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Introduction

The purpose of the North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) is to provide a tool for
effectively managing fire and hazardous vegetative fuels and to bolster collaboration and communication among
the various agencies and organizations who manage fire in North Central Nebraska. Having a CWPP in place
allows the Nebraska Forest Service (NFS) to apply for US Forest Service (USFS) grant dollars to cost-share forest
fuels reduction treatments in at-risk areas within the boundaries of the CWPP. It also may increase opportunities
for counties, municipalities, and rural fire districts to seek grant funding for activities related to fire protection.

A CWPP can help people be proactive in their approach to wildfire. North Central Nebraska has experienced
many large wildfires. Between 2000 and 2019, volunteer fire departments (VFDs) reported 1,791 fires that
burned nearly 265,000 acres in the region’s six counties.

Extreme wildfires in 2006 and 2012 demonstrated that intense fire behavior can start in rural areas, move
aggressively over large expanses, and threaten population centers. For this reason the CWPP planning team
designated the entire six-county region as Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) and, for planning purposes, treats
each county as a “community.” Woody fuels treatment within the forested areas mitigates the risk of wildfire
throughout the WUI.

This 2020 revision of the CWPP updates information contained in the 2015 plan, adds new data that has become
available since then, and eliminates material that is no longer pertinent. The document format has been
changed to match other Nebraska CWPPs.

Legislative Background

To be eligible for federal conservation cost-share funding assistance, the federal government requires states to
prepare action plans that lay out a strategy for forest and wildlife conservation. The Nebraska Game and Parks
Commission (NGPC) published the Nebraska Natural Legacy Project (NNLP) in 2005 as the state’s first Wildlife
Action Plan (updated in 2011). It identified 40 Biologically Unique Landscapes (BULs) to help prioritize where
conservation work can best be directed. The North Central Nebraska CWPP region lies within the Sandhills and
Mixedgrass Prairie Ecoregions identified in the NNLP. All or parts of ten BULs are found within this CWPP
boundary. (Appendix A, Map 3).

In accordance with the 2008 Farm Bill’s requirement for states to conduct a comprehensive analysis of their
forests, in 2011 the NFS published the Statewide Forest Resource Assessment and Strategy, known as the Forest
Action Plan (FAP). This plan was updated in 2015 and 2020. Priority forest areas were identified throughout the
state using the National Land Cover Dataset. This dataset represents 15 land cover and land use types including
open water, development, crops, shrubs, grasslands, wetlands, and forests. The Niobrara Priority Landscape (PL)
and part of the Missouri River, Elkhorn River, Loup Rivers and Central Loess Hills PLs are located within this
CWPP boundary (Map 2). A full description of the PLs is found in the Nebraska Forest Action Plan:
https://nfs.unl.edu/statewide-forest-action-plan.

The Healthy Forest Restoration Act (US Congress, 2003) requires CWPPs to be developed collaboratively;
identify and prioritize areas for fuels reduction and methods to reduce fuels on those areas; and recommend
strategies to reduce structural ignitability. This CWPP addresses these requirements and other needs identified
by stakeholders.
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North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Planning History

In 2008, members of the Central Niobrara Watershed Fire Advisory Council (FAC) collaborated to develop the
region’s first CWPP, then known as the Central Niobrara Watershed Fire Management Plan. The document was
adopted by the FAC partners in 2009. The purpose of the plan was to effectively manage fire and hazardous
fuels and to improve collaboration and communication between the various agencies and organizations who
manage fire in the central Niobrara River valley. The focus area included only a small portion of the central
Niobrara River watershed in Brown, Cherry, Keya Paha, and Rock Counties along the Niobrara River between US
Highway 20 and Nebraska Highway 12, from Valentine to Nebraska Highway 137, plus Long Pine/Hidden
Paradise, Plum Creek Wildlife Management Area (WMA), and the Valentine WUI. That boundary did not
encompass portions of several priority landscapes identified in the NFS Forest Action Plan that could benefit
from woody fuels treatment cost share programs, which require that funds be expended only in areas covered
by a CWPP.

In 2014, the FAC assisted the NFS in updating the original plan, renamed the North Central Nebraska Community
Wildfire Protection Plan (2015 Update). This effort expanded the boundary of the original plan to coincide with
the Region 24 Emergency Management Area, encompassing all of Boyd, Brown, Cherry, Keya Paha, and Rock
Counties. Subsequently, Holt County, which has its own emergency management area, opted in. For planning
purposes, these counties constituted the CWPP’s “communities.” Adjusting the CWPP boundaries was intended
to increase opportunities for counties, municipalities, and rural fire districts to seek grant funding for activities
related to fire protection. All six counties adopted the plan in March, 2015. The amended CWPP was intended to
augment, not replace, the original plan, which was included in its entirety in an appendix (see links to the 2009
and 2015 plans in Appendix B).

In 2020 the FAC partners again assisted the NFS in updating the CWPP. In order to streamline the CWPP
preparation process, the Nebraska Forest Service created a statewide network of CWPPs that follow county
boundaries instead of watershed or fire district boundaries. This plan has been reformatted for consistency with
other Nebraska CWPPs, reviewed for outdated and missing items, and updated accordingly.

Plan Integration

This CWPP strives to coordinate with existing federal, state, and local plans and provides specific detail on
wildfire hazards, areas at-risk from wildfire, emergency operations and capacity, and critical infrastructure. It
includes an action plan addressing wildfire-specific issues including a risk assessment procedure, risk reduction
measures, preparedness recommendations, training and education, fuels mitigation strategies, and a monitoring
and evaluation plan.

The components of the State Emergency Operations Plan are patterned after the National Response Plan. The
Nebraska Emergency Management Agency (NEMA) prepared a basic plan that details Nebraska’s operational
functions approach to the response and recovery phase of emergency management. It defines the roles and
responsibilities of the responding and supporting agencies and organizations and defines broad policies, plans,
and procedures.!

Each county has its own Local Emergency Operations Plan (LEOP). The content of these plans is defined by
statute, which stipulates that each county’s LEOP consist of specific components, including operations,
organization and responsibilities; functional annexes supporting activities critical to emergency response and
recovery; technical information on response procedures; protective measures unique to a hazard; and methods
for use in emergency operations. It is the responsibility of local emergency management staff to maintain the
LEOP according to the guidance from the State.!
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Each LEOP contains an “Annex F” that covers fire services and includes a listing of county fire departments and
mutual aid (MA) partners, as well as equipment lists. Fire department information is listed in Appendix F of this
CWPP. Mutual aid associations are listed in Appendix E. One of the gaps common to many county-level LEOPs is
a lack of wildfire-specific information. In many, fire is lumped in with hazardous materials. The information
contained in this CWPP is intended to augment existing information and support these LEOPs.

Nebraska has a state Hazard Mitigation Plan (HMP), which establishes the policies, plans, guidelines, and
procedures for the Hazard Mitigation Program in Nebraska. NEMA coordinated with regional emergency
management agencies, Natural Resource Districts (NRDs), and counties to update and maintain multi-
jurisdictional hazard mitigation plans throughout the state.? Five of the six North Central CWPP counties are
included in the Region 24 HMP. Holt County is included in the Tri-County HMP. Appendix B contains links to
these plans. As entities across Nebraska update their HMPs, they are increasing efforts to share information and
coordinate with other plans.

This CWPP is consistent with the USFS Nebraska National Forests and Grasslands Fire Management Plan, which
includes the Samuel R. McKelvie National Forest in Cherry County. That plan is consistent with the Federal
Wildland Fire Management Policy and Program Review (December 1995) and the Wildland and Prescribed Fire
Management Plan (August 1998) and all subsequent updates.

In addition, fire management activities endorsed in this CWPP comply with the policies identified in state
regulations on wilderness, threatened and endangered species, and cultural/historic preservation, as well as
federal and state regulations for air and water quality. Wildfire events consistently provide both positive and
negative environmental impacts to the impacted areas. Potential impacts will be considered and negative
impacts will be mitigated, as much as is practical, during implementation of this plan.

Goals and Objectives

State Forest Action Plan Goals and Objectives
The 2020 FAP goals and objectives appear below:
1. Enhance and promote the role of Nebraska’s forests and trees for mitigation and adaptation to the
global change in climate

2. Manage trees and forest landscapes to include rural and community forest settings

3. Manage the function of forest and tree systems in Nebraska for maximum and sustained benefits

4. Improve, protect, and enhance fish and wildlife habitat in Nebraska

5. Restore fire-adapted landscapes to reduce risk of wildfire impacts on Nebraska’s trees, forests, and
communities

6. Manage for the health and productivity of Nebraska’s trees and forests

7. Manage and build the capacity of Nebraska’s trees and forests, in conjunction with the forest products

industry, agriculture, and communities, which are all vital to Nebraska’s economy
8. Maintain the natural environments of Nebraska including trees and forests, waterways, and rangelands
9. Manage Nebraska’s forest and trees to enhance the water resources of Nebraska
10. Improve air quality and energy conservation through tree planting
11. Connect people to the state’s trees and forest resources
12. Engage Nebraskans in the stewardship of trees and forests

This CWPP and the results of its implementation relate directly or indirectly to all of these. Sustainable forest
management maintains natural environments and reduces wildfire impacts in the region’s forests and adjacent
communities, and it reduces threats to ecosystem health. Healthy forests and grasslands, in turn, protect air and
water resources and fish and wildlife habitat, helping these ecosystems better cope with a changing climate.
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Communities that plan for and reduce wildfire risks and engage in environmental stewardship activities may also
reap both direct and indirect economic benefits of healthy forests in fire-adapted landscapes.

Implementation of this CWPP relates directly to the NNLP goals of conserving natural communities, keeping
common species common, and protecting at-risk species. Sustainably managed, fire-adapted forests include
diverse habitats for both at-risk and common species. Restoring unnaturally dense forests to a more natural
mosaic vegetative pattern benefits both wildlife and human communities.

CWPP Goals and Objectives
The steering committee identified the following goals and objectives that are consistent with the state Forest
Action Plan and specific to community wildfire protection planning in North Central Nebraska.

1. Identify wildfire risk potential
a. Evaluate vegetation, land use, response capacity, and other risk factors associated with wildfire
b. Identify areas of concern
2. Reduce wildfire risk
a. ldentify, prioritize, and treat hazardous fuels
b. Suppress unplanned ignitions to protect private property and natural and cultural resources from
unacceptable impacts attributable to fire
c. Support emergency response through training and acquisition of equipment
3. Promote wildfire prevention and education
a. Partner with natural resources agencies, schools, prescribed fire organizations, and other groups to
ensure that outreach targets a broad audience, including the agricultural community, schools,
landowners, home and business owners, recreationists, and the general public; identify specific ways
to address this
Increase public awareness of wildfire and damage from uncharacteristic wildfires
Educate the public in Firewise® landscaping and construction techniques
Promote the use of defensible space to reduce fuel loads to protect communities and resources
Encourage communities to develop strategies to reduce wildfire risk; provide communities with tools
to address human-caused fires
f. Integrate fire prevention protocols into plans and procedures for schools; educate youth to prevent
and respect wildfires; address accidental ignitions caused by children
4. Provide training to enable rapid assessments of burned lands and the implementation of stabilization
techniques
5. Restore fire-adapted ecosystems
a. Provide land managers with resources to use native plant species when restoring ecosystems
b. Safely incorporate prescribed fire into historically fire-adapted ecosystems, using trained personnel
and standard operating procedures
¢. Encourage land managers to control non-native invasive plant species and to actively manage prolific
and aggressive native species
6. Enhance communications among fire management agencies
a. Ensure all relevant Memorandums of Understanding (MOUs) and Mutual Aid Agreements (MAAs)
are in place and updated appropriately
Train fire departments in the use of the V-TAC and UHF mutual aid radio channels
c. Partner with landowners, land managers, fire personnel, natural resources agencies, and other
organizations to incorporate local concerns and objectives into fire management programs
d. Educate fire departments and 911 dispatchers about notifying assisting mutual aid departments
which V-TAC or UHF Channel will be used when arriving at an event
7. Establish/Implement a monitoring and evaluation process
a. Annually evaluate the CWPP implementation effectiveness and recommend changes as needed
b. Conduct monitoring of selected collaboratively developed projects and activities to assess progress
and effectiveness

maeoo
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Priority Landscapes

At the state level, the FAP identified PLs to help focus effort and funding on landscape-scale projects. This CWPP
region includes the Niobrara River PL, the western tip of the Missouri River PL, the western section of the
Elkhorn River PL, and the northern part of the Loup River and Central Loess Hills PL (see Map 2). These
landscapes include many locally-identified “Areas of Concern” where vegetative fuels reduction activities can be
targeted (see map in Appendix A).

Unnaturally dense and unhealthy woodlands and encroachment of eastern redcedar into grasslands create
extreme wildfire risk. Drought cycles are predicted to occur with increasing frequency. Communities can protect
structures by reducing their ignitability, reducing the surrounding woody fuels, and improving access for
emergency equipment. Priority Landscapes help focus management activities on areas most at-risk.

Vegetation Types and Areas of Concern within Priority Landscapes

The North Central Nebraska Priority Landscapes contain a range of topography and vegetation types, including
evergreen forest (ponderosa pine/savanna and eastern redcedar), deciduous forest (upland mixed deciduous
and riparian woodlands), mixed forest (evergreen and deciduous), and several types of prairie. Within each
county, local stakeholders have identified “Areas of Concern” (AoCs)—specific sites that are at greatest risk for
wildfire within the larger landscapes. Most of these lie within the statewide Priority Landscapes. Areas of
Concern are shown in Appendix A, Maps 6 and 7.

Managing the grass component of the forested areas is extremely important. Ponderosa pine ecosystems
develop a heavy grass and shrub component which, if not managed appropriately, create a significant fuels risk.
The best management is done on a landscape basis—fuels mitigation treatments are only as effective as their
weakest link. Unmanaged islands among managed areas pose a significant risk to the managed lands.

North Central Nebraska CWPP Region
Priority Landscapes and Native Forest Vegetation
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Map 2: Woody vegetation within the North Central Nebraska CWPP Region’s Priority Landscapes include
evergreen forests (ponderosa pine and eastern redcedar), deciduous forests, and mixed forests
(evergreen/deciduous). Areas shown in white are Sandhills and mixed-grass prairie. 3
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Process

The first step in the CWPP update process was to establish a steering committee, which included many of the
same entities that guided the 2015 update: County boards; local and regional emergency management; fire
departments; federal, state, and local natural resources agencies; and conservation organizations. A complete
list of steering committee members appears in Appendix H. The planning team (a subset of the steering
committee) performed the on-the ground work of data collection and update, seeking input from county
officials, fire departments, and others to review and update CWPP goals and objectives, local wildfire risk
factors, and Areas of Concern. This input provided a locally-focused framework for the CWPP update.

The NFS sent a questionnaire to all 29 fire departments in the CWPP region (see Map 1 on page ii) asking for
current contact information, lists of equipment, and pertinent issues, concerns, and priorities. Responses from
the 24 fire departments that returned the survey appear in Appendix F, along with information obtained from
Annex F of each county’s LEOP for all fire departments located entirely or partially within the CWPP boundary.
The fire department survey and distribution list appear in Appendix G.

A news release sent to local newspapers and radio stations described the update process, encouraged input, and
provided contact information for comments. CWPP update information was posted on the NFS website and
social media page. The stakeholder list, outreach letters, and media releases appear in Appendix H. Feedback
from counties, local municipalities, emergency response agencies, local fire departments, and others was
incorporated into the draft.

Since the 2015 update, the NFS has facilitated a statewide network of CWPPs. As part of this process, the NFS
reformatted this document to correspond with other Nebraska CWPPs. This document includes a broad
overview of the CWPP region and its wildfire history, a hazard and risk assessment, community-specific
considerations, and a CWPP regional action plan. After a 30-day public review of the draft CWPP, the planning
team incorporated additional input and comments into the final document before sending it to county boards
for adoption. NFS mailed copies of the finalized document to each county and emergency managers. The plan is
available online at https://nfs.unl.edu/documents/CWPP/NCCWPP.pdf.

Overview

This section contains background information common to all counties within the CWPP region. Information
specific to only certain areas is included in the county (community) sections.

Landforms, Climate and Weather

The North Central Nebraska CWPP counties lie within the NNLP Sandhills and Mixed-grass Prairie Ecoregions.
The area sits atop the Ogallala Aquifer, which underlies about 175,000 square miles in eight states from Texas to
South Dakota (see Map 3).

