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Bag City. Michigan .

Way cleared for fire claims at Mio

By JEFF COUNTS

Timu Writer

A U.S. Justice Department ruling Monday has
_cleared the way for Mack Lake residents to collect
on claims against the U.S. Forest Service for prop-
erty damage during the May 5-6 Mio forest fire

that raged through 25,000 acres of forest land,
Lillad a farect corvice worker and destroved 38

hardest hit by the blaze, started by forest service
workers as a controlled burn to improve nesting
areas for Kirtland’s Warbler, a rare bird.

Five home owners will be paid off within the
next three to four weeks as a result of the ruling,
said Wayne Mann, Huron-Manistee forest service
supervisor. The five claims are among 14 sent to
the Milwaukee regional forest service office for
settlement. The 14 have been approved by Huron-

R-Gaylord, said.

The forest service presented the information
the justice department in the precedent-setti
case. The justice department is charged w
ruling on all damage claims of more than $25.¢
against the federal government.

Although the department officially rules on :
the claims, agreement on the first one Is consi

ered a key step.
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Way cleared for fire claims at Mio 
By Jeff Counts – Times Writer

A U.S. Justice Department ruling Monday has cleared the way for Mack Lake residents to collect on claims against the U.S. Forest Service for property damage during the May5-6 Mio forest fire that raged through 25,000 acres of forest land, killed a forest service worker and destroyed 38 homes.
The ruling means the forest service can begin settling the remaining 49 claims, most by Mack Lake residents.  The small Oscoda County resort community eight miles south of Mio was  the hardest hit by the blaze, started by forest service workers as a controlled burn to improve nesting areas for Kirtland’s Warbler, a rare bird.

Five home owners will be paid off with the next three to four weeks as a result of the ruling, said Wayne Mann, Huron-Manistee forest service supervisor.  The five claims are among 14 sent to the Milwaukee Regional forest service office for settlement.  The 14 have been approved by Huron-Manistee forest service officials.

The Justice department ruling approved the settlement in a private property damage case in which a Mack Lake resident was seeking $40,000 in damages, a spokesman for U.S. Rep Bob Davis, R-Gaylord, said.
The forest service presented the information to the justice department in the precedent setting case.  The justice department is charged with ruling on all damage claims of more than $25,000 against the federal government.

Property owners must first go through the administration procedure of submitting claims to the forest service for approval.  If property owners are not satisfied with the justice department approved settlement, they may file a lawsuit against the service, said Mann.  

“But we don’t expect to have many problems,” Mann said.  “We had an appraisal team in the area shortly after the fire, and we know most of the property values.”

Settlements will depend upon information sent to the forest service by property owners. Some owners have sent incomplete forms, and they have been sent back, Mann said. The forest service has sent letters to property owners, telling them what information is needed, he said.

The fire started near the Mack Lake area when strong winds whipped the controlled burn flames out of control, and hundreds of forest service, state Department of Natural Resources, and local firefighter spent two days controlling the fire.

During the height of the blaze, firefighters cut 25 miles of fire breaks, and trenches.  One forest service biologist, James L Swiderski, 29 of Mio, died in the fire which burned a 30 square mile area in Oscoda, Alcona and Ogemaw counties.

Following the fire, a team of forest service appraisers and claim adjusters assessed the property damage at $1.5 million, and Identified 225 potential claimants.  Only 118 have contacted the forest service, and only 49 claims, ranging from buildings destroyed to clothing lost, have been filed.
