
HOUSE No. 2732

Ct)e Commontoealtt) of €©assacf)U0etts

E x e c u t iv e  D e p a r t m e n t ,
St a t e  H o u s e , B o sto n , July 14, 1941.

To the Honorable Senate and House of Representatives:
Attached hereto is a report dated June 30, 1941, of the 

special committee appointed by me to investigate the 
serious damage caused by  forest fires. You will note that 
the Committee suggests further studies on the part of the 
Department of Conservation. I have asked the Com 
missioner of Conservation to make these studies and to 
include the recommendations in his annual report to your 
honorable bodies.

You will also note that the committee recommends the 
enactment of two changes in the law that they believe 
will be of the utmost value in the next two years. Al
though it is rather late in the session, I am submitting 
these matters to you because I believe they are of the 
utmost importance. I trust they will receive your care
ful and immediate attention.

Very respectfully yours,

L E V E R E T T  SALTON STALL,
Governor of the Commonwealth.
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T h e  C o m m o n w e a l t h  of  M a s s a c h u s e t t s , 
D e p a r t m e n t  o f  C o n s e r v a t io n ,

20 So m e r se t  St r e e t , B o s t o n , June 30, 1941.

His Excellency Leverett Saltonstall, Governor of Massachusetts, 
Executive Department, State House, Boston, Massachusetts.

Sir : — Y our Special Committee on Forest Fires has had 
several meetings and has held a hearing in the town of Groton 
to obtain the viewpoint of selectmen, forest wardens and other 
interested citizens as to what measures might be taken to avoid 
such catastrophes as the fire which swept over fifty-four hun
dred acres in the towns of Dunstable, Groton, Tyngsborough 
and Westford this spring. Its members have worked individu
ally and as a committee with the Department of Conservation 
in the assembling of data on which our recommendations are 
based.

The committee has not conducted an investigation for the 
purpose of fixing the responsibility for the losses suffered from 
the many fires that have occurred, but it has tried to study the 
problem in its broader aspects, using the knowledge gained in 
the past and the experience of this spring fire season as a basis 
on which to build a more effective system of forest fire preven
tion and suppression.

In the handling of big forest fires, it is inevitable that some 
errors of judgment will occur, but as a rule these errors hinge 
upon conditions beyond the control of those in charge, and this, 
we find, was the case with the large fires this spring. Public 
indifference and human carelessness cause most of our forest 
fire losses.

The weaknesses in our present system of dealing with the 
forest fire problem most evident to the committee from its 
study of the recent large fires are by no means new discoveries. 
These deficiencies have been known to foresters and fire wardens 
for years, and recommendations for their correction have been 
constantly brought before the public but without receiving the 
necessary support. It is our hope that, with your approval, the 
needs emphasized in this report may receive the immediate 
attention of the citizens of the Commonwealth.

The committee has considered this problem not only from 
the standpoint of normal conditions but as a matter of defense.
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The vulnerability of forests and rural homes adjoining wood
land to incendiarism, sabotage or bombing, especially during 
periods of extreme drought, such as we encountered this spring, 
must be evident to any one familiar with the ordinary fire 
hazard to homes and timber. Our recommendations, there
fore, are calculated to meet present and future emergencies. 
The methods of protecting the forests and the homes endan
gered by forest fires consist of two main divisions — (a) pre
vention, (6) protection and suppression. The principal items 
which in our judgment call for immediate action, together with 
our recommendations and bills to carry them into effect, 
follow.

Prevention.
1. Education. — Since most of our forest fires are caused by 

the carelessness of law-abiding citizens, every possible means of 
public education should be systematically developed to keep 
before the public the seriousness of this problem. The burning 
of débris and the careless use of smoking materials, in about 
equal proportion, were responsible for more than 60 per cent 
of our forest fires last year.

We recommend that the Department of Conservation be authorized 
to expend a reasonable sum for public education in forest fire 
prevention.

2. Fire Weather Forecasting. — The system of forest fire 
weather forecasting, which has been adopted since the hui ri
cane, is of great value to wardens in planning for patrol and in 
the disposition of men and equipment. This forecasting has 
been carried on by the United States Forest Service in connec
tion with its fire hazard removal work. Since that work is 
scheduled to be discontinued this summer, arrangements should 
be made now to have the forest fire weather reporting continued 
through co-operation of the Department of Conservation with 
the United States Forest Service, or it should be taken over by 
the Department itself.