North central Nebraska has a continental climate with cold winters and hot summers. According to published
climate data, annual rainfall averages in the area decrease from over 25 inches in the east to less than 18 inches
in the west. Average relative humidity ranges from 33-92%, with extremes of 17-100%. July is the warmest
month, averaging 87-89°F. Over the course of the year typical wind speeds vary from 1 mph to 21 mph, rarely
exceeding 29 mph. The highest monthly average wind speed of 11-13 mph occurs in April and May, when the
average daily maximum wind speed is 20-21 mph.

The National Climatic Data Center reported 2012 as the state’s warmest, driest year on record, with the average
temperature 4.3°F higher than the long-term average and some areas receiving less than half of normal rainfall.
Since the beginning of the 20th century, temperatures in Nebraska have risen approximately 1°F. Temperatures
in the 2000s have been warmer than the long-term average and comparable to the previous record warmest
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period of the early 1930s Dust Bowl! era, when drought and poor land management likely exacerbated the hot
summer temperatures. The recent warming has been concentrated in the winter and spring, while summers
have not warmed substantially in the state. This is reflected in a below-average occurrence of extremely hot
days and no overall trend in the number of warm nights since the 1960s. The winter warming trend is reflected
in a below-average number of very cold nights since 1990.# In recent decades droughts have become more
severe. Extreme drought and wildfire years occurred in 1988, 1994, 2000, 2006 and 2012. \
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Map 3: The Ogallala Aquifer underlies much of the Great Plains. This graphic® shows the water level change
between the early 1900s and 2015.

Weather data was obtained from the University of Nebraska High Plains Regional Climate Center® and lowa
State University.” Weather factors including temperature, precipitation, humidity, and wind define fire season,
as well as the direction and speed of fire spread. There are two fire seasons in this area. The early fire season
occurs from snowmelt and the last spring frost (when the previous year’s cured vegetation dries) until early
May, then eases as vegetation greens up. The late season begins in mid to late summer as fine fuels, such as
grasses and forbs, begin to dry. In most years the late season extends to mid-November, coinciding with
agriculture crop harvests, leaf drop, and curing of prairie grasses. Wet springs can delay the onset of the early
season, but they produce more fine fuels in ditches and across rangelands that, in late summer and fall, become
tinder for sparks that can start wildfires. In drier years fine fuels can start curing by early to mid-July, but there is
less growth, and consequently fewer fine fuels to catch sparks from trains, farm equipment, or motorists.
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October

Precip.

Boyd

Brown
Cherry
Holt

Keya Paha
Rock

Table 1: Average maximum temperatures (degrees F), precipitation (inches) and median minimum relative
humidity (percent) 1982-2019 for April, July, and October for North Central Nebraska CWPP counties. RH data
interpolated from selected area weather stations.®

Wind is a primary factor in fire spread, even where fuels are light or discontinuous as in much of the plan area.
Some areas are more than half agriculture and grass fuels. Wind rosettes for April, July, and October from three
stations in the plan area—Ainsworth, O’Neill, and Valentine—are in Appendix C.

Vegetation and Natural Communities

Six different ecosystems meet and mix within the Niobrara River watershed. These include ponderosa pine
forests, relict boreal forests of paper birch and aspen, eastern deciduous forests, Sandhills prairie, northern
mixed-grass prairie, and patches of eastern tallgrass prairie along the river. Much of the area south of the
Niobrara River consists of rolling and choppy Sandhills, a vast dune field stabilized by vegetation with
interspersed wetlands.

Map 2 shows the deciduous forests in the drainages and coniferous forests (ponderosa pine and eastern
redcedar) on the bluffs. In many areas eastern redcedar has encroached into pine and deciduous woodlands, as
well as into prairies. Open grassland and savannas exist within a few pine forests where periodic low-intensity
fires have burned. The ponderosa pine forest ecosystems are in a state of flux, constantly changing to adapt to
the forces of nature and the influences of humans. The catastrophic wildfires in 2006 and 2012 burned over
large expanses of the Middle Niobrara watershed, vegetatively reverting these areas to early seral stages.

Coniferous species in the region are primarily ponderosa pine and eastern redcedar. The principal deciduous
tree species are bur oak, cottonwood, hackberry, box elder, and green ash. Foresters expect most of the green
ash to die when the emerald ash borer, an invasive pest, moves into the region. Other locally-abundant woody
species are snowberry, sand cherry, smooth sumac, and wild plum. Riparian deciduous woodlands follow the
major drainages. Most of the deciduous trees and shrubs are found in stringers and patches along the drainages
with cooler, more humid environments. In general, fuel continuity in the forested areas is high.

Grasslands in the region primarily consist of Sandhills and mixed-grass prairie, with patches of tallgrass prairie
along the Niobrara River. There are salt marshes and flats in parts of the Sandhills in Cherry and southern Brown
Counties. Agricultural fields are a significant component of Holt and Brown Counties, the tablelands north of the
river in Keya Paha County, and portions of northern Rock County. Land cover and native vegetation maps appear
in Appendix A.

Land Use

There are about 7,668,480 acres (7,016 sq. mi.) in the North Central Nebraska CWPP region. Public and
conservation lands primarily include 214,100 acres in federal ownership (National Forests, National Wildlife
Refuges, and scattered tracts owned by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the National Park Service
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(NPS); 27,992 acres in NGPC properties (state parks, recreation areas, wildlife management areas, and a fish
hatchery); 73,340 acres in non-government organization (NGO) conservation lands; and 332,689 acres in state
school lands.®’ There are also county and municipal properties in the CWPP region. The remainder of the land in
the region is privately owned.

Agriculture (livestock and crops) is the predominant use on rural private and school lands. Residential,
commercial, manufacturing, and industrial land uses dominate the region’s 24 incorporated municipalities and
their immediate surroundings. Land use is primarily agricultural in the region’s 10 unincorporated communities.
Rural residential land use exists in conjunction with agricultural operations.

All counties in the CWPP region have county zoning plans in place. There are currently no restrictions in any of
the counties pertaining to wildfire preparedness and risk or for building construction in fire-prone areas such as
canyon rims. Some of the county zoning offices provide Firewise® information when they issue new building
permits.

Recreation is a significant land use in the area, particularly along the Niobrara River. According to 2018 US
census data, there are 23,037 permanent residents within the six counties in the CWPP region. However,
tourism brings in over 66,000 visitors annually to the Niobrara National Scenic River, 84,000 visitors to the Fort
Niobrara National Wildlife Refuge, 27,100 visitors to the Valentine National Wildlife Refuge, and thousands
more visitors to state and private lands throughout the region. Popular region-wide recreational activities
include hunting, fishing, boating, hiking, biking, and camping at federal and state facilities in the region, as well
as floating on the Niobrara, Calamus, and Loup Rivers.

Wildland Urban Interface

The WUI is defined as areas where homes and other structures are built on or near lands prone to wildfire.
According to the “Ready, Set, Go!” program, managed by the International Association of Fire Chiefs, the WUI is
not necessarily a place, but a set of conditions that can exist in nearly every community. It can be a major
subdivision or it can be four homes on an open range. National Fire Protection Association literature states that
conditions include, but are not limited to, the amount, type, and distribution of vegetation; the flammability of
the structures in the area and their proximity to fire-prone vegetation and to other combustible structures;
weather patterns and general climate conditions; topography; hydrology; average lot size; and road
construction. The WUI exists in every state in the country, and in every county/community within the CWPP
boundary. Site-specific WUl issues are listed in each county section of this CWPP.

Infrastructure

Webster defines infrastructure as: “the system of public works of a country, state, or region; also: the resources
(such as personnel, buildings, or equipment) required for an activity.” In the North Central Nebraska CWPP
region, infrastructure includes county, state, and federal roads and bridges, communications systems, the power
grid, water systems, hospitals, schools, parks and fairgrounds, public administration buildings, fire halls, public
officials, law enforcement officers, and fire personnel. For the purpose of this plan infrastructure does not
include privately owned properties or residences, although these structures also benefit from the same wildfire
risk reduction projects. These systems, structures and people are critical to regional functionality. One of the
goals of community planning is to protect the basic physical and organizational structure of communities. This
infrastructure, in turn, protects citizens.

Regional infrastructure expedites access to a fire by emergency responders, allows them to communicate with
one another and the public, facilitates evacuations and support functions, and assists recovery efforts after the
event. It is important for both local and out-of-area responders to know what facilities and resources are
available and where they are located.
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Emergency evacuations depend on infrastructure. Immediate evacuation destinations are likely to be in areas
away from the fire that have water, power, and room for gathering. Often fairgrounds or parks make good
short-term destinations, as they have large parking areas, restrooms, and electricity. In a wildfire evacuation
scenario, local officials will designate immediate evacuation destinations. During prolonged evacuation periods
or when homes or access routes have been destroyed, longer range planning is needed.

The Participant Profiles sections of regional HMPs identify specific sheltering locations, which are primarily the
mass care facilities identified in the county LEOPs. The Department of Homeland Security’s website
https://www.ready.gov/evacuating-yourself-and-your-family also offers some ideas.

The CWPP region is crossed by several high tension power lines. Rural electric service in the counties is provided
by the Nebraska Public Power District, KBR Rural Public Power, Rosebud Electric Coop, and Cherry-Todd Electric
Coop. Both cellular and landline telephone services are available region-wide. Cellular reception is spotty in
some areas.

Hazardous Fuels Reduction

Hazardous fuels reduction is key to decreasing risks to human life and damage to property. In terms of wildfire,
hazardous fuels include any kind of living or dead vegetation that is flammable. Implementation of hazardous
fuels reduction projects reduces fuels that feed wildfires, resulting is less extreme fire behavior and intensity.
Fire behavior reductions include reduced rates of spread and shorter flame lengths. Fuels treatment in the North
Central CWPP region is being accomplished via several approaches, including forest thinning, fuelbreak and
firebreak establishment, prescribed fire, prescribed grazing, and implementing Firewise® practices around
structures.

The NFS, NGPC, and Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) offer cost share programs to help private
landowners mechanically reduce hazardous woody fuels on their properties. According to a NPS survey, these
agencies cost-shared forest thinning and eastern redcedar removal projects on 6,960 acres in the CWPP region
from 2016 through 2019. The National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF) cost-shared on another 1,602 acres
between 2004 and 2019. Fuels reduction is discussed in detail in the Action Plan section of this document.

Prescribed Fire and Prescribed Burn Associations

In recent years, prescribed fire has increased as a method of keeping woody encroachment in check, particularly
in grasslands, where it can be extremely efficient for managing eastern redcedar. In forested settings, prescribed
fire is more effective and safer when used to maintain woodlands after they have been mechanically thinned.
When tree densities are reduced prior to burning, it is easier to keep the fire on the ground, where it cleans up
downed woody fuels. Crown fires are difficult to control, and they kill healthy trees. The original CWPP
extensively discussed prescribed fire (see link in Appendix B).

Prescribed fire practitioners include individual landowners, prescribed fire associations, non-profit conservation
organizations, and public agencies. In the North Central Nebraska CWPP Region, the US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS), USFS, NGPC, The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and Audubon Kansas use prescribed fire as an effective
land management tool on federal, state, and non-profit lands. Members of the Niobrara Valley Prescribed Fire
Association actively burn on private lands in Boyd County.

Fire Districts and Emergency Management

There are 29 VFDs all or partially within the CWPP boundary (see Map 1). Table 3 summarizes reported fires for
each district.

Each fire department received a survey that asked for contact information, equipment lists, and a summary of
their wildfire issues and concerns. The responses that were received appear in Appendix F.
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Boyd, Brown, Cherry, Keya Paha, and Rock Counties constitute the Region 24 Emergency Management Area.
Holt County has its own full-time emergency management director.

Wildfire Hazard: History and Impacts

Historic Role of Fire

Prior to European settlement, large fires (started by lightning or intentionally as management activities by
indigenous people) were common, and these fires kept the prairies free of most woody vegetation. Based on
evidence from tree rings at the Niobrara Valley Preserve, parts of the Niobrara River Valley may have
experienced a mean fire interval of 6 to 10 years prior to Euro-American influence.'® However, since settlement,
people have become increasingly adept at suppressing wildfire, and without fire, over time, the forests became
densely overcrowded and woody vegetation encroached on prairies. Table 2 shows a mean replacement fire
interval of 300 years for low-elevation ponderosa pine forests and 11 to 15 years for the prairies.

Fire Regime Characteristics
Vegetation Fire Severity % of Fires Mean Interval Min. Interval Maximum
Community (years) (years) Interval (years)
Ponderosa Pine | Replacement 7 300 200 400
(Black Hills, low | Mixed 21 100 50 400
elevation) Surface or Low 71 30 5 50
Nebraska Replacement 58 11 2 20
Sandhills Prairie | Mixed 32 20 n/a n/a
Surface or Low 10 67 n/a n/a
Northern Mixed- | Replacement 67 15 8 25
Grass Prairie Mixed 33 30 15 35

Table 2: Fire intervals for the ponderosa pine, Sandhills prairie, and mixed-grass prairie vegetation types are
shown above. The Black Hills low elevation model is the closest approximation for the Niobrara Valley.**

Local Fire History

Nebraska is no stranger to extremely large wildfires. In 1865 the US Army and ranchers intentionally set a 300
mile wide prairie fire during a dispute with Native Americans. The fire blackened the entire section of Nebraska
south of the Platte River and west of Fort Kearny. It was visible from Colorado and Kansas, and eventually
burned all the way to Texas.

Closer to home, a historic marker near Newport, in Rock County, tells the story of a 40-mile wide fire that
threatened the town in 1904. Nebraska’s largest wildfire occurred in 1972, when 100,000 acres burned near
Mullen. In 1999 about 40,000 acres of Sandhills prairie burned along a 10-mile front from Thedford almost to
Valentine, killing one firefighter. In 2006 about 9,600 acres burned near Halsey, just south of the CWPP area. An
11,000 acre fire near Thedford in 2011 seriously injured two Valentine firefighters.

Locally, large fires in recent years included the 1,720-acre Big Rock Fire near Valentine in 2006 and, in 2012, the
Region 24 Wildfire Complex (75,856 acres in Keya Paha, Brown, and Cherry Counties), a 6,717 acre fire that
burned into Cherry County from South Dakota and caused the evacuation of Crookston, and a 3,238-acre fire
along the Niobrara River south of Merriman. As observed in 2012 and evidenced in historical research, the
Niobrara River is not always a barrier to fire spread.®

Prehistorically, small and medium-sized fires occurred in the region fairly frequently. Occasionally, the fires
would burn large areas, sometimes starting in the grassland type and moving into the timber type. At other
times, summer lightning would ignite a fire in a forested area and it would smolder for weeks or months.
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Sometimes these fires would burn hot and kill an entire stand and at other times they crept along the ground,
not creating a lot of heat intensity. The result was usually a mosaic of trees of varying age and size classes.

Prior to 1900 the ponderosa pine forested areas were much more open than they are today. Mature ponderosa
pine trees have thick bark and a high tolerance of surface fire. In the past, the open grasslands within these
forests were larger and more connected. Because of the higher tree density in the present environment, many
of the wildfires in the ponderosa pine type today burn into the forest canopy (crown fires) and kill the trees.

Today the CWPP region regularly experiences wildfires, some quite large. Between January, 2000 and April,
2020, CWPP area VFDs reported 1,791 wildfires that burned a total of 264,774 acres and caused $1,331,340 in
property and crop losses. There were 142 homes and other structures threatened, with 20 of those destroyed.
Although reporting has improved in recent years, not all fire departments report every year, so the actual
numbers are likely much higher. Both 2006 and 2012 were extreme fire years in Nebraska. In 2012, over half a
million acres burned in Nebraska, mostly in the Niobrara River and Pine Ridge areas.

