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An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure – building “walls” against fires

From the Press

Aviv Lavie, Ma’ariv 30/5/11, and Gefen, the local Zikhron Ya’akov newspaper, 10/6/11
In the wake of the Carmel wildfire that raged this last December an inter-office committee was established to formulate policies to minimize damages from future wildfires. KKL-JNF and the Israel Nature and Parks Authority the two bodies responsible for most of Israel’s forests and woodlands, prepared a document detailing necessary steps to protect the 40 or so communities located in forested areas throughout Israel’s Mediterranean region, particularly the Carmel and the Galilee. The main proposal is the establishment of a firebreak – a cleared area with no vegetation – that will serve as a buffer between the settlement and the forest. 

The buffer area will be composed of two sections: the first, 25 meters wide, will be around the outer row of houses in the community. All trees taller than 2 meters will be cut, leaving only well spaced shrubs. The outer strip, which will be located in the forest, will be 50 meters wide. It will have trees but they will be thinned out and their canopies will be pruned to prevent canopy fires. In addition the plan calls for controlled grazing to clear fast-burning herbaceous vegetation. 

Two delegations of foreign foresters, from Australia and the USA, visited Israel and shared their experience in coping with large forest fires. In both these countries forestry experts reached a similar conclusion, and created buffers surrounding human habitations in forested areas. Dr. David Brand, KKL-JNF’s chief forester, notes that in extreme situations even buffers will not always stop the spread of fires, but will slow them down, providing precious time for firefighters to begin their work. 

KKL-JNF is already implementing this policy according to Dr. Brand. In the Jerusalem Mountains work on fire buffers is already underway in eight communities. The work will be coordinated with the local residents, some of whom object to “their” trees being cut down, even if this increases the danger of wildfire spread. 

The Carmel Coast Regional Council is already at work, with KKL-JNF and the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, to determine where cattle herds will be placed to clear buffer areas by grazing. One cow eats about 40 kilograms of fodder daily, so that an entire herd can significantly reduce the amount of herbaceous vegetation and with it the danger of fire spreading. Clearing trees and other plants is also underway, naturally in close cooperation with KKL-JNF. 
