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CALFIRE and U.S. Forest Service co-host Wildfire Awareness Week press conference at Ramona Airbase. 

  



 
 

Introduction 
The Border Agency Fire Council (BAFC) is an organization that is comprised of 29 United States and 

Mexican governmental agencies and organizations that represent fire protection and law 

enforcement professionals, emergency responders, natural resource managers, elected officials, 

and consular representatives in the binational area.  The BAFC was formed in 1996 to help save 

lives, to protect property, and to protect sensitive habitat along the U.S./Mexico international 

border.   

The major goals of BAFC are to: 

1. Establish and maintain relationships with U.S. and Mexican government agencies.  

2. Strengthen awareness and cooperation on preserving biodiversity.  

3. Continue effective fire prevention, suppression, and emergency response. 

Through collaborative efforts the BAFC has ensured better access to the wild land along the border 

for emergency responders. Threatened and endangered species and their habitats are now better 

protected because of the partnership.  Member agencies have enhanced communication among 

responders on both sides of the border, as well as helped educate people in both countries with 

fire safety messages.  

An unprecedented binational mutual assistance plan is thriving because of this program. This 

important plan established dispatching and resource utilization procedures that enable 

participating agencies to work cooperatively to suppress fires and take appropriate actions on 

emergency situations on the border.  

History 

Although the Border Agency Fire Council was formally created during the 1996 fire season, the 

first meetings were held during the fall of 1995 due to a dramatic increase in wildfire activity in 

southeastern San Diego County.  To address the increase in wildfires effectively, it was determined 

that binational cooperation was essential. As a result, authorities representing both sides of the 

border continue to meet regularly to maintain the binational cooperation that started in 1996.  

  



Fire Season 2015  
Wildfire season is a year-around concern for Californians. Fire seasons have become longer and 

wildfires have become more frequent, bigger, and severe due to climate change, drought, 

hazardous fuel buildups, insect infestations, and non-native plant invasions. Wildland firefighters 

not only have to deal with natural disasters or events, but also with the destructive human 

element. Some issues that were seen in 2015 include, for example, the public’s use of Unmanned 

Aircraft Systems (UAS)—also known as “drones”—during wildfires. Because of the surge in the 

amount of wildfires nationally, it has been necessary to increase staffing by bringing in the 

military. 

Four years of drought make the need for cooperation and collaboration even more imperative, 

especially when communities on the U.S.-Mexican border are faced with wildfire issues. 

Coordination between federal agencies and state, local, and tribal government agencies is critical 

to a safe and effective wildfire response. The Border Agency Fire Council (BAFC) members 

understand this and are committed to meeting and cooperating whenever possible. Even with this 

cooperation goal in mind, conditions along the border make it hard to effectuate binational 

training. 

A binational fire drill that has been planned for three years was delayed for another year due to 

extremely dry conditions along the border. The drill is intended for members to practice working 

together on extraction rescues and also to test the cross-border communication system. The drill 

has been put on hold until conditions improve. 

In July 2015, individuals flying drones disrupted wildfire 

operations in Southern California. Federal, state, and local wildfire 

managers urged the public not to fly these devices within or near 

wildfires to ensure firefighter safety and the effectiveness of 

suppression operations. Aerial firefighting aircraft, such as 

airtankers and helicopters, fly at very low altitudes; these are 

typically just a couple of hundred feet above the ground, the 

same as drones flown by the public. Thus, they create the 

potential for a midair collision that could seriously injure or kill 

aerial and/or ground firefighters. Individuals who interfere with 

wildfire suppression efforts may be subject to civil penalties and 

potentially criminal prosecution. To help address this new issue, 

an education campaign was launched. The Federal Aviation Agency (FAA) provides information on 

flying drones for hobby or recreation purposes at http://www.faa.gov/uas/model_aircraft/. 

http://www.faa.gov/uas/model_aircraft/


 

In August, the National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) in Boise, Idaho, for the first time since 2006, 

mobilized 200 active duty military personnel to serve as firefighters. Approximately 95 large 

wildfires were burning over one million acres in Oregon, Washington, Idaho, Montana, California, 

Nevada, and Colorado. The National Preparedness Level was at its highest at 5, indicating a high 

level of wildfire activity and a high level of commitment of available wildfire suppression assets,

such as firefighters, aircraft, and engines. Weather and fuel conditions were predicted to continue 

to be conducive to wildfire ignitions and spread for several weeks. 

 

These are just a few example of not only what BAFC members experienced locally, but also how 

nationally, issues that come up during wildfires can impact firefighting agencies, regardless s of 

location. 

