
Final Documentation Report
Chisholm Fire (LWF-063)

Forest Protection Division





Section 1.0 1

TABLE OF CONTENTS

1.0  OVERVIEW.................................................................................................................. 2

1.1  Context ................................................................................................................... 2

1.2  Chisholm Community............................................................................................. 2

1.3  Documentation Team.............................................................................................. 3



Section 1.0 2

1.0  OVERVIEW

1.1  CONTEXT

Over the past decade, fire seasons in North America have generally increased in both length and
severity. In both 2000 and 2001, the fire season in Alberta was officially declared on March 1, one
month earlier than all previous years on record. Coinciding with this has been the aging of forests
throughout North America beyond their natural historic ranges, and the increase in community and
industrial developments in forested areas which are creating a greater number of
wildland/rural/industry interface boundaries. The latter has required unique fire management
strategies.

As the severity of the 2001 fire season developed in late May, Land and Forest Service escalated
man-up and aircraft expenditures significantly above normal levels in expection of increased fire load
(Figures 1-3). Prior to fire activity in the Protection Zone of Alberta, municipalities in the agricultural
areas were experiencing extreme fire behaviour and property losses.

This is the context for Alberta’s latest record fire event – the Chisholm fire (LWF-063), which was
man-caused, igniting on May 23, 2001. It is notable that the fire intensity for the Chisholm fire
replaces the previous record calculation of the 1968 Vega fire, which ran parallel to the Chisholm fire
(Figure 4). Both fires started the same day of the same month 33 years apart; both were driven by a
low-level jet wind; and both fires ended their run just south of the Town of Slave Lake as a result of a
major weather change.

The young, vigorous re-growth of aspen in the Vega fire slowed the spread of the Chisholm fire
southeast of Poplar Estates, and likely prevented the fire front from reaching that subdivision on May
28. Although the Vega fire spread exceeded the Chisholm daily averages, the Chisholm fire, which
was dominated by unprecedented fuel consumption, exceeded the Vega overall energy release output.
The buildup index for the Vega fire was 77 as compared to 121 for the Chisholm fire, which accounts
for the high fuel consumption of the Chisholm fire front. Section 2 of this report documents the
erratic fire events, major fire runs, hurricane force winds, and fuel consumption levels during seven
days of the Chisholm fire.

In contrast to the 1968 Vega fire, impact at the community level was devastating and unprecedented
in Alberta with the loss of 10 homes. Forest resource losses were significant and long term,
particularly on the Vanderwell FMA. Oil and gas shutdowns and infrastructure losses, power line
damage, and environmental impacts were all consequences of the Chisholm fire. These losses would
certainly have increased had the weather not changed late on May 29, which provided the opportunity
to minimize fire spread and eventually contain the fire. Fire behaviour forecasts suggest the fire
would have progressed into the Marten Hills and doubled in size under the conditions experienced on
the 28th.

1.2  CHISHOLM COMMUNITY

The early and severe 2001 fire season resulted in unprecedented community losses in both the
forested and agriculture areas of central Alberta. The number of structures lost throughout central
Alberta in May 2001 totalled approximately 75 (plus) structures lost, of which 21 were homes. On
May 26, Fire LWF-063 ran north to the rural developments that were southwest of the Hamlet of
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Chisholm, burning three sheds and one cabin. On May 28, under blow-up fire conditions, the fire
jumped cat lines, developed a 45,000-ft. convection column, and ran northwest toward the Town of
Slave Lake. At approximately 15:00, the fire moved through the Hamlet of Chisholm, burning 10
houses/trailers and 47 outbuildings. Evacuation of the residents preceded the fire run, and a state of
emergency was declared by Municipal District #124 at 15:52.

