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Ignition Management Plan 
Battalion 14 

Description of the Battalion  

At over 357,139 acres the Smartsville – Columbia Hill Battalion (B-14) is the largest in the Unit.  
It includes more than 160,000 acres of SRA and 15,000 acres of Federal land under State DPA.  
The main centers of population include Penn Valley, Rough & Ready, North San Juan, North 
Columbia, Smartsville, Beale Air Force Base, Linda and Wheatland.  Most of these communities 
have been identified on the federal registry of Wildland Urban Interface Communities at Risk.  
The Battalion is made up of the Yuba River, Deer Creek, and Bear River Watersheds all of 
which have portions that have been identified as High Hazard Watersheds.  From west to east 
the Battalion begins in the relatively flat lands of the Sacramento Valley and continues northeast 
to the mountainous terrain of the Tahoe National Forest (TNF).  In between these boundaries 
one will find fuel types that represent at least twelve of the thirteen fuel models.  From the valley 
floor to around 800’ – 900’ ft elevation is primarily the grass models.  Beginning around 700’, the 
oak-woodland begins to appear and it continues on up in elevation to about 1,400 ft.  The brush 
models begin to appear around 800’ and carry on up to over 3,000 ft in places.  The timber 
models begin at approximately 1,600 ft, in places, and continue to the TNF boundary.  Most of 
the Battalion is zoned for residential properties of five acres or more, agriculture, or timber 
production.    
Along with the several fire agency cooperators, which include Penn Valley Fire Protection 
District, Smartsville Fire District, North San Juan Fire District, Rough & Ready Fire District, 
Wheatland Fire Authority, Linda Fire District, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), the TNF, 
and Beale Air Force Base we have several non-fire agency cooperators that assist us with our 
fuel reduction and fire prevention efforts.  These cooperators include but are not limited to: The 
University of California Research and Cooperative Extension Center who allows us to hold 
annual training burns at their facility.  The California Department of Fish and Game (DFG), 
provides us with areas to conduct wildland training exercises and fuel reduction projects.  The 
Army Corps of Engineers provides water shuttle services for rescues and fire responses across 
and around Englebright Reservoir.  The California State Parks have worked with us in the past 
to conduct several large Vegetation Management Program (VMP) burns on their lands 
expanding our fuel reduction efforts in the Yuba River Drainage.  Several large landowners who 
have also participated or are eager to take part in the VMP to continue to augment those same 
fuel reduction efforts.   
 
Discussion of fire occurrence within Battalion 

Since 1970, there have been twenty-five fires in excess of 100 acres within the Battalion. The 
most notable of those are the 49er Fire, the Trauner Fire, and the Oak Tree Fire. 
The Unit’s most costly and damaging fire occurred entirely within the Smartsville – Columbia Hill 
Battalion.  The 49er Fire began on Sunday, September 11th, 1988 near the intersection of 
Highway 49 and Birchville Rd. and was contained on Thursday September 15, 1988 about five 
miles south of Highway 20 in the Smartsville area.  Over the course of five days the fire burned 
33,500 acres and destroyed 148 homes, 358 other structures, 89 vehicles, and 17 boats.  
Suppression costs were estimated at 7.5 million dollars and the total dollar lost was estimated at 
22.7 million dollars.   
The Trauner Fire occurred in 1994.  It burned 536 acres and destroyed several residences and 
historic structures within the community of Rough & Ready.  The cause was determined to be 
poor maintenance of the vegetation growing around powerlines.  As a result, 739 counts of 
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negligence were filed against Pacific Gas & Electric (PG&E) by the Nevada County District 
Attorney’s office and it resulted in one of the largest claims against the company on record.  The 
outcome of the case is considered to be the motivating force behind PG&E’s current fuel 
reduction program. 
The Oak Tree Fire occurred in 1974 and was the result of an airtanker crash while fighting the 
Keystone Fire in the North San Juan area.  Both fires burned almost 900 acres each. 
There are areas in the Battalion that experience at least one fire annually.   

