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Native New Mexican and environmental advocate Arthur “ Butch' Blazer, the U. S. Department of Agriculture deputy under secretary for natural resources and environment, visited the Whitewater-Baldy Complex Fire Incident Command Post in Reserve to determine the best way for his office to provide support in the aftermath of the fire.
“ Every time I go out and meet with community leaders, the experts who are dealing with a catastrophic situation like this, it’s a learning experience for them,' Blazer said. “ But just as important, I want to make sure that whatever my office can do, whatever the USDA can do to help mitigate the impacts of this catastrophe, we will have the information so we can do that to the best of our ability.'
Once Blazer arrived in Reserve via airplane from his home office in Washington, D.C., he was briefed on the fire situation by Incident Commander Tony Sciacca and Operations Section Chief Rick Miller at the ICP.
The meeting was also attended by field representatives for U.S. Sen. Jeff Bingaman and U.S. Rep. Steve Pearce, as well as Catron County officials, such as County Commission Chairman Hugh B. McKeen, County Manager Sarah Merklein, and County FireMarshal Zina McQuire, as well as Southwest Area Type 1 Incident Management Team command staff.
“ I’ve been receiving briefings ever since the start of the fire, and being able to come here and sit here in person, getting a briefing by the people who are on the fire, fighting the fire, and then sitting in the room with people who are impacted by the results of that fire, it’s very important to me,' Blazer said.
Although much of the talk involved the fire, Blazer also discussed the 14 percent burn severity in certain areas of the forest, where vegetation has been so badly destroyed that flooding has become the major concern as the summer monsoons draw near, U.S. Forest Service Public Information Officer Andrea Martinez said.
“The focus is now on flooding, and there will be flooding,' Martinez said.
According to her, the organization in charge of researching and coming up with solutions to mitigate the effects of these burn areas isthe Burned Area Emergency Response team, which is headquartered out of the convention center in Silver City near Ace Hardware.
“ Those [ severely burned] areas are the ones where [ the BAER team] has to come up with treatments. How are they going to prevent — how are they going reduce, not prevent, because the flooding will come — how are they going to reduce the flooding and reduce the erosion? What’s the implementation?' Martinez said. “ Is it going to be seeding? I mean, there are all sorts of things they can do.'
Blazer also commented on the severity of the burned areas. As the former stateforester of New Mexico and a member of the Mescalero Apache Tribe, Blazer reflected on his intimate and extensive knowledge of the Gila Wilderness.
“ The thing that caught my ear the most was the intensity of some of the burned areas within this fire. Knowing that the Gila Wilderness has had pretty extensive burns over the years, and then hearing that some of this burn going into areas that had already been burned over still had quite a bit of intensity,' Blazer said. “ That tells you that the heavy fuels are extremely dry, and that makes for a very dangerous situation.'
Blazer praised the responseof the Incident Command team, and attributed part of their success to the Incident Command System that has been implemented nationwide, which helped to bring together the various organizations.
“ That Incident Command System is something we can all be proud of,' he said.
Blazer said that the facts point to climate change in the Southwest, and that response teams must continue to evolve with it in order to keep firefighters out of danger.
“ Again, I just feel very honored that this administration, Secretary [Tom] Vilsack, has given me the opportunity to share what I know with the country, with this nation,' Blazer said. “ I’ve been very blessed in working with many different types of government — I mentioned federal, state and tribal — and those perspectives, those experiences allow me to bring that [ expertise] to the table at the national level.'
“ Every time I go out and meet with community leaders, the experts who are dealing with a catastrophic situation like this, it’s a learning experience for them,' Arthur “Butch' Blazer, the U.S. Department of Agriculture deputy under secretary for natural resources and environment, said.
