I’m trying to figure out how to relate the reality of wildfire fighting vs. the strength of nature, including the ever increasing exposure of humans to the conundrum so created.

The incalculable cost of the loss of life often resulting from “fighting wildfires” is foremost. Brave firefighters and ill-equipped home owners lost. Beyond those costs, the Forest Service alone currently spends about $3 billion per year, cost that has been growing each year, just to fight the fires. Adding to those losses, are hundreds of millions of dollars in material and property losses.

About 25 million acres of wildland are consumed per year by wildfires in the US and Canada alone. Some of these burned acres are part of natural replenishment. When we FIGHT these fires, we hinder nature. Fuel that would be naturally consumed is not, leaving MORE fuel for the next fire, making successive fires more severe. We FIGHT them because they may be a threat to humans - a threat that grows each year as well.

The Wildland Urban Interface , where mankind resides shoulder to shoulder with nature, increases by two million acres per year. Hundreds of new residences and people are potentially being put in harms way. The number & severity of wildfires is expected to increase in coming years because of outdated containment policies and the much talked about effects of global change. 

A Perfect Storm. 

When we have what we perceive as a threatening fire, what do we do? We do what we’ve always done - we try to put the fire out. But this is no ordinary fire. The proportions of a single wildfire can become massive. This type of fire can’t be “put out” through the efforts of mere mankind.

Consider the “Fire Triangle:”                                         
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All three elements are needed. Remove just one, and fire won’t occur.

FUEL - In the wildland, fuel is abundant: accumulated brush, leaves, fallen trees, bushes, pine needles, etc.

IGNITION - Lightning, spontaneous combustion, sparks from falling rocks, volcanic eruption………….and MAN!

OXYGEN - Without intervention**  oxygen is also present in abundance.

** How does one “smother” a wildfire? Old joke - “Very carefully.” In reality, one doesn’t.

What can be done? WE CAN REMOVE THE FUEL ELEMENT FROM THE TRIANGLE!   How?? Tons of accumulated brush, leaves, fallen trees, bushes, pine needles, etc. can‘t be just carried away. 

Hot & dry accumulated brush, leaves, fallen trees, bushes, pine needles, etc. can be easily ignited. Cool & wet?  - not so easily.

So how do we wet down thousands of acres of “fuel” in any reasonable time frame? Answer? We don’t. It can’t be done. The depth of a required soaking, using water alone, to extinguish a developed wildfire has been calculated and empirically determined. No way does man have a method of laying down the requisite amount of water to protect thousands of acres of fuel in a useful period of time. Nature has her methods, methods that have endured long before the arrival of mankind and will endure long after his departure, but man does not.

TIME!! The fourth element!!

It takes a certain amount of heat and time to dry a certain amount of fuel, and raise the temperature of the fuel to its ignition temperature. The cooler and wetter the fuel, the longer the time it takes to ignite.

Wildfires travel fast - on average from 6 - 14 mph depending on meteorological and topographical factors; wind speed & direction, relative humidity, ambient temperature, hills, valleys, flatland, etc., and the type and amount of fuel available. While the flame front may be LONG, it is not usually very deep -maybe 100 feet. 

If we could “soak” the fuel enough in advance of the arrival of the flame front, so that by the time the flame front has passed, there wouldn’t been enough time for the available heat to dry the fuel and raise it to ignition temperature, the fuel wouldn’t ignite. The fire front would divide and pass around the pre wetted area before the wet fuel could ignite, reconnecting on the other side of the protected property and continuing on its way.

How much time do we need? Mere minutes, sometime seconds.

With new technology sensors, we can determine how much time an advancing wildfire will take to reach our protected property, and give us enough time in advance of the arrival of the approaching wildfire to allow application of a known amount of water (or foam, or surfactant, etc.) to pre-wet a predetermined protective perimeter and area.  

The problem solution now becomes a technological exercise involving meteorology, chemistry, physics and engineering. All of this technology is available and has been combined to generate our solution. Can we wet tens of thousands of square feet of property/fuel? Absolutely. Can we wet several acres? Absolutely. And we can do it within 9 minutes after our system has detected and confirmed an approaching wildfire.

With the HOW determined, the solution must make economic sense. 

Predictably, the solution is NOT inexpensive when considered as a one time, stand alone cost. But if the elimination of unnecessary loss of life and replacement costs of homes and property are considered, and when the cost is included in new construction pricing or home improvement financing to be amortized over a normal mortgage/financing time frame, it is definitely cost effective for those in wildfire prone areas.

