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Klamath Communities Host Largest 

Prescribed Fire Training in the Nation 
Locals Share Fire Expertise while Blazing New Path for Fire Management 

Orleans, CA –  With destructive wildfires becoming increasingly common in California and across the 

country, the Western Klamath Restoration Partnership is hosting 120 students of fire from around the 

country to hone their skills at prescribed burning. The Klamath River Prescribed Fire Training Exchange, 

(Klamath TREX), builds the capacity of local communities, and national and international participants to 

successfully use prescribed fire as a tool for managing the land. The event is based out of the rural 

mountain community of Orleans, CA in a remote corner of northwestern California, and runs October 7-

19. 

It is not coincidence this event occurs in Western Klamath Mountains. The Karuk Tribe has been using 

prescribed fire to manage for natural and cultural resources here at the landscape scale for millennia, 

and much of that traditional knowledge remains intact.  The benefits of prescribed burns --such as the 

300-500 acres burned per year during the Klamath TREX--include healthier acorns and basket materials 

for local tribal members, lowering the wildfire risks of local communities, making our existing forest 

carbon resilient to future wildfires, and improving habitat for wildlife.    

“We have to re-establish a positive relationship with fire. Our knowledge of this landscape and the use 

of fire to protect our communities, to enhance the resources that we need to survive – it’s here,” said 

Karuk Tribe Department of Natural Resources Director Leaf Hillman.  

The annual Klamath TREX brings together fire practitioners of varying skill levels to develop their 

comfort, understanding, and qualifications to both light and hold fires.  

This TREX event and other collaborative burning is vital to efforts of the Western Klamath Restoration 

Partnership (WKRP) to develop capacity to reintroduce fire in the right places at the right times of year. 



TREX organizers see the event as a key step in the process to establish a local team of fire professionals 

that can manage a moderate complexity fire incident—whether it’s a controlled burn or a wildfire. TREX 

participants use the national incident management system known as NIMS, that utilizes personnel with 

National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG) qualifications to manage high complexity prescribed 

burns in the Wildland Urban Interface.. As local capacity grows, more prescribed burns can be 

accomplished through other collaborative burning models. The All Hands All Lands model activates a 

pool of qualified firefighters as burn windows arise. The Prescribed Burn Association model allows non-

NWCG qualified landowners to participate in community-based burning and is implemented by 

volunteer resources. .   

About half of all Klamath TREX participants are local to the Middle Klamath basin. One of those 

participants signed up for 2019 is lifelong river resident and Karuk tribal member Brianna Conrad, age 

22. She explains as dusk settles, perched on a cooler on her front porch, that she first took a job with the 

Karuk One fire crew to earn enough money to go back to welding school. But she found that working in 

fire was rewarding, so she stuck with it. She has earned her (tree) “Faller A” certification, and is now 

working on getting a more advanced “Faller B” qualification. 

“My mom worked in fire for the Forest Service, and she’d come home after weeks and weeks. I always 

wanted to work in fire too,” Conrad says. “Prescribed burning is what our culture has done throughout 

history to cleanse the land and bring new life to it. We did a lot of broadcast burning when I was a kid. 

My mom would have my uncle go cut a line through the blackberries on our place and then we’d light it 

all up. The burn got rid of the noxious overgrowth so we could grow food there.”  

This will be Conrad’s first TREX. She says that this type of local training is what makes it possible for her 

to start a career in fire and raise two kids. “I feel good about what I’m doing. I know I’ve changed for the 

better as a person working on this crew. It’s not the highest paying job and being away from my kids is 

hard, but at the end of the day, my kids want to know what I’ve been doing. This is how I want to raise 

my kids.”  

150 years ago, fire was so frequent on the land that it was a fuel-limited system. Even in severe 

droughts, there were no fires that resembled the Carr and Camp Fires of 2018. Over a century of fire 

exclusion and the suppression of cultural burning has led to fire agencies trying to manage the system as 

an ignition-limited system. This model poses great risk to communities and forests and rivers, TREX 

organizers like Mid Klamath Watershed Council’s Will Harling point out.  

“The Klamath TREX is a first critical step toward restoring this land as a fuel limited system again, for 

only when communities feel protected from wildfire, can we managed wildfires for resource benefits in 

the back country again,” Harling said.  
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