The Spenceville Wildlife Area Shooting Range on Waldo Rd burns every year.  To 
reduce the threat of these fires becoming extended attack fires, a line is cut around the 
area each Spring.  The area behind the shooting range is broken into two units.  The 
upper unit has several rock outcroppings and typically dries out before the lower unit.  
Even though the rocks are outside the designated shooting area, shooters with high 
powered rifles will regularly set targets on them.  Eventually, this combination will lead 
to a rock strike resulting in a fire. By the time responders arrive the shooters will be 
gone.  In the event the fire starts after the fuels have finished curing, responders will 
fire out the remainder of the unit that is burning.  Any fires that start prior to the fuels 
being cured will be extinguished by the responders.  Ignitions at the shooting range 
have several causes: rock strikes, use of metal targets, and the use of tracer rounds 
are the most common.  All of these cause result from activities that are either illegal or 
not permitted and the DFG Wardens have been citing individuals found participating in 
any of those activities. All Battalion personnel are briefed on the plan regarding the 
shooting range and will evaluate the feasibility of firing it out upon arrival, extinguishing 
it, or watching as it burns within the pre-designated area(s) then make a decision on 
the best course of action. 
Beale AFB has had fires come off of the base eight of the last ten years.  These fires 
generally originate from birds into powerlines, hazard reduction burns, or munitions 
work on the base.  In an effort to reduce the threat of these fires burning onto SRA, 
each year Beale AFB puts a fuel break around the perimeter of the base.  However, 
due to their environmental constraints they must leave breaks in the line wherever it 
crosses winter wetlands or vernal pools.  These gaps can be several hundred feet in 
length and provide significant avenues for the fires to escape the base. 
By preparing for these events, we are usually able to keep them in the initial attack 
phase.   
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2010 Battalion 14 Fire Causes
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Mitigation Strategies 
There are several roads in B-14 that were maintained for fire access since the early 1950s.  
With changes in personnel and land ownership, many of those have been neglected over 
the past ten to fifteen years.  Due to years of neglect many of these roads have become 
nearly impassable for emergency vehicles.  In several places changes in ownership have 
resulted in the new landowners being unaware of the agreements to the point that North 
Ponderosa Way now has a home built in the original road prism.  Over the next several 
years, efforts will be made by B-14 personnel to identify the roads that will significantly 
improve the access into the back country within the battalion and work towards re-
establishing as many of the original agreements as possible. 
 
- In 2010 work was completed to improve Spenceville Rd from Pitman Rd to the Double 

Diamond Ranch to allow access of emergency vehicles into the area.  The goal for 
Spenceville Rd is to continue to work with the landowners and re-establish access from 
the maintained roads in the Double Diamond Ranch all the way to Pitman Rd.  When the 
most recent work was completed on Spenceville Rd, work was also done to improve the 
road from Spenceville Rd to Beale Falls.   

- Also in 2010, B-14 personnel were able to gain permission from the owners of the Selby 
Ranch to clear brush and small trees along Scott Forbes Rd and the Woods Creek Truck 
Trail.  These roads had become overgrown to the point of completely restricting access 
of anything larger than a passenger vehicle.  As these are the only roads to access the 
back country north of Englebright Reservoir, it was essential that work be done to allow 
emergency vehicles in.  

- Additional roads to be included as fire access roads in the battalion’s are: North 
Ponderosa Way from Rough & Ready Hwy to Bitney Springs Rd, South Ponderosa Way 
from Rough & Ready Hwy to Squirrel Creek Rd, Jackass Flats Rd from Tyler Foote Rd 
to Purdon Rd, Hoyt’s Crossing Rd from Milhous Boys Ranch to the South Fork of the 
Yuba River, Murphy Rd from Purdon Rd to Milhous Ranch Rd., and Hatchet Creek Rd 
from McAndrews Rd to Spenceville Rd. 

- Point Defiance/Rices Crossing Fire Access Roads along and adjacent to the South Yuba 
River State Park in the Bridgeport area will be graded at least every other year when 
weather and equipment availability permit. 

 
Signs are posted along Hwy 20 to advise travelers that fireworks are not allowed in the rural 
areas of Nevada County.  In cooperation with the Penn Valley Fire Department, at least one 
engine form the Smartsville Station will be sent to patrol the area during the fireworks 
display put on by the Lake Wildwood Homeowners Association.  The Columbia Hill engines 
will be out in the rural areas during the week of July 4th to remind the residents of the rules 
regarding fireworks use in the area. 

