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The Carmel Forest Fire – One Year Later (January 2012)
 A status report on the Carmel forest fire, written in question and answer format. Questions were referred to the Resources Development & Public Affairs Division by KKL Switzerland.
1. How was it possible that the fire was so mighty?

A prolonged drought in the summer of 2010 made the vegetation particularly dry. This, coupled with high winds and dry weather on the day the fire broke out, created the conditions that led to the huge conflagration.

2. How large was the burned area?

2500 hectares were burned.

3. What was the reason for the fire?

It was apparently due to human negligence. However, the issue is still being investigated by Israel’s State Comptroller and Ombudsman, who has not yet publicized his findings.

4. Is it a problem for the environment to plant other (not originally located) trees there, and why?

We do not intend to plant non-native trees on the Carmel. If planting is necessary, the emphasis will be on native woodland species and fruit trees.

5. How was the work with the different fire departments during the fire?

Cooperation was very good among all bodies. In general, KKL personnel operated within the framework of the incident command in areas with which our people were familiar and utilizing firefighting techniques with which our people have a great deal of experience.

6. What kinds of trees were planted?

Before the fire, 90% of the burned area was natural forest – Aleppo pine and Kermes oak, and the planted forests were mainly Mediterranean pine – Jerusalem pine, Turkish pine, stone pine and cypress. After the fire, as part of the rehabilitation of the damaged forest, native orchard species will be planted – almonds, olives, and figs, as part of the restoration of ancient terraces. Native woodland species will be planted in the rest of the area – broad-leaved species such as oak, terebinth and carob.

7. What was the part of the KKL during the inferno?

We brought together KKL firefighting forces from all over the country, including some 12 large fire trucks and 25 smaller fire trucks, and teams who operated as one unit in one firefighting sector on the Carmel.

8. What projects are planned for the future in the region?

Rehabilitation of the burned forest, which will take five to ten years, based on our experience in rehabilitating forests in the north that were damaged during the Second Lebanon War. In addition, we are creating firebreaks around communities and installations that are near or on the edges of the forest. We are developing these areas as alternative recreation sites for the large numbers of visitors to the Carmel each year. These include scenic routes, lookouts, trails and picnic areas. We will also be constructing parks, playgrounds, etc. to show our support for the communities that suffered during the fire.

9. What will be different, what will you change (in the strategy)?

The main recommendation made by the governmental committee regarding future forest management was to increase spacing between trees in the Mount Carmel forest, as natural regeneration is expected to be very dense. The development of firebreaks around communities and neighborhoods was also recommended. In addition, efforts will be made to increase cattle and goat grazing on Mount Carmel to reduce fuel loads and fire hazard.

10. Will you plant only local species of trees in the future?

As part of the post-fire rehabilitation of the damaged forest, native orchard species will be planted – almonds, olives, and figs, as part of the restoration of ancient terraces. Native woodland species will be planted in the rest of the area – broad-leaved varieties such as oaks, terebinth and carobs.

11. What are the local species of trees?

The species mentioned in the answer to question 16.
12. How will the environment be protected in the future?

Following the Carmel fire we initiated the conception of a binding position paper calling for the creation of firebreaks around communities. This position paper was formulated together with the Ministry of Environmental Protection, the Israel Nature and Parks Authority, and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development. We are currently working throughout the country in keeping with the paper’s guidelines. KKL’s directors have transferred one-time additional funding of tens of millions of shekels for the creation of firebreaks around communities within KKL forests. In 2011, KKL established dozens of such buffer zones around communities in the north, the center and the south. It should be noted in this regard that KKL is the only body that spent money for this purpose in 2011 (the government of Israel has not yet allocated money for rehabilitation or fire prevention on Mount Carmel). We are now studying the prototype of a new fire truck especially made to fight forest fires, whose equipment was designed according to the specifications of KKL experts. KKL plans to purchase eight of these fire trucks within the next six months.

13. How can we help for the future?

We face a great challenge in the rehabilitation of a huge area and in supporting the communities that suffered losses during the fire. The rehabilitation will take five to ten years and will require marshalling of resources that will allow us to successfully meet this challenge. We also intend to implement long-term monitoring and research that will determine the optimal management methods for the burned areas.

14. Is it possible to do hands-on training with you?

Yes (Omri Boneh, head of KKL-JNF's Northern region).

15. Is it not better for the environment to let the burned area recover itself without human work? And why?

We wish to rely on natural renewal, but burnt wood must be logged out in order to reduce fuel loads in case of future fire. Dense natural rejuvenation, primarily of Aleppo pine, must also be reduced. Otherwise, the future forest will have low biodiversity that cannot support recreational activity and is very vulnerable to the spread of fire. Each disaster is also an opportunity to modify previous practices. For example, we now plan to restore ancient agricultural terraces by planting trees such as almonds, figs and olives, which will serve both as field breaks and provide fruit-picking activities for local residents and visitors.

16. What are your findings and what is your analysis, one year after the inferno?

In Mediterranean region forest fires are an ever-present threat that will probably worsen due to global warming and prolonged droughts. During the rehabilitation process it is important to manage the forest in a way that will increase resilience to fire and drought. It is also important to develop firebreaks around communities and introduce heavy grazing in the forest.

