few fires comparatively until about 2002, when a pattern of increasing human and lightning sparked fires began occurring on either side the range. 

The presence of unique natural resources, buildings and infrastructure in Brown Canyon combined with the increased occurrence of wildfires caught the attention of the refuge. Anecdotally, there had not been a fire in Brown Canyon or the surrounding canyons for at least 50 years. This prolonged historical absence of fire gave refuge managers concern that this area might experience an uncharacteristically severe and damaging wildfire. It was becoming clear that a fire in Brown Canyon was inevitable and its effects would be determined only by where the ignition occurred and the weather. 

To mitigate the threat posed by an uncontrolled wildfire, the refuge began planning a prescribed burn in Brown Canyon for the late spring or early summer of 2009. A prescribed burn would be considerably less expensive than managing a large wildfire, and fire managers would control fire behavior and its effects by selecting when and where to start the burn. A prescribed fire in Brown Canyon was determined to be an excellent tradeoff that would bring many of the benefits of naturally occurring wildfire while still permitting protection of values at risk.

Planning the burn required a tremendous effort by refuge biologists and fire managers to address regulatory compliance and meet the needs and concerns of other participating partners. Surrounding federal lands and private ranches all had a stake in the successful outcome of the project. In addition, fire managers had to perfectly time the implementation of the burn so that necessary fire personnel and equipment were available when weather conditions were simultaneously favorable. This balancing act ultimately resulted in the project unraveling for 2009. Appropriate weather conditions and personnel availability never aligned and the project was postponed until 2010.

    At approximately 1:00 PM on June 11, an apparent illegal alien signal fire was started 1 ½ miles southwest of the Elkhorn Ranch, just north of Brown Canyon. The fire quickly grew to several hundred acres and early efforts to suppress the Elkhorn Fire were unsuccessful. Fire managers from the Arizona State Forestry, Bureau of Land Management, Tohono O’odham Nation, and Fish and Wildlife Service determined the safest and most cost effective strategy would be to back off to defensible features, such as existing roads, and suppress the fire with indirect tactics. 

    The significant tactical forethought and preparations that occurred for the prescribed burn proved incredibly useful as the fire crested the ridgeline north of Brown Canyon. Fire crews quickly moved to protect pre-identified ranch houses, Fish and Wildlife structures and natural resources such as riparian areas and endangered species. Crews burned out around these areas and a helicopter with a door mounted ignition device flew in to light additional areas in the fires path in an attempt to reduce its speed and intensity.  As the fire was herded south, fire personnel were astonished on June 15 to see another apparent illegal alien fire rapidly growing in size ½ mile south of the original Elkhorn Fire. The new fire was wrapped into the larger fire and crews gained the upper hand by June 17.  

The final size of the Elkhorn fire was approximately 23,756 acres. Post-fire satellite imagery has revealed less than 1% of the fires total area likely burned at higher severity and protection efforts of fire personnel were largely successful. By most accounts, the long-term effects of the Elkhorn Fire will be positive. Negative impacts such as changes in the appearance of the landscape and reduced wildlife use of burned areas will be short lived. 

As nutrient rich new vegetation fills in burned areas, wildlife will quickly reappear to take advantage of the windfall as they have done after each fire in the past. Visitors and residents will likely also begin to recognize the benefits of this fire as time passes. The rejuvenating effects of fire on wildlife and vegetation in sky islands of southern Arizona are a pre-programmed response of sorts, honed over numerous centuries by the pattern of relative stability punctuated by rapid changes from occasional fires. We were fortunate to be able to witness this spectacular event and are excited at the prospect of observing and learning about the natural progression that certainly will follow in this dynamic environment of the Baboquivari Mountains. 

 

 




