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The efforts of the Big Bear Valley Fire Safe Council not only meet, but also well exceed the 
requirements of the HFRA for the purposes of their CWPP. 

Approval of this recommendation would agree with the contents of the CWPP and support 
the efforts of the Big Bear Valley Fire Safe Council in their pursuit of grant funds to complete 
their objectives stated in the plan that would ultimately make their community safer. 

REVIEW BY OTHERS: This item has been reviewed by the County Administrative Office 
(Wayne Thies, Administrative Analyst, 387-5409) on January 24, 2007; County Counsel (L. 
Thomas Krahelski, Deputy County Counsel, 387-5436) on January 25, 2007; and 
coordinated with the Third Supervisorial District. 

FINANCIAL IMPACT: None. County agreement with the contents of the CWPP does not 
obligate the County to any future financial liability. Funding for future fuels reduction 
projects as stated in the CWPP will be provided by the Department of Agriculture and the 
USFS directly, or through the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection to either 
the IEFSA or the local FSC. 

SUPERVISORIAL DISTRICT(S): Third 

PRESENTER: Peter Brierty, Assistant Chief/Fire Marshal, 386-8405 
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Section 1.0 Executive Summary 

The Big Bear Valley Community Wildfire Protection Plan (BBVCWPP) discusses both 
public and private concerns. Successful wildfire protection planning involves a review of all 
protection measures that contribute to a collective “systems approach” process. Eliminating 
the risk or threat is not always possible when living in a forest. What is possible is 
minimizing the threat by reducing structure ignitability, developing defensible space, and 
conducting fuels treatment that reduce the intensity and severity of a wildland fire.  

The driving force in developing the BBVCWPP was the Healthy Forest Initiative, the Old & 
Grand Prix Fires, other historic fires (Bear, Panorama, and Willow), and the ongoing 
mortality rate of trees within the San Bernardino National Forest. Three broad categories that 
are discussed in this Plan are (1) the need for fuel breaks and treatments around and within 
the communities of the Big Bear Valley and in the forest itself; (2) the degree to which 
enforcement and voluntary participation contributes to the protection scheme; and (3) the 
willingness to develop and implement retrospective and prospective strategies to reduce the 
structural ignitability of properties within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI).   

Section 1.1 Plan Process 

This Plan was developed after review and evaluation of the National Fire Plan, California 
Fire Plan template (August 2004 version), South Big Bear Fuels Reduction Project, San 
Bernardino County Operational Area Plan, and other available relevant documents.  

Although this Plan is a public document for Homeland Security issues, certain maps that 
specifically provide information that may be sensitive in nature are not included. They 
include fire regime maps, condition class, fire history, utility maps, and critical infrastructure 
maps. At this time, the writers of this document have chosen not to identify and discuss items 
considered to be of a sensitive nature in accordance with Homeland Security guidelines.  

Section 1.2 Introduction 

The Big Bear Valley is nestled in the San Bernardino National Forest.  The Valley is one of 
the only premiere four season mountain resort communities in Southern California.  This 
Valley supports year round activities for snow skiing, fishing, boating, hiking, hunting, off-
roading, mountain biking, and just relaxing & enjoying the forest environment. It is home to 
small boutique shops, eateries, small entertainment businesses, light manufacturing, and 
commercial industries that support tourism. In 2004, approximately 6 million people visited 
the Big Bear Valley.  
 
Unknown to most visitors is the fact that the City of Big Bear Lake and the unincorporated 
Big Bear City Community Services District are listed in the Federal Registry as communities 
at high risk to wildland fires.  Making fire even more of a threat is the ongoing and continual 
tree death rate within the WUI.  A combination of issues has contributed to the alarming 
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increase in the death rate of various trees within the San Bernardino National Forest. The 
purpose of this document is to address these issues and propose measures that can reduce the 
threat of fire to our communities, simultaneously restoring the health of our forest.  
 
Southern California has had drought-like conditions. This is a recurrent event and similar 
droughts have occurred in the past 100 years, and yet the tree mortality has never occurred to 
this extent.  In some areas of Lake Arrowhead, nearly 90% of all conifer trees have died.  In 
the San Bernardino National Forest, it is estimated that nearly 13 million trees have died. It 
has actually been said, “we have loved our forests to death.” 
 
Secondly, the watershed from years of drought conditions and depletion of the upper ground 
water aquifers has reduced the available water used by both vegetation and domestic sources.   
 
During the last century after human occupation, fires in the Big Bear Valley have been small 
in nature. After the turn of the twentieth century and from the earliest date of Forest Service 
records, the Big Bear Valley has been absent any large or catastrophic fire.  
 
Development in the Valley has caused the elimination of some existing trees, shrubs, and 
other plants, but it has done little to curtail the catastrophic fire hazard potential in the Valley. 
It can even be said that development has added fuel to the fire.  In fact, it could be argued 
recent fire modeling of the Big Bear Valley indicates to a high degree that burnable fuel 
loading, topography, and cyclical climatic conditions cause Big Bear Valley to be susceptible 
to a large and/or catastrophic fire.  
 
In spite of this very high fire hazard potential rating over the past decades, our fire 
suppression efforts have been successful at minimizing property damage as well as large 
vegetation fires in and around the Big Bear Valley. Yet the susceptibility to a large fire has 
not diminished. For the most part, little can be done to change the topographical and climatic 
conditions of the Big Bear Valley leaving one of the only changeable features, that being fuel 
loading. 
 