 

 



 

Highlights and Issues  
 
This summary is only a snapshot of the 
activities and issues that partner agencies 
address each year. The BAFC believes its 
efforts have saved lives and property. This 
forum allows members to be on alert of 
potential issues and trends that impact the 
border area.  

 

California-Mexico Memorandum of 

Understanding 

 
In July 2014, California and Mexico signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) to 
Enhance Cooperation on Climate Change and 
the Environment. The joint effort aims to 
improve and protect the environment, while 
ensuring sustainable use of natural 
resources. It also seeks to optimize quality of 
life and expand trade and investment 
opportunities. Both governments recognize 
the global nature of climate change as well as 
its impact on natural resources, public health, 
and safety. On January 13, 2015, the 
Wildfires Work Group convened a workshop 
to identify opportunities to help achieve the 
three overarching goals set in the MOU. 
These three goals that would benefit the Baja 
California-California border region included: 
 

 Wildfire suppression in the Baja 
California-California border region, 

 Capacity development, and 

  Equipment.  
 
Mexico’s Comisión Nacional Forestal 
(CONAFOR), California Governor’s Office of 
Emergency Services (Cal OES), and the 
California Department of Forestry and Fire 

Protection (CAL FIRE) are the responsible 
agencies. The joint action plan can be 
reviewed at 
http://www.calepa.ca.gov/Border/Publicatio
ns/2015/JActionPlan.pdf . 
 

Tree Mortality  

 
Tree mortality in the state became such a 
major issue in 2015, that Governor Brown 
declared a state of emergency. He then 
sought federal action to mobilize additional 
resources for the safe removal of dead and 
dying trees. He convened the Tree Mortality 
Task Force—made up of state and federal 
agencies, local governments, utilities, and 
various stakeholders—to coordinate 
emergency protective actions. The Task Force 
also monitored ongoing conditions to 
address the vast tree mortality and bark 
beetle infestations resulting from four years 
of unprecedented drought across large 
regions of the state. For more information on 
the Task Force, you may visit their web site at 
http://www.fire.ca.gov/treetaskforce/. 
 

Training Mexican Firefighters  

 
The Border Protection Wildfire Course, 
organized and instructed by CAL FIRE, took 
place in Tecate, Baja California, Mexico. The 
Rancho La Puerta Fire Brigade attended the 
training, which is based on the S-130 and S-
190 fire behavior courses required for U.S. 
wildland firefighters. The training is allowed 
through the Mutual Assistance Plan between 
the United States and Mexico.  
 
CAL FIRE / San Diego Rural Fire District 
donated a fire engine to the city of Ensenada, 
Baja California, Mexico, and was able to 
reserve a fire engine to donate to Rancho La 

https://www.gov.ca.gov/docs/7.28_Climate_MOU_Eng.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/docs/7.28_Climate_MOU_Eng.pdf
https://www.gov.ca.gov/docs/7.28_Climate_MOU_Eng.pdf
http://www.calepa.ca.gov/Border/Publications/2015/JActionPlan.pdf
http://www.calepa.ca.gov/Border/Publications/2015/JActionPlan.pdf
http://www.fire.ca.gov/treetaskforce/


 

Puerta. This engine will also be used to help 
the Tecate Municipal Fire Department 
protect its city of Tecate. This additional 
equipment will further increase the 
firefighting capacity of the municipal 
firefighters. 

 
Mexican firefighters get in formation.  

  

Pest Conditions Report  

 
The 2014 California Pest Condition Report 
was published by the California Forest Pest 
Council, a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. 
This report gives an overview of the 
detection of pest damage, primarily by forest 
insects, diseases, and animals in California. 
Information about the goldspotted oak borer 
(GSOB) and polyphagous shot hole borer was 
included in the report.  
 

Goldspotted Oak Borer (GSOB) 

 
In 2014, Goldspotted oak borer-related oak 
mortality in San Diego County increased from 
previous years to approximately 2,600 acres. 

As severe drought increased oak 
susceptibility, the GSOB continued to kill 
coast live oak and California black oak in San 
Diego County. Aerial surveys mapped more 
than 3,700 GSOB-killed oaks across 2,600 
acres in eastern San Diego County, 
representing a three-fold increase from 2013. 
The beetle was found on a second ranger 
district of the Cleveland National Forest in 
northern San Diego County, where it was 
infesting and killing California black oak. New 
infested oaks were detected at the Riverside 
County satellite infestation, with all infested 
trees still located within the Idyllwild 
community. An isolated infestation was 
found in northeastern Orange County in 
December, more than 60 miles from the San 
Diego County outbreak. This new site is 
believed to be the result of movement of 
infested firewood.  
 