We recommend in an accompanying bill that the Department of 
Conservation be authorized to continue these forecasts.

3. Fire Permits. — The burning of débris already mentioned 
is responsible for more forest fires in this State than any other 
cause. Many of these fires are started by persons burning 
rubbish in the open air without a permit.
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We recommend an amendment to the present fire permit act, in 
the accompanying bill, by which all persons who desire to set or 
maintain a fire anywhere in the open must obtain a permit.

4. Forest Fire Patrol. — The establishment of lookout towers 
for the detection of forest fires was one of the most valuable 
steps toward the reduction of fire losses. Fifty-one such towers 
are now distributed over the State, which means that on an 
average each lookout must guard an area with a radius of about 
seven miles. During periods of low visibility, or where the 
topography is broken, a fire starting behind a ridge several 
miles from a tower cannot be detected until it has reached 
dangerous size. If such fires are to be discovered quickly, the 
lookout system should be supplemented by patrols.

The use of forest fire patrols is not new, having been in force 
in Barnstable County and parts of Plymouth County for fifteen 
years, but the method has not been put into practice through
out the State. An experiment to determine the value of public 
education and patrol on Cape Cod was conducted for a three- 
year period, from 1926 to 1928. This showed that with 20 per 
cent less money used for education, patrol and suppression 
than had been spent for suppression alone during the previous 
three years, forest fire losses were reduced 80 per cent. Many 
individual towns that have adopted patrol as part of their fire 
prevention system have obtained still better results. The edu
cational and moral effect of patrol on potential offenders has 
been especially marked. In no place where patrol has been 
given a thorough trial has it failed to reduce the total cost of 
fire control as well as fire losses.

Now that fire weather forecasting has proved its worth, the 
question of when to use patrols is no longer a matter of opinion 
on the part of wardens, but is determined by scientific methods. 
It is our opinion that the general application of the patrol sys
tem would be one of the most practical steps that could be 
taken at this time. But, apart from the unanimous opinion of 
the committee that patrol should be used generally in normal 
times, we want to emphasize the need of it as a matter of 
defense during the present emergency.

We therefore strongly recommend that the accompanying bill to 
provide for forest fire patrol during a three-year period be brought 
before the General Court at the present session.
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Protection and Suppression.
1. Equipment. — It is recognized that after all reasonable 

means of prevention have been taken, there will still be forest 
fires. Therefore, it is essential that an effective protective 
organization with adequate equipment be maintained for the 
suppression of such fires. The information we have shows that 
sixty-five towns in various parts of the Commonwealth have 
no power equipment for forest fire fighting, and many of them 
have little or no equipment of any kind for this purpose. We 
believe that such towns should be required to accept their 
responsibility to themselves and the Commonwealth in this 
matter, just as all towns are now required to maintain public 
schools. Undoubtedly the financial help of the Commonwealth 
will need to be extended to towns of low valuation or unusually 
large timber acreage, in accordance with the principle long 
recognized in the provision for schools, libraries and other 
services to such communities.

We recommend that a study be made by the Department of Con
servation to determine the kind and amount of equipment which 
each town should have in order to give adequate protection to the 
forests within the town, and that recommendations of the Depart
ment as to how such equipment might be acquired be brought before 
the next session of the General Court.

2. Training of Forest Fire Fighters. — It has been brought to 
our attention that many forest wardens do not have trained 
fire-fighting crews. This condition should be corrected as soon 
as possible, and we believe it can be remedied without an ap
propriation. In fact, your committee has already made provi
sion for a forest wardens’ school. Twenty-five State fire ward
ens and other experienced men will meet next month at the 
Department of Conservation headquarters at Stow for training 
in forest fire fighting, under the direction of the Department of 
Education. After the leaders are trained in this school, local 
schools will be held by these leaders in the training of forest 
wardens, their deputies and crews.

