11. FIRE PROTECTION MANAGEMENT
AND PLANNING
Northern Sweetvetch
(Hedysarum boreale)

The potential for wildland fires on the Idaho National Laboratory (INL) Site is high, particularly during the
months of July, August, and September. The INL Site has experienced numerous large fires, averaging about five
fires per year which involve approximately 15,000 acres per year.
The INL Fire Department provides wildland fire suppression services on the rangeland within the INL Site
boundary, as well as a 5-mile perimeter outside of the Site boundary. In addition, the fire department employs fire
pre-incident strategies, such as identification of special hazards and mitigation procedures and mapping necessary to
facilitate response to fires. The INL maintains mutual aid agreements with regional agencies, including the Bureau
of Land Management and Forest Service, to assist in response to high challenge wildland fires.
The INL maintains the “Idaho National Laboratory Wildland Fire Management Plan,” which incorporates essential elements of various federal and state fire management standards, policies, and agreements. A balanced fire
management approach has been adopted to ensure the protection of improved laboratory assets in a manner that
minimizes effects on natural, cultural, and biological resources. To this end, the INL has established a Wildland Fire
Management Committee to review season fuel management activities and the potential impact of all fires greater than
100 acres. One specific responsibility is to determine if a post-fire recovery plan is warranted.
The Wildland Fire Management Committee recommended that a recovery plan be developed following the 2019
Sheep Fire, which was estimated by the Environmental Surveillance, Education, and Research Program, using highresolution satellite imagery, to have burned over 99,000 acres. This plan involves soil stabilization for erosion and
weed control, cheatgrass and noxious weed control, native herbaceous recovery, and sagebrush habitat restoration.
Concurrent with development of the plan, U.S. Department of Energy-Idaho Operations Office and agency stakeholders will pursue aerially seeding approximately 25,000 acres of potentially important habitat with sagebrush in
February 2020.
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The potential for wildland fires on the Idaho National Laboratory (INL) Site is routinely high due to the
rapid growth of prairie grasses and brush during cool,
wet springs followed by extended dry weather in the late
spring and early summer months. The resulting dried
vegetation provides excellent fuel for potential wildfires
every season. Sagebrush, crested wheatgrass, and rabbitbrush are the three main ground fuels that occur on
the INL. During a typical fire season, the fire danger
rating in May and June is “moderate” and upgraded to
“high,” “very high,” or “extreme” during July, August,
and September (Figure 11-1). This is dependent upon
seasonal rainfall, humidity, wind, and ambient temperature trends. During the July–September time period, the
INL Site characteristically experiences little rainfall (normal annual precipitation is 9.1 in.), low humidity, high
daytime temperatures, and prevailing strong winds from
the southwest. INL has experienced numerous large fires
(e.g., Jefferson Fire in 2010 at 92,287 acres and Sheep

Figure 11-1. INL Fire Danger Rating Sign.
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Fire in 2019 at 112,106 acres [45,367 hectares]) and
averages approximately five fires involving over 15,000
acres (6,070 hectares) per year (1994–2019).

•

INEEL Sagebrush Steppe Ecosystem Reserve, Final
Management Plan Finding of No Significant Impact
(EA-ID-074-02-067)
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•

Candidate Conservation Agreement for Greater
Sage-grouse (DOE and USFWS 2014).

Boundary and Organization

The INL Fire Department provides wildland fire
suppression services on the rangeland within INL Site
boundaries, as well as a 5-mile perimeter outside of
the INL Site boundary. The department staffs three fire
stations 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Required
response apparatus includes wildland fire engines, mobile water tenders and a variety of support equipment to
combat wildland fires. The INL Fire Department is comprised of trained professionals tasked with responding to
medical, hazardous material, rescue, and structural and
wildland fire emergencies on the INL Site and state highways passing through the Site property.
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Fire Mitigation Strategies

The Fire Department maintains fire pre-incident
strategies. Wildland pre-planned strategies adopt recognized industry wildland fire tactics and ensure firefighter
safety through the adoption of National Wildfire Coordinating Group Incident Response Pocket Guide fire line
safety provisions. Additionally, the pre-plan strategies
incorporate the identification of special hazards and mitigation provisions (e.g., power transmission equipment,
radiological or chemical contamination areas, ordnance
locations) and mapping necessary to facilitate response
to fires. INL maintains mutual aid agreements with regional agencies, including the Bureau of Land Management and Forest Service, to assist in the response to high
challenge wildland fires.
INL maintains PLN-14401, “Idaho National Laboratory Wildland Fire Management Plan,” which implements comprehensive fire management elements. The
INL Wildland Fire Management Plan incorporates essential elements of the following:
•

DOE-STD-1066-2012, “Fire Protection”

•

DOE O 420.1C Chg 3, “Facility Safety”