Polyphagous Shot Hole Borer and Fusarium 

Dieback 

 
The polyphagous shot hole borer-Fusarium 
disease (PSHB/FD) complex was found in new 
areas of Southern California, including 
avocado groves in northern San Diego 
County. The infestation spans five counties 
(Los Angeles, Orange, San Bernardino, 
Riverside, and San Diego) and includes one 
reservation and a few canyons on the 
Angeles National Forest. The United States 
Forest Service’s Forest Health Protection is 
collaborating with Forest Service Research 
and the University of California to delimit this 
infestation and determine the flight period, 
life cycle, host range, and impact to native 
stands. From preliminary surveys, PSHB/FD 
has killed box elder (27% mortality), castor 
bean (22%), red willow (16%), Fremont 
cottonwood (9%), Goodding’s black willow 
(8%), California sycamore (5%), and white 



 

alder (2%). It also attacks many other 
hardwood species. A copy of the report is 
available at: http://go.usa.gov/KpsB 

 

U.S. Forest Service Joined CAL FIRE 

and Partners for 2015 Wildfire 

Awareness Week 

 
As drought conditions continue to 
significantly elevate California’s fire danger, 
Governor Brown declared May 3-9, 2015, as 
“Wildfire Awareness Week.” During this 
week, CAL FIRE and the Forest Service 
reminded all Californians of the role they play 
in preparing for and preventing wildfires. 
Together, both agencies held press 
conferences throughout California. 

 

Pacific Crest Trail Visitor Increase 

 
The Pacific Crest Trail (PCT) was deemed a 
National Trail System in 1968. The PCT begins 
in Campo, California, a small town located 
near the United States-Mexican border, and 
continues into the Cleveland National Forest. 
This is an important trail to the Cleveland 
National Forest that spans 110 miles through 
the forest. 
 
The Pacific Crest Trail Association 
experienced a spike in the number of long-
distance travel permits issued. This followed 
the release of the movie “Wild” in which a 
soul-searching, downtrodden woman 
embarks on a 2,650-mile trek across the PCT. 
With over 3,000 permits issued, the PCT 
Association partnered with the Forest Service 
to monitor trail usage and degradation, 
initiating the Crest Runner Program to 

undertake this task. From mid-March to early 
June, a team of two individuals known as 
“Crest Runners” patrolled the first 100 miles 
of the PCT. They completed campsite 
inventories, interviews, observations, and 
data collection, specifically related to the use 
of the trail. The partnership was a great 
success. 
 

Recreational Shooting Restrictions 

 
In late June, the Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) El Centro and Palm Springs-South 
Coast field offices implemented recreational 
shooting restrictions on public lands in 
eastern San Diego County due to hazardous 
fire conditions. An increase in fire danger in 
this area demanded a temporary restriction 
on recreational target shooting. This 
restriction was intended to help reduce the 
risk of an unwanted fire ignition that could 
threaten public safety as well as public and 
private lands. A map and description of fire 
and shooting restrictions were posted at the 
entrances to areas in eastern San Diego 
County. 

 

CAL FIRE Prepares for El Niño 

 
With an unusually intense winter weather 
season predicted, San Diego County Fire and 
CAL FIRE doubled the ranks of swiftwater 
rescue-trained firefighters this year. CAL FIRE 
team members and the San Diego County 
Sheriff’s Department fire-rescue helicopter 
unit are also working together in case they 
have to air rescue someone out of the water. 
 

   

http://go.usa.gov/KpsB


 

BAFC MEMBER REPORTS 
  



 

USDA- Forest Service - Cleveland National Forest  
 

The Cleveland National Forest includes portions of San Diego, Riverside, and Orange 

counties. The Descanso Ranger District, which is the southernmost district, lies 

approximately five miles north of the international border with Mexico. Four years of 

drought, changing fuel conditions and the resulting unpredictable fire behavior made 2015 

an even more challenging year. By working in partnership with the Border Agency Fire 

Council, the Cleveland National Forest is better equipped for fighting wildfires along the border, because as 

social and ground conditions change, staying informed on current and predicted conditions in the area 

helps provide a safer working environment for wildland firefighters and the public.  

The Descanso Ranger District worked with partners and surrounding communities to encourage everyone 

to ensure that community protection against wildfire was addressed. This is because residents, firefighters, 

homes and other structures are always safer when residents work to protect their own property by clearing 

brush, trimming trees and removing flammable materials away from their homes and buildings.  

