A2 East Oregonian

NORTHWEST

Saturday, April 11, 2020

Coronavirus forces new approaches to figchting wildfires

By REBECCA BOONE
Associated Press

BOISE, Idaho — They
are two disasters that require
opposite responses: To save
lives and reduce the spread
of COVID-19, people are
being told to remain isolated.
But in a wildfire, thousands
of firefighters must work in
close quarters for weeks at a
time.

Wildfires have already
broken out in Texas and
Florida, and agencies are
scrambling to finish plans
for a new approach. They
are considering waivers for
some training requirements
to previously certified crew
members, and moving some
training online.

Other proposals include
limiting fire engines to a
driver and one passenger,
requiring other crew mem-
bers to ride in additional
vehicles. They may scrap the
normal campsite catering
tents in favor of military-is-
sue MREs, or “Meals Ready
to Eat,” to reduce touching
serving utensils.

Federal resources for fire-
fighting efforts may be more
scarce, leaving states to deal
with more fires.

In light of the “unprec-
edented challenge” of the
pandemic, Forest Service
resources will be used “only
when there is a reason-
able expectation of success

in protecting life and criti-
cal property and infrastruc-
ture,” says Forest Service
Chief Victoria Christiansen.

Wildland fire camps have
always had a reputation for
spreading illness. Norovirus
outbreaks have occurred and
outbreaks of illnesses col-
lectively dubbed the “camp
crud” are yearly occurrences
for many.

The job is so demanding
that it’s typically done by
younger, healthy and phys-
ically fit people. But the
nature of the job also works
against them: firefight-

ers regularly experiencing
high stress, inhaling smoke
and dust and dealing with
poor sleeping and personal
hygiene.

A suck-it-up and tough-
it-out culture doesn’t help
either, said Jessica Gar-
detto, spokeswoman for the
National Interagency Fire
Center in Boise, Idaho. The
center coordinates logistics
for 14,000 federal firefight-
ers and thousands more state,
local and private crews.

“We have really been try-
ing to educate and change
that culture because not just

AP Photo/Noah Berger, File
In this Nov. 26, 2019, file photo, firefighters battle the Cave Fire as it flares up along Highway
154 in the Los Padres National Forest above Santa Barbara, Calif.

in this situation but in oth-
ers, it’s not OK to just tough
it out if something’s wrong,”
she said.

You don’t have to look
too far back in history to see
how the one-two punch of a
pandemic and wildfire can
decimate communities. The
1918 influenza pandemic
killed an estimated 50 to 100
million people worldwide. In
October 1918, sparks from a
passing train ignited fields
near Cloquet and Moose
Lake, Minnesota.

Four hundred and fifty
people were killed in an

area that spanned 1,500
square miles. There were
21,000 injuries and 52,000
displaced people, said Curt
Brown, a journalist and the
author of “Minnesota, 1918.”
The aftermath made it easy
to spread disease.

“It was the perfect situ-
ation to spread the flu — if
you were lucky enough to
survive the wildfire, you
were crammed into evacuee
housing,” he said. At least
100 people died of the flu in
evacuee housing, an estimate
Brown called conservative.

There also are concerns
about preparations not being
done. Typically, agencies
spend months and millions
of dollars preparing for wild-
fire season — clearing brush
and doing prescribed burns
to reduce the plants that feed
massive wildfires.

That’s not happening in
many places because some
fire managers are trying to
allow employees to abide
by social distancing guide-
lines as long as possible and
to curb smoke from the pre-
scribed burns during the
pandemic. Smoke can make
breathing more difficult
for people with asthma and
other lung conditions.

“The biggest issue I see
right now is that the pre-
scribed burns arent get-
ting done,” says Casey
Judd, the president of the
Federal Wildland Fire Ser-

vices Association, which
advocates on behalf of fed-
eral firefighters in 42 states.
“That’s going to increase the
fire load.”

He said leaders should
have started working on a
coronavirus plan for fire-
fighters months ago. “I'm
not suggesting they’re drag-
ging their feet, but obviously
they’re trying to figure it out
just like everyone is,” he
said.

Kerry Greene, an emer-
gency management special-
ist and spokeswoman with
the U.S. Forest Service, said
although the plans haven’t
been released yet, they’re
coming together. The agency
is already working to fol-
low directives from the U.S.
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention as well as
infectious disease guidelines
created in 2008 after a bird
flu epidemic.

