
4th Quarter 2020

Hello members of the Park Rangers Association of California!

We are in the final quarter of a very strange and stressful year.
Here's hoping for surer times. Please enjoy this issue of The
Signpost.

Sincerely,
Your PRAC Board of Directors

Click here to view this email in your browser
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2021 PRAC CONFERENCE

Your PRAC Directors are excited to announce a “Virtual PRAC Conference” is being

planned for March of 2021! You can look forward to joining virtual sessions via

Zoom during the first two weeks of March. We also intend to hold a virtual

membership meeting during this time.

We are searching for speakers that highlight changing times in our parks. This may

include speakers about how to make parks more welcoming to America’s

increasingly diverse population, how parks are responding to COVID-19 and the

effects of climate change on our parks. If you have ideas for speakers we should

consider, please email your suggestion to matt@calranger.org.

We need your help - please take a moment to take this quick survey indicating which

virtual session topics you would be most likely to attend and the times most

convenient for you: https://forms.gle/a1rbqwr643nGkFfQA

Under the Flat Hat
by PRAC President Matt Cerkel

This summer I visited McArthur-Burney Falls Memorial State Park twice and it had

me thinking about many aspects I have observed in the parks recently. I’ve been a

park ranger for 25 years and have worked in the parks since 1991. In that time I’ve

seen many changes. The beauty and wonder of nature, like Burney Falls, draws

people to parks and other protected areas to “play in and pray in.” McArthur-Burney

Falls Memorial State Park is in northeastern California, a little more than an hour

from Redding and four hours from the Bay Area. You must make an effort to get

there. It is one of the oldest state parks in California and contains one of the most

spectacular waterfalls in the state, if not the nation. It was a park largely improved

by the Civilian Conservation Corps nearly 90 years ago. Much of their work is still

used by visitors today. There is need for a modern day CCC to address the park

maintenance backlog, fire prevention work, and the various environmental and

economic issues our nation currently faces. 

For years now there has been public and park agency discussions that parks should

become more diverse, inclusive and representative of all the faces of America, not

just faces that look like mine. From what I’ve seen at Burney Falls and my own park,

it seems it was the pandemic and not the agencies that have made diversity in parks

much more of a reality. On my first trip to Burney Falls I talked to two African

American women from the Bay Area who are avid waterfall chasers. I learned they

had visited many of the major waterfalls in the Bay Area, but didn’t know about the

waterfalls in my park. I mentioned to them that I’m a ranger on Mount Tam, invited

them to visit the waterfalls there and gave some pointers on the best time to visit. 

Back in my park I have seen a shift in demographics since March. It has become

much more representative of the Bay Area. During the summer I remember talking to

a Latino family on a hiking trail when I was on foot patrol, they were looking into a

creek and they had never seen water skeeters before. I took the time to talk to them

about the water skeeters and the trails in the area. In mid-August, an enforcement

contact for a minor park violation turned into a great conversation with an African

American couple from Queens, New York. They were visiting Cataract Trail on Mount

Tam as part of their vacation to the Bay Area. They told me much of their visit to the

Bay Area was based around going to many of our parks. They said prior to the

pandemic they hadn’t spent that much time in parks and in nature, but now it has

become a regular part of their lives. They really enjoyed visiting the parks in the Bay

Area. They were going to the Santa Cruz Mountains the next day and asked if I had

recommendations. I told them to make sure to go to Big Basin Redwoods State Park

- this was fewer than two days before the start of the CZU Lightning Complex Fire

that would devastate Big Basin.

Moving forward, I hope the demographic changes seen in the park since March mark

the beginning of lasting change in our parks that make them more representative of

our communities and our state. Perhaps some of these visitors may also consider a

career in parks and help make our workforce more diverse too.

The visit to Burney Falls also got me

thinking of the dichotomy of parks.

On one hand, they are often set aside

for recreational use and on the other

hand they are often set aside to

protect some natural or cultural

resource. The two ideas often

compete against each other. This

issue has once again been brought to the forefront with the explosion of use of

parks nationwide since March. With more use comes more impacts, like the litter I

picked up while hiking to the Burney Falls. I also see how the parks have been often

underfunded and understaffed, McArthur-Burney Falls currently has only one ranger

and two maintenance positions to deal with unprecedented levels of use. While I

was in the park I talked to Laurie, one of the park maintenance workers struggling to

keep up with the record levels of use. Perhaps reestablishing the Civilian

Conservation Corps and building support with the diverse users we now see in

parks is a path forward to more support of parks and lasting positive change in our

parks.