The fire progressed northwest, and was now influenced by Fire LWF-073 (man-caused) which
originated on the Chisholm access road at 16:09, and eventually joined with Fire LWF-063 at the
Athabasca River. Fire LWF-068 at the Smith Junction of Highway 2 and 2A and Fire LWF-069 near
Flatbush were being actioned on May 28 during the major run of Fire LWF-063. Two sheds and a
barn were lost in Fire LWF-069, which eventually jumped the Pembina River.

The unprecedented losses in the Chisholm hamlet and the man-caused origin of all the referenced
fires triggered an investigation and the creation of a documentation team.

1.3  DOCUMENTATION TEAM

Following the events of May 28, a full documentation team was appointed by Sustainable Resource
Development to capture all relevant information, re-construct fire behaviour, and consolidate details
into a final report for a follow-up fire review. It is considered routine to conduct a review following
any major fire event in Alberta; however, given the magnitude of property loss, the fire behaviour
characteristics and resource values lost in the Chisholm fire, enhanced documentation was given the
highest priority from May 28th on.

Independent consultants were retained for fire behaviour analysis, fire operations chronology, and
Chisholm structure documentation. Fire cause investigation was conducted through the Wildfire
Prevention Section of the Forest Protection Division, Land and Forest Service. On June 11, the
Minister of Sustainable Resource Development appointed an independent three-person panel to
review the Chisholm fire. The documentation team was instructed to provide all records and analyses
to the panel during the review process.

In the first scoping exercise of the documentation team, a chronological sequence of major events was
introduced as a reference outline for the final report. Eight significant points were defined:

1. Pre-suppression information, including preparedness and fire danger levels.

2. Initial attack (May 23).

3. Day two/escaped fire analysis strategy (May 24).

4. First run to Chisholm (night of May 25, early morning of May 26).

5. Run to northwest (May 27).

6. Second run to Chisholm (May 28).

7. Fires LWF-068-069 and LWF-073 (May 28)

8. Day seven (May 29)

Sections 2.0 and 3.0 of this report are structured to link fire behaviour events to the operational tactics
and suppression activities. The mandate and objective of the documentation team was to provide a
definitive report for Land and Forest Service, the Review Panel and the broader fire community.
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Biographical Sketch: Bill Bereska

Bill Bereska retired in 2000 following 39 years with Alberta Land and Forest Service. His work
experience included 10 years in Timber Management, 3 years as an Aircraft Dispatcher at the
Provincial Forest Fire Centre (PFFC) in Edmonton, and 3½ years as a Forest Protection
Technician. Bill also served as Chief Ranger for 9 years, Forest Protection Officer for 5 years,
Provincial Fire Behavior Officer for 5 years at PFFC, and 4½ years with the Forest Protection
Division at PFFC as Manager of Wildfire and Aircraft Operations.

Since retiring from the provincial government, Bill has been self-employed as a wildfire
consultant, specializing in decision support systems, training, fire behavior, prescribed burning
and aerial ignition. Bill is a Forest Technician graduate of the Forest Technology School at
Hinton, Alberta. He has also taken numerous additional training courses in personnel
management, fire management and other forest resource management-related fields.

Biographical Sketch: Terry Van Nest

Terry's career in forestry began in 1965 when he accepted a position with the Alberta Forest
Service. From 1965–1976, he worked in several ranger districts in Alberta, and from 1976–1982
he worked in the Peace River Forest as a Forest Protection Technician. In 1982, Terry became
Alberta's first provincial fire behavior officer, a position he held until 1991. During this period, he
was actively involved in operational fire behavior duties with the province, as well as on a
national and international scale. Other activities included technology transfer, fuel inventory,
prescribed burning, wildfire investigation, fire behavior training, and cooperation in fire research
projects. He was also involved in the development of operational fire information systems such as
Alberta's Preparedness Planning System and, in cooperation with Forestry Canada, the
development of the Intelligent Fire Management Information System.

