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PRESCOTT
The Yarnell Hill Fire’s deadly sweep 

through a central Arizona community ex-
posed a weak spot in the West’s prepared-
ness.

The 19 who died fighting the fire Sunday 
were part of a well-trained national army 
of federal, tribal, state and local firefight-
ers who have stamped out countless wild-
fires over the past century.

But as fuel for blazes has built up in 
ever-thickening forests and brambles 
across the region, spending to fortify 
communities with firebreaks has not kept 
pace — and is now declining as the threat 
worsens.

By all accounts, the chaparral on the 
rugged, bouldered hills surrounding Yar-
nell was thick — an ever-present danger. 
Within the past two years, the U.S. Bureau 
of Land Management brought in a crew of 
prisoners to clear brush along roads and 
a densely vegetated creek near the com-
munity, but the tangle where lightning 
launched the fire several miles away was 
inaccessible and untouched.

Local volunteer firefighters say they 
worked with residents to clear trees and 
shrubs from their properties, but they 
had not addressed the piñon pines, man-
zanita and oak brush beyond.

With limited state and federal funding, 
it’s doubtful they could have done enough 
to prevent the destruction.

“If you’ve got a massive elephant out 
there,” Yavapai County Emergency Man-
ager Denny Foulk said, “you can only eat 
it one bite at a time.”

There’s precious little funding, and 
how it’s divvied often depends on how ag-
gressively fire-threatened communities 
fight for it. For 2013, Arizona received 
$1.5 million from the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, which oversees the U.S. For-
est Service.

The state has roughly 1 million acres of 
forest in need of thinning or other treat-
ment to reduce fire risk near communi-
ties, Arizona Deputy State Forester Jerry 
Payne said. The costs per acre of such 

prevention efforts ranges from $400 to 
$1,000, he said.

Treating the chaparral around Yarnell is 
at the high end of that range, Payne said. 
It requires cutting and chipping piñon 
and juniper, whacking brush, and raking 
needles and duff.

Payne was unsure Monday whether the 
Arizona Division of Forestry had done any 
work near Yarnell in recent years. It was 
clear, though, that much of the area that 
burned was unnaturally thick, he said.

“I don’t believe that’s the natural cycle,” 
he said. “I’m certain that there’s been fire 
suppression in that area.”

Local officials said the last wildfire in 
the area was in 1967.

The Yarnell Hill Fire is burning on state 
trust land, where the Office of the State 
Forester is responsible for fire preven-
tion and suppression efforts, and on pri-
vate property.

Although it is unclear what, if any, mon-
ey the state directed in recent years to 
the Yarnell area for fire prevention, state 
funding for firefighting is clear: The bud-
get has included $3 million for each of the 
past four years for fire suppression.

For the budget year that began Monday, 
state lawmakers shifted $1 million from 
the agency’s operating budget — which 
pays for such things as staff salaries, util-
ity bills and office supplies — and added 
it to the suppression budget, for a total of 
$4 million.

Matthew Benson, spokesman for Gov. 
Jan Brewer, said the governor has been 
a vocal proponent of forest-thinning but 
cautioned against leaping to conclusions 
“that this fire is the result of bad land 
management, because we don’t know that 
at this point,” he said. “For all we know, 
this was a fluke event,” caused by the 
weather, he said.

Sandy Bahr, director of the Sierra Club’s 
Grand Canyon chapter, said the state 
struggles to manage 9.3 million acres of 
state trust land with a limited budget. 
Bahr said it’s up to state lawmakers and 
their constituents to demand greater at-
tention to forest management on state 
lands.

“Is the public willing to spend some dol-
lars trying to make sure that we’re as pre-
pared as we can be?” she said. “In the case 
of state lands, that’s the state Legislature 
and the governor and the state budget.”

DECLINING RESOURCES MAKE  
WILDFIRE PREVENTION DIFFICULT



2014 PULITZER PRIZES: BREAKING NEWS
PIECE 5 OF 10

Federal officials have also lamented the 
lack of resources and shifting of funds 
from prevention to battling blazes.

As historic wildfires have raged across 
Western states, including Arizona, in the 
past several years, the U.S. Forest Ser-
vice has had to tilt its budget toward pre-
paredness and suppression — the latter 
getting a 27 percent increase in the presi-
dent’s 2014 budget. However, fuel-reduc-
tion programs have suffered, with the ad-
ministration’s 2014 budget reducing this 
funding by 37 percent, to $201 million.

In a May conference call with report-
ers, Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack 
said, “Part of the challenge that we face 
with limited budgets ... when you take re-
sources to suppress fires, you sometimes 
have to take it from the very resources 
that you would use to restore property or 
to prevent fires to begin with. And that 
just basically shifts the risk to a much 
longer term and more serious risk.”

Rep. Paul Gosar, R-Ariz., who was in 
Prescott for a firefighter memorial that 
drew hundreds to a local auditorium, said 
federal forest policy must change. He is 
proposing a bill to allow local firefighters 
to bypass federal environmental laws to 
thin forests if federal officials don’t do so 
within 60 days of a declaration of exces-
sive fire risk.

Yarnell Volunteer Fire Department 
Capt. Sallie Foster lost her home in the 
fire and on Monday was second-guessing 
her efforts at creating a buffer around 
her property. She had cleared brush but 
not two trees she loved, a dilemma faced 
by many who choose to live among na-

ture. “We all understand defensible space 
because one of the reasons we love living 
in Yarnell is because it’s a wilderness and 
we love the trees and shrubs and wild ani-
mals,” she said.

The Fire Department had worked with 
homeowners to clear fuels around homes, 
she said. But asked whether they had 
ever considered thinning the greater for-
est, she hesitated. “I don’t want to answer, 
because it’s a stupid answer: no,” Foster 
said. “I think we felt that if we did a good 
job with defensible space on our property 
that if a fire started 4 miles away that by 
the time it reached us it would be sup-
pressed and our defensible space would 
spare our homes.”

She was unaware of any efforts by oth-
er agencies to thin the growth, except for 
the BLM brush-clearing in town.

Other Arizona communities have ag-
gressively pursued grants from the fed-
eral program and leveraged them by get-
ting private landowners to clean up. The 
Prescott Area Wildland Urban Interface 
Commission has used $7 million from the 
grant program over 12 years feverishly 
protecting wooded developments around 
Yavapai County, Chairwoman P.J. Cathey 
said.

The commission has not worked around 
Yarnell.

The grants are highly competitive, she 
said, so a community’s buy-in is critical.

Some communities have decided to pay 
for forest restoration themselves. Flag-
staff passed a $10 million bond last fall 
for that purpose. That sort of cooperation 
will be critical in the future, Payne said.

Dean Smith watches as the Yarnell Hill Fire encroaches on his 
home Sunday in Glenn Ilah, near Yarnell. The surrounding area is 
thick with forest, making fire an ever-present threat.  
DAVID KADLUBOWSKI/THE REPUBLIC
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Yavapai County’s Foulk said that de-
spite BLM’s efforts, the area remained 
“heavily brush-laden.”

“Different people have different per-
spectives on how they treat their prop-
erty and how they clear their property, 

so you can’t force somebody to do that,” 
Foulk said. “With the amount of fuel load 
that was in there, it would’ve taken a 
lot to get it down ... and probably (cost) 
more money than was budgeted and more 
crews than were available.”




