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California

Hats Off to the Big Red Truck

When the Sims Fire broke out in
northern California last summer, the
Big Red Truck Project made a big
difference.

Firefighters who battled the 4,000-
acre blaze credited defensible space
measures taken by property owners for

limiting loss of structures in the fire.
Property owners had bought into the
concept, thanks in no small part to The
Big Red Truck Project.

The Trinity Resource Conservation
District manages a Rural Advisory
Council grant that pays volunteer fire
departments to inspect properties and
inform landowners about changes
necessary to protect their properties
from fire.

District Manager Pat Frost credited
Jesse Cox, chief of the area volunteer

fire chiefs association, with the idea of
using a big, red fire truck as part of the
inspection program. “He said to get the
biggest red fire truck and drive it out
to properties so landowners could see
for themselves if the truck could clear
trees, turn around, cross over culverts,”
said Frost.

If fire trucks can’t safely negotiate
their way on and off properties,
firefighters won’t go there during a
wildfire. Hundreds of landowners in
Trinity County got the message.

Reporter John Driscoll wrote in the
Eureka, California, Times-Standard,
that firefighters were happy to see
homes considered most at risk from
the Sims fire were well-protected.
“Residents had cleared vegetation
around their homes and had metal or
asphalt roofs on their houses. That
helped firefighters in their efforts to
spare the properties,” he wrote.

Driscoll quoted USDA Forest Service
Fire Information Officer Keith Wright,
who said, “I don’t know whether
they’ve seen that before or not. The
firefighters were raving about how
well the residents were prepared for
this situation.” The Sims Fire may

be an example to communities that
haven’t begun pushing for better fire
protection, Wright added.

Local RACs and fire safe councils

in the area leverage grants and assist
homeowners in protecting their homes
from wildfire. Areas in Humboldt, Del
Norte, Siskiyou and Trinity counties
have received accolades for fire
planning.

The Sims Fire broke out in the Six
Rivers National Forest. It flared up
quickly in strong down-canyon winds
along the South Fork of the Trinity
River. Firefighters, after a massive
onslaught, contained the fire. A cabin
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and three outbuildings were lost.
Firefighters estimated that at least 29
buildings, many of them homes, were
spared, in part by defensible space.

Under the RAC grant, the Trinity
District pays volunteer fire
departments $25 per inspection

for up to 200 inspections per
department. There are 16 volunteer
fire departments in the county. Fire
department personnel roll up in a fire
truck, conduct inspections and then
inform landowners what they need

to do to make their property more

fire safe. Frost and Chief Cox visited
all the volunteer fire departments to
conduct one-day training sessions. The
district also publicized the program in
local media.

“If it hadn’t been for the fact that so
many of those landowners had been
informed of what needed to do and
then done it, firefighters would not
have been able to save as many homes
as they did,” said Frost.

A big, red fire truck rolls out for another defensible space inspection on private land in
Trinity County, California. Jesse Cox, chief of the area volunteer fire chiefs association,
conceived of the idea so landowners could see for themselves if the truck could clear
trees, turn around, cross over culverts.

The project’s goal is to complete 3,200
inspections, or almost every home in
the county.
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