A Tale of Two Wildfires
On the 9th of July 2018, a
thunderstorm came across the west
side of Tooele Valley along the
Stansbury Mountains in Utah. The
thunderstorm cell lit up the night
with lightning, limited precipitation,
and several positive cloud to ground
lightning bolts, igniting the Bunch
and Ellerback Fires near Grantsville
on the Salt Lake Field Office of the
West Desert District.

Ellerback Fire on night of 9 July 2018 at 23:59

The Ellerback Fire occurred mostly in an area burned by the Kimbell Fire in 2007, composed of grasses
and brush with stringers of pinyon and juniper along with mixed conifer in the upper reaches. Before
being contained, the Ellerback Fire would consume 3,658 acres (1,504 private, 807 state, and 1,347
Bureau of Land Management (BLM)) at a cost of $530,000. At the peak of fire operations, ten engines,
two Type 1 Interagency Hotshot Crews, two dozers, water tenders and overhead were assigned to the
fire. Two light (Type 3) helicopters were on the fire with approximately 70 loads of retardant dropped
from single engine (SEATS) and large air
tankers. Suppression efforts continued
Aerial view of Ellerback Fire from Air Attack
for several days.
Ten miles to the south, the Bunch Fire
started in the recently completed 532 acre
South Willow fuels treatment. The
treatment completed in January 2018,
entailed mastication of pinyon and juniper
trees into wood chips. This treatment
along with an associated aerial seeding
was completed through the Utah
Watershed Restoration Initiative with
BLM Fuels and Utah Conservation
Commission funds.
Benefits of fuel treatments within the Bunch Fire include:
 Fire behavior was kept as a surface fire while islands of pinyon and juniper experienced crown fire
with 10-15 foot flame lengths,
 Suppression resources easily accessed the wildfire (could drive up to the fire perimeter),
 Two engines and a fire dozer (from the Ellerback Fire) contained the fire in four hours,
 No aerial resources were needed to suppress the fire, which reduced costs,
 Higher levels of safety were provided by the open areas and greater visibility of the incident,
 Final fire size was 16 acres, all on BLM Lands,

 A simulated fire behavior projection
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Fire Decision Support System (WFDSS),
shows the fire reaching 1,300 to 5,000
acres in one burn period with no
treatments and no suppression
actions,
 Final suppression costs were only
$10,000, and
 BLM economists estimate the
marginal, above cost value of the fuels
treatment at $950,509, with an
estimated benefit/cost ratio of 5.64 to
one ($5.64 in benefits for every dollar
spent on treatment). Additional water and air quality benefits, protection of downstream reservoir
capacity, and non-market benefits are not included in these figures.
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In discussions with resources on the Bunch Fire,
the benefits from the South Willow Fuels
Treatments were recognized. Incident
Commander, Derek Mortenson from West
Desert District Engine 2632, identified “The
Bunch Fire would have been bigger and cost
more without the fuels treatments.”
Furthermore, discussions with resources on the
Bunch Fire centered on how strategies and
tactics have changed when suppressing wildfires
in mastication treatments and the importance of
heavy equipment to assist in the firefighting
effort. A rough estimate was made that it would

have taken eight 20 person hand crews eight
hours to cut line through a dense stand of pinyon
and juniper to contain the Bunch Fire.
In March 2018, the BLM in Utah accomplished its
one millionth acre of fuels treatment since the
inception of the National Fire Plan in 2001. This
fiscal year the BLM in Utah has already
completed 100,000 acres of fuels treatments.
Over the past 17 years, 242 wildfires have
intersected BLM fuel treatments throughout the
state of Utah. These intersections are collected
and reported in the Fuels Treatment
Effectiveness Monitoring system. Utah has
reported a significant number of intersections
and is a lead within the Bureau for reporting
Treatment Effectiveness. Overall through

WFDSS Short Term Fire Behavior projection from 1200 to
2200 on 10 July 2018.

FY2017, there have been 2,045 treatments completed for Utah BLM. Twelve percent of fuels treatments
had wildfires either start in or burn into the treatment, changing fire behavior, helping in the control of
the wildfire, reduced costs and the size of incidents, with many secondary benefits (i.e. a reduced need
for post-fire Emergency Stabilization and Rehabilitation treatments) because of resilient landscapes
created by the fuels treatments.
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While other areas of the Great Basin have experienced record levels of acres burn in wildfires, Utah BLM
has seen a downturn in acres burned. Only one out of the past ten years have seen more acres burned
in wildfires then have been treated through Fuels Management within Utah BLM. Over the past decade
an average of 63,096 acres of fuels treatments have occurred while 34,817 acres have annually burned
in wildfires. While a direct correlation cannot be
verified yet, the number of wildfire versus fuels
treatment interactions maybe reducing the number of
acres and potential negative impacts from wildfire in
Utah.
To help answer this critical question of “Fuel
Treatment Effects on Wildfire Outcomes in Utah,”
Utah State University and the Quinney College of
Natural Resources are beginning to research these
impacts. This research is being funded with a $30,000
contribution from the Quinney Foundation along with
Utah Division of Forestry, Fire and State Lands, USDA
Forest Service – Intermountain Region, and Utah BLM
each contributing $10,000. This two year project will
investigate if a cumulative impact is being seen
throughout Utah in the reduction in wildfire acres, as a
result of fuels treatments occurring across the
landscape. Project funding is supported through the
Utah Watershed Restoration Initiative.

Three approaches will be used to look at the objective of using broad-scale spatial analysis, existing
monitoring data, and fire behavior modeling to assess fuel treatments effectiveness, in meeting
objectives in Utah. These approaches include:




Summarize fuel treatment interactions with fire perimeters and fire starts,
Compare treatment objectives with values measured in monitoring plots, and
Model fire behavior in the presence and absence of treatments.
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Comparing the Bunch Fire to the Ellerback Fire
shows the impact fuels treatments can have on
reducing the impacts of wildfires at a local level;
cumulatively within Utah BLM a larger landscape
level impact may be occurring. During the Bunch
Fire, 215 miles to the northwest, Nevada
experienced the Martin Fire at 435,369 acres
(state’s largest wildfire in history), and just 85
miles to the east of the Bunch Fire was the
56,687 acre Dollar Ridge Fire. Hopefully with the
research from Utah State University, a better
understanding will be developed for any
correlation between fuels management
treatments and the larger impacts on reducing
the impacts from wildfires.
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