ECUADOR — Bushflre

Date: February 28 — Aprill 9, 1985

Locatlon: Isabela Island, the largest lsland of the Galapagos Archlpelago
' '
No. Dead: None reported

No, Affected: Entlre 1sland populatlon of 800

Damage: The small villages of Loja and Esperanza, 1lncluding 20 bulldings,
were destroyed; about 4,500 ha. of grassland were burned and 800 ha. of
coffee farms, or roughly one quarter of the island's arable land. Loss
of habltat affected many endangered specles of flora and fauna.

The Disaster

All of the Galapagos Islands were suffering from a prolonged drought in
early 1985, which produced an acute filre hazard. Isabela Island had had
no substantlal raln for elght months when two major flres broke out. On
February 28 1n Santo Tomas, a small willderness community of about 150
located southeast of the Cerro Negro Velcano, a farmer lost control of a
fire set to clear the undergrowth in one of hls flelds. The blaze spread
gquickly over a 40-ha. area. fueled by humus and roots up to two meters
deep., but was attacked by local residents and contalned wlthin 24 hours.
Fires continued to spread underground, however, and erupt 1n "hot spots",
especlally when wind gusts arose,

A second filre, probably caused by a careless hunter. erupted a few days
later on the southern slopes of the Cerro Negro Volcano, just north of
the town of Puerto Vlllamll. It spread northward, fannihg out to cover
an 8-kllometer front and burnlng dry grass, ferns, and low bush in a
4,000-ha. zone withln the Natlcnal Park.

The nature of the terraln, a comblnatlion of porous lava rock and dry
organlc matter interweaving among the lava boulders 60 cm or more below
the surface, made it difficult to determine if the fire was completely
extinguished. A spot extingulshed superficlally could contlnue to burn
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under the surface and the "extlngulshed" flre could rise again hours or
even days later. Thus, constant patrolling of the flre lines was
necessary. New outbreaks of fire occurred on the southern slopes of the
Cerro Negro Volcano; 1t was not posslble to determine 1f they were related
to the earller fire belleved to have been extingulshed. At thelr helght.
the filres formed a "J" shape running south from the volcano's highlands
and then west, paralleling the coast at a distance of several kllometers;
total length was about 30 km. At each of the two locatlons, slX to seven
separate filres were burning.

The most famous specles of animal affected by the fire was the Geochelone
elephantopsls, the glant Galapagos tortolse. Isolated colonles of sub-
specles of these tortolses populate the island, and those living in the
fire's path were reduced 1n number or denled food. By consumlng grass
lands, the filre also attacked Isabela's reptlles and blrds dlrectly and
indirectly. as nesting areas were burned out and grazing areas destroyed.
Some unique plant varletles were also casualtles and others will be
threatened in the future as area wlldlife search for alternate food
sources.

Actlon Taken by the Government of Ecuador (GOE) and Non—Governmental
organizations

The Governor of Galapagos went to Isabela to take charge and declared a
state of emergency for the province. BAmong the actlions he took were the
prohibition of liquor sales on Isabela; the conscrilption of all able-
bodled males over 18 on the island, about 200 men. who were subsequently
organized into nilne crews working nine hours a day to fight the flres;
and the evacuation of women and children from the flre zone. He also
called on INGALA (the Instituto Naclonal de Galapagos),., Civll Defense,
and the Natlonal Park Service for help. However, the GOE lacked one
cohesive organlzation to conduct a large-scale firefightlng campalgn, and
reconnalssance and loglstlcal support was lnsufficlent. Officlals under—
estimated the size and seriousness of the fire, and the Governor lifted
the state of emergency prematurely. Flreflghting ceased after a brilef
rainfall on March 4. Unfortunately, the raln d4id not extlngulsh the
fires but lnstead lulled people into belleving the danger was over.

Radio communication between the filre camp on Isabela and the Darwln
Station on Santa Cruz Island, used as a relay base to Qulito, was not
always possible, and misunderstandings between the dlfferent groups
involved in the firefilghting caused delays and confuslon 1n loglstics

and transportation of equlpment and personnel.

