The first Staff Ride of the Spanish Ranch Fire was held April 28th and 29th of 2005.  The August 15, 1979 wildfire claimed the lives of four California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CDF) firefighters who were conducting indirect fireline operations 40 miles east of Santa Maria, California.  Personnel from the Los Padres N.F. and Santa Barbara County Fire Departments assisted on this incident.

The fire was a watershed event that mandated the use of fire shelters for all CDF firefighters. It was also profiled in the Lessons Learned, Fatality Fire Case Studies, which was used extensively in the preliminary study. 

On April 28th,  seven key fire participants attended a “panel discussion” with 35 students representing CDF, Los Padres N.F, Santa Barbara County, Los Angeles County, Santa Maria City and Vandenberg Air Force Base Fire Departments. This format worked very well, allowing the panel to interact with each other and the students and was videotaped for use on future staff rides. 

On April 29th, participants went to the fire site for the actual field staff ride. Groups were organized with experienced facilitators. Tactical Decision Games were delivered at each stand that put the students in the shoes of the firefighters and decision makers. Photographs taken during the fire were available to the students to represent the equipment, fuels and fire behavior experienced that day.  (see attached photo)

This was a cooperative project between the CDF San Luis Ranger Unit and Los Padres National Forest. The Staff ride was developed and coordinated by Kelley Gouette, CDF Battalion Chief  and Tom Plymale, Forest Service Helishot Captain. Both Kelley and Tom have attended the Marine Corps University Wildland Fire Leadership and National Wildland Fire Staff Ride Workshops. 
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A Comparison photo used by the participants to show fire behavior and fuel loading.