Map 4: Some of the larger fires reported in the CWPP area since 1984 are shown in the map below. Since 2000,
CWPP area fire departments reported nearly 1,800 fires that burned over a quarter million acres.
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A list of some of the more significant wildfire events that have occurred in the CWPP region appears below:
e Crookston Fire (1988): Burned 2,688 acres south of Crookston.
e Simmons | Fire (1988): Burned 1,764 Cherry County and South Dakota acres northwest of Sparks.
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Gordon Creek Fire (1989): Burned 1,032 acres southwest of Valentine.
Brown County (1989): 1,804 acres burned south of Johnstown.
Goose Creek Fire (1990): Burned 8,408 acres in the Wood Lake and Purdum Fire Districts and USFWS
land.
Rock County (1995): Burned 3,145 acres in the Bassett and Gracy Fire Districts north of Rose.
TNC Fire (1998): Burned 4,683 acres in the Wood Lake and Brown County Fire Districts.
Cherry County (1999): Burned 1,224 acres south of Valentine.
Has No Horse Fire (2000): Burned 13,422 acres in the Gordon and Merriman Fire Districts and South
Dakota.
Cherry County (2000): Burned 1,946 acres in the Gordon Fire District.
Jackson Fire (2000): Burned 1,481 acres in the Merriman Fire District.
28C Fire (2000): Burned 1,917 acres in the Purdum Fire District and USFWS land.
Cherry County (2000): Burned 3,500 acres in the Mid-Cherry Fire District.
S-Higgins Fire (2001): Burned 1,863 acres in the Purdum Fire District in Cherry County.
Rock County (2002): Burned 2,130 acres in the Bassett Fire District north of Rose.
Rock County (2002): Burned 7,000 acres in the Newport Fire District.
Cherry County (2003): Burned 1,048 acres southwest of Brownlee.
Cherry County (2004): Burned 1,500 acres in the Valentine Fire District.
Valentine Fire (2006): Burned 1,721 acres in and north of Valentine.
Cherry County (2007): Burned 1,000 acres in the Gordon Fire District.
Cherry County (2007): Burned 1,000 acres in the Merriman Fire District.
Cherry County (2009): Burned 800 acres in the Valentine Fire District.
Cherry County (2011): Burned 3,650 acres in the Mullen Fire District.
Region 24 Complex (2012): These fires burned 76,135 acres in Keya Paha, Brown, and Cherry Counties.
o Fairfield Creek Fire: Burned 66,350 acres along the Niobrara River.
o Wentworth Fire: Burned 6,910 acres in Keya Paha County.
o Hall Fire: Burned 2,875 acres in Keya Paha County.
Cherry County (2012): Burned 7,980 acres in the Thedford Fire District.
Crookston Fire (2012): Burned 14,956 acres around and northwest of Crookston in Cherry County and
South Dakota.
Kalkowski Fire (2012): Burned 5,160 acres in the Lynch Fire District.
Brown County (2012): Burned 800 acres south of Ainsworth and 1,000 acres north of Johnstown.
Boyd County (2013): Burned 700 acres in the Lynch Fire District.
Cherry County (2017): Burned 850 acres in the Purdum Fire District.
Cherry County (2017): Burned 1,000 acres in the Wood Lake Fire District.

Some fire districts voluntarily report their annual fire response data to the NFS. Table 3 shows the fire data
reported by fire departments from 2000 to 2019.12 Because the fire districts vary in their level of reporting, there
is no accurate, comprehensive fire history available for the CWPP area.

Fires Reported 2000-2019

# Fires # Acres # Fires # Acres Total Total # Mutual Aid
Department/Report Years Human Human Lightning Lightning # Fires # Acres Responses
Ainsworth (09-15; 17-19) 56 2,075 21 68,273 77 70,348 27
Atkinson (03-06; 08; 10-11; 13-19) 88 493 30 54 118 547 12
Barley (18-19) 1 80 1 100 2 180
Bassett (00-03; 08) 20 1,537 18 316 38 1,853 0
Butte (00; 02; 04; 06; 08; 10-16) 30 539 7 173 37 712 21

North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan @ UPDATE, 2020 DRAFT 13




North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan

# Fires # Acres # Fires # Acres Total Total # Mutual Aid
Department/Report Years Human Human Lightning Lightning # Fires # Acres Responses
Chambers (00; 02; 04-06; 14-17) 21 223 6 175 27 398 3
Clearwater (06; 08; 10-13; 17) 6 1,125 1 1 7 1,126 2
Cody (00; 02-04; 06; 08; 19) 11 688 18 593 29 1,281 3
Ewing (12-13; 16-18) 6 23 1 2 7 25 8
Gordon (00; 04-07; 11-19) 55 6,088 62 31,086 117 37,174 45
Gracy (18-19) 1 1 0 0 1 1 1
Johnstown (03-07) 7 179 2 3 9 182 1
Kilgore (00-03; 05-06; 12; 17; 19) 14 834 22 378 36 1,212 18
Long Pine (04-06; 15-19) 7 17 4 55 11 72 4
Lynch (00; 02-06; 08-13) 36 8,917 10 241 46 9,158
Merriman (04-08; 11; 18) 15 129 15 1,707 30 1,836
Mid-Cherry (00; 10) 1 1 3 3,661 4 3,660 0
Mullen (00; 02; 04-8; 10-12; 16; 19) 25 8,780 52 10,583 77 19,363 30
Naper (06) 0 0 2 13 2 13 0
Newport (00-06; 09-11; 17-18) 26 7,256 11 81 37 7,337
O’Neill (01-03; 06-07) 20 426 5 3 25 429 2
Orchard (00-02; 04-19) 424 16,301 48 18,747 472 35,048 15
Page (03-06; 09; 11-12; 14; 17) 27 222 1 1 28 223 3
Purdum (03; 05-06; 12-18) 11 8 14 1,131 25 1,139 35
Sandhills (03-08; 10-12; 14-19) 55 18,053 25 1,137 80 19,190 35
Spencer 00; 02-07; 09-15) 49 1,182 11 75 60 1,257
Springview (00-03; 06; 12; 19) 23 452 21 9,115 44 9,567
Stuart (03-04; 07-19) 41 1,179 15 33 56 1,212 5
Thedford (00-04; 06-08; 11-12;
14-15; 17-18) 35 16,483 24 3,176 59 19,659 12
Valentine (01-17; 19) 112 13,972 72 4,605 184 18,577 36
Wood Lake (03-06; 10-13; 15-19) 30 808 16 1,186 46 1,994 22
Total 1,253 108,071 538 156,703 1,791 264,774 365

Table 3: Fires reported by North Central CWPP fire departments between 2000 and 2019. Departments reported
a total of 893,673 volunteer hours for this period. Only departments that reported are listed. Some departments
did not report every year. Actual numbers are higher. Fire districts report the total number of fires and acres for
their district. These figures were not adjusted for districts that include land outside of the CWPP region.

From 2003 through 2014, the US Fish and Wildlife Service reported a total of 12,442.6 acres burned on its
properties in Cherry and Rock Counties. Of these acres, 11,285 were prescribed fires, and 1,157.6 acres were
wildfires. Wildlife refuge fire crews also assisted neighboring fire districts with wildfire suppression on 35,743
acres during this period. From 2015-2019 they treated 3,658 acres with 14 prescribed fires at Fort Niobrara NWR
and 10,819 acres with 13 prescribed fires at the Valentine NWR.

From 1994 through 2019, the US Forest Service reported a total of 3,497.2 acres burned in wildfires on the
Samuel R. McKelvie National Forest. Of these acres, 1,040 were human-caused fires and the rest were lightning
fires. In 2002 USFS personnel conducted a 450-acre prescribed fire in McKelvie’s Lord Lakes area. Additionally,
the USFS has mechanically treated eastern redcedar fuels on 3,745 acres at McKelvie.

Since 2014, TNC reported using prescribed fire to treat 11,983 acres on the Niobrara Valley Preserve and 886
acres on nearby private lands. According to a NPS survey, NGPC conducted or facilitated prescribed fire on 4,490
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acres of public and private lands from 2016-2019. NGPC also reported a 50-acre wildfire at a Brown County
WMA in 2017.

Fire Hazard

In the years since European settlement, exclusion of low-intensity ground fires, limited forest management, and
prolific regeneration of eastern redcedar and ponderosa pine have increased the fire danger in forested areas.
This, combined with severe drought, created conditions conducive to the catastrophic wildfires of 2006 and
2012. Drought conditions also increased the wildfire risk in the grasslands.

Although nearly 70% of reported fires between 2000 and 2019 were human-caused, those acres accounted for
just over 40% of total acres burned. Nearly 60% of all acres burned were attributed to lightning (see Table 3).
During most years the majority of wildfires are small and do not burn with high intensity because of rain or quick
suppression. However, every few years medium-sized and large fires occur and burn with high intensity and
extreme fire behavior, posing a threat to rural homes and damage to major watersheds. Often the fires are wind
driven from the southwest or northwest and can burn across drainages at a rapid rate. This situation challenges
fire suppression personnel and agency managers to remain vigilant while monitoring the fire danger ratings and
indices, particularly the heavy fuel moisture (1,000-hour time lag fuels), during the fire season. These wildfires,
which have burned with high intensity, do not readily regenerate for years afterward even with organized
reforestation efforts. The Valentine Fire of 2006 and the Region 24 Complex of 2012 are examples. Fuel
continuity throughout the forested areas and in some of the open grasslands in this planning region is very high
to extreme. Fires in these areas can have a high rate of spread and, in the forests, a high resistance to control
during very high and extreme fire danger.

Dead fuels are classified according to how fast they gain and lose moisture. They are categorized into 1, 10, 100,
and 1,000-hour fuel size classes.’ The larger the fuel, the longer it takes for the weather to affect it. Large
branches (100-hour fuels) will take much longer to dry out than dead fine fuels such as grass (1-hour fuels). Once
100 and 1,000 hour fuels become dry, it also takes a long time for them to regain moisture from wetter weather.
See Appendix D for more information on fuel models.

The planning team asked fire department personnel, emergency managers, and other stakeholders to identify
specific areas of concern for wildfire response. These are described in each community-specific section of the
CWPP and shown on Maps 6 and 7 in Appendix A. The locations include numerous wooded areas along rivers
and creeks where there are homes and other structures. Many of these areas experience heavy seasonal visitor
use, have limited access, are high-risk ignition sources due to dense undergrowth, and they often experience dry
weather conditions conducive to fire ignition from lightning and hot farm machinery.

Wildfire Hazard is described in further detail in the Wildfire section of the Region 24 Emergency Management
Multi-Jurisdictional HMP (see link in Appendix B). The Tri-County HMP (Holt) does not discuss wildfire in depth.
It references this CWPP for further information.

Fuel Models
The primary fuels within the planning area are grasslands, shrubby or cedar-encroached grasslands, and forests.
NFS fire staff identified the following fuel models* as the most prevalent within the CWPP region:

Grassland Models (GR): In the prairie portions of the CWPP region, the primary carrier of fire is grass. Grass fuels
can vary from heavily grazed grass stubble or sparse natural grass to dense grass more than 6 feet tall. Fire
behavior varies from moderate spread rate and low flame length in the sparse grass to extreme spread rate and
flame length in the tall grass models. All GR fuel models are dynamic, meaning that their live herbaceous fuel
load shifts from live to dead as a function of live herbaceous moisture content. The effect of live herbaceous
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moisture content on spread rate and intensity is strong. The following fuel models best represent the grasslands
in the region, with GR6 in the more humid eastern part of the region and GR7 in the more arid western part.
e GR6 Dryland grass about 1 to 2 feet tall. Spread rate very high; flame length very high.
e GR7 Moderately coarse continuous grass, average depth about 3 feet. Spread rate very high; flame
length very high.

Grass-Shrub Models (GS): In the portions of the CWPP region where there is up to 50% eastern redcedar
encroachment into the grasslands, the primary carrier of fire is grass and shrubs combined; both components
are important in determining fire behavior. All GS fuel models are dynamic, meaning that their live herbaceous
fuel load shifts from live to dead as a function of live herbaceous moisture content. The effect of live herbaceous
moisture content on spread rate and intensity is strong and depends on the relative amount of grass and shrub
load in the fuel model. The following fuel models best represent the cedar-encroached grasslands in the region,
with GS1 and GS2 in the more arid western part of the region and GS3 and GS4 in the more humid eastern part.
e GS1 Low Load, Dry Climate: Shrubs are about 1 foot high, grass load is low. Spread rate is moderate;
flame length low. Moisture of extinction is low.
e GS2 Moderate Load, Dry Climate: Shrubs are 1 to 3 feet high, grass load is moderate. Spread rate is high;
flame length moderate. Moisture of extinction is low.
e GS3 Moderate Load, Humid Climate: Moderate grass/shrub load, average grass/shrub depth less than 2
feet. Spread rate is high; flame length moderate. Moisture of extinction is high.
e GS4 High Load, Humid Climate: Heavy grass/shrub load, depth greater than 2 feet. Spread rate high;
flame length very high. Moisture of extinction is high.

Shrub Models (SH): In the portions of the CWPP region where eastern redcedar encroachment into the
grasslands is greater than 50% and grass is sparse to non-existent, the primary carrier of fire is live and dead
shrub twigs and foliage in combination with dead and down shrub litter. A small amount of herbaceous fuel may
be present.
e SH1 Low Load Dry Climate: Low shrub fuel load, fuelbed depth about 1 foot; some grass may be present.
Spread rate is very low; flame length very low.
e SH2 Moderate Load Dry Climate: Moderate fuel load (higher than SH1), depth about 1 foot, no grass fuel
present. Spread rate is low; flame length low.
e SH5 High Load, Dry Climate: Heavy shrub load, depth 4-6 feet. Spread rate very high; flame length very
high. Moisture of extinction is high.

Timber Models (TU, TL): In the river corridors, grass remains the main carrier of fire; however, several timber
fuel models also may apply in the forested portions of these areas. The primary carrier of fire in the Timber
Understory (TU) fuel models is forest litter in combination with herbaceous or shrub fuels, such as eastern
redcedar. The primary carrier of fire in the Timber-Litter (TL) fuel models is dead and down woody fuel. Live fuel,
if present, has little effect on fire behavior.

e TU2 Moderate Load, Humid Climate Timber-Shrub: Moderate litter load with shrub component. High
extinction moisture. Spread rate is moderate; flame length low.

e TUS5 Very High Load, Dry Climate Timber-Shrub: Heavy forest litter with a shrub or small tree understory.
Spread rate is moderate; flame length moderate.

e TL2 Low Load Broadleaf Litter: The primary carrier of fire in TL2 is broadleaf (hardwood) litter. Low load,
compact broadleaf litter. Spread rate is very low; flame length very low. (This applies to riparian areas in
the eastern part of CWPP region.)

e TL4 Small downed logs: The primary carrier of fire in TL4 is moderate load of fine litter and coarse fuels.
Includes small diameter downed logs. Spread rate is low; flame length low.

e TL5 High Load Conifer Litter: The primary carrier of fire in TL5 is high load conifer litter; light slash or
mortality fuel. Spread rate is low; flame length low.
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Full descriptions of these fuel models appear in Appendix D.

Economic Impacts

Excessive fuel loading can affect local economies in many ways. It reduces available forage, and therefore the
grazing carrying capacity, for livestock and wildlife. If woody fuels are removed by uncontrolled, high intensity
wildfire, other resources are affected. Intense fires may induce hydrophobic soils, which significantly increase
runoff and erosion in steep terrain. Loss of grazing capacity and decreased water quality can be long-lasting
problems for landowners whose livelihoods depend on livestock and hunting income.

A proactive approach to reducing hazardous fuels can provide jobs and generate valuable wood products such
as lumber, posts, and biomass. Mechanically thinning forests reduces the hazard and risk of intense wildfire, can
improve grazing capacity and wildlife habitat, and can increase the amount of precipitation that reaches
streams, lakes, and the water table. Adherence to the Forestry Best Management Practices for Nebraska
(https://nfs.unl.edu/documents/ruralforestry/NebraskaBMP.pdf) by those conducting mechanical thinning
operations can reduce the potential for soil erosion from equipment use.

Emergency Operations

Responsibilities and Mutual Aid Agreements

VFDs are the first line of defense against wildfires on private and state lands in this planning area and statewide.
During large wildfires, they rely on mutual aid (MA) agreements with neighboring jurisdictions. The USFWS and
the USFS have fire divisions that respond to wildfires on the federal lands those agencies manage, and both
agencies have agreements with MA districts that adjoin national forests and wildlife refuges.

The 29 fire departments in the CWPP counties belong to one or more of the five Nebraska MA associations that
overlap the region: Boyd/Holt MA, Cherry County MA, KBRC MA, Sandhills MA, and Pine Ridge MA. Fire
departments in counties along the north border of the CWPP area also participate in mutual aid with
neighboring South Dakota counties.

Boyd, Brown, Cherry, Keya Paha, and Rock Counties have mutual support responsibilities under the Region 24
Common Emergency Management Agreement. Brown, Cherry, Keya Paha, and Rock County fire departments
are members of the KBRC MA District. Fire districts in Holt and Boyd Counties comprise the Holt/Boyd MA
Association. Holt County handles dispatch for Boyd County. Holt County will also respond to Rock and other
neighboring counties, as needed. See Appendix E for a complete list of mutual aid associations and member fire
departments.

Five of the six North Central Nebraska CWPP Counties are part of Nebraska’s Region 24 Emergency Management
Area. Holt County has its own full-time emergency management director. A map of statewide Local Emergency
Management Areas appears in Appendix A.

In addition to notification by Sheriff’s Department personnel and/or dispatch, Emergency Management areas
have notification from “Code Red” that allows them to develop groups that can be called in an emergency
situation for notification of evacuations, hazardous material incidents, and any emergency notification, including
wildfire. This allows notification of a large geographical area or a group of people. This is an ‘opt-in’ program
which can be used to notify residents in the area of wildfire events, but would likely not reach all members.