In February 1991, Terry transferred to the Forest Technology School (now called the
Environmental Training Centre) in Hinton as Senior Fire Control Instructor. During the 1990s,
Terry was involved in the initiation and development of national fire management training and
establishment of the CIFFC National Training Working Group. In March 1999, Terry accepted
the position of Training Operations Manager at the Environmental Training Centre. Terry has a
Forest Technician Diploma and has attended several fire behavior courses at the National
Advanced Resource Technology Center in Marana, Arizona.
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Biographical Sketch: Dennis Quintilio

Dennis Quintilio has worked as a Fire Behaviour Specialist in Alberta for 24 years prior to
assuming management positions. From 1967–1974, he was stationed at the Northern Forestry
Centre as study leader and worked on the early design and implementation of the Canadian Forest
Fire Danger Rating System. He was appointed Project Leader in 1975 and continued to refine fire
behaviour prediction elements of the system through study of large-scale experimental burns.
From 1980 to 1990, he taught at the Forest Technology School (now the Environmental Training
Centre), and coordinated all in-service fire management training. In addition to these teaching
responsibilities, Dennis was active as a Fire Behaviour Officer and served on the Alberta Forest
Service Fire Investigation Team.

Dennis moved into his role as Director of the Environmental Training Centre in the fall of 1990.
In 1995, he assumed the position of Executive Director, Forest Management Division, and in
1999 was appointed Executive Director of the Integrated Resource Management Division
responsible for implementation of integrated resource management in Alberta. Dennis has a
B.Sc.F and an M.Sc. from the University of Montana, and is a member of the Alberta Registered
Professional Foresters Association. A bibliography of approximately 25 publications is available
upon request.

Biographical Sketch: Stew Walkinshaw

Stew has worked in the Alberta forest industry since 1979, including 11 years as a Forest Officer
with the Alberta Forest Service and 7 years in the private sector as a Forestry Consultant. For the
past four years, Stew has specialized in fire management work and has completed several
wildland/urban interface plans for Alberta Land and Forest Service, municipalities and private
developers. He has held several positions on campaign fires and acts as Industry Liaison
Consultant for the Calgary and Rocky Mountain House Fire Management Districts.

Stew has a B.Sc. in Forestry from the University of Alberta (1993) and Forest Technologist
Diploma from Northern Alberta Institute of Technology (1980). He is a member of the Alberta
Registered Professional Foresters Association.

Biographical Sketch: Bruce Lawson

From 1967-1996, Bruce Lawson worked with Canadian Forest Service, Pacific Forestry Centre,
and authored or co-authored approximately 35 publications and 50 reports on various aspects of
fire behavior, fire danger rating and prescribed fire use. As a founding member of the “CFS Fire
Danger Group”, Bruce was part of a national team responsible for developing the Canadian
Forest Fire Danger Rating System, used by all fire management agencies in Canada and also
abroad. He conducted research in B.C. and the Yukon, which led to development of both the
Canadian Forest Fire Weather Index (FWI) System and the Forest Fire Behaviour Prediction
(FBP) System. Bruce headed the CFS Pacific and Yukon Region’s Fire Management Program
from 1991–1996, and was Fire Project Leader from 1978–1991.

Since 1996, Bruce has worked as a consulting forester associated with Ember Research Services
Ltd., continuing research and development of models, systems and client-oriented services related
to fire science and management. Recent projects include models to predict flaming and
smoldering ignition probability in Alaska, Yukon, B.C. and forest fuel types in other locations in
Canada. Bruce is currently engaged in developing fire management plans for B.C. provincial
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parks, fire cause investigations, and Yukon community fire risk assessment and reduction
strategies. Bruce has a B.Sc. in Forestry from University of BC and an M.Sc. in Forest Fire
Science from the University of Montana. He is Past Chair of the Fire Management Subcommittee,
Academic Standards Committee, B.C. Registered Professional Foresters; Past Chair, Northwest
Fire Council; a member of Canadian Institute of Forestry, International Association of Wildland
Fire and a member of the International Wildfire Association of B.C.