We wish to express our gratitude to the Division of Voca
tional Training in the Department of Education for its willing
ness to accept this new task in addition to its many other 
burdens in connection with the defense program.
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3. Maps. — One of the deficiencies which has been empha
sized is the lack of good maps for each town — maps which 
show not only the roads but the location of hydrants, water- 
holes and other sources of water supply. At Groton it was 
found that outside crews of fire fighters could not always be 
directed efficiently to the points where they should start opera
tions. It is our belief that every town should possess maps 
containing this vital information, and that these maps should 
be prepared in co-operation with the Department of Conser
vation, and provided in cheap form and in sufficient number so 
that there would always be a supply in case of emergency.

We recommend that the Department of Conservation take the 
initiative in this matter and co-operate with the towns in the 
preparation of such maps.

4. Waterholes. — Water is the most valuable ally of the fire 
fighter, whether with power or hand equipment. Its availa
bility is perhaps the most important factor in the forest fire 
suppression problem and it is equally important for protection 
of buildings. Although waterholes have been constructed by 
the C. C. C. on state forests and by the W. P. A. and other 
welfare agencies in many towns, the numbers are still far from 
adequate. Preliminary reports show that only about six hun
dred waterholes have been constructed throughout the State. 
There are thousands of ponds and other sources of water that 
can readily be made accessible to fire fighters with little ex
pense, but these should be mapped, marked on the ground, 
and approaches as well as the waterholes kept in proper repair.

We recommend that the Department of Conservation, in co
operation with the local wardens, make a study of the number and 
location of necessary waterholes, and that a progressive program 
of construction be prepared for each town.

5. Radio Equipment. — The use of radio in forest fire sup
pression has been found highly effective in recent years.- Two- 
way radio equipment, however, is expensive, and many towns 
are unable to meet this cost.

We recommend that a study be made by the Department of Con
servation to determine what towns or areas should be equipped 
with radio, and that steps be taken by the Department to provide 
such equipment at cost to the local communities.
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6. Man Power. — Because of the draft and the demand for 
men in industry, there is a serious lack of man power for fight
ing forest fires. We were astonished to learn at the hearing 
in Groton that certain towns called upon for assistance had 
immediately available only three or four men. There were 
more than two hundred and fifty forest fires within that period 
oi three days, and in one case it was said that four state fire 
trucks were sent out with one man only — the driver. This 
is a lack that must be remedied at once, for, because of the 
withdrawal of the C. C. C. camps and the federal forces, until 
now engaged in the reduction of fire hazards, we face a very 
dangerous situation unless adequate forces can be promptly 
recruited and trained. Suggestions have been made that the 
older boys in private and public high schools might be organ
ized for this purpose, and in at least one town, Duxbury, a 
junior fire department has been set up. This is not a matter 
which calls for legislation or appropriations; it must be de
cided by each individual town.

Lack of Funds.

Because of the heavy demands made upon the Department of 
Conservation during this spring fire season, the funds that have 
been made available for this year have been sadly depleted. 
For instance, fire lookout towers have already been prematurely 
closed, and state equipment costing thousands of dollars can
not be adequately manned.

We recommend that before the adjournment of the present ses
sion of the General Court, adequate appropriations be made to 
cover this deficiency, and to carry out the proposals made herein 
which call for additional funds.

R ecodification of Forest F ire Laws.

In our study of the present legislation dealing with forest 
fires we have found many instances where revision appears 
desirable. If the Department of Conservation should be 
authorized to carry out the recommendations we have made, it 
will undoubtedly be confronted with the necessity of certain 
other changes.

We recommend that the Department of Conservation, working 
in co-operation with the Department of Public Safety and the 
Attorney General, be directed to prepare a recodification of the
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forest fire laws, to be 'presented to the next session of the General 
Court.

Your committee has not attempted here to go into the de
tails which have led up to the unanimous decision on its recom
mendations. You must appreciate that we are dealing not only 
with the normal conditions pertaining to this problem, but that 
we are also confronted with an emergency. We therefore 
earnestly request your co-operation in bringing these measures 
before the General Court.

Respectfully submitted,

RAYMOND J. KENNEY,
Commissioner of Conservation.

EUGENE M. McSWEENEY,
Commissioner of Public Safety.

HARRIS A. REYNOLDS,
Representing Massachusetts Forest and 

Park Association.

