
BY LISA NAYLOR

amp Wooten
Environmental

Learning Center,
a gem of the
Washington State
Park (WSP) system
in southeast
Washington State,

was saved from a destructive wildfire
that started less than five miles from
the facility on contracted Washington
Department of Fish and Wildlife
(WDFW) lands in early August 2005.

On Friday, August 5, 2005, a three-
person hand crew was working clear-
ing brush at Camp Wooten when a
local citizen reported a fire to the
engine crew to which they responded
to a mile from the camp near School

Creek in the Tucannon Valley. Weather
conditions were hot and dry with very
low humidity. A tree had fallen over a
powerline and started the fire—a
product of nature at the worst possible
time of the year.

The crew tried in vain to extinguish
the fire, but excess tinder dry fuels and
winds were no match for the crew. The
School Fire erupted, severely burning
the upper Tucannon Valley with Camp
Wooten clearly in its destructive path.
The fire burned over 51,000 acres
before being contained.

Fortunately, due to the fuel reduc-
tion actions and on-going fuel reduc-
tion maintenance of the Washington
State Department of Natural Resources
(DNR), WSP, and WDFW in the years
preceding the School Fire, the camp
was saved and continues to be one of
the most popular (and profitable)
learning centers in the state.

In 2000, SE Area DNR Fuels Manager
Len Riggin applied for scarce funds for
fuel reduction projects. His goal was to
“keep his two crews busy” during the
summer wildfire season as fire crews
were on stand-by, ready to respond to
calls for firefighters and suppression
equipment in the region.  

The grant from the National Fire
Plan (USDA Forest Service) targeted
Camp Wooten in Columbia County
and Field Springs State Park in Asotin
County. Riggin’s office was awarded
$60,000 to complete fuel reduction in
the two state park facilities. The only
hitch was the work was to be complet-
ed by contractors and not to be used
for fire suppression activities.

16 WESTERN FORESTER  ◆ APRIL/MAY/JUNE 2018

“Busy Work” for Engine Crews Save Camp Wooten
from Catastrophic School Fire
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Not a person to be stymied by con-
tract requirements, Riggin and his
crew worked closely with WDFW and
WSP to create defensible space around
camp structures, create fuel breaks,
and thin and prune residual trees.  

Timing of the fuel reduction work
was critical to avoid conflicts with
clients, user groups to the camp, and
routine camp maintenance activities.
The projects started in the fall of 2000,
continued through 2001, and were
completed prior to the state biennium
budget deadline in late June 2002. The
DNR reviewed the work with WSP and
WDFW and determined additional
work was needed, including the instal-
lation of a shaded fuel break.  

Shaded fuel breaks were 100’ wide,
with 20’ tree spacing, and limbed to 3’.
All trees under 8” DBH were removed
and later pruned to 6’. The shaded fuel
break began at the camp north entrance
along the access road and around
Donnie Lake to the toe of the slopes
surrounding the camp. Clearance
around buildings was at least 30’ and
15’ above the rooftops. During the
School Fire, open space voids around

structures were wrapped in plastic–not
the entire structure, but it helped pre-
vent airflow and embers from lodging
under them.  

Furthermore, the DNR recom-
mended additional trees be removed,
which was initially discouraged by
WSP, but user groups applauded the
move as clients could more easily be
seen by adult leaders adjacent to camp
facilities and in and around the prop-
erty. The Field Springs State Park fuel
reduction was completed using con-
tractors, but at much higher cost with
far fewer acres treated.

Following the fire, the DNR facilitat-
ed the removal of brush material using
a chipper treating brush, chipped and
spread to areas requiring coverage
such as the archery range and foot-
paths in and around the camp.

Remaining chipped material was
burned in piles during the early spring
or after group use in the fall. These
maintenance activities continue today.

Former Camp Manager Tim Fuller
worked with a nonprofit in the Tri-
Cities area developing signage to inter-
pret the School Fire and actions taken
by WSP and firefighters to protect the
facility. Fuller passed away from can-
cer a few short years after the event,
but his legacy and love for Camp
Wooten lives on.  ◆

Lisa Naylor is a forester with the Blue
Mountain Resource Conservation and
Development Council, with offices in
Waitsburg, Wash. Lisa serves as the
Inland Empire SAF treasurer and can
be reached at lisa.naylor@
rocketmail.com.
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Land adjacent to Camp Wooten before fuel reduction
activities.
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Camp Wooten area after the School Fire. The fire was
devastating and the area is slowly coming back.
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This is the author’s house that survived the catastrophic Columbia
Complex Fire that took place a year after the School Fire and burned
109,259 acres near Dayton, Wash. The photo, taken on August 22, 2016,
shows the value of defensible space.

Defensible Space in Action