 
1. Fire Safe Programs  
 

Work with developers and the Planning Dept to ensure that PRC 4290 requirements are met or 
exceeded on all new construction. 
 
Work with the Fire Safe Councils in both Nevada and Yuba County to identify and implement Fire 
Safe projects in their areas 
  

2. Burn Permit Administration   
 

Cooperators consistent with past practice will issue LE-62’s.  Issuing points will be all CAL FIRE, the 
Penn Valley Fire District, and the North San Juan Fire District.  The Penn Valley Fire Protection 
District will issue at Station #44 and at the administrative office for those areas within Penn Valley and 
Rough & Ready.  The North San Juan Fire District will issue out of Station #3 on Tyler Foote Crossing 
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Road. This process will ensure that homeowners can get a permit when the CAL FIRE station is not 
staffed.  Burn hours will be determined by CAL FIRE outside the city limits and the individual cities 
within their boundaries.  There will be open hours during the winter.  Burn hours will be implemented 
around May 1 and total restriction will start around July 1 depending on weather. The Ban will be lifted 
as per CAL FIRE in the fall at the end of declared fire season. 
 
An authorized employee of CAL FIRE or the USFS will issue LE-5 and Project permits on SRA.  

 
3. Defensible Space  
 

Section 4291 of the Public Resources Code will be addressed on SRA. A County funded inspector 
will be used to cover door to door in all areas of SRA within Nevada County and station personnel will 
be used in Yuba County. Target areas for 2011 are Big Oak Valley and the Sicard Flat – Scott Forbes 
Rd areas. 
 
The CAL FIRE stations and Battalion Chief will continue to support this activity with logistical support, 
inspections and citations, if needed. 

 
4. Railroad / Power Companies  
 
Past spot inspections indicate no violations, however fire occurrence has become significant.   

 
Powerline inspections will occur during the PRC 4291 inspections as inspectors look up and down 
while conducting their inspection, and where the lines are available.  The Prevention Bureau Chief will 
be meeting with Powerline Representatives to discuss PRC 4292.  Powerline caused fires, within the 
Battalion, relating to negligence are insignificant and do not warrant the resources to follow up.   
 

5. Public Education  
 

CAL FIRE staff is involved in numerous public education programs.  The area is a well-known 
recreation area.  The target audience is quite large and has proven to be receptive to various 
programs as follows: 
 
School Programs - An interagency effort targets all schools in Penn Valley, reaching grades K  - 12 in 
the spring. 
 
Fourth of July Parade – CAL FIRE will have an engine and an antique engine in this year’s parade. 
 
Beale AFB Fire Prevention Week – CAL FIRE will provide an engine for the parade and static display 
for public education. 

 
 
6. On going events throughout the year  
 

Lake Englebright Camp Ground - The Army Corp. of Engineers and CAL FIRE will construct fire lines 
around all shoreline campsites starting in May. 

 
Malakoff State Park Camp Ground - A CAL FIRE engine will address campers during special events 
planned by the camp area.  
 
Spenceville Rifle Range – A fuelbreak will be constructed around the rifle range during May, and the 
interior burnt. 
 
Channel 44 - The local message station will run the defensible space tape throughout the summer 
and event specific messages on request. 
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Vegetation Management: 
 

UC Field Station VMP 
Location:  The VMP area encompasses treating approximately 1,040 acres in 7 units of the UC field 
station, approximately 12 miles west of Grass Valley, 7 miles southeast of Loma Rica, and 9 miles 
southwest of Dobbins. 
Purpose:  The UC Research Station VMP is an ongoing project to help manage and study means of 
managing and controlling noxious weeds and fire impacts on water quality.  The weeds that are 
attempting to be controlled are yellow starthistle, barbed goatgrass, and medusahead.  These burns allow 
the field station to scientifically evaluate the effectiveness of burning in a control program.  The affect of a 
controlled, cool to moderate temperature burn on blue oaks will also be studied. 
CEQA:  PEIR 
 