Like many, fire manag-
ers are to some extent flying
blind.

“Some of the things we’re
probably going to have to
learn as we go,” Greene said.

For most people, the virus
causes mild or moderate
symptoms, such as fever and
cough that clear up in two
to three weeks. For some,
especially older adults and
people with existing health
problems, it can cause more
severe illness, including
pneumonia and death.
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Oregon’s snowpack 109% of normal

Associated Press

PORTLAND
Although Oregon’s moun-
tain snow accumulation
started slowly this season,
the snowpack now appears
to be in good shape.

Recent snowstorms
have lifted the state’s over-
all average snowpack to
109% of normal as of April
8, compared with 91% of
normal at the beginning
of March, according to the
USDA Natural Resources
Conservation Service.

The highest totals are in
Eastern Oregon, the Capi-
tal Press reported.

The Willamette Valley
— home of 60% of Ore-
gon’s population and nearly
half its gross farm sales —
is also above average for
snow, at 110% of normal.

Agriculture relies on
snowpack to act as a natu-

ral reservoir into the spring
and summer, gradually
replenishing streams and
filling reservoirs used to
water crops and livestock.

Snowpack in Oregon
got off to a slow start in
November and December
of 2019 before rebounding
significantly in January.
February and early March
brought another round of
warmer and drier weather,
which turned to snow again
by month’s end.

Scott Oviatt, snow sur-
vey supervisor for NRCS
Oregon, said snowpack
typically peaks in April
and May across the state.

“The key is going to
be how quickly or rapidly
that snowmelt runs off,” he
said. “We don’t want it to
come out in a sudden flush,
with warm temperatures or
rain on snow.”

That sudden flush was

felt especially hard ear-
lier this year, when those
conditions contributed to
massive flooding on the
Umatilla and Walla Walla
rivers in Northeast Oregon
and Southeast Washing-
ton, damaging farms and
homes.

Despite relatively
strong snowpack, the opti-
mism is tempered by low-
er-than-normal total pre-
cipitation, Oviatt said,
which remains at 80%
statewide.

The driest areas are in
Southwest Oregon. Gov.
Kate Brown has already
declared a drought emer-
gency in Klamath County.

There is still time for
areas facing water short-
ages to recover, Oviatt said.

“We’re not necessar-
ily in complete dire straits,
but time is running out,” he
said.
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Oregon will increase
food stamp funding amid
coronavirus pandemic

SALEM — Oregon will funnel an extra
$60 million into its food stamp program to
help people buy groceries amid the eco-
nomic fallout of the coronavirus pandemic.

The Department of Human Services
said Thursday that the money will be split
between April and May to increase the
monthly amount people receive through
the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program.

“Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Ore-
gonians are facing unprecedented eco-
nomic instability and food insecurity,”
the agency’s director, Fariborz Pakseresht,

said in a statement. “This emergency assis-
tance will help address the food needs our
neighbors and communities are suddenly
facing.”

The $60 million will cover the costs of
giving all recipients the maximum amount
of assistance allowed for their house-
hold size, said Jennifer Grentz, a DHS
spokeswoman.

The maximum varies, from $194 for one
person to $646 for four people.

Households already receiving the maxi-
mum monthly amount will not receive any
additional benefits, the agency said. Recip-
ients eligible for the additional money will
receive the new benefits automatically.

The agency did not identify the funding
source of the increased benefits.

— The Oregonian

CORRECTION: In the Page Al story “M-F drive-in theater to reopen for business,”
published on Thursday, April 9, the story misstated the theater’s plan to reopen.

Owner Mike Spiess said the drive-in will begin showing movies April 17 only if they
get permission from the necessary government agencies and the owners feel it is safe
to do so. A final decision has not been made. They will start by opening the snack
bar for takeout on Fridays and Saturdays from 4-8 p.m. Because of the way COVID-
19 has halted the release of most new movies, they are not sure yet what movie will
be shown at the date they reopen. They also would not go car to car to take orders for
food.

The East Oregonian works hard to be accurate and sincerely regrets any errors. If
you notice a mistake in the paper, please call 541-966-0818.
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