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Australian wildfires remind us to prepare for our wildfire season 

 

By: Gregg Goodland 

It is snowy and cold in the SLV, just that time of year. But as news about the raging Australian wildfires 

reaches America, seemingly painting an increasingly bleak picture of a dire situation each day, I cannot 

help but to wonder what might be in store for us in North America in 2020. Stories from 60+ year old 

Australian fire officials keep advising readers that they’ve never seen anything like it. We’ve heard those 

same words right here in the SLV, recently. I worked for the San Isabel National Forest in 2018 when the 

Spring Creek Fire crossed into Huerfano County with estimated 600 foot flame lengths. All the old “fire 

dogs” said the same thing: “I’ve never seen anything like it.”  

I’m emphasizing the increasing intensity of wildfires and length of “fire seasons” here in Colorado. In the 

70s and 80s there were not as many wildfires in the state. I can remember the Dinosaur Fire in 1988 just 

north of Cañon City. That was the only big fire in the state that year. Of course, 1/3 of Yellowstone 

National Park saw flames that year, forging a new perspective on wildfire management for the American 

public. 

There were a few more large wildfires per year after that but most stayed in the hundreds of acres with 

some burning in the low thousands. I began fighting fire in 1993 when very little happened in the state. 

We went to Arizona that year. In 1994 many of my trail crew members were fighting the Wake Fire 

when the South Canyon Fire tragedy occurred near Glenwood Springs. This senseless loss of young lives 

made firefighters and citizens alike ask the question “what were they up there for?” Yes, many of you 

remember it was a mountain densely covered with pinyon, juniper and oak brush. That’s it. 

Over the past 10 years or so, I’ve personally witnessed so many Coloradans develop a great 

understanding of the critical role that wildfires play in our natural environment. I’m pleased by the level 

of fire ecology knowledge discussions I engage with folks in Colorado communities. I sometimes wonder 

how these folks know this information. But I know. For the past 15 years, Colorado has been regularly 

dealing with large and sometimes very destructive wildfires in and around their communities.  

During these incidents, dozens of Public Information Officers work tirelessly to feed the affected public 

critical information that helps fill voids, calm fears and provide enough information to determine their 

next moves. Sometimes folks are being advised they are to remain evacuated from their homes, their 

lives on hold. Sometimes they hear the discussions of how fire has shaped both the geological and 

vegetative condition of this landscape for thousands of years.  

Large wildfires have become more frequent and we find ourselves regularly comparing these fires to the 

worst from our past. Have you noticed that we are not reaching that far back to find the big fires to 

compare with?  Makes you think doesn’t it? Again, I am pointing out that fire seasons are now roughly 

90 days longer than when I first started fighting fires. And, the fires are getting significantly larger.  



These simple facts are motivating to me. I am preparing for fire season now. Sure, I live in town and 

most likely won’t get burned out. But I have thought about where I will get my water should our 

community water supplies be compromised by one of these “megafires.” I’ve worked for several years 

to ensure my dear friends can safely evacuate or shelter in place on their San Isabel area ranch. I would 

think that SLV residents would be very much aware of the potential for large wildfires here and have 

created survivable, or at least defensible, space around their homes.   

For years people have asked me, “what do you think fire season will be like this year?” I always answer 

with the same reply: You can never tell until the year is over. I do know that I fully support fire managers 

making all of their decisions based on risk to lives, including firefighters. So, my advice is to plan for a 

wildfire season that may be the worst ever. Heaven forbid, if it does materialize, you will have taken 

steps that can serve to better position you and your family for a faster recovery. If it doesn’t happen, 

you will be in a better position to deal with it next year.  

Gregg Goodland is the new Public Affairs Officer for the Rio Grande National Forest. 


