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On August 26, 2009, the Station Fire was started by an arsonist in the Angeles National Forest, just north of 
Los Angeles, CA. It was the largest fire in Los Angeles County’s recorded history, burning a total of 161,189 
acres – or nearly 252 square miles.  The fire was declared 100% contained on October 16, 2009.  The cost 
of the firefighting effort totaled more than $95 million.   
 

The Angeles National Forest is comprised of 650,000 acres of land in four major watersheds: Los Angeles 
River, San Gabriel River, Mojave River, and Santa Clara River.  The Station Fire impacted all four 
watersheds, causing large-scale devastation to water, soil, vegetation, wildlife, and cultural resources.   
 
Valuable infrastructure was also destroyed or damaged, including a $4 million fire station and other 
administrative buildings, the historic Vetter Mountain fire lookout tower, campgrounds, picnic areas, water 
systems, communication sites, 320 miles of Forest Service System roads and 225 miles of trails.  
 
The Station Fire burned hot, removing all vegetation from entire drainages and deeply burning the soils on 
steep sideslopes.  This has put much of the area within the burned area – as well as downstream urban 
communities – at risk to massive erosion, debris flows, and flooding during subsequent winter storm 
seasons and summer storm events.   
 
Since the fire, most of the burned area has been closed to public access – both to allow the ecosystem 
within the burned area to recover, and to keep people safe from potential hazards such as flash flooding, 
debris flows, falling trees, and dry ravel or loose rock. 
 
 

 

Initial damage assessments identified the following impacts and threats to resources from the Station Fire:   

• Ecosystem functionality through loss of vegetation, increased watershed response, and altered hydrologic 
regimes (i.e., increased debris flows and erosion, flash flooding, etc. – especially in stream channels). 

• Wildlife resources (animals and their habitat) through lack of vegetative cover, compromised water quality and 
quantity, increased spread of non-native species, loss of individuals, and potential loss of viability due to isolated 
populations. 

• Imperiled wildlife species native to the area either lost or stand to lose one of their last places of refuge in the 
world through habitat modification, increased watershed response, and exposure to new sources of threat.  
Species include the California condor, mountain yellow-legged frog, Santa Ana sucker, and other riparian species. 

• Heritage resources (archaeological and cultural) through increased erosion, vandalism, and potential for looting. 

• Botanical resources (plants) through watershed disturbances, threat from non-native, invasive plants, and 
increased unauthorized access. 

• Forested landscapes:  37,000 acres of the burn area supported forests of pine, fir, oak and other hardwood tree 
species.  Of these fire-impacted forested acres, 11,000 acres will not return to a forested status without human 
intervention. 

• Human life and property through debris flows, rock fall, flooding, hazard trees, and exposure to hazardous 
materials discovered after the fire. 
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The Forest Service has developed a comprehensive strategy to guide the process of ecological recovery 
and infrastructure restoration within the area burned by the Station Fire.  The strategy was developed in 
partnership with the National Forest Foundation, and supported through a donor grant. 
 
The Station Fire Restoration Strategy (SFRS) provides a step-by-step road map to guide the Forest Service 
in developing integrated recovery projects that will achieve their vision for ecosystem recovery, sustainable 
public use and enjoyment of the land, and unprecedented involvement of partners and volunteers in 
stewardship of the Angeles National Forest.   
 
The objectives of the SFRS are to: 

• Restore the ecosystem and human-made infrastructure (for example, recreation facilities) within the 
burned area to a better condition than existed prior to the fire. 

• Identify, design, prioritize and schedule restoration projects over time. 

• Design ecosystem recovery treatments and actions to facilitate the natural recovery process, working 
with nature. 

• Develop a Volunteer, Interpretation, and Partnership stewardship program to enlist public participation 
in fire recovery efforts. 

• Establish a community-based “Friends of the Angeles” organization to assist forest managers in future 
stewardship of the forest.   

 
The SFRS report describes the restoration strategy in detail, and can be viewed on the Angeles National 
Forest website at http://www.fs.fed.us/r5/angeles . 
 
The Forest Service has begun to implement the Station Fire Restoration Strategy, as funding and staffing 
have allowed.  For example, in 2010, invasive plant species were removed on 3,600 acres; 110 miles of trail 
have been repaired; 4 recreation sites were cleaned up and reopened.  Tree planting in the burned area 
began in February 2011; more than 4,000 acres will be planted by contractors in 2011, as part of a carbon 
demonstration project.  Volunteer crews will also plant approximately 66,000 trees over a three-year period. 
 
While this is a good start, a significant amount of ecosystem and infrastructure restoration work remains to 
be done.   
 
 
 
 
 
The Forest Service faces two major challenges in implementing the Station Fire recovery treatments: a 
substantial lack of funds, and staff to do the work and to oversee the work of volunteers.  Without considerable 
help from partners, in the form of sustained funding and staffing, the SFRS vision will not be achieved. 
 
The good news is that the recovery strategy has presented an opportunity for legacy-level projects, with the 
potential for national or even global benefits.  The time is right for a collaborative effort and a new way of 
doing business on the Angeles National Forest that will engage the public in conserving important public 
lands for current and future generations. 
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