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"Respect for the Forest", translated article from Z'man Haifa, Dec. 10, 2010 

Prof. Haim Kutiel, forestry specialist, warns us about the future if we do not respect the forests.

Israel's forests do not spontaneously burst into flames from natural causes, such as thunder storms. All fires are caused by people; some, the result of carelessness, and others are set deliberately.                 
Nonetheless, weather conditions at the time the fire ignites greatly influence the intensity, extent to and rate at which it spreads. The velocity and direction of the wind are factors most affecting the spread of fire. Other considerations are the temperature and relative humidity, in addition to the amount and quantity of moisture in the material feeding the flames, as well as the topography of the area.

All the above, lethal factors combined in the recent Mount Carmel Fires, considered by many as Israel's worst ecological disaster.  The fire broke out on December 2, after a period of more than ten days of unseasonably, high temperatures and extreme dryness. Throughout this period, the Carmel region's relative humidity was 20% or less; humidity typical of Eilat in the summer, not Israel's coastal plain in December. The winds were easterly to south-easterly, at an average velocity of between 20-40 km/h, with gusts of wind at twice the intensity. Except for 2 mm of rain that fell in November, there had been no rainfall for nearly eight months, conditions ripe for combustible materials to ignite. Under these circumstances, negligence in extinguishing even the smallest fire will result in the swift spread of blazes of enormous proportions. The ravine topography of the Carmel causes a wind tunnel, increasing the wind's velocity, which in any event is very high, enabling the fire to leap from one slope to the next and from one ravine to the next, and making it very difficult to control. In the event of mega-fires, such as this one, enormous amounts of energy are released into the environment, altering pressure systems, resulting in the change of the wind's direction, which is often very different from the direction of the dominant, unaffected winds only a short distance away. For this reason, many of the firefighters justifiably complained that they were misled by the wind, which was constantly changing direction.

I happened to be in the area of the fire an hour after it broke out. We were just outside the town of Usfiya, in the Nahal Alon region. Together with others in the area, including the Israel Broadcasting Channel 1 film crew, we witnessed a horrible sight: flames leaping from one side of the ravine to another at a distance of tens of meters in just seconds, and tens of meters in height. I have no doubt that already at that hour, about 12:30 p.m., it was impossible to have brought the fire under control. It had already spread to a number of ravines simultaneously, and in a very short time.  I don't know of any place in the world with a firefighting system that would be capable of mobilizing and coordinating such a large number of firefighters within minutes and deploying them in a region like the Carmel, given the nature of its terrain. Moreover, even after the necessary changes in the firefighting system are made, in addition to receiving the required manpower and equipment, thereby upgrading the system comparable to that of the developed world, even then, if a fire broke in the same area, under the same weather conditions, it is doubtful if we could control it in time. 
Russia and the United States have also had to deal with the challenges of controlling their respective wildfires. The conclusion is, in addition to reorganizing and being well equipped, it is imperative to invest in education about the dangers of negligent behavior concerning extinguishing camp fires, barbecues, cigarettes, etc., particularly when weather conditions in the Carmel are lethal. Where the public is well informed and aware of the danger, less fire trucks are needed.

Prof. Haim Kutiel is the head of the Climate Lab, Dept. of Geography and Environmental Studies, Haifa University