Prior to Valley development, the Forest Service notes that area fires were more frequent and 
less intense. This was during an era where fires started by Native Americans and/or lightning 
caused fires removed the natural accumulation of burnable fuels such as pine needles, twigs, 
brush, saplings, branches, snags, and down dead trees and were left to burn out naturally 
leaving a mosaic pattern of fuel density across the landscape of the National Forest.  
 
Over the years, logging of trees helped to reduce the fuel density found in the forest. This 
practice has been eliminated as a current use of the forest as it transitioned to a tourism and 
urbanized relief setting, except for the reduction of trees for firewood or small thinning 
projects. Even the harvesting of Christmas trees by permit is forbidden. This is an indication 
of the times where environmental sensitivity and preservation of most trees was seen as a 
normal course of action on both private and public lands but did little to curb fuel loading in 
our communities and in the forest.  
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The heightened awareness from a series of catastrophic fires, the rise of beetle infestation,
disease, and drought led to experts  rethinking past policies and to prescribe treatments to
create and sustain forest health as well as provide fuel breaks that would reduce the threat to
communities which are at risk.

The hands off  approach to harvesting/thinning trees combined with quick suppression
efforts and cyclical climatology has combined to exacerbate the declining health of the forest.

This has only increased the
probability that a catastrophic fire
would occur consuming large areas
currently populated by all sizes and
types of trees and vegetation.
Harvesting/thinning selected trees and
brush in forest areas that are densely
overpopulated to help reduce the
wildfire threat and to create a more
bio-diverse ecosystem is necessary. It
must be recognized that fuel loading
is at its all time high on both private
and public lands. The understory of

manzanita, ironwood, and scrub oak height range up to 3 to 18 feet with a dense co-mingled
canopy that makes it difficult to walk through.  Increasingly, the number of dead pine and fir
trees is noticeable in the forest in contrast to having one of the wettest years on record.

The tree mortality rate is relatively indiscriminate of age and size.  Some of the largest and
oldest trees in the San Bernardino National Forest exist within the Big Bear Valley.  One of
the largest lodge pole pine trees in the United States is located in the forest just south of Big
Bear Lake. Large Jeffery pine and white fir series are 250 to 350 years old. Measures to
protect and preserve these trees may be necessary, i.e., removing other trees and brush in and
around these trees and potentially spraying the trees on an ongoing basis to protect them from
beetle infestation.

During the Old Fire in 2003, this conflagration reached a triggering point that forced the
evacuation of the communities of the Big Bear Valley for a period of three days.  The social
and economic effect that resulted has made it difficult for some in the business community to
survive. More importantly, there is a feeling of complacency that has set in.  People s
perception is that the evacuation was unwarranted. Citizens have been heard to say The next
time, I am not going to evacuate.   These attitudes and the high fuel loading combine to set
the stage for a potential disaster that could occur the next time a large fire occurs.  Public
education measures must be taken to inform the community on construction standards,
defensible space practices, forest health issues, the need for forest thinning, fuel loading,
hazard analysis, protection of old growth trees, the importance of protecting the watershed,
and to actively educate the community on the reintroduction of prescriptive and controlled
fires into the Big Bear ecosystem on both public and private lands.
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It is, therefore, essential to effect a community fire protection plan that addresses the 
following issues. 
 
Section 1.3 Overall Goals 

 
General Goals 
• Ensure the long-term economic stability of the communities by reducing the fire 

threat risk from very high to moderate/low.  
• Identify lands private, public, forested, urbanized or otherwise that, if treated, would 

reduce the potential fire impact to communities and structures in and around the Big 
Bear Valley. This is commonly referred to as the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) 
zone. 

• Implement fuel reduction measures to assure continuing and ongoing safety of the 
Big Bear Valley watershed and recharge aquifers.  

• Identify high valued areas that, if absent from trees, would have a detrimental effect 
on the appearance and ambiance of the communities of the Big Bear Valley.  Propose 
and implement measures to assure the long-term survivability of these trees.  

• Identify and support new markets that collectively, with public and private 
partnerships, assure that the forest vegetation and trees that are removed go to sources 
that have a beneficial use, i.e., lumber, biomass chips for landscaping, erosion 
control, and/or energy.  

• Enhance biodiversity and forest health. 
 
Buildings  
• Review, evaluate, and modify fire wise building codes and fire protection laws for 

private landowners/builders to reduce home ignitions. 
• Review, evaluate, and make recommendation for a fuel reduction and vegetation 

management/landscape ordinance.  
• Design and develop a list of building standards that existing homeowners can 

voluntarily install to reduce the vulnerability of their homes.   
 
Public Education 
• Provide education to property owners about the need for fire wise construction 

standards, laws, and codes.  
• Through public education and enforcement efforts, maintain ongoing practices of 

assuring the removal of overgrown vegetation and fuel loading on private lands. 
Emphasize defensible space clearing on private lands within the Big Bear Valley.   

• Monitor, report, and educate citizenry on changes in the biodiversity evidenced 
within the Big Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface (WUI). 

• Seek as needed assistance from the Natural Resource Conservation Service on 
monitoring and implementing ways to educate citizenry on methods and techniques to 
help reduce soil erosion. 

• Educate the public on public land fuel treatments, which will reduce local fire risk 
and improve forest health conditions. 