The Cleveland National Forest Hazardous Fuels Management program centers on implementing vegetation 

management projects that will increase the safety of the public and firefighters, as well as reduce the risk to 

homes and property, during wildland fire events.  

Projects include clearing defensible space near and around communities, maintaining fuelbreaks on the 

landscape along strategic ridges and roads, thinning forest stands, and applying prescribed fire. Work is 

completed using contractors, Forest Service fire employees, agreements with non-profit organizations and 

through external grants with fire safe council’s.  

The Forest tries to implement approximately 2,000 to 2,500 acres of fuels work every year and in fiscal year 

2015, 3,787 acres of work across the Forest was completed. Of that, the Descanso Ranger District 

completed 1,825 acres of fuels work.  

The Cleveland National Forest is one of the closest national forests to the international border with Mexico. 

The forest has many benefits, including:  

 Protecting the viability of plant and animal habitats, natural ecosystems and cultural resources.  

 The Descanso Ranger District is a gathering place for families—it is a central location for families 

living in the municipalities of Tijuana, Mexicali, and Tecate and in San Diego, Riverside, Orange, and 

Imperial counties.  

 It is a model for firefighting mutual assistance and binational cooperation.  

 Working on cross-border issues related to invasive insects and animals, such as the goldspotted oak 

borer and feral pigs.  

By working in partnership with the Border Agency Fire Council, the Cleveland National Forest is better 

equipped to fight wildfires along the border; protect plants, animals and the watershed; and protect the 

surrounding communities. 



 

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) 
 

CAL FIRE protects over 1 million acres of land within San Diego County. To support 

emergency operation over this area CAL FIRE operates the Monte Vista Inter-

Agency Communications Center with the Cleveland National Forest. 

CAL FIRE maintains 18 fire stations that house 26 front line fire engines. CAL FIRE 

supervises 15 to 20 inmate firefighter hand crews in cooperation with the California Department 

of Corrections and Rehabilitation based out of four conservation camps located throughout the 

county.  Aerial firefighting resources are based at the Ramona Air Attack base operated by CAL 

FIRE, home to two air tanker planes and one air attack coordination plane. Additionally CAL FIRE 

operates four bulldozer units within the county.  

Through a cooperative fire agreement CAL FIRE coordinates the activities and response of the San 

Diego County Fire Authority. The fire authority provides emergency response from numerous fire 

stations using a combination of paid, reserve, and volunteer firefighting personnel who provide 

emergency medical service response 24 hours a day.  The fire authority has added the additional 

chief officers and key staff positions to recruit, train, and supervise operations. 

CAL FIRE participated in the presentation of the annual Wildland Firefighter Training Academy in 

Baja California, Mexico. Topics included wildland fire behavior and tactics, the Incident Command 

System, and emergency medical treatment. 

CAL FIRE continues to plan and implement fuel reduction projects, both individually and in 

cooperation with other agencies. These projects are locally designed to enhance community 

protection in an environmentally conscious process. 

Balancing the need to suppress wildland fires with the preservation of the environment has long 

been a challenge to firefighters. A copy of the book Environmental Sensitivity and Fire Fighting is 

kept in every firefighting piece of equipment under the control of CAL FIRE and is utilized to insure 

sensitive areas are protected, to the extent possible, during wildland fire suppression efforts.  

 

  



 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation  
 

The year 2015 marked the seventieth anniversary of cooperation between the 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation (CDCR) and CAL Fire in 

the Conservation Camp Program. Our state pioneered the employment of 

incarcerated individuals in wild land fire protection. Since its inception, the 

program has expanded into a highly mobile work force engaging in all forms of 

risk disaster mitigation, pre-fire fuel management, the development and 

maintenance of fire defense improvements and facilities; and the performance of conservation 

related projects for local, state, and federal agencies. This program provides convicted felons with 

the opportunity to give something back to California citizens while paying their debt to society. 

In addition to the missions listed above, the Camp Program is an active participant in the Border 

Agency Fire Council (BAFC). There are four Conservation Camps located in San Diego County that 

act as first responders to border fire emergencies (see table 1). These camps are Puerta La Cruz, La 

Cima, McCain Valley and Rainbow. 

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation Conservation Camps 

Table 1. List of camps, location, inmate count, and number of crews. 

