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INTRODUCTION
The Joint Base McGuire-Dix-Lakehurst Wildland Support Module conducted a 31 
acre prescribed burn on Westover Air Reserve Base in Chicopee, MA that escaped 
containment lines and burned one acre of private property that caused significant 
property loss.  

The Review Team consisted of: 

Anthony DiMaggio - Assistant Module Leader 
Trent Ingram - Regional Assistant Fire Management Officer 
Shane McDonald - USAF/WFS Program Manager



Summary Narrative

On the morning of 14 April 2026, the Wildland Fire Program Coordinator and RXB2 
identified two potential units for treatment. Notifications were completed, a spot weather 
forecast was obtained, and the Ignition Authorization signed.

The crew arrived at the first unit and were briefed on the planned operation. The test fire 
was lit but low unfavorable fire behavior was observed, and it was extinguished. The 
decision was made to move to the second unit which was comprised of better fuels that 
were more likely to meet objectives given the current weather conditions. 

After the test fire was lit, the RXB2 completed the Go/No Go checklist and deemed fire 
behavior and conditions favorable to progress with burning the northern 16 acres of Unit 
28. 

South winds were predominant so the crew started at DP3 on the northern tip of the 
unit. Ignition progressed SE to DP4 near the installation property boundary. The fire 
behavior in the hardwood fuels backed slowly with low intensity. Within the middle of the 
unit a large pocket of phragmites extended towards the fire line at DP4. The RXB2 
instructed a crewmember to place a small dot of fire within the phragmites to allow the 
receptive fuels to back away from the boundary. Within 15 minutes five small spot fires 
occurred across the unit boundary within 10 feet of the line. Each spot was extinguished 
at less than 12” in diameter. After a brief pause to contain the spots, ignition was 
resumed progressing towards DP5 and ultimately to the cut off line between DP2 and 
DP6. 

After ignitions were completed, the crew transitioned to mop-up and began to extinguish 
smoldering fuels along the boundaries. Approximately an hour later a crewmember 
identified a spot fire on private property to the northeast of DP4 near a large stack of 
corrugated plastic pipes. A type 6 engine arrived within a minute however its crew was 
unable to put out the spot before the stack of pipes were engulfed. The RXB2 quickly 
notified the Westover ARB Fire and Emergency Services Chief and requested 
additional resources to respond to the fire on private property. 

The wildfire was contained at approximately one acre but consumed a large stack of 
pipes. 
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Primary Findings and Recommendations

Findings
The spot weather forecast and the on-site weather observations were all within 
prescription limits for temperature and humidity but wind gusts were at the upper limit of 
acceptable. 



The nearest RAWS station is over 50 miles from the burn site so KBDI, ERC, and BI 
could not be accurately measured. 

The NWS did list central Massachusetts as being abnormally dry but no significant 
drought conditions were present.

An analysis of the actions taken leading up to the wildfire declaration for consistency 
with the prescribed fire plan. This will include whether it was adequate and whether it was 
followed:

Findings
All pre-burn notifications were completed and the contingency resources were confirmed to be 
available. 

All weather parameters were within prescription and a spot weather forecast was obtained.

All resources were briefed on site and clear leaders intent was given. 

The initial five small spot fires on private property according to FWS Fire Management 
Handbook should have been declared a wildfire and the appropriate actions taken.

Immediately after the RXB2 was notified of the larger spot, notifications to the WFPC/AA and 
RAFMO occurred. 

Contingency resources were dispatched and arrived on scene within minutes. 

All actions taken regarding the wildfire declaration were consistent with the prescribed fire plan. 



Recommendations
The Prescribed Fire Plan states that in the event of a wildfire declaration the RXB2 "may" 
notify the FMO/AFMO but it is recommended the plan read that the notification "will" happen. 

An analysis of the prescribed fire plan for consistency with policy:

Findings
The plan used for this burn was signed and approved in October 2024 which is within the three 
year currency however it was in the 2018 template instead of the more current 2021 template 
that is required. 

The technical reviewer for the plan was a subordinate employee of the RXB2. 

Recommendations
Update the plan to the latest version of the PMS 484-1. 

The AFWFB should establish clear protocols for the technical review of all prescribed fire 
plans. 

An analysis of the prescribed fire plan and associated environmental parameters:

Findings
The acceptable wind direction identified in the plan for Unit 28 puts smoke directly across the 
installation boundary and on to private property. However highly smoke sensitive assets on 
base limit additional wind directions from being utilized. 

Recommendations
The addition of a RAWS station could aid the RXB2 in monitoring the weather parameters 
identified in element 7 of the plan. 

A review of the approving line officer's qualifications, experience and involvement 
including adequate program oversight:

Findings
The Wildland Fire Program Coordinator for Westover ARB acts as the Agency Administrator 
for all prescribed burns. They were on site for the burn and subsequent wildfire declaration. 

Recommendations 
The USAF does not require any training in order to perform the duties of an AA. Attendance of 
the Agency Administrator Workshop should be encouraged to all Fire Program Coordinators.

A review of the qualifications and experience of key personnel involved:

Findings 
All staff members that were present on the burn were qualified in their positions and were 
experienced in operations on that installation. The key positions required in element 11 of the 
plan were filled. 

Recommendations
Continue to ensure all employees are qualified and required training has been completed to 
avoid any unknown expirations.  



A summary of causal agents contributing to the wildfire declaration:

Causal factor: Security protocols on USAF installations limited the ability of crews to openly 
and freely patrol on private property. 

Causal factor: Controlled access points in the fence did not allow equipment to quickly 
engage the spot fire. 

Contributing factor: The industrial manufacturing site and presence of heavy equipment pose 
a hazard to crew members accessing private property. 

Recommendations
Knowing that access will be limited to patrol private property it is encouraged to preposition 
resources in critical holding areas. 

Determine the level of awareness and understanding of procedures and guidance of the 
personnel involved:

Finding
All personnel on scene made proper notifications and followed the chain of command when 
declaring the incident a wildfire. 

Recommendations
Expectations regarding communications pre and post wildfire declaration should be clearly 
outlined to ensure all agencies (DOW/DOI) are aware of developing incidents.



Establish accountability:

Findings 
Verifying off site values during the development of the complexity analysis would help to identify 
mitigations needed to limit the risk of damage. 

Recommendations
Wildland Support Module Leader should ensure that all prescribed fire plans are utilizing the 
latest version of the PMS 484-1. 

Mitigating the extended time needed to access the private property with equipment would help 
ensure spot fires are contained quickly. These efforts should be discussed during the 
contingency planning portion of the operational briefing.

Synopsis of Lessons Learned   

Implementing prescribed fire on military installations pose unique challenges for implementation. 
Maintaining base security while burning along boundaries require extensive coordination with 
military leadership and private land owners. 

Fostering relationships with adjacent land owners and facilitating pre-burn discussions about 
contingency plans can streamline and expedite suppression efforts in the event of an escape.

Quickly requesting contingency resources helped minimize the extent of damage to private 
property.

Knowing and understanding the limitations involved with off installation response can aid in 
determining appropriate actions needed to mitigate risks of escape across jurisdictional 
boundaries.       
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