Prior to the 2012 wildfires, the state introduced the Salamander ID card check-in system for emergency
response personnel and equipment. This identification and credentialing system allows first responders
(agencies, personnel, and equipment) to more efficiently respond to incidents. It streamlines the incident check-
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in process and tracks time spent on an incident for both personnel and equipment. The ID cards use bar codes
that identify equipment, people and their qualifications, and can even track volunteers.

The Mobile Express program is used to track an incident. The Rapid Tag program helps track volunteers. A
volunteer’s driver’s license is swiped and the data used to print an identification card which is then used by
Mobile Express to track the volunteer. The program can also be used to generate a printed “Battle Book” that
lists equipment (with picture, description, and ID card) and personnel so that first responders can check into an
incident via radio without having to physically check in. Training for this system is ongoing statewide.

Staging Areas and Safety Zones

The forested drainages throughout the CWPP region are separated by expanses of grasslands and farm ground.
There are abundant staging area locations in the uplands away from the drainages. Grazed pastures, green
alfalfa fields, and fallow farmland can provide staging areas away from forested areas. Fairgrounds and city
parks are generally good staging areas, depending on the particular location of a wildfire. Safety zone sites are
designated by fire officials and will depend upon the wildfire location and characteristics.

Roads/Bridges

In addition to the federal and state highways, the region is served by a network of county-maintained roads.
Farm and ranch trails provide additional access for emergency vehicles. Restricted bridges and roads which
could restrict truck/lowboy passage have not been mapped. Developing such a map has been identified as a
need that should be addressed (see Action Plan). Road and bridge information specific to each county appears in
the county detail sections.

Communications

All VFDs in the region operate on VHF radio, which is required to communicate with the SEAT plane. Some have
low band capability as well, but the departments have each other’s VHF frequencies. The mutual aid channels
are the same VTAC and V-fire frequencies that can be used if they need multiple channels or to communicate
with resources coming from other areas. Most departments in the region use the same radio company, which
makes communicating easier. Cherry County has a mobile radio tower that can be set up to expand radio
coverage, and Ainsworth Fire has a mobile repeater they can deploy for that purpose.

Some radio compatibility issues in Nebraska were addressed after the 2012 wildfire season. Location-specific
data about communications is listed in each county section of this CWPP for those entities that provided such
information. Gaps in cellular service exist across some parts of the CWPP region, particularly in steeper
drainages. Cell service in the area varies, depending on the service provider.

Capabilities and Capacity

Resources to support emergency responder safety and help fire departments prepare for and respond to fire,
natural disasters and non-fire emergencies can include vehicles, equipment, air support, and personnel. The
resources described in this section are available to VFDs in North Central Nebraska.

Vehicles and Equipment
A listing of apparatus and staffing for each fire district is included in Appendix F. Some districts have agreements
with outside agencies or county departments (such as Roads) for assistance with heavy equipment.

Through the Federal Excess Property Program (FEPP) and Fire Fighter Property (FFP) program, a cooperative
effort with the U.S. Forest Service, the NFS acquires and reconditions excess equipment which is no longer
needed by the federal government. This equipment is then loaned to rural fire districts, which are responsible
for maintenance. When no longer needed, the equipment is returned to the NFS and either re-assigned or sold,
with the proceeds being returned to the US Treasury or state program. In 2019 there were 879 pieces of FEPP
equipment in use by 297 rural fire districts and emergency management areas across Nebraska, valued at
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$105,225,700. In the North Central CWPP Region there are 111 pieces of FEPP equipment, valued at $9,921,000
and housed at 32 fire districts.

These programs allow fire districts to obtain essential fire-fighting equipment at an affordable price. The NFS
Fire Shop also offers cooperating fire districts resources to reduce vehicle maintenance costs. This includes se-
curing parts for vehicles and providing complimentary maintenance checks. Mechanics can also provide routine
vehicle maintenance at the NFS Fire Shop in Mead or fire districts may use a trusted local mechanic. Two NFS
mobile repair units are available to respond to the maintenance needs of cooperating fire districts. These units
can provide routine repairs, as well as on-site support for cooperating districts in the event of catastrophic fires.

Aerial Resources

The Wildfire Control Act of 2013 enabled the establishment of Single Engine Air Tanker (SEAT) bases in
Nebraska. The SEAT provides critical observation and access for remote areas. Tanker support is vital for
locations away from towns and for wildfires located in difficult terrain or spreading quickly. Having a SEAT
dedicated strictly to wildfire suppression provides nearby resources for quick initial attack on small fires, keeping
them from growing into large catastrophic wildfires.

Permanent SEAT bases enhance fire aviation and initial attack capabilities. SEAT bases are staffed by NFS
personnel during the fire season, working with a SEAT on contract to Nebraska through its partners at NEMA.
During peak wildfire season (generally July 15-September 15) the state of Nebraska hires a SEAT for at least a 60
day contract period. NEMA pays for the aircraft’s daily rate, and flight time is paid out of the Governor’s
Emergency fund. NFS provides the SEAT Manager who directs the entire operation. It is an interagency effort
managed by NFS and paid for by NEMA.

Valentine is the only one of the five permanent (Type 1) SEAT bases in Nebraska that serves this CWPP Region.
The other bases are located in Chadron, Alliance, Scottsbluff, and McCook. In addition, NFS has a mobile SEAT
base to support operations at airports without a permanent base, such as Thedford. Each base houses LC 95
retardant.

Prior to the onset of fire season, the Wildfire Advisory Group assesses wildfire risk throughout the state. This
committee consists of representatives from the NFS, State Fire Marshal’s Office, NEMA, USFS, and Great Plains
Dispatch. They have two in-person meetings per year plus weekly conference calls to discuss wildfire operations,
fuel conditions, and resources. The group recommends to NEMA which SEAT base is the best location to station
the SEAT plane, and when and for how long the SEAT will be contracted.

The state has a long history of utilizing agricultural aerial applicators for fire suppression. These are an important
resource because they are available year around; not just during the peak fire season. Aerial applicators sign up
yearly to be part of this program, but are not “on call” for wildfire response. Any fire chief who decides one is
needed can simply call directly to see if the applicator is available. These aircraft can only carry loads of water or
foam, not the preferred and more effective retardant product. Their availability may be limited due to the pilot
not being present or out spraying fields. These pilots and the aircraft are not federally “carded” to fly missions
on federal land, so they cannot be utilized on USFS or USFWS fires.

The NFS Yellow Book (link in Appendix J) contains detailed information about aerial resources, including:

e Contact information for state, federal and private agencies that have emergency suppression
resources or can provide technical expertise in the suppression of wildfires

e Aerial Applicator and Foam Retardant Directory
e Deployment procedures and forms needed to order a SEAT
e Map of cooperating aerial applicators and SEAT base locations
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Overhead Teams

In major wildfire situations, overhead teams can be called in to help VFDs. State assistance starts with a Wildfire
Incident Response Assistance Team (WIRAT) response. This team is comprised of State Fire Marshals and the
NFS. When an Incident Commander (IC) orders the team, the four closest members will respond and assist. This
could include scouting the fire, ordering additional resources, establishing a communication plan, operations,
communicating with aircraft, or reloading aircraft. The team does not take over responsibility for the fire. Once a
state disaster is declared by NEMA and the governor, a state-level All Hazard Type 3 Team can respond. At this
point the fire is beyond the capabilities of the local IC. The team either takes control of the fire or shares the
responsibility with the local IC. If the fire grows beyond their capabilities, then the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) and a Type 1 or 2 team become involved.

Training

The NFS, Nebraska State Fire Marshal’s Office, and NEMA provide wildland fire training through classes in
communities across the state as well as mutual aid schools and State Fire School attended by thousands of
people each year.

In addition, the NFS sponsors the Nebraska Wildland Fire Academy, held annually in April at Fort Robinson State
Park. Launched as an interagency effort by the NFS and the USFS, the Academy provides opportunities for
Nebraska volunteer firefighters to attend nationally-recognized wildland fire and incident management training
at little or no cost, on a schedule that does not require them to be away from home more than what is already
required by their volunteer efforts. It utilizes the expertise of local, state, and federal firefighters to ensure the
fire training needs of Nebraska and the surrounding region are met. It also enables local volunteers to enter the
national red card system and develop certifications that are recognized across the nation.

Classes cover a variety of topics ranging from beginning to advanced firefighting techniques, Firewise®
landscaping and construction, leadership, and fire prevention education. The classes offer flexibility and can be
fine-tuned to meet the needs of local fire departments. NFS delivered and sponsored course hours grew from
just 73 in 2007 to 10,506 in 2019. Wildland fire instructors are based in Ainsworth, Chadron, and Lincoln.

The Nature Conservancy conducts the Niobrara Valley Prescribed Fire Training Exchange (TREX) annually as a
resource for training within the area and a potential resource for implementation to help with priority
prescribed fire, fuels treatment, and other projects. The TREX brings to the area a fair amount of resources that
could be used to address wildfire protection in the community and raise awareness. According to TNC,
“Prescribed Fire Training Exchanges provide experiential training through one- to two-week events that bring
together diverse groups of practitioners from federal, state, and local agencies; tribes; NGOs; universities;
private contractors and local landowners. Grounded in NWCG standards and using a typical incident command
system, TREX build local capacity and provide new perspectives to professional fire workers, while completing
treatments that help communities and ecosystems.”*
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Community-Specific Considerations

Topics pertinent to the entire CWPP region appear in the overview portion of this plan. For planning purposes,
each county is considered a community. This part of the document contains elements specific to each county/
community. Each community section consists of a “Community Profile” (description, fire history, and fire hazard)
and “Infrastructure and Protection Capabilities” (fire districts, emergency operations, greatest concerns listed by
fire departments, and infrastructure such as water sources, roads and bridges). The HMPs contain complete
critical infrastructure lists; therefore, these community sections include only a reference to the HMPs (links in
Appendix B). Critical facilities are determined based on the discretion of the jurisdiction.

Boyd County
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2018 population: 1,955
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Community Profile
Boyd County occupies the northeast corner of the CWPP area. It is bounded on the west by Keya Paha County,
on the south by the Niobrara River and Holt County, on the east by Knox County, and on the north by the state
of South Dakota and the Missouri River. Incorporated towns and villages include the county seat of Butte (pop.
308), Spencer (pop. 428), Lynch (pop. 230), Naper (pop. 79), Bristow (pop. 61), Anoka (pop. 6), and Gross (pop.
2). Monowi (pop. 1) is unincorporated.
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Besides municipal lands, public lands in Boyd County include three NGPC Wildlife Management Areas south of
Butte (approx. 225 acres total), a 30-acre extension of the Karl E. Mundt National Wildlife Refuge (the remainder
of this refuge lies in South Dakota), 527 acres of BIA/Yankton Sioux tribal lands, 48 acres in four scattered BLM
tracts, and 10,388 acres in school lands. Although the NPS manages no land in Boyd County, the western part of
the county abuts 14 miles of the Niobrara National Scenic River. The primary land use is agriculture and livestock
operations.

Vegetation zones include riparian deciduous forest along the Niobrara, Keya Paha, and Missouri Rivers and their
tributaries and mixed-grass prairies in the uplands. Agriculture crop fields are concentrated in the southwest
and scattered elsewhere throughout the county. In some areas eastern redcedar has encroached sufficiently
into grasslands and deciduous forests to become a distinct and highly flammable vegetation type.

Fire History

In 2012 the Lynch Fire District (FD) reported that power lines caused a 5,000-acre fire, and the Kalkowski fire
burned 1,967 acres. The district also reported a 700-acre fire in 2013 and a 500-acre fire in 2000. The Butte FD
reported a 300-acre debris fire in 2013, and the Spencer FD reported a 425-acre equipment fire in 2010.

Fire Hazard

The areas most at-risk from wildfire are the lands surrounding municipalities and recreational and rural
residential areas where there are heavy fuels and limited access. Locations of special concern include the
wooded bluffs along the Niobrara, Keya Paha, and Missouri Rivers and their tributaries, where dense stands of
eastern redcedar have encroached under deciduous forests, creating high fire hazard. WUI areas of concern
include homes along these river corridors. Eastern redcedar encroachment into pasture lands, particularly near
the canyon rims, is creating an increasing risk of extreme fire behavior in these areas.

The Butte VFD identified the rural Anoka area as being of concern due to difficult access, rough terrain, and lack
of water within effective distance. The Lynch VFD has concerns about areas in their district that have difficult
access, rough terrain, and heavy fuels.

Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A, Map 7. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county which lie
outside mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands are not as
fire-prone as forests and grasslands. All of Boyd County’s villages and all of the forested areas along the rivers
and streams lie within the boundaries of the WUI as defined by the NFS in the introduction to this CWPP.

Infrastructure and Protection Capabilities
The Region 24 HMP includes a full geo-located critical infrastructure list (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

The Butte, Lynch, Naper, and Spencer Fire Districts lie all or partly within the county, which is part of the Region
24 Emergency Management jurisdiction. The Lynch and Spencer districts also include lands in Holt County. See
Appendix F for VFD contact information, equipment lists, and responses to the questionnaire.

The fire departments are responsible for fire protection and assist with other emergencies in their fire districts.
The Boyd County Sheriff’s department provides assistance as needed. All Boyd County fire departments are part
of the Holt/Boyd MA district. The Lynch VFD also has a MA agreement with the Niobrara VFD in Knox County.

Water Sources

The only developed water systems (other than private wells) are in the larger municipalities. The Missouri,
Niobrara, and Keya Paha Rivers and their larger tributaries are reliable water sources. Reservoirs, ponds, and
stock tanks are located throughout the county. During drought conditions some reservoirs and ponds are not
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dependable. Many smaller streams have only intermittent flows and are not reliable. Windmills are abundant in
the county and can provide water when they are operational.

Utilities/Phone Service

Boyd County is crossed by several high tension power lines. Rural electric service is provided by Nebraska Public
Power District. There is both cellular and landline telephone service available in the county. There are gaps in
cell coverage in some canyon areas.

Roads and Bridges
Boyd County is served by US Highways 281 and Nebraska Highways 11 and 12. These are augmented by a
network of county-maintained roads.

Staging Areas
During the original preparation of this CWPP, in 2014, the Naper Fire Chief noted that the community of Naper
provides a good staging area in the event of a large wildfire.

Greatest Concerns
The fire departments were asked to list their greatest concerns for their district, shown in the table below:

Department Greatest Concerns

Butte None listed

Lynch Obtaining access; rough terrain
Naper (survey not returned)

Spencer None listed
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Community Profile
Brown County is located in the south central portion of the CWPP area. It is bounded on the west by Cherry
County, on the north by the Niobrara River and Keya Paha County, on the east by Rock County, and on the south
by Blaine County.

Incorporated communities include the county seat of Ainsworth (pop. 1,649), Johnstown (pop. 61), and Long
Pine (pop. 296). US Highway 20 bisects the county from west to east and State Highway 7 and US Highway 183
cross the county from south to north in the central and eastern parts of the county.

Besides municipal lands, public lands in Brown County include 38,847 acres in state school lands, nine state
wildlife management areas and three state recreation areas (5,644 acres total), 1,991 acres of the University of
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Nebraska’s Barta Brothers Ranch, a 484-acre USFWS parcel, and about 790 acres in 14 tracts owned by the BLM
and the NPS. The balance of the land within the county is privately owned, including most of the land abutting
30 miles of the Niobrara National Scenic River. Approximately 34,811 acres of The Nature Conservancy’s
Niobrara Valley Preserve are located south of the Niobrara River within the county. TNC is a non-profit, non-
governmental conservation organization.

Although the primary land use is agriculture and livestock operations, recreation on both public and privately-
owned property is growing. The state recreation and wildlife management areas and the Niobrara National
Scenic River attract many recreational visitors annually.

Vegetation zones include ponderosa pine forests and savannas along the bluffs of the Niobrara River and its
tributaries, deciduous forests along the Niobrara and Calamus Rivers and their tributaries, and Sandhills-mixed
grass prairie throughout the county. Agriculture crop fields are concentrated in a wide band north of US
Highway 20 and scattered elsewhere throughout the county. In some areas eastern redcedar has encroached
sufficiently into grasslands and forests to become a distinct and highly flammable vegetation type. Much of the
ponderosa pine forest along the Niobrara River burned in the 2012 Fairfield Creek wildfire.

Fire History

From the time this area was settled by Europeans until the 1970s, wildfire activity was limited to small fires
which were rapidly and effectively controlled. This allowed woody vegetation to become more dense and
widespread. Beginning in the last quarter of the 20" century, wildfire occurrence and intensity increased sharply
in Brown County and other parts of north central Nebraska.