HOWARD S. RUSSELL,
Representing Massachusetts Farm 

Bureau Federation.

WILLIAM H. HILL,
Representing Fire Chiefs Club 

of Massachusetts.

VICTOR F. ADAMS,
Representing Massachusetts Association 

of Selectmen.

WILLIAM R. BROWN,
Representing Timberland Owners 

and Operators.
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RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LEGISLATION.

A.

Ct)e CommonUJcalt!) of Q9a0sacI)U0eits

In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Forty-One.

A n A ct p e r t a in in g  to th e  forecast  of forest  fire

WEATHER AND FOREST PATROL.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Repre
sentatives in General Court assembled, and by the 
authority of the same, as follows:

1 Section twenty-eight B of chapter forty-eight, as
2 amended by  section three hundred and nine, acts of
3 nineteen hundred and thirty, is hereby amended by
4 striking out the section and substituting in place
5 thereof the following new section: —
6 Section 28B. For a period of three years from the
7 passage of this act, the director of the division of for-
8 estry shall establish and maintain a system of fore-
9 casting forest fire weather, provided such service is

10 not available from the United States Forest Service.
11 During this period every town, which in the judgment
12 of the director contains sufficient woodland or such
13 forest fire hazards as to justify the use of patrol, shall
14 employ patrol service as hereinafter provided. Pa-
15 trots shall be used on all days determined and an-
16 nounced by the director to be of class three or higher
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17 fire hazard, according to the United States Forest
18 Service standard of classification of fire danger, or its
19 equivalent in any future classification. It shall be
20 the duty of the director to determine in advance what
21 areas shall be patrolled in each town, the method to
22 be used and the maximum number of patrols neces-
23 sary, after a study made in co-operation with the local
24 forest warden. The patrols shall be increased with
25 the increase of hazard to the number determined to
26 be necessary for a given degree of hazard. In case
27 any town fails to com ply with this provision, the
28 director may cause the forests to be patrolled and the
29 town shall be liable for the cost of such patrol. All
30 towns of a valuation of one million two hundred and
31 fifty thousand dollars or less shall be reimbursed by
32 the state for one half of any expenditures under this
33 act, when approved by  the director. For purposes of
34 this act, there is hereby appropriated for the bien-
35 nium, nineteen hundred and forty-one and nineteen
36 hundred and forty-two, the sum of six thousand
37 dollars.
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B.

C l)t CommcnUicaltj) of ^assacinisetts

In the Year One Thousand Nine Hundred and Forty-One.

A n A ct p e r t a in in g  to the  setting  of fires  in  the

OPEN AIR.

Be it enacted by the Senate and House o /  Repre
sentatives in General Court assembled, and by the 
authority of the same, as follows:

1 Chapter forty-eight, section thirteen, as amended
2 by chapter two hundred and four of the acts of nine-
3 teen hundred and thirty-eight, is hereby amended by
4 striking out the section and substituting in place
5 thereof the following new section: —
6 Section 13. Setting Fires in the Open Air. —  No
7 person shall set, maintain or increase a fire in the open
8 air at any time unless the ground is substantially
9 covered with snow, except by written permission,

10 covering a period not exceeding five days from the
11 date thereof, granted by the forest warden, or chief
12 of the fire department in cities and towns, or, in cities
13 having such an official, the fire commissioner; pro-
14 vided, that no such permit shall be granted during
15 the months of April and M ay except upon rainy days.
16 The forest warden may make it a condition for grant-
17 ing a permit that any burning shall be done only
18 after four o ’clock in the afternoon (standard time)
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19 and he shall have the power to revoke a permit at
20 any time. The forester may make rules and regula-
21 tions relating to the granting and revocation of such
22 permits binding throughout the commonwealth. Such
23 rules and regulations shall take effect subject to sec-
24 tion thirty-seven of chapter thirty, when approved
25 by  the governor and council. The forest wardens in
26 towns and officials performing the duties of forest
27 wardens in cities shall cause public notice to be given
28 of the provisions of this section and shall enforce the
29 same. W hoever violates any provision of this section
30 shall be punished by a fine of not more than one hun-
31 dred dollars or by imprisonment for not more than
32 one month, or both.