Bunker Hill VMP 
Location:  Approximately 5 miles northwest of the town of Nevada City.  The proposed project consists of 
approximately 1,000 acres of mixed brush, primarily on west, north and east facing slopes. 
Purpose:  The project is within the South Yuba River Watershed.  Shady Creek runs through the north 
end of the project and discharges into the South Fork of the Yuba River. 
The project objective is to reduce the potential of a costly and damaging fire within the treated and 
surrounding area.   
A series of prefire projects have been planned to create a contiguious are of hazardous fuel reduction to 
effectively create a shaded fuel break from Bridgeport extending east up the San Juan Ridge to North 
Bloomfield.  These projects include the completed Bridgeport State Park prescribed VMP burns, the 
completed VMP prescribed burn at French Corral, Browning property, the completed and proposed 
Reader Ranch VMP projects, this proposed project, the completed Malakoff Diggins VMP project east of 
this project, and the completed Montezuma fuel break.  These projects have been developed to create a 
strategic location where fire fighting resources may more effectively attempt fire suppression activities to 
stop a costly and damaging fire such as the 49’er fire of 1988. 
This proposed project will entail the pre-treatment of the brush fuel by creating hand piles with crews 
and/or piling and crushing with machinery.  Control lines will also be re-established by dozers and/or hand 
crews.  Burn piles are to be treated in spring and early fall, however, other conditions may occur that will 
allow burn treatment at another time of the year.  Some areas may be broadcast burned. 
CEQA: PEIR 
 
Reader Ranch VMP 
Location:  Approximately 5 miles northwest of the town of Nevada City.  The proposed project consists of 
approximately 1,200 acres of mixed brush, primarily on west, south and east facing slopes. 
Purpose:  The project is within the South Yuba River Watershed.  Shady Creek runs through the north 
end of the project and discharges into the South Fork of the Yuba River. 
The project objective is to reduce the potential of a costly and damaging fire within the treated and 
surrounding area.   
A series of prefire projects have been planned to create a contiguious are of hazardous fuel reduction to 
effectively create a shaded fuel break from Bridgeport extending east up the San Juan Ridge to North 
Bloomfield.  These projects include the completed Bridgeport State Park prescribed VMP burns, the 
completed VMP prescribed burn at French Corral, Browning property, the proposed Bunker Hill VMP 
projects, this proposed project, the completed Malakoff Diggins VMP project east of this project, and the 
completed Montezuma fuel break.  These projects have been developed to create a strategic location 
where fire fighting resources may more effectively attempt fire suppression activities to stop a costly and 
damaging fire such as the 49’er fire of 1988. 
This proposed project will entail the pre-treatment of the brush fuel by creating hand piles with crews 
and/or piling and crushing with machinery.  Control lines will also be re-established by dozers and/or hand 
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crews.  Burn piles are to be treated in spring and early fall, however, other conditions may occur that will 
allow burn treatment at another time of the year.  Some areas may be broadcast burned. 
CEQA: PEIR 
 
High Priority Target Areas 
Big Oak Valley, Sicard Flat – Scott Forbes Rd 
 
Table 5 – Battalion 14 Fuel Modification Projects, Community Outreach and Education 

Programs 
 

Project Name Status Estimated 
Completion 

Year 

Project Type Net 
Acres 

UC Field Station VMP O       Prescribed Fire       

Bunker Hill VMP P           Prescribed Fire       

Reader Ranch VMP P       Prescribed Fire       

Yuba County Roads O  Fuel Treatments  

Spenceville VMP        Prescribed Fire       

Shady Creek Fuel Break   Fuel Treatments  

Columbia Hill Fuel Break C    

Selby Ranch O    
Status Guide: A = Active, P = Planning, C = Completed, O = Ongoing, M = Maintenance. 

 
Success Stories 

The line put around the Spenceville Shooting Area has been successful in holding the fires to 
the control lines every year since it began.  Each and every year we experience between one 
and four starts out there caused by target practice and every year the fires are kept with in our 
pre-established control lines.  Without the lines, many of those fires would have easily 
developed into an extended attack fire. 
 
2011 Action Plan: 

• The primary point of action for the 2011 fire season will be to continue to pursue 
completion of the VMP contracts that remain in the planning stage.  As the contracts are 
completed we will focus on implementation.  Implementation will focus on fuel reduction 
and live fire training for fire personnel.   

• Opportunities to combine our VMP projects with the Fire Safe Council efforts will be 
researched. 

• Continuance of the public education efforts will be a priority for battalion personnel. 
• All personnel will focus their daily training efforts on wildland fire suppression. 

 