Some of the larger fires reported in Brown County include:
e July, 2012: 36,745 acres of the Fairfield Creek Fire
e April, 1998: 4,683 acres along the Niobrara River in the Johnstown and Wood Lake Fire Districts
e April, 1989: 1,804 acres south of Johnstown
e March, 2012: 1,000-acre lightning fire north of Johnstown
e August, 2012: 800-acre equipment fire southwest of Ainsworth
e February, 2012: 500-acre equipment fire north of Long Pine

Fire Hazard

The Fairfield Creek wildfire of 2012 (part of the Region 24 Wildfire Complex) successionally set back many acres
of forest to forbs, grasses and shrubs. Over time, fine fuels build up in burned woodlands because grazing
animals are often unable to access areas where burned tree “skeletons” have fallen in jackstraw fashion across
the landscape. These areas carry a high fuel load of both standing and downed heavy fuels, as well as fine fuels,
putting them at high risk of extreme fire behavior once again when the next fire passes through, sometimes
years later. The fallen trees also impede emergency access during subsequent wildfires.

The area most at-risk from wildfire is located in the northern part of the county, in the rough terrain of the
Niobrara River’s breaks and canyons. Locations of special concern include the wooded bluffs along the Niobrara
River and its tributaries, where dense stands of eastern redcedar have encroached under pine and deciduous
forests, creating high fire hazard. Eastern redcedar encroachment into pasture lands, particularly near the
canyon rims, is creating an increasing risk of extreme fire behavior in these areas. WUI Areas of Concern include
homes along the Niobrara River and its tributaries.

Hidden Paradise, an unincorporated recreational community on Pine Creek adjacent to Long Pine, has been

identified as the most wildfire-vulnerable community in Nebraska. In addition to heavy woody fuels, it has steep
access with road and bridge limitations. These characteristics apply to other parts of Pine Creek Canyon as well.
Fire personnel in both Ainsworth and Long Pine identified Hidden Paradise and the entire Long Pine WUI area as
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being of particular concern. Other high-risk wooded locations identified by the planning team include Keller Park
and Long Pine State Recreation Areas and Plum Creek Canyon.

In the Sandhills, historic fires such as those south of Johnstown and Ainsworth in 1989 and 2012 demonstrated
that prairie fires can move rapidly across large areas and put communities and ranch structures in harm’s way.

The Middle Niobrara NRD (MNNRD) specifically identified the area that burned in the 2012 Region 24 Complex
as at high risk for burning again in a future wildfire, and the region surrounding the burned area as containing
large quantities of dense woody fuels. This encompasses the entire river valley and its tributaries and includes
the community of Long Pine. The MNNRD named high-risk ignition sources, including heavy fuels (burned trees)
in the fire footprint, dry unburned expanses of eastern redcedar and ponderosa pine, and grasslands. They
identified specific areas with inadequate access, including homes on canyon points and in canyon bottoms.
Topics the MNNRD would like to see incorporated into mitigation plans include promoting and making available
fire extinguisher checks and fire extinguisher operation training and promoting chipping and utilization of
overstocked ponderosa pine and eastern redcedar trees.

Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A, Map 7. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county which lie
outside mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands are not as
fire-prone as the forests and grasslands near the Niobrara River and its tributaries. All of Brown County’s
population centers and all of the forested areas along the rivers and streams lie within the boundaries of the
WUI as defined in the introduction to this CWPP.

Protection Capabilities and Infrastructure
The Region 24 HMP includes a full geo-located critical infrastructure list (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

Brown County is part of the Region 24 Emergency Management jurisdiction. The Ainsworth/Brown County Fire
District includes the sub-districts of Long Pine and Johnstown. See Appendix F for their contact information,
equipment lists, and responses to the VFD questionnaire. The fire departments are responsible for fire
protection and assist with other emergencies in their fire district. The Brown County Sheriff's department
provides assistance as needed. Brown County is part of the KBRC mutual aid agreement.

Water Sources

The only developed water systems (other than private wells) are in Ainsworth and Long Pine. The Niobrara and
Calamus Rivers and their tributaries are generally reliable water sources. Reservoirs, ponds, and stock tanks are
located throughout the county. During drought conditions many of the reservoirs and ponds are not
dependable. Many smaller streams have only intermittent flows and are not reliable. Windmills are abundant in
Brown County and can provide water when they are operational. The Ainsworth/Brown County Rural Fire
Department has noted a severe lack of water sources in the grasslands in the south part of the county.

The Ainsworth Unit of the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program, also known as the Ainsworth Irrigation

Canal, originates at the Merritt Dam outlet on the Snake River in Cherry County and extends eastward nearly 53
miles through the Sandhills into Brown County. The canal is concrete-lined for its entire length to minimize
seepage losses in the sandy soils it traverses, is 52.9 miles long, and has an initial capacity of 580 cubic feet per
second. The canal’s nearly 170 miles of laterals deliver irrigation water to over 34,500 acres of land in the
Ainsworth Irrigation District in Brown County.'®

Utilities/Phone Service

The county is crossed by several high tension power lines. Rural electric service is provided by KBR Rural Public
Power District. There is both cellular and landline telephone service available in the county. Cell service is spotty
in many locations, and not available at all in many of the canyons. The Ainsworth/Brown County Rural Fire
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Department has listed the Niobrara Valley as especially problematic for cellular telephone and radio
communication.

Roads and Bridges

Brown County is served by US Highways 183 and 20 and Nebraska Highway 7. These are augmented by a
network of county-maintained roads. There are some Brown County roads that have missing bridges that could
present access delays in a wildfire situation. Other roads have bridges with width and/or weight limitations that
could limit emergency vehicle access.

Staging Areas

The Ainsworth Fire Chief noted that, in the event of a large wildfire, potential staging areas and command
centers could include the Ainsworth Fire Station, the Johnstown fairgrounds hall, and a self-contained mobile
command trailer owned by the Ainsworth Fire Department.

Greatest Concerns
The fire departments were asked to list their greatest concerns for their district, responses appear in the table

below:

Department Greatest Concerns

Ainsworth Manpower. Ainsworth shares all of Brown County responsibility with other rural departments,
so all of Brown County is our shared concern.

Johnstown (survey not returned)

Long Pine Structures, hydrants
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Community Profile
Cherry County occupies the west end of the CWPP region. It is bounded on the west by Sheridan County, on the
south by Grant, Hooker, Thomas, and Blaine Counties, on the east by Brown and Keya Paha Counties, and on the
north by South Dakota. Cities and villages include the county seat of Valentine (pop. 2,783), Cody (pop. 156),
Crookston (pop. 71), Kilgore (pop. 78), Merriman (pop. 131), Nenzel (pop. 20), and Wood Lake (pop. 63).
Unincorporated communities include Brownlee, Elsmere, and Sparks.

There is more public land in Cherry County than in the other counties located within the CWPP boundary. In
addition to municipal lands, public lands include the federally-owned Samuel R. McKelvie National Forest
(115,834 acres), the Fort Niobrara and Valentine National Wildlife Refuges (92,778 acres total), and several
scattered small holdings administered by the Bureau of Land Management and US Army Corps of Engineers (334
acres total). State lands include 165,109 acres in school lands, the University of Nebraska’s Gudmundsen
Sandhills Laboratory (11,154 acres), the Valentine Fish Hatchery (852 acres), three state parks and recreation
areas (1,118 acres total), and ten wildlife management areas (6,478 acres total). The Middle Niobrara NRD
manages the one-acre Brewer Bridge Landing on the Niobrara River south of Sparks. The balance of the land
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within the county is privately owned, including much of the land abutting 24 miles of the Niobrara National
Scenic River.

The Nature Conservancy’s 3,441-acre Horse Creek Fen and approximately 19,176 acres of their Niobrara Valley
Preserve are located in Cherry County. TNC is a non-profit, non-governmental conservation organization.

Although the primary land use is agriculture and livestock operations, recreation on both public and privately-
owned property is rapidly growing. Smith Falls State Park, two national wildlife refuges, Samuel R. McKelvie
National Forest, and the upper portion of the Niobrara National Scenic River lie within Cherry County and attract
a high volume of recreational visitors annually.

Forest vegetation zones include ponderosa pine forests and savannas on the bluffs of the Niobrara and Snake
Rivers and their tributaries; deciduous forests along the Niobrara, Snake, North Loup, and Middle Loup Rivers
and their tributaries; and remnants of northern boreal birch-aspen stands, mostly on the south side of the
Niobrara River at Smith Falls State Park and the Niobrara Valley Preserve. Sandhills prairie occurs throughout
most of the county. There is mixed-grass prairie north of the Niobrara River, and lowland tallgrass prairie in
some areas along the river itself. Agriculture crop fields are common along and north of the Niobrara River and
sparsely scattered throughout the Sandhills valleys. In some areas adjacent to the Niobrara and Snake Rivers and
their tributaries, eastern redcedar has encroached sufficiently into grasslands and forests to become a distinct
and highly flammable vegetation type.

Fire History

From the time this area was settled by Europeans until the 1970s, wildfire activity was limited to small fires
which were rapidly and effectively controlled. This allowed woody vegetation to become more dense and
widespread. Beginning in the last quarter of the 20'" century, wildfire occurrence and intensity increased sharply
in Cherry County and other parts of north central Nebraska.

Some of the larger fires reported in Cherry County include:
e September, 1988: Simmons | Fire; 1,764 acres north of Valentine
e September, 1988: 2,688 acres southeast of Crookston
e June, 1989: Gordon Creek Fire; 1,032 acres in the Valentine FD
e February, 1990: Goose Creek Fire; 8,408 acres on USFWS and Wood Lake and Purdum FDs
e April, 1998: 4,683 acres along the Niobrara River in the Wood Lake and Johnstown FDs
e November, 1999: 1,224 acres south of the Gordon Creek Fire
e July, 2000: Jackson Fire; 1,481 acres on the Merriman FD
e July and September, 2000: 15,368 acres in the Gordon FD and South Dakota
e September, 2000: 1,917 acres on the Valentine Refuge and the Purdum FD
e April, 2001: 1,863 acres north of Elsmere in the Purdum FD
e October, 2003: 1,048 acres southwest of Brownlee on Thedford FD
e July, 2006: The Valentine Fire burned 1,721 acres in and adjacent to Valentine
e March, 2011: 3,650 acre equipment fire west of Brownlee in the Mullen FD
e July, 2012: 1,059 acres of the Fairfield Creek Fire burned in Cherry County
e July, 2012: 7,980 acres in the Thedford FD northeast of Seneca
e QOctober 2012: 14,956 acres burned from South Dakota to Crookston

Fire Hazard

The Fairfield Creek wildfire of 2012 and the Big Rock wildfire of 2006 successionally set back many acres of
forest to forbs, grasses and shrubs. Over time, fine fuels build up in burned woodlands because grazing animals
are often unable to access areas where burned tree “skeletons” have fallen in jackstraw fashion across the
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landscape. These areas carry a high fuel load of both standing and downed heavy fuels, as well as fine fuels,
putting them at high risk of extreme fire behavior once again when the next fire passes through, sometimes
years later. The fallen trees also impede emergency access during subsequent wildfires.

The areas that are at highest risk from wildfire are located in the northern and central parts of the county, along
the wooded bluffs of the Niobrara and Snake Rivers and their tributaries, where dense stands of eastern
redcedar have encroached under ponderosa pine and deciduous forests, creating high fire hazard. Eastern
redcedar encroachment into pasture lands, particularly near the canyon rims, is creating an increasing risk of
extreme fire behavior in these areas. Locations of special concern include homes at the edges of Valentine,
recreational use areas along the Niobrara River from Berry Bridge east to the county line, and residential/
recreational areas along the Snake River, particularly in the area of existing and proposed golf courses.

The Cody and Kilgore VFDs noted that anywhere along the Niobrara River is problematic due to difficult access,
heavy fuels, and rough terrain; the Cody fire chief added that one way in/out, and lack of water within effective
distance are also issues near the river. Merriman Fire reported the area south of Merriman on the Niobrara
River has difficult access and heavy fuels. Mid-Cherry VFD did not specify individual locations, but said that
multiple structures, difficult access, and rough terrain are issues. The Gordon VFD did not specify individual
locations, but said that multiple structures, difficult access, rough terrain, heavy fuels, and manpower are issues.
The Hyannis/Sandhills Fire Protection District chief stated the villages of Hyannis, Ashby, and Whitman (all in
Grant County just south of the Cherry County line) are areas of concern due to multiple structures.

The Mullen VFD considers the Middle Loup River valley rugged, with limited access. The Mullen fire chief said
theirs is the largest fire district in the state. It contains numerous types of topography, much of which is difficult
to access. Many fires require hours of response time to reach the scene; especially at night in unfamiliar
locations. There are limited access roads in most parts of the district.

The Valentine fire chief said that Niobrara and Snake River Canyons, Minnechaduza Creek Canyon, and
Government Canyon are all areas of concern. He stated that the area around Valentine is all WUI: heavily
wooded areas with many buildings. He identified multiple structures, difficult access, heavy fuels, rough terrain,
one way in/out, and lack of water within effective distance as issues.

The Valentine City Manager identified the northern and northwestern edges of Valentine as at high risk because
they border heavily wooded areas. There is a housing development on Lakeshore Dr. on the north side of town
that has only one way in and out. He also identified dry grasses and burned trees from the Big Rock fire and
overgrown, unthinned forests as posing a threat to Valentine.

Cherry County Commissioners and emergency management personnel identified the Snake River, Schlagel
Creek, and Gordon Creek as areas at extremely high risk from wildfire. The Prairie Club Golf Course and the
nearby residential areas have numerous structures on the canyon rim with dense woodlands below. A new golf
course is planned north of the Prairie Club, with adjacent residential lots. These areas could benefit greatly from
the implementation of Firewise practices and forest fuels treatment activities.

The Middle Niobrara NRD specifically identified the area that burned in the 2006 Big Rock and 2012 Fairfield
Creek Fires as at high risk for burning again in a future wildfire, and the region surrounding the burned area as
containing large quantities of dense woody fuels. Big Rock Fire locations include the area surrounding the
Valentine water tower, the west side of US Highway 83 north of Valentine, and the North Mill Pond residential
area. Fairfield Creek locations include the entire river valley and its tributaries from USFWS Fort Niobrara east to
Highway 7 between Springview and Bassett, NE and communities involved (Norden, Meadville, Long Pine, and
Sparks). The MNNRD named high-risk ignition sources, including heavy fuels (burned trees) in the fire footprint,
dry unburned expanses of eastern redcedar and ponderosa pine, and grasslands. They identified specific areas
with inadequate access, including homes on canyon points and in canyon bottoms. Topics the MNNRD would
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like to see incorporated into mitigation plans include promoting and making available fire extinguisher checks
and fire extinguisher operation training and promoting chipping and utilization of overstocked ponderosa pine
and eastern redcedar trees.

Merriman area fire personnel identified specific areas with inadequate access or road/bridge limitations as the
Niobrara River and Leander Creek. Areas considered high-risk ignition sources in the Merriman area are along
roads and on pasture ground that receives many lightning strikes.

The Mullen Fire District, which lies partly in Cherry County, has identified the woodlands along the Middle Loup
River in Cherry County, as well as areas along the Dismal River in neighboring Hooker County as high-risk areas.

The prairie portions of the county are at risk from range fires, which can travel quickly through light fuels and
spread into wooded areas. Historically, some of these fires have exceeded 100,000 acres in size.

Specific Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A, Map 6. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county
which lie outside mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands
are not as fire-prone as forests and grasslands near the Niobrara and Snake Rivers and their tributaries. All of
Cherry County’s population centers and all of the forested areas along the rivers and streams lie within the
boundaries of the WUI as defined in the introduction to this CWPP.

Protection Capabilities and Infrastructure
The Region 24 HMP includes a full geo-located critical infrastructure list (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

Cherry County is part of the Region 24 Emergency Management jurisdiction. Seven VFDs are located completely
within Cherry County: Barley, Cody, Kilgore, Merriman, Mid-Cherry, Valentine, and Wood Lake. Five fire districts
in neighboring counties include portions of Cherry County: Gordon, Mullen, Purdum, Sandhills, and Thedford.
See Appendix F for their contact information, equipment lists, and responses to the VFD questionnaire. The fire
departments are responsible for fire protection and other emergencies in their fire districts.