Camp name Location Inmate count Number of 
crews 

Puerta La Cruz (Female) Warner Springs 132 inmates 5 

La Cima (Male) Julian   90 inmates 4 

McCain Valley (Male)  Boulevard 116 inmates 5 

Rainbow (Female) Rainbow 110 inmates 5 

 

Combined, these camps have the ability to provide a total of nineteen hand crews in a very short 

time to isolate, contain, and mitigate wild land fires. Puerta La Cruz also houses a Mobile Kitchen 

Unit (MKU) that is dispatched to larger fires to provide full meal services to the participating 

agencies. 

In 2015, one or more of these Camps played a direct role in controlling the wildfires that occurred 

on the border between the United States and Mexico. These efforts saved California taxpayers 

tens of thousands of dollars. 

When these men and women are not fighting fires or training to fight fire they provide invaluable 

assistance with various conservation programs, County or State Park maintenance, as well as 

public road maintenance. 



 

San Diego County Office of Emergency Services 
 

The Office of Emergency Services (OES) coordinates the overall county 

response to disasters. OES is responsible for alerting and notifying 

appropriate agencies when disaster strikes; coordinating all agencies that 

respond; ensuring resources are available and mobilized in times of disaster; 

developing plans and procedures for response to and recovery from disasters; 

and developing and providing preparedness materials for the public. 

OES staffs the Operational Area Emergency Operations Center (a central facility which provides 

regional coordinated emergency response), and also acts as staff to the Unified Disaster 

Council (UDC), a joint powers agreement between all 18 incorporated cities and the County of San 

Diego. The UDC provides for coordination of plans and programs countywide to ensure protection 

of life and property. 

As a member of BAFC, staff from OES coordinates with Mexico’s Civil Protection Agency and 

member agencies to help cross border cooperation during large scale emergencies. OES also 

provides technical assistance in the development of the Operating Plan. The BAFC Operating Plan 

coordinates medical and rescue response to any multi-casualty incident. OES continues to support 

the BAFC and the Operational Area to respond to and recover from disasters. 

 

  



 

San Diego Fire-Rescue Department 
 

On November of 2014 San Diego Mayor Kevin Faulconer and Tijuana Mayor 

Jorge Astiazarán signed a Regional Memorandum of Understanding that 

allows both governments to collaborate on several binational areas. Under 

this renewed agreement Fire Chief Brian Fennessy reformatted what was 

known as the SDFD Binational Liaison Team to a more formal SDFD Binational Fire Program to 

coordinate interactions between the San Diego Fire-Rescue Department and the Tijuana Fire 

Department. A Binational Fire Program Coordinator was assigned to update the program and 

maintain regular contact with his counterparts in Tijuana and coordinate training, logistics, and 

other requests as needed. There are regular meetings between the program coordinator and 

Tijuana’s Fire Chief, Planning Officer and Training staff to develop projects. 

The first order of business under the renewed program was to make sure that all efforts for 

positive changes for Tijuana fire operations are developed into Standard Operating Procedures. 

Utilizing the input of a group of Tijuana firefighters of different levels of experience, the standard 

SDFD hose lays were demonstrated, practiced, analyzed and slightly modified for adoption as 

Tijuana Fire Department’s first official SOPs. This method of establishing SOPs proved successful 

with the support of the Tijuana Fire Department leadership and field personnel. Historically, 

attempts for procedural changes reverted back to previous practices without the support of the 

administration or the acceptance of operations personnel. A lead hose lay instructor was assigned 

to the Tijuana FD’s training division to coordinate the implementation of the new SOPs to field 

operations. The same basic format will be used for all other procedures, continuing with basic 

firefighting skills. 

As basic firefighting skills were addressed, more complex issues were discussed and are being 

addressed; the need for better administration of incidents such as high-rise fires, multi-casualty 

accidents, urban interface fires and other larger response incidents. Also discussed is the need for 

an apparatus driver/operator training program as more modern fire apparatus are added to the 

Tijuana FD’s fleet and accidents involving these vehicles continue to occur. Other interactions 

between both fire departments during FY 2015 include; the formal meeting of then newly-

appointed SDFD Fire Chief Brian Fennessy and Tijuana Fire Chief Carlos Gopar at the signing of the 

Regional MOU in San Diego, SDFD Executive Command Staff attending Tijuana’s Fire Station #16 

inauguration, tours for Tijuana FD personnel of the SDFD’s Training Division and Rescue/USAR 

facilities and apparatus. 

The SDFD Binational Fire Program continues to develop through meetings and communications 

with San Diego Mayor’s Office staff, San Diego Police Department’s Binational Team, US Customs 

and Border Patrol officials, Mexican Customs officials and other City departments. 


