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Response to Wildfire survey

· How can land management techniques be best used at a regional level to prevent and control wildfires whilst balancing the needs of different land users? What evidence-gaps are there and how can they be filled?

A Fire and Rescue Service (FRS) member of the Lancashire Fire Operations Group (LFoG) told me there were three causes of wildfire- Men, women and children!
I believe there are three measures in fighting fires

1. Addressing the flames and trying to fight the fire with risk to all those involved- game keepers, farmers and fire fighters, a massive demand on resources and with a loss of species, habitat, peat (with subsequent release of carbon and impacts on water quality and subsequent flood risk), property and unfortunately eventually human life.
2. Addressing to cause of ignition- in most cases members of the public who may know better and may have read the signs warning against BBQ’s and campfires. We have staff on site 24 hours a day and seven days a week to enforce our no fires policy. During specifically hot weather we also employ additional rangers to give our keepers time to do their own work- record 13 BBQ’s and a burning wheelie bin extinguished in one Bank holiday afternoon.
3. Addressing the risks of a large wildfire by 
· engaging consultants to undertake a Wildfire risk management plan.
· Carry out a regional mapping exercise to identify public access hotspots, vegetation survey to assess fuel load and areas of high nature or property value.
· Undertake fuel load management through burning, cutting and grazing to reduce flame length and fire intensity.
· Carry out a fire mitigation exercise based on the above
· On designated land seek Natural England consent to carryout works well in advance of a fire starting.
Of course these three matters should be done in reverse order and hopefully resourcing numbers 2 and 3 will reduce the risks and dangers of having to engage in number1. 

· What role do nature-based solutions, such as improving biodiversity and more resilient landscapes, have in the prevention and control of wildfires

Improving habitat diversity through managing age structure and limiting fuel load makes significant improvements to fire intensity but this traditional form of management is now being prevented by Defra’s inability to process burning licences and Natural England’s (NE) restrictions on management plans and the recent extension of theses from peat > 40cm depth to >30cm.  In our area this has increased the area restricted from 30% of the fell (mostly the really deep peat areas on the flatter tops which was never really burnt anyway) to over 80% of the fell (mostly on the slopes which cannot be rewetted as they drains naturally and are heather dominant).

Rewetting on the tops is generally sensible but does not work on slopes and even the wettest areas will be bone dry if we get a wildfire event- you can see brown sphagnum in what ponds and the peat is dry down to 40cm and further. 

· How best can Defra funding schemes be used to support land managers to adapt to the increased risk of wildfires?

Invest in specialists within Defra and NE to look at the full range of data on fuel load management including that already funded by Defra from York University. With resource to undertake management and wildfire mitigation plans and process burning licences Defra would be making a great contribution to wildfire prevention.  
Many fires seem to occur on land owned/ managed or leased by NGO’s/ corporates and charities  (National Trust, United Utilities/ RSPB, Bradford City Council etc).  As an element of their social responsibility  these organisations should have staff on patrol 24/7 and motivated to carry out fuel load management across their vast acreages- I don’t see this requires a payment from the public purse but a requirement that the organisations might want to consider as insurers start to look at the areas suffering the greatest and most frequent losses to wildfire and the impacts this is having on neighbours who also suffer loss and have to commit their own staff and resources to help the fire service extinguish the neighbours fire. 

· What impact does the monitoring of wildfires have on our understanding of the and causes and risks of these events in the UK, and how can this be improved? Are there international examples or best practices that can be used in a UK context?
Outside my area of expertise but many countries use fire to clear any build up of fuel on a regular basis and I believe some areas of Spain are struggling with a loss of farmers and skills with using fire as a consequence of policy leading to big losses, frequent fire events and the death of fire fighters.

· What resources and training do emergency services and local authorities need to respond to the increasing number of wildfires, particularly in rural and hard-to-reach areas?

The FRS is unfortunately getting well versed in tackling big heath fires.  Their tenders and pumping equipment are really vital in addressing a summer fire where moving large quantities of water is essential. In addition local farmers and game keepers have turned out to many fires to assist, they are generally first on the scene and can sometimes put out the fire if they can catch it early enough, they have specialist equipment and a knowledge of the ground together with a vested interest in helping the fire crews address the fire.

Game keepers especially have a knowledge and confidence in using fire to back burn and create fire breaks (as was witnessed at the Langdale fire in the North York Moors last summer) which I believe is a skill we will quickly lose if they are not regularly burning during the winter season.

· What are the most effective activities for tackling the human causes of wildfire ignition, for example public engagement and campaigns? How can the UK Government best support the delivery of these activities at both a local and national scale?
· Education
· Signs
· Followed up with enforcement by somebody making sure the rules are followed. Many people feel they are entitled to do what they want unless they are challenged.
Identifying susceptible weather conditions and closing public access when necessary is within the gift of local Authorities who are also responsible for paying for the FRS to attend a big fire.  I am aware that the Lancaster Council Emergancy response does not have an approved procedure to fund additional resources to a big rural fire( unlike a fire at a premises or any form of flooding), this requires more thought and Blackburn and Darwin Council in Lancashire are ahead of the curve on this too.

· What policies are in place, or are needed, to reduce the severity of wildfires and their socio-economic impacts on both agricultural land and at rural-urban boundaries?

Vegetation management is being restricted in the face of an increase in wildfires and evidence to the contrary from other countries which is madness.
The countryside code which my generation were brought up with was hurriedly republished during covid following a twenty year gap but unfortunately showed a family having a BBQ on the front cover which when I challenged Marian Spain at NE I was told there was a line that the public should ask for landowners’ permission some 70 pages into the tome- not clear messaging and not a great response.
Locally Blackburn and Darwen Council in Lancashire have a Public Space Protection Order (PSPO) giving police powers to tackle public behaviour regarding fire.  I think this is probably a special case in an area with very special needs and not something that should be a requirement in other rural areas where people still respect the countryside and other people’s property.  

· Given that responsibility is spread across government departments and bodies (e.g. Defra, Forestry Commission, Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government), how should the government coordinate a cross-departmental approach to tackle the increasing risk of wildfires?

Try and give a single body responsibility and make sure they act responsibly and that they know they will be responsible for any shortfalls in performance- and property/ lives lost.
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