On March 2, the GOE declared a state of disaster and requested asslstance,
but the next day, the Ecuadorilan Civil Defense miscalculated the flre's
behavior and declared that no emergency exlsted. After the ralns on
March 4, all firefightlng personnel went home wlthout completling the
fireline. Three days later, the flres rekindled and blazed out of
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control and once again the GOE requested outslde assistance and renewed
the efforts of its own resources, including the Natlonal Park Service,
Army Speclal Forces, PRONAF (the National Forestry Service), and civil
Defense. On March 16, the GOE formally requested UNDRO to launch an
appeal to the internatlonal community.

Asslstance Provided by the United States Government

Oon March 3, based on reports recelved from the chief of the
Joint command of the Ecuadoran Armed Forces, and a regquest
for asslstance from Ecuador's president and Forelgn Mlnlstry.
the U.S. Ambassador declared that a state of disaster existed.
Reports lndicated that a major bush fire was burning beyond
control by resources avallable in the country. Funds were
lmmediately allcocated by OFDA: the Ambassador's authority of
$25,000 and additional funds for a U,S. Porest Service (USFS)
fireflightling mission.

Later that same day. however, the GOE withdrew its request
for asslstance, statlng that the fire was under control.

Thls assessment was faulty due to a number of factors
1ncluding a sudden rainfall that appeared to put out the filre
and a lack of coordinatlon and communication among the
varicus groups lnvolved in the flrefightlng (see description
of dlsaster above). The $25,000 was cancelled, but $20,000
had already been spent to mobllize USFS services. which
included 87 flreflghters and 4.5 MT of gear which were to be
flown to the Galapagos from the U.S.

Several days later 1t was evident once agaln that several
fires were burnling out of control. Reports from two AID
forestry speclalists sent to Isabela Island to assess the
situatlon, as well as another request from the GOE, prompted
the U.S. Ambassador to renew hls disaster declaration on
March 12.

To evaluate the flre situatlon, recommend approprlate rellef
supplles, assure proper fireflghtling technlques and tralnlng
in the use of flreflghtling equlpment., two USFS experts were
sent to the Galapagos, along wlth equlpment, to serve as
technlcal advisors. USFS personnel, GOE agency personnel,
and local volunteers worked together to construct flrelilnes.
A Peace Corps volunteer trained local conscripts 1n fire—
fightlng technliques and worked with them ln contalning the
flres. Loglstical problems plagued the rellef effort,
partlally because Isabela Island has no alrstrip and all
supplles and personnel to combat the flres had to be
alrlifted from Qulito t6 Baltra Island and then conveyed by
bhoat to Isabela.
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To assess USG response to the flres and to review with the
USAID Mlission preparedness actlvitles proposed wilth the GOE
Clvil Defense, OFDA's Asslistant Director for Latln America
and the Carlbbean flew to Ecuador and took part in an aerial
reconnalssance of the fire. A videotape was made by an AID
cameraman.

In April., two fire caches. one on Isabela and one on Santa
Cruz, were establlshed using the surplus tools provided by
OFDA. Both were under the Jurilsdiction of the Natlonal Park
Service.

Summary of USG Assistance

Cost of 1nitial mobllization by USFS....-cuseusraoracosenrsssecsensss $20,000

Communicatlions egqulpment.......sireirutoanasecsersosssssssssssaanas

Firefighting tools and equipment, including SSB radleos (which
were returned to OFDA), chalnsaws, fire swatters. shovels and
rakes, axes, backpack pumps. lanterns, and first ald kits were
flown in to Quito in two shipments, each accompained by a USFS
Fire Officer. Cost of thils USFS support, including equipment

and personnel...... LA s esasasraanea s e e e B e s s e

bebriefing trips to Washington for two USFS personnel...............$1,200

TOTAL

Asslstance Provided by U.S. Voluntary Adenciles

None reported

Assistance Provided by the Internatlional Community

Internatlional Organizations

UNESCO - provided the GOE $10,000 from the World Herltage Fund for the

repalr of installations damaged 1n the National Park.

UNDRO — gave a cash grant of $20,000 which was used to purchase fuel and

materials and provide lodging for flreflghting crews.
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Governments

Canada — sent a technician to assess the situation and twoc planes adapted
for water bombing, value not reported.

TOTAL $30,000