Disaster Mode:
Living and Working During the SCU Fires

by Aylara Odekova, Park Ranger, Santa Clara County Parks

In Joseph D. Grant Park, the Marsh Fire, part of the SCU Lightning Complex Fire,

raged for three days and three nights. In that time, the world became unpredictable

and chaotic. First, the evacuation order came at 9 pm on August 18 and I had to

vacate the park residence and find shelter late in the evening. I grabbed my most

precious belongings - documents and the dog -  and fled. Over the next couple of

days, the fire crept slowly towards my home, allowing time to move more things out

of the house. When I was not moving, I was working with the rest of my team to

prepare for the inevitable disaster. Our park maintenance workers mowed around

park structures. Our park rangers prepared for structure defense by clearing

vegetation and putting down hose lays. We rescued artifacts and adjusted water

levels in the pump house to ensure a proper supply of water for firefighters. All of us

served as an important resource for CAL FIRE. All of us were bound by the

collective disaster and needed each other to persevere. 

As the Marsh Fire

continued to advance

through the oak

woodland and

grassland hills, it

burned at a low

intensity, much like the

prescribed burns that

we conducted in the park for years. On the second day, I watched the fire jump down

into a drainage area and thought of what may happen when it reaches the valley -

the location of not only my home, but also, the Historic Ranch House, the park

office, the maintenance shop, and the campground. I also knew that only a single

ridge remained between the park and the city of San José, so if the fire got

established here, east San José would be compromised. Joseph D. Grant Park

became the last stand for stopping the SCU Lightning Complex Fire’s expansion

towards a city of almost a million people! 

To prevent the fire from spreading further, CAL FIRE built a 40 foot-wide dozer line

paralleling one of the trails and created an entirely new line up the opposite ridge.

They also used air support units to drop fire retardant along the dozer lines and

conducted backfire operations into the night. By the end of the third day, the active

fire was contained before it reached the valley. In its aftermath, a total of 3,700 acres

of parkland were burned (roughly 1/3 of the park). This set a record as the largest

fire in the park’s 50 year history and in the history of the Santa Clara County park

system.  

Because our facilities were unharmed, the park reopened relatively quickly.

However, we had to act quickly to clear 35 burnt and damaged trees from the trails

and to conduct a preliminary damage assessment. This revealed that, even without

structure damage, we had possibly incurred over $3 million in damages due to 17.5

miles of burnt boundary and cattle fence. With this number, we were able to work

with Cal OES (Office of Emergency Services) to request the Federal Declaration for

Public Assistance from FEMA. Santa Clara County has been able to move forward in

this process based on the documentation, identified need, and continued

collaboration of our staff and volunteers. 

Despite this

monumental effort,

some of the most

challenging, most

laborious work is still

ahead as we engage

CAL FIRE and PG&E

to repair dozer lines,

hand lines, and

rehabilitate the fire

roads. At a minimum,

this will entail

watering, grading, and pulling back berms to prevent erosion in areas that are

susceptible to heavy runoff. Most importantly, we need to create and streamline a

multi-agency approach to climate change driven disasters, which are more likely to

continue to occur in the coming decade. In the long run, this event shows that

continuing to integrate fire into our land management approach will lead to a robust

and functioning ecosystem and reduce the risk of high intensity fires that threaten

people and property.

As visitors pour back into the campground and I return to my regular duties, I find

myself missing the charge of operating in a disaster mode. I grew stronger and more

resilient because of the fire. I found my place in the world, no matter the chaos. I

found courage, compassion, a clear sense of direction and purpose in life. 

On the topic of disasters, Rachel Boughton

writes, “While I don’t know what we’re going

to be called upon to do, or what courage we

may be asked to find, or what work might

become ours to do, I can tell that this is the

way we’re going to do it: with humor and

patience and vulnerability and confidence.

And what we do in this way makes a

difference, perhaps even a disproportionate

difference, in the way things will go in this

world.”
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Thanks for reading! Please let us know if you have ideas for what
you would like to see in future issues of The Signpost.
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