The Cherry County Sheriff's department provides assistance as needed. Cherry County is part of the KBRC and
the Cherry County MA agreements. In addition to these, several departments have MA agreements with other
jurisdictions. The Cody Rural Fire District has agreements with the USFS and the US Dept. of the Interior/Bureau
of Indian Affairs. The Gordon VFD has an agreement with Northern Great Plains. Merriman Fire has an
agreement with the Pine Ridge MA District. The Mid-Cherry, Mullen, Purdum, Sandhills/Hyannis, and Thedford
VFDs are also part of the Sandhills MA district. See Appendix E for a statewide list of MA associations.

Additionally, the US Fish and Wildlife Service (Valentine and Fort Niobrara National Wildlife Refuges) and the US
Forest Service (Nebraska National Forest/ Samuel R. McKelvie NF/Bessey Ranger District) have wildfire response
capability for their properties and participate in MA agreements with neighboring fire districts.

Water Sources

The only developed water systems (other than private wells) are in the municipalities. The rivers and their larger
tributaries are generally reliable water sources. Merritt Reservoir, located 26 miles southwest of Valentine, is
the county’s largest impoundment, about 3,000 acres, and it is a dependable water source. Smaller reservoirs,
ponds, and stock tanks are located throughout the county. During drought conditions many of these are not
reliable. Many smaller streams have only intermittent flows and are not dependable. Windmills are abundant in
the county and can provide water when they are operational.
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The Ainsworth Unit of the Pick-Sloan Missouri Basin Program, also known as the Ainsworth Irrigation

Canal, originates at the Merritt Dam outlet on the Snake River in Cherry County and extends eastward nearly 53
miles through the Sandhills into Brown County. The canal is concrete-lined for its entire length to minimize
seepage losses in the sandy soils it traverses, is 52.9 miles long, and has an initial capacity of 580 cubic feet per
second.®

According to Merriman area fire personnel, windmills are critical water sources and it can be a problem when
windmills are turned off during the summer.

The Prairie Club Golf Course, located near the Snake River, has a system of approximately one hundred 150 psi
water hydrants with 5,800 gpm capability that could be used for filling tanks on fire vehicles. These hydrants are
not currently mapped, but the main hydrant is located at their maintenance facility headquarters. Similar
hydrants are planned for the new golf course which will be constructed north of the Prairie Club.

The Middle Niobrara NRD manager named the Mill Pond, NGPC Hatchery Ponds, and Fish Hatchery Reservoir at
the edge of Valentine as the best water supplies. He noted that most of the canyons do not have water in them,
other than small creeks. He said that water supply wells are needed in the canyons.”

The Valentine City Manager noted that city water can be accessed at the Valentine Fire Department. He said
that although the Mill Pond on the north edge of town was used in the past, it is filling with sand and may not
always be available in the future.

Utilities/Phone service

Cherry County is crossed by several high tension power lines. Rural electric service is provided by Cherry-Todd
Rural Electric, KBR Rural Electric, and Panhandle Rural Electric Membership Association. There are both cellular
and landline telephone services available in the county.

Cell service is spotty in many locations, and, according to the Middle Niobrara NRD, of limited availability or not
available at all in some of the northern canyons. Merriman area fire personnel reported cell that coverage and
group communications are generally poor. They ranked putting a communications plan in place as a vital
component of a mitigation plan. The Mullen Fire District noted that areas in Cherry County north and west of
Mullen have gaps in cell phone coverage.

Roads and Bridges

Cherry County is served by US Highways 20 and 83 and Nebraska Highways 61, 97, and 12. These are augmented
by a network of county-maintained roads. The Barley VFD reported that the bridge on the Snake River south of
the Gale Ranch will not support equipment weight. The Kilgore VFD said that Anderson Bridge (south of Kilgore)
has a maximum capacity of 10,000 Ibs. The Mullen VFD reported there are some untested, private bridges with
unknown weight limits, crucial to river crossings and other culverts that also have unknown weight limits.

Staging Areas

According to the Valentine City Manager, the Valentine fire department at the corner of Hall and B Streets was
successfully used as a staging area during the 2006 fire, and it can be used as such again in the future. The
Middle Niobrara NRD manager noted that, in the event of a large wildfire, potential staging areas could be the
Cherry County fairgrounds and the Cherry County Hospital, both which are fairly close to the canyons. The
Valentine Fire Department would be a safer alternative. Merriman area fire personnel identified areas that have
already burned as potential safety zones.

Communications
Cherry County Emergency Management provided the following overview of the capabilities of the Cherry County
communications system:
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Merriman
e Radio equipment is located approximately 14 miles south of Merriman
e Cherry County-Merriman law enforcement / Merriman fire
e Cherry County Road District #3
e Page forward repeater in Road Shop

e Page forward repeater on Cody water tower
e Fire base station in fire hall
e Road district base station in road shop

e Page forward repeater | on fire hall tower

e Tower location: Approximately 25 miles south of Nenzel on county-owned tower
e Fire base station

e Law base station

e Road district base station

e Radio to contact Keith County / Mullen Fire

e Tower location: approximately 35 miles south of Valentine on US Hwy. 83 county-owned tower
e Fire base station

e Law base station

e Road district base station

e Radio to contact Region 26 / Thedford

Wood Lake
e Tower location on city water tower
e Fire base station in fire hall

Norden
e Tower location approximately 3 miles west of Norden
e Fire base station
e Law base station
e Road district base station
e Radio to Contact Keya Paha and Brown Counties

Valentine
e Tower location north edge of Valentine
e Fire base station
e lLaw base station
e Road district base station
e Controls for all radios in other tower locations are located in dispatch
e State Radio System
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Dispatch center: From dispatch there is direct contact with
e Fire departments (entire county)

e Local and

county law enforcement

e Nebraska Game and Parks Commission officers
e National Park Service rangers

e Valentine Utilities

e County road districts

e South Dakota state radio

e Winner (SD) police department

e Fort Niobrara fire units

Communications Trailer: Ability to talk to all above and also Paraclete Radio system with

e 800 UHF
e 300 UHF

e VHF high band
e VHF low band
o Cellular booster

All tower locations and trailer are generator-equipped

Additional Equipment

Cherry County emergency management personnel noted that “ranch rigs” —4WD trucks with water tanks—

often provide initial attack on wildfires. There are about 250 such units in the county.

Greatest Concerns

The fire departments were asked to list their greatest concerns for their district; responses appear in the table

below:
Department Greatest Concerns
Barley Wintertime, when trucks are drained
Cody Being able to get to the head of the fire and stop it.
Gordon Getting to fires when the roads are flooded; manpower
Hyannis/Sandhills Distance for mutual aid and water supply
Kilgore River canyon
Merriman Depending on the size of river fire, being able to gain control.
Mid-Cherry That everyone stays safe
Mullen Structure protection for wildland fires. Grass for grazing causing economic impacts.
Purdum (none listed)
Thedford (none listed)
Valentine Keeping the fire out of the canyons
Wood Lake (survey not returned)
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Holt County
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Community Profile

Holt County occupies the southeast corner of the CWPP area. It is bounded on the west by Rock County, on the
south by Garfield and Wheeler Counties, on the east by Knox and Antelope Counties, and on the north by the
Niobrara River and Boyd County. Incorporated cities, towns, and villages include the county seat of O’Neill (pop.
3,635), Atkinson (pop. 1,251), Chambers (pop. 258), Emmet (pop. 47), Ewing (pop. 375), Inman (pop. 123), Page
(pop. 161), and Stuart (pop. 584). The unincorporated community of Amelia is in southwestern Holt County.

Besides municipal lands, public lands in Holt County include 68,544 acres in school lands, seven NGPC properties
(1,541 acres total in five WMAs, a state recreation area, and a fish hatchery), and four scattered small tracts
(285 acres total) administered by the federal BLM. The balance of the land within the county is privately owned.
The primary land use is agriculture and livestock operations.

Vegetation zones include riparian deciduous woodlands along the Niobrara and Elkhorn Rivers and their
tributaries, agricultural crop fields concentrated along a wide strip north of the Elkhorn River and in the
southeast corner of the county, mixed-grass prairie in the uplands south of the Niobrara River, and Sandhills-
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mixed grass prairie south of the Elkhorn River. In some areas eastern redcedar has encroached sufficiently into
grasslands and deciduous forests to become a distinct and highly flammable vegetation type.

Fire History

From the time this area was settled by Europeans until the 1970s, wildfire activity was limited to small fires
which were rapidly and effectively controlled. This allowed woody vegetation to become more dense and
widespread. Beginning in the last quarter of the 20" century, wildfire occurrence and intensity increased sharply
in north central Nebraska.

Some of the larger fires reported in Holt County include:
e July, 2012: Equipment fires south of the Niobrara River-1,000 acres, Spencer FD and 150 acres, Lynch FD
e May, 2009: 601 acres south of the Niobrara River, Stuart FD
e July, 2006: Equipment fires-70 acres northeast of Page, 80 acres near O’Neill, 75 acres in Atkinson FD

Fire Hazard

The area most at-risk from wildfire is located in the northern third of the county, between the Niobrara River
and the northern edge of cultivated farm ground. Locations of special concern include the wooded bluffs along
the Niobrara River and its tributaries, where dense stands of eastern redcedar have encroached under
deciduous forests, creating high fire hazard. Eastern redcedar encroachment into pasture lands, particularly near
the canyon rims, is creating an increasing risk of extreme fire behavior. WUI areas of concern include homes
along the Niobrara River and its tributaries.

Atkinson Fire and Rescue reported concerns about the Brush Creek and Sandy Creek areas approximately 20
miles north of Atkinson. Both are Niobrara River tributaries and have rough terrain, difficult access, and heavy
fuel loads. The Clearwater VFD has concerns about areas in their district that have difficult access, rough terrain,
one way in/out, and lack of water within effective distance. Ewing Fire and Rescue has concerns about the Ewing
WUI and heavy fuels along the river. The Lynch VFD has concerns about areas in their district that have difficult
access, rough terrain, and heavy fuels. The O’Neill Rural Fire District #7 named the oak and cedar-filled
waterways of the Niobrara River tributaries of Eagle Creek Canyons, Redbird, and Blackbird as areas of concern
due to difficult access, rough terrain, one way in/out, and heavy fuels. They also identified the Sandhills and the
lowland meadows and swamps of the Elkhorn River meadows as areas with difficult access, rough terrain, one
way in/out, and lack of water within effective distance. Page Fire and Rescue has concerns about areas in their
district that have multiple structures. The Stuart fire chief listed the northern parts of Cleveland and Dustin
Townships, next to the Niobrara River as problematic, with multiple structures, difficult access, rough terrain,
one way infout, and heavy fuels; and areas in Holt Creek and Green Valley Townships with heavy grass fuels.

Specific Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A, Map 7. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county
which lie outside mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands
are not as fire-prone as forests and grasslands near the Niobrara River and its tributaries. All of Holt County’s
population centers and all of the forested areas along the rivers and streams lie within the boundaries of the
WUI as defined in the introduction to this CWPP.

Protection Capabilities and Infrastructure
The Tri-County HMP includes a complete critical infrastructure list for Holt County (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

Four VFDs are located completely within Holt County: Atkinson, O’Neill, Page, and Stuart. Six fire districts in
neighboring counties include portions of Holt County: Chambers, Clearwater, Ewing, Lynch, Orchard, and
Spencer. See Appendix F for their contact information, equipment lists, and responses to the VFD questionnaire.
The fire departments are responsible for fire protection and other emergencies in their fire districts. The Holt
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County Sheriff’s department provides assistance as needed. Holt County has its own full-time Emergency
Manager.

All Holt County fire departments are part of the Holt/Boyd mutual aid district. The Lynch VFD also has an
agreement with the Niobrara VFD in Knox County. Page Fire and Rescue is also a member of the 40-12 MA
District.

Water Sources

The only developed water systems are in the municipalities. The Niobrara and Elkhorn Rivers and their
tributaries are generally reliable water sources. Reservoirs, ponds, and stock tanks are located throughout the
county. During drought conditions many of the reservoirs and ponds are not dependable. Some smaller streams
have only intermittent flows and are not reliable. The Page Volunteer Fire Department has access to two wells in
the northern part of their district; otherwise they rely on tankers and mutual aid.

Roads and Bridges

US Highways 20/275 bisect the county from west to east and US Highway 281 and State Highway 11 cross the
county from north to south in the central part of the county. These two highways are connected by State
Highway 95 south of O’Neill. These are augmented by a network of county-maintained roads.

Atkinson Fire and Rescue personnel noted that there are some older bridges on the back roads that will not
support equipment weight. Ewing Fire & Rescue has concerns with weight limits on older bridges in the district.
The O’Neill Rural Fire District #7 chief said there are some wooden bridges in their district that will not support
equipment weight. The Stuart fire chief said that not all bridges in their district are adequate for some
equipment.

Greatest Concerns
The fire departments were asked to list their greatest concerns for their district, shown in the table below:

Department Greatest Concerns

Atkinson The ability to get to it and supply water to rigs fighting the fire
Chambers (survey not returned)

Clearwater None listed

Ewing Heavy fuels along the river

Lynch Obtaining access; rough terrain

O’Neill Access

Orchard (survey not returned)

Page Not enough personnel responding

Spencer None listed

Stuart Manpower, and getting to the scene in some areas
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Community Profile
Keya Paha County is located in the north central portion of the CWPP area. It is bounded on the west by Cherry
County, on the south by the Niobrara River and Brown and Rock Counties, on the east by Boyd County, and on
the north by South Dakota. Incorporated villages include the county seat of Springview (pop. 237) and Burton
(pop. 10), and the unincorporated communities of Meadville, Mills, and Norden.

Besides municipal lands, public lands include two state wildlife management areas (1,295 acres), the MNNRD’s
332-acre Cub Creek Recreation area, and 21,243 acres in school lands. The balance of the land within the county
is privately owned, including most of the land abutting 52 miles of the Niobrara National Scenic River.
Approximately 2,460 acres of The Nature Conservancy’s Niobrara Valley Preserve are located adjacent to the
Niobrara River in Keya Paha County. TNC is a non-profit, non-governmental conservation organization.

Although the primary land use is agriculture and livestock operations, recreation on both public and privately-

owned property is growing. The state recreation and wildlife management areas and the Niobrara National
Scenic River attract many recreational visitors annually.
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Vegetation zones include ponderosa pine forests and savannas along the bluffs of the Niobrara River and some
of its tributaries, deciduous forests along the Niobrara and Keya Paha Rivers and their tributaries, and mixed-
grass prairie in the uplands. Agriculture crop fields are concentrated in a wide band along and north of the
western % of State Highway 12 and scattered elsewhere throughout the county. In some areas, particularly
south of State Highway 12, eastern redcedar has encroached sufficiently into grasslands and deciduous forests
to become a distinct and highly flammable vegetation type.

Much of the ponderosa pine along the Niobrara River burned in 2012, when the Region 24 Complex wildfires
successionally set back large expanses of forest to forbs, grasses, and shrubs. These areas carry a high fuel load
of both standing and downed heavy fuels, putting the burned area at risk of burning again in the future.

Fire History

From the time this area was settled by Europeans until the 1970s, wildfire activity was limited to small fires
which were rapidly and effectively controlled. This allowed woody vegetation to become more dense and
widespread. Beginning in the last quarter of the 20™ century, wildfire occurrence and intensity increased sharply
in north central Nebraska.

The four largest fires reported in Keya Paha County all occurred in July, 2012:
e 28,546 acres of the Fairfield Creek Fire, Region 24 Complex
e 6,910 acres, Wentworth Fire, Region 24 Complex
e 2,875 acres, Hall Fire, Region 24 Complex
e 190-acre equipment fire

Fire Hazard

The Region 24 Wildfire Complex wildfire of 2012 successionally set back many acres of forest to grasses, forbs,
and shrubs. Over time, fine fuels build up in burned woodlands because grazing animals are often unable to
access areas where burned tree “skeletons” have fallen in jackstraw fashion across the landscape. These areas
carry a high fuel load of both standing and downed heavy fuels, as well as fine fuels, putting them at high risk of
extreme fire behavior once again when the next fire passes through, sometimes years later. The fallen trees also
impede emergency access during subsequent wildfires.

The locations most at-risk from wildfire are located in the rough terrain of the Niobrara River’s breaks and
canyons, and along the Keya Paha River. In these areas, dense stands of eastern redcedar have encroached into
ponderosa pine and deciduous forests, creating high fire hazard. The fire chief identified these river corridors as
having difficult access, rough terrain, heavy fuels, and some areas have only one way in and out. Additionally, he
said that areas that burned in 2012 have left lots of very dry downed trees, which present a fuels hazard.

Eastern redcedar encroachment into grasslands, particularly near the canyon rims, is creating an increasing risk
of extreme fire behavior. The Keya Paha County Commissioners identified homes along the Niobrara and Keya
Paha Rivers and their tributaries as WUI areas of significant concern. The Carns Bridge is out of service, and
there are numerous canyons without access. The commissioners desire a mitigation plan that includes
application of the Fire Safe program and expands forest fuels reduction and cedar mitigation throughout the
county.