•

2001 Federal Wildland Fire Management Policy
(NIFC 2001)

•

National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 1143,
“Standard for Wildland Fire Management”

•

NFPA 299, “Standard for Protection of Life and
Property from Wildfire”

•

Idaho National Laboratory Wildland Fire
Management Environmental Assessment (DOE 2003)

Personnel and property near the wildland interface/
intermix zones of each INL Site area are considered
protected from wildland fire. The INL’s fire management priority is to ensure firefighter, worker, and public
safety first. Infrastructure, natural, cultural, and biological resources are then protected, based on the relative values of each resource. The INL takes necessary
suppression actions to minimize the threat of wildland
fire on mission important improved property, including
protection of wildland urban interfaces and intermixes.
Beyond this focus, the INL Site lies within the upper
Snake River Plain sagebrush steppe ecosystem, which
is threatened with irreversible conversion to non-native
annual weeds by fire management practices in combination with the natural fire process. Consequently, the
INL wildland fire plan incorporates a balanced fire management approach that ensures, to the extent possible,
the protection of improved laboratory assets in a manner
that minimizes effects on natural, cultural, and biological resources.
INL maintains defensible spaces between wildland
vegetation and desert INL Site facilities. Vegetation is
removed or reduced to create a substantial buffer area at
the perimeter of all significant INL Site areas, and seasonal vegetation inspections are performed to ensure the
buffer is maintained. Significant INL structures are built
with noncombustible or fire-resistant materials and have
automatic fire sprinkler systems to protect them.
INL has implemented comprehensive fire prevention programs to minimize the potential for humancaused fires. Fuels are managed near potential operational ignition sources seasonally. This includes
mowing operations at INL gun ranges and along main
roadways. Fire danger ratings and fire prevention messages are posted at strategic INL Site locations, including public highways. Employee bulletins are generated throughout the wildland fire season to maintain a
heightened awareness of fire danger conditions. Fire
restrictions are implemented during periods of elevated
fire danger to minimize activities that could start a fire.
INL has established a Wildland Fire Management
Committee (WFMC) that is chartered with reviewing
seasonal fuel management activities and the potential
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impacts of all fires greater than 100 acres in size. The
WFMC makes recommendations, as necessary, to maintain INL’s cultural resources and an ecosystem of native
vegetation, natural fire cycles and other resource values.
One specific responsibility of the WFMC is to determine
when the development of a post-fire recovery plan for
fires larger than 100 acres is warranted. Post-fire recovery plans are developed to address impacts of fire suppression activities and the potential effects of a fire on
native species recovery and associated wildlife habitat
within the burned area. Following the 2019 Sheep Fire,
INL’s WFMC determined that a post-fire recovery plan
should be developed and WFMC members expressed an
interest in a plan where implementation is phased over
five years and is flexible, where specific actions can be
implemented individually depending on specific resource
concerns and funding availability.
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Sheep Fire

The Sheep Fire Recovery Plan will include four
natural resource recovery objectives:
1) Soil stabilization for erosion and weed control
immediately post-fire
2) Cheatgrass and noxious weed control within the
larger burned area
3) Native herbaceous recovery
4) Sagebrush habitat restoration.
Multiple treatment options for improving post-fire
recovery will also be included in the plan, as will steps
that should be considered prior to implementing those
options. Concurrent with development of the plan, U.S.
Department of Energy and agency stakeholders will
pursue aerially seeding approximately 25,000 acres of
potentially important habitat with sagebrush in February
2020.

The lightning-caused Sheep Fire started on July 22,
2019, in a remote region of the INL Site. The INL Site
Fire Department and Bureau of Land Management responded under a unified command employing multiple
fire suppression strategies. By July 25, 2019, minimal
fire activity was reported, and the Sheep Fire was 100%
contained by the afternoon of July 26, 2019. The initial Sheep Fire boundary was created by the Bureau of
Land Management and estimated the burned area to be
approximately 112,106 acres (45,367 hectares). The
Environmental Surveillance, Education and Research
Program later used high-resolution satellite imagery collected after the fire to delineate the Sheep Fire burned
area and, for post-fire recovery planning purposes, reduced the burned area estimate to approximately 99,839
acres (40,403 hectares).
The fire impacted a variety of ecological resources,
including 21 different soil types, nine vegetation classes,
and numerous wildlife species, including greater sagegrouse, which is designated as Species of Greatest Conservation Need by the state of Idaho. The Sheep Fire
Ecological Resources Post-Fire Recovery Plan was initiated in October 2019 and will be finalized and delivered
to the WFMC in late-winter 2020. It will discuss the
potential risks of the Sheep Fire to ecological resources
and challenges to the natural recovery of those resources.
The WFMC can use the information presented in the
plan to evaluate and prioritize specific fire recovery actions.

Figure 11-2. Emergency Crew Working to Contain
Sheep Fire.
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