Former Tahoe fire official
critical of how Texas fire
prevention efforts

By Ashley Powers and Molly Hennessy-Fiske, Los Angeles Times

BASTROP, Texas — Beleaguered firefighters battling one of the
most destructive Texas fire seasons on record found themselves
punished not only by searing weather, but by lax brush
clearance and dwindling budgets.

With no end in sight to scores of blazes — the largest had
burned 785 homes and was only 30 percent contained Wednesday —
fire officials pleaded for more equipment, and experts urged
property owners to do a better job of protecting their homes.

“We needed resources yesterday,” Lt. Gov. David Dewhurst said,
noting that he and Gov. Rick Perry — who was in California for
a debate of GOP presidential contenders — were requesting that
the federal government declare the state a major disaster
area.

President Obama called Perry to assure the governor that
requests for additional assistance would be quickly assessed,
the White House said. Officials with the Federal Emergency
Management Agency were 1in Texas preparing financial
assessments to help pay the cost of fighting the fires.

It is unclear what the federal government’s share of the cost
will be. In the last week, FEMA agreed to cover 75 percent of
the expenses of fighting eight fires across the state.

The Texas Forest Service has been spending about $1.5 million
a day on fighting the fires this week, agency spokesman Gary
Lacox said. That does not include spending by local fire
districts and volunteer fire departments.
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As state officials scrambled to summon resources, the
magnitude of the wildfires — at least 122 as of Wednesday -
continued to overwhelm even the most experienced firefighters.

Officials in hard-hit Bastrop County were confident that
firefighters would gain control of the state’s largest and
most destructive blaze as winds ease and residents are allowed
back into fire-ravaged neighborhoods, perhaps by week’s end.
Some residents had done little to prepare for fire.

Ken Gold, a battalion chief from Denton, said residents in a
subdivision burned by the Bastrop fire east of Austin had left
homes blanketed in six-inch piles of pine needles as dry as
matchsticks.

“They kind of let nature be nature,” Gold said. “It didn’t
seem very fire-aware.”

The loss of one blue house particularly pained him.

It was a single-story, wood-frame home with a yard full of
pine trees. He and his crew spent an hour scraping away pine
needles and hosing down the area with water from an above-
ground pool. Before he could finish, the fire snaked through
the 30-foot-tall pine trees behind him.

“I was calling for help,” Gold said. “But everyone was busy
somewhere else.”

Flames crept within a few feet of the crew.
“Then it got real hot real fast and we had to go,” Gold said.

About two hours later, he returned. There was nothing left but
some propane tanks and the pool. All Gold could do was sit in
the driveway and stare.

The Bastrop fire forced thousands of residents to evacuate and
killed two people. Michael Farr, 48, who worked for Austin’s
electrical department, was found dead at his home 1in



Smithville. The other body was found several miles away and
had not been identified late Wednesday.

Lake Travis Fire Rescue Chief Jim Linardos, a Redondo Beach
native who worked for years in the North Lake Tahoe area, said
Central Texas faced some of the same wildfire risks as
California, but lacked the fire-prevention efforts and
resources that help California firefighters immediately tackle
blazes.
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