The Middle Niobrara NRD specifically identified the area that burned in the 2012 Region 24 Complex as at high
risk for burning again in a future wildfire, and the region surrounding the burned area as containing large
guantities of dense woody fuels. This area encompasses the entire river valley and its tributaries from USFWS
Fort Niobrara east to Highway 7 between Springview and Bassett, including the communities of Norden and
Meadville. The MNNRD named high-risk ignition sources, including heavy fuels (burned trees) in the fire
footprint, dry unburned expanses of eastern redcedar and ponderosa pine, and grasslands. They identified
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specific areas with inadequate access, including homes on canyon points and in canyon bottoms. Topics the
MNNRD would like to see incorporated into mitigation plans include promoting and making available fire
extinguisher checks and fire extinguisher operation training and promoting chipping and utilization of
overstocked ponderosa pine and eastern redcedar trees.

Specific Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A, Map 7. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county
which lie outside mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands
are not as fire-prone as the forests and grasslands near the Niobrara River and its tributaries. All of Keya Paha
County’s population centers and all of the forested areas along the rivers and streams lie within the boundaries
of the WUI as defined by the NFS in the introduction to this CWPP.

Protection Capabilities and Infrastructure
The Region 24 HMP includes a full geo-located critical infrastructure list (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

Keya Paha County is part of the Region 24 Emergency Management jurisdiction. One volunteer fire department,
Springview Fire and Rescue, serves the entire county. See Appendix F for their contact information, equipment
list, and response to the VFD questionnaire. The fire department is responsible for fire protection and assisting
with other emergencies. The Keya Paha County Sheriff’s department provides assistance as needed. Keya Paha
County is part of the KBRC mutual aid agreement.

Water Sources

The only developed water system (other than private wells) is in Springview. The Niobrara and Keya Paha Rivers
and their larger tributaries, as well as Cub Creek Reservoir, are generally reliable water sources. Other
reservoirs, ponds, irrigation wells, and stock tanks are located throughout the county. During drought conditions
many of these are not dependable. Many smaller streams have only intermittent flows and are not reliable.
Windmills are abundant in the county and can provide water when they are operational.

Utilities/Phone Service

Rural electric service is provided by KBR Rural Public Power District and, on the west end of the county, Cherry-
Todd Rural Electric. There is both cellular and landline telephone service available in the county. Cell service is
spotty in many locations, and not available at all in many of the canyons. The Keya Paha County Commissioners
reported that there are large gaps in coverage along the river basins. Coverage diminishes north and south of
State Highway 12, causing problems for the northern and southern extremities of the county. Communications
continue to be a major deficit throughout the county.

Roads and Bridges

State Highway 12 bisects the county from west to east and US Highway 183 crosses the county from south to
north in the central part of the county. These are augmented by a network of county-maintained roads. The fire
chief noted that although bridges on the main and secondary roads are adequate, there are a few on minimum
maintenance roads that are less than 20’ that probably won’t support their 50,000-1b. tender.

Staging Areas
The Keya Paha County Commissioners noted that, in the event of a large wildfire, the Norden fairgrounds and
the village of Springview provide potential staging areas.

Greatest Concerns

The fire department identified the potential for extreme fire spread in the canyons and lack of manpower as
their greatest concerns for their district.
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Community Profile

Rock County is located in the south central portion of the CWPP area. It is bounded on the west by Brown
County, on the south by Loup County, on the east by Holt County, and on the north by the Niobrara River and

Keya Paha County. Incorporated communities include the county seat of Bassett (pop. 543) and Newport (pop.
88). The unincorporated community of Rose is located south of Bassett.
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Besides municipal lands, public lands include 29,558 acres of state school lands, two state wildlife management
areas (899 acres total), 2,657 acres of the University of Nebraska’s Barta Brothers Ranch, the 2,403-acre John W.
and Louise Seier National Wildlife Refuge, and a few scattered holdings administered by the federal BLM (161
acres total). The balance of the land within the county is privately owned, including most of the land abutting 22
miles of the Niobrara National Scenic River. Audubon of Kansas, a non-profit conservation organization, owns
the 5,160-acre Hutton Niobrara Ranch Wildlife Sanctuary on the north central edge of the county.

Although the primary land use is agriculture and livestock operations, recreation use occurs on both public and
privately-owned property. The state wildlife management areas and the Niobrara National Scenic River attract
many recreational visitors annually.

Vegetation zones include riparian deciduous forest along the Niobrara and Elkhorn Rivers and their tributaries,
as well as several Calamus River tributaries in the southern end of the county; mixed-grass prairie in the uplands
in the northern part of the county; and Sandhills-mixed grass prairie south of the Elkhorn River. Agriculture crop
fields are concentrated in the west central portion and scattered elsewhere throughout the county. In some
areas eastern redcedar has encroached sufficiently into grasslands and deciduous forests to become a distinct
and highly flammable vegetation type.

Fire History

From the time this area was settled by Europeans until the 1970s, wildfire activity was limited to small fires
which were rapidly and effectively controlled. This allowed woody vegetation to become more dense and
widespread. Beginning in the last quarter of the 20'" century, wildfire occurrence and intensity increased sharply
in north central Nebraska.

Some of the larger fires reported in Rock County include:
e February, 1995: 3,145 acres north of Rose in the Bassett and Gracy Fire Districts
e July, 2002: 2,130 acres north of Rose in the Bassett Fire District
e July, 2002: 7,000-acres baler fire in the Newport Fire District
e July, 2002: 900-acre baler fire in the Bassett Fire District

Fire Hazard

The area most at-risk from wildfire is located in the northern part of the county, in the rough terrain of the
Niobrara River’s breaks and canyons. Locations of special concern include the wooded bluffs along the Niobrara
River and its tributaries, where dense stands of eastern redcedar have encroached under deciduous forests,
creating high fire hazard. Eastern redcedar encroachment into range lands, particularly near the canyon rims,
creates an increasing risk of extreme fire behavior. WUI areas of concern include homes along the Niobrara
River and its tributaries.

The Bassett fire chief identified the Niobrara River and Pine Creek corridors as being at extremely high risk from
wildfires, with multiple structures, difficult access, rough terrain, heavy fuels, and only one way in and out. The
Newport fire chief identified the Niobrara River area as of particular concern due to difficult access, rough
terrain, and heavy fuels.

The MNNRD identified the area that burned in the 2012 Region 24 Complex as at high risk for burning again in a
future wildfire, and the region surrounding the burned area as containing large quantities of dense woody fuels.
These locations encompass the entire river valley and its tributaries. The MNNRD named high-risk ignition
sources, including heavy fuels (burned trees) in the fire footprint, dry unburned expanses of eastern redcedar
and ponderosa pine, and grasslands. They identified specific areas with inadequate access, including homes on
canyon points and in canyon bottoms. Topics the MNNRD would like to see incorporated into mitigation plans
include promoting and making available fire extinguisher checks and fire extinguisher operation training and
promoting chipping and utilization of overstocked ponderosa pine and eastern redcedar trees.

42 North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan @ UPDATE, 2020 DRAFT



North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan

Areas of Concern are mapped in Appendix A. Agricultural lands in those portions of the county which lie outside
mapped Areas of Concern do have their own fire risk variables; however, irrigated croplands are not as fire-
prone as forests and grasslands near the Niobrara River and its tributaries. All of Rock County’s population
centers and all of the forested areas along the rivers and streams lie within the boundaries of the WUI as
defined in the introduction to this CWPP.

Protection Capabilities and Infrastructure
The Region 24 HMP includes a full geo-located critical infrastructure list (see link in Appendix B).

Fire Districts and Emergency Operations

Rock County is part of the Region 24 Emergency Management jurisdiction. Volunteer fire departments in Rock
County include Bassett/Rock County Rural Fire Protection District, Newport, and Gracy. See Appendix F for their
contact information, equipment lists, and responses to the VFD questionnaire. The fire departments are
responsible for fire protection and assist with other emergencies in their fire districts. The Rock County Sheriff’s
department provides assistance as needed. Rock County is part of the KBRC mutual aid agreement.

Water Sources

The only developed water systems (other than private wells) are in Bassett and Newport. The Niobrara River and
its tributaries are generally reliable water sources. Reservoirs, ponds, and stock tanks are located throughout
the county. During drought conditions many of the reservoirs and ponds are not dependable. Many smaller
streams have only intermittent flows and are not reliable. Windmills are abundant in Rock County and can
provide water when they are operational. The Bassett/Rock County Rural Fire Chief noted that the department
relies solely on a tanker system for water supply.

Utilities/Phone Service

Rock County is crossed by several high tension power lines. Rural electric service is provided by Nebraska Public
Power District and KBR Rural Public Power District. There is both cellular and landline telephone service
available in the county. County officials report that cell and radio service are spotty in many locations, and not
available at all in many of the canyons.

Roads and Bridges

US Highway 20 bisects the county from west to east and US Highway 183 and State Highway 7 cross the county
from south to north in the western part of the county. State Highway 137 runs north from US Highway 20 at
Newport into Keya Paha County. These are augmented by a network of county-maintained roads.

Staging Areas

The Bassett/Rock County Rural Fire Chief noted that, in the event of a large wildfire, potential staging areas
could be located on the Brown-Rock County Line Road, 2 miles north of US Highway 20 and on State Highway 7,
7% miles north of Bassett at the Red Cedar Ranch junction.

Greatest Concerns
The fire departments were asked to list their greatest concerns for their district, responses appear below:

Department Greatest Concerns

Bassett Air support; overabundant fuels in hard to reach areas
Gracy (survey not returned)

Newport Getting to the fire
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Action Plan

This section of the CWPP addresses risk assessment, fire risk rating, treatment of structural ignitability,
prioritization, and risk reduction, and it recommends a plan of action for increasing emergency preparedness.
The action plan includes wildfire risk reduction strategies, recommendations for increasing emergency prepared-
ness, fuels mitigation practices, training, education, and maintenance. The final part of this section outlines a
monitoring and evaluation process that can be used to track progress and periodically update the plan.

Establish and Implement a Risk Assessment Procedure

Risk assessment is a systematic process for identifying and assessing the range of elements that could lead to
undesirable outcomes for a specific situation. Quantitative risk assessment requires calculations of the two
primary components of risk: the magnitude of the potential loss and the probability that the loss will occur. For
the WUI, a risk assessment is a step that identifies any feature/element of the landscape and structures that
could create potential harm to a homeowner or community.’

It is important to understand the meaning of risk and hazard in relation to wildfire as it pertains to this CWPP.
Risk is the chance or probability of occurrence of fire. Hazard is the exposure to risk; in a wildfire situation,
those hazards can be related to either the natural or the human-made environment. Natural hazards include
fuel type and amount of fuels, topography, and weather. Human-made hazards include the limited availability of
water, limited access to structures, limited green space around structures, and the ignitability of structures. The
capability of firefighting resources will be compromised by the severity of both natural and human-made
hazards.!®

An assessment includes a review of the area’s fire history, fuels/vegetation rating, topographic hazard analysis,
weather hazard potential, access, water availability, defensible space, and structural ignitability. The Overview
section of this plan contains information about the area’s fire history, climate, weather, fuels/vegetation, and
topography. Individual county sections provide details on water sources and access issues. Local fire department
equipment lists appear in Appendix F. Defensible space and structural ignitability are addressed in this section of
the plan.

The Region 24 HMP identifies the planning area as being 100 percent at risk of wildfire. Some of these fires can
be expected to exceed 100 acres in size. The following jurisdictions identified wildfire as a top hazard: Region 24;
the Boyd County villages of Bristow, Butte, Lynch, and Spencer and the West Boyd School District; Brown County
and its villages of Johnstown and Long Pine; Cherry County and its communities of Cody, Kilgore, and Valentine;
Keya Paha County; and Rock County. The HMP includes a list of current and completed mitigation projects for
these entities. The Tri-County HMP (Holt) refers the reader to this CWPP document for wildfire risk assessment.

Further information on risk assessment is available in a USFS Rocky Mountain Research Station technical report,
which describes a specific risk assessment process premised on three modeling approaches to characterize
wildfire likelihood and intensity, fire effects, and the relative importance of highly valued resources and assets
that could be impacted by wildfire.*®

Fire Risk Rating and Ignitability

Homes in both forested and non-forested settings can be at risk from wildfires. Quantitative structure risk
ratings can be handled under location-specific plans for incorporated communities. Major components of
structural ignitability include roofing materials, walls, windows and wooden attachments. Most of the CWPP
region is rural/agricultural with widely spaced home locations. There is an opportunity to perform structural risk
and ignitability analysis and treatment activities at rural residential and recreational home sites at the same time
fuels mitigation work is being conducted in these areas.
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Overcoming perceptions of WUI fire disasters as a wildfire control problem rather than a home ignition problem,
determined by home ignition conditions, will reduce home loss. The following graphic illustrates the dual-
pronged objectives of reducing the risk of home loss by both reducing the probability of exposure to wildfire
AND reducing susceptibility to wildfire loss.?

Conceptual model highlighting the major fundamental objectives (level 1), means-based
objectives (levels 2 and 3), and actions for reducing the risk of home loss as a result of wildfire.
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Prioritization

The community sections in this document describe the WUI focus areas within each county. These can be
further prioritized based on data gathered during risk assessment for individual neighborhoods. The coniferous
forests along the Niobrara and Snake Rivers and their tributaries and the eastern redcedar-encroached
deciduous forests along the Missouri River (in Boyd County) have high priority for hazardous woody fuels
reduction, as do areas with recreational and rural residential subdivisions, such as Hidden Paradise near Long
Pine in Brown County and the Valentine area in Cherry County. Further assessments may identify additional
priority areas.

Appendix A contains “Areas of Concern” maps depicting the parts of each county considered to be at the highest
risk from wildfire. The locations were identified by local fire officials and the planning team. These include
interface areas with neighborhoods directly adjacent to open spaces, intermix areas where homes are
interspersed with natural fuels, and occluded interface areas where neighborhoods are isolated or surrounded
by areas of natural fuels. %

All of the population centers, unincorporated residential developments, and dispersed recreational
developments in the CWPP region have high priority for fuels treatment and Firewise® preparation. The
communities of Valentine and Long Pine were Nebraska’s first two certified Firewise® Communities. In the 2015
Region 24 HMP, Boyd, Keya Paha, and Rock Counties stated that they would like to work with and encourage
their communities to join the program. The villages of Cody and Spencer gave high priority to becoming a
Firewise® Community.

The requirements and procedures to become recognized as a Firewise® Community require coordination among
homeowners. However, when landowners implement fuels reduction treatments using NFS cost share
programs, or if a landowner asks for suggestions, NFS adheres to accepted Firewise® standards. Many
homeowners who do not reside within an officially designated Firewise® Community have utilized those
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standards. NFS staff is available to help homeowners in areas at-risk from wildfire to establish formal Firewise®
Communities.

Wildfire Risk Reduction

The goal of risk reduction is to reduce the potential loss to life and property. Understanding that wildfire is
inevitable can help communities prepare for wildfires. Fire-adapted communities are knowledgeable, engaged
communities where actions of residents and agencies in relation to infrastructure, buildings, landscaping, and
the surrounding ecosystem lessen the need for extensive protection actions. This enables the community to
safely accept fire as part of the surrounding landscape. A successful fire-adapted community approach has the
potential to save lives, homes and communities, and millions of dollars in suppression costs annually.

There is a range of actions communities can undertake to become more fire-adapted. In general, the more
elements that a community has addressed, the more fire-adapted the community will become. Major elements
of a fire-adapted community include vegetation management, ignition-resistant homes, increasing local
responders’ understanding of wildfire, cooperation between jurisdictional authorities, and fuels treatments on
both private and public lands to reduce hazardous fuels and create fuels buffers.

Homeowners can undertake mitigation measures that can decrease the potential destructive effects a wildfire
might have on their property. Some measures are designed to modify the vegetative environment surrounding a
structure to decrease potential ignition sources. Others focus on modifying a structure (or changing its location)
to make the structure more resistant to ignition. To reduce the risk for the long term, actions need to be
maintained over time. 2

Common Practices

e Actively managing vegetation near the home by reducing density, conducting landscaping maintenance, and
replacing flammable vegetation with ignition-resistant components. Greater efforts are needed within close
proximity of the structure and gradually decreasing efforts beyond that.

e Maintaining structures free of needles, leaves, and other organic debris from decks, roofs, and near the base
of exterior walls.

e Increasing ignition resistance of structures by actions such as using ignition-resistant roofing and covering
exterior openings of structures, such as attic vents, eaves, soffits, and crawl spaces, with non-flammable
wire mesh screening.

e Removing flammable materials from beneath structures and decks.

e Locating firewood, fuel tanks, and propane tanks at a safe distance from structures.

Refer to Appendix | for an expanded list of common practices and a listing of several programs, such as
“Firewise®” and “Ready Set Go,” available to help homeowners and communities reduce wildfire risks.

Other Wildfire Mitigation Practices

Additional wildfire-related mitigation practices are listed below. Some entities have implemented one or more
of these. Planners may want to periodically review and implement or expand on them, as appropriate.
e Acquire training and equipment for local fire departments

e Implement woody fuels reduction and defensible space projects

e Establish or expand wildfire prevention and education programs

e Participate in the Firewise® program

e Adopt a wildfire hazard identification and mitigation system (see Appendix I)

Conduct maintenance to reduce risk (tree care and public landscape maintenance programs)
Reduce risk through land use planning (landscaping and building ordinances)

Require or encourage fire-resistant construction (the use of non-combustible materials)
Incorporate wildfire mitigation into comprehensive planning

46 North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan @ UPDATE, 2020 DRAFT



North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan

e Develop a wildland-urban interface code
e Expand water storage capacity/emergency water supplies/dry hydrants
e Upgrade rural water systems; improve well and water systems

Although funding limitations affect any jurisdiction’s ability to implement some of these practices, identifying
them as critical needs helps prioritize them for funding assistance opportunities such as the NFS fire equipment
program described earlier in this plan.

Wildfire-Related Mitigation Practices Identified in HMP by Local Participants

In the Region 24 HMP, participants listed wildfire mitigation measures for their communities and ranked them as

high, medium, or low priority. The mitigations specific to wildfire are listed below with the participants that

ranked them as high priority.

e Expand Water Storage Capacity / Emergency Water Supplies / Dry Hydrants: Evaluate the need to expand
water storage capacity through a new water tower, stand pipe, etc., to provide a safe water supply for the
community and additional water for fire protection. Establish emergency water supplies such as dry
hydrants and individual or community cisterns for defending structures from wildland fires. This was ranked
high priority by Region 24, Boyd County and its villages of Bristow and Butte; the village of Kilgore in Cherry
County; and Rock County and its Village of Newport.

e Source Water Contingency Plan: Identify and develop water sources for fire protection. This was ranked high
priority by Boyd County and its villages of Bristow, Butte, and Spencer; the village of Kilgore in Cherry
County; and Rock County.

e Civil Service Improvements: Improve emergency rescue and response equipment and facilities by providing
additional—or updating existing—emergency response equipment. This could include fire equipment, ATVs,
water tanks/truck, pumps, etc. This would also include developing backup systems for emergency vehicles,
identifying and training additional personnel for emergency response, or continuing educational
opportunities for current personnel. This was ranked high priority by Region 24, Keya Paha County, Rock
County, and the villages of Bristow, Spencer, Crookston, and Kilgore.

e Hazardous Fuels Reduction: . . . Fuels reduction creates strategically located corridors of thinned forests
across the landscape, reduces fire intensity, improves fire suppression effectiveness, increases firefighter
safety, and better protects lives and property. This was ranked high priority by Region 24, Keya Paha County,
Rock County, and the municipalities of Spencer, Long Pine, and Bassett.

e Emergency Communications: Establish an action plan to improve communication between agencies to
better assist residents and businesses during and following emergencies. This was ranked high priority by
Region 24, Cherry County, Keya Paha County, Ainsworth, Bristow, and West Boyd Schools.

e Public Awareness / Education: Through activities such as outreach projects, distribution of maps and
environmental education, increase public awareness of natural hazards to both public and private property
owners, renters, businesses, and local officials about hazards and ways to protect people and property from
these hazards. Also, educate citizens on water conservation methods, evacuation plans, etc. This was ranked
high priority by Region 24, Boyd County, Lynch, Spencer, West Boyd Schools, and Keya Paha County. Rock
County prioritized this as medium-high.

The Tri-County HMP (Holt) refers the reader to this CWPP document for wildfire-related mitigation practices.

Recommendations for Increasing Emergency Preparedness

Communication

Having and using a comprehensive communications plan is integral to maintaining smooth operations. Many
jurisdictions in Nebraska have identified communications as a major issue when working under a mutual aid
scenario. Various responders have different communications hardware, and often these are incompatible with
one another. This is more than just a nuisance. Communication is vital to responder safety and to coordinating
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an effective response to wildfire. It is recommended that all entities in the region establish, review, and regularly
update their local communications plans.

Coordination

Coordination among responders is crucial in any emergency response situation. Local emergency managers must
be able to tie in their responses with neighboring and outside assisting jurisdictions. VFD leaders and officials in
the North Central Nebraska CWPP Region already do a great deal of coordinating and cooperating with county,
state, and federal land and natural resource agencies. The following opportunities have been identified to
address common issues and concerns:

1) To protect firefighters, property owners, and structures, consider developing county-level standards for
buildings in WUI areas.

2) Continue encouraging communities to utilize the national Firewise® Communities program to decrease
risk in areas of concern.

3) Continue to engage partners such as the USFS, NGPC, and the National Wild Turkey Federation to
expand WUI fuels reduction and thinning on a landscape basis through the use of NFS and other cost
share programs for private and state landowners.

4) Continue to work with the NFS and other partners to implement a CWPP region-wide public education
and awareness program to improve wildfire hazard conditions within the WUI.

5) VFDs in the CWPP region should continue to participate with the other agencies to facilitate interagency
wildland fire training.

6) Cooperate with other agencies and property owners to develop long-term multi-unit, multi-year fuel
hazard reduction projects, including prescribed burning.

7) Facilitate VFD monitoring of the federal wildland fire weather system indices. Currently the NFS SEAT
Manager sends lightning maps and fuel conditions reports to VFDs when conditions are conducive to
rapid fire growth.

8) Create a statewide “Mutual Aid Guide” that can be carried in each engine, including the engines
operated by the federal and state agencies. This document would show what equipment each
department, county, or agency has. A fire chief could then consult the guide to see what each
department has and could order it for their fire, if needed.

9) Ensure quick notification and involvement process for assessment and assistance on fires, when needed
(i.e. Wildfire Incident Response Assistance Team, Type 3 Team, FEMA and Type 1 or 2 teams).

Aerial Support

It is critical to maintain the SEAT program authorized through the Wildfire Control Act of 2013. Having a SEAT
dedicated strictly to wildfire suppression during peak fire season provides quick initial attack on small fires,
particularly those in difficult terrain, keeping them from growing into large catastrophic wildfires. The NFS Seat
Manager at Valentine has made the following recommendations:

1) Additional SEAT Managers throughout the state would increase response times. Currently there are four
qualified managers; more would increase program capabilities.

2) Increase the number of aerial applicators within the CWPP region who cooperate with NFS and NEMA to
provide aerial fire suppression to requesting fire departments. Currently there is only one applicator
signed up in the North Central Nebraska CWPP region. This limits available options during wildfires.

3) Sustain or increase the current level of cooperation with adjacent states and their aviation resources.
Maintain clear paths of communication to ensure that neighboring jurisdictions are aware of available
resources, times of planned contracted aviation availability, and enable the sharing of resources across
state borders, when needed. Facilitate sharing managers and help trainees become qualified.
Cooperation in sharing information, personnel, and resources will benefit all in creating effective
operations.
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Maps and Data

Restricted Roads and Bridges: Some county roads and bridges have weight or width limitations, or both, that
may inhibit use by emergency vehicles. In some locations bridges have been removed, requiring detours to
access these areas. Planners are urged to work with counties and fire departments to identify and map all roads
and bridges, specifically identifying those that are restricted. Making this information available to fire
departments and other emergency responders would facilitate route planning. This information could also be
used to help prioritize fuel treatment areas. Since road conditions constantly change, this information should be
monitored locally and updated as needed.

Incident Command Staging Areas: These have been identified as an issue in some parts of Nebraska. Local
planners can address this by pre-identifying potential staging locations near areas of wildfire concern such as
recreation areas and rural subdivisions. Staging areas must be far enough away from a fire to reduce congestion
and confusion for incident managers, yet close enough to efficiently provide resources. When a resource is
needed, it is deployed from the staging area, with a controlled entry into the hazard zone. Staging areas need to
be of sufficient size to accommodate multiple fire crews, engines, tankers, support vehicles, and equipment
storage. Sites should have good access, water and power availability, and be able to accommodate
communications needs. The information gathered for potential staging areas in the most at-risk locations can be
provided to emergency managers, fire chiefs, and others to help them decide where to establish the staging
area for a particular incident.

Equipment: Machinery (other than fire equipment) has proven useful in many wildfire situations. Counties may
want to consider adding an inventory of non-fire department resources (such as county road graders) to a
centralized document.

Geographic Information Systems (GIS): During the 2015 update process, Cherry County officials recommended
incorporating technology into the action plan. The county’s emergency manager noted that the US Fish and
Wildlife Service has used a Global Positioning System (GPS) to provide locations of tanks, water supplies, and
other useful information for both wildlife refuges in Cherry County and it would be helpful to have that done in
each of the fire districts and made available for hand-held devices. This has not yet been done.

The water hydrant system at the Prairie Hills Golf Course and other water sources could be mapped and added
to this database. Other map data that would be useful, especially in a format that could be easily accessed by
hand-held devices, include types and locations of pipelines and pumping stations , power substations, power
lines, towers and antennas for air resources to avoid, flammable material storage areas, and overhead water
refill access points. This has not been done.

The USFS Bessey District Ranger in charge of McKelvie National Forest operations noted that in the past there
have been issues with sharing map layers between different programs and applications. Both the USFS and the
NFS now use Avenza, a mobile map app that allows users to download geospatial-enabled pdf maps for offline
use on a smart phone or tablet, using the device’s built-in GPS to track their location, plot and record location
information, measure distance and area, and more. Some VFDs may also use this app, but there currently is no
standardized protocol. Creating such standardization over time would likely prove useful.

Counties and communities may want to look into acquiring GIS layers for hydrants, well points, water mains,
sewer, housing, infrastructure, and bridge limits. Other map data that can be useful include types and locations
of pipelines and pumping stations; power substations; power lines, towers and antennas for air resources to
avoid; flammable material storage areas; and overhead water refill access points. GPS locations of stock tanks
and other water sources on public lands could also be provided to emergency responders.

North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan @ UPDATE, 2020 DRAFT 49



North Central Nebraska Community Wildfire Protection Plan

Increase Fire Response Reporting for Increased Equipment Availability

Comprehensive fire reporting helps VFDs demonstrate a need for fire equipment such as provided by the FEPP,
Fire Fighter Property/State Fire Assistance, and Volunteer Firefighter Assistance programs described earlier in
this document. Since reporting is voluntary for fire districts, not all fire districts consistently report their wildfire
responses to the NFS. Because of this, limited information is available about the locations and sizes of historic
wildfires within the CWPP counties. There is a risk that incomplete reporting might imply that there is no
pressing need for this type of equipment. This could potentially put the status of the program in jeopardy.
During the previous CWPP update, stakeholders suggested exploring incentives for VFDs to increase levels of
reporting. In response to this, NFS now offers an incentive for participation. Only fire departments that report
their responses are eligible to apply for this equipment.

Although reporting has increased recently, VFDs are urged to continue stepping up this effort. The information
provides data to geographically focus grant assistance on those areas most prone to wildfire. The NFS has a
database already in place to facilitate this. Planners and fire departments are urged to work together to gather
and report wildfire data to assist fuels mitigation efforts and increase funding opportunities for fire equipment.
Departments can report their wildfire responses online. From the NFS home page, www.nfs.unl.edu, go to
Programs, Wildland Fire, and navigate to the fire reporting tab. Follow the login instructions the NFS provided to
your department (or email trees@unl.edu), then follow the prompts to create the report.

WUI Protection

Prepared communities reduce hazards, protect homes, and increase firefighter safety. Homeowners in WUI
areas should be encouraged to establish and expand Firewise® Communities, Fire-Adapted Communities, and
“Ready, Set, Go!” programs across the region. In a wildfire situation, responders often must quickly decide
which homes have the best chance of being saved so they can focus their efforts on them. Some Nebraska fire
departments have developed “triage” documents to help firefighters quickly assess these homes and
neighborhoods. Consider implementing this practice in the CWPP Areas of Concern. Preparation by property
owners prior to a wildfire can contribute to firefighter safety and help them protect structures. See Appendix I.

Work with counties and municipalities to evaluate one-way-in/one-way-out subdivisions for potential addition
of alternate ingress/egress routes. Estimate costs and identify potential grants or other financial assistance to
address these issues.

County zoning plans can be strengthened to include provisions to limit new construction in areas such as canyon
rims that are at high risk from wildfire. Counties may want to consider both the monetary costs to taxpayers and
the danger to fire department personnel responding to wildfires in these areas. At the very least, setbacks from
the canyon rims, adequate emergency access, and specific Firewise® practices should be considered for
implementation in the areas at highest risk. Communities across the planning area can adopt more stringent
building codes which may include regulations and requirements to reduce wildfire risk for residents and
community buildings.

Firebreaks and Fuelbreaks

Strategically placed firebreaks and fuelbreaks in the areas most at-risk from wildfire can give firefighters an edge
when protecting WUI areas. These two terms are often confused, but it is important to understand the
difference.

Generally narrower than a fuelbreak, a firebreak is a strip of land, 20 to 30 feet wide (or more), in which all
vegetation is removed down to bare, mineral soil each year prior to fire season.?? A firebreak is a discontinuity in
vegetation. It may be a gravel road, a river, or a dozer line. A “green” firebreak uses grasses with high moisture
content, such as winter rye or winter wheat to provide a break in the continuity of the fuel. A firebreak, if it is
wide enough, will stop the spread of direct flame. However, embers can still be lofted into the air and travel
across the line.?®
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A fuelbreak (or shaded fuelbreak) is an easily accessible strip of land of varying width (depending on fuel and
terrain), in which fuel density is reduced, thus improving fire control opportunities. The forest is thinned, and
remaining trees are pruned to remove ladder fuels. Brush, heavy ground fuels, snags, and dead trees are
disposed of, leaving an open, park-like appearance.? Fuelbreaks are commonly used to surround a community
and slow the spread of a wildfire. Decreasing the fuel load significantly reduces the risk of extreme fire
behavior.?®

Fuelbreaks provide quick access for wildfire suppression. Control activities can be conducted more safely due to
low fuel volumes. Strategically located, they break up large, continuous tracts of dense timber, thus limiting
uncontrolled spread of wildfire. This can aid firefighters greatly by slowing fire spread under normal burning
conditions. However, under extreme conditions, even the best fuelbreaks stand little chance of arresting a large
fire, regardless of firefighting efforts. Such fires, in a phenomenon called “spotting,” can drop firebrands % mile
or more ahead of the main fire, causing very rapid fire spread. These types of large fires may continue until
there is a major change in weather conditions, topography, or fuel type.?

It is critical to understand that both firebreaks and fuelbreaks are lines of defense. Homes and developments
between the break and the fire may remain vulnerable.?®

Communities are encouraged to identify the best locations for vegetation breaks to protect the WUI. Fuelbreaks
are most effective when placed along a natural firebreak such as a road. Choosing a site along a road also allows
easy access for equipment.

There are multiple methods of creating breaks, including mechanical, mulching, herbicide, grazing, prescribed
fire, and dozer lines. Each treatment has pros and cons, and some may be better suited to a particular site than
others. When choosing a method, consider topography, potential for erosion and other environmental effects,
access, aesthetics, and costs.

Fuelbreaks and firebreaks are most effective when they are regularly maintained. Dead vegetation and re-
sprouting trees should be removed during maintenance.

Training and Education

Firefighter Training

All VFDs are encouraged to participate fully in wildland training opportunities provided through the NFS, the
State Fire Marshal’s office, and NEMA. Some of the fire departments in the CWPP region are annual participants
in the Nebraska Wildland Fire Academy held at Fort Robinson State Park near Crawford. A complete description
of this is in the training overview earlier in this document. Those departments that do not currently participate
can be encouraged to do so.

Although not all VFDs have mandatory fitness requirements, local departments can be encouraged to
participate, both for safety and to lower insurance costs.

Educational Opportunities for Property Owners and the Public

The Firewise® and “Ready Set Go!” programs offer excellent guidelines for reducing the loss from wildfire for
both in-town and rural structures. The NFS “Living with Fire” publications, for both prairie and woodland areas,
are also valuable educational tools for property owners. Fire extinguisher inspections and operation training can
be offered as part of Firewise® events that participating communities ho