
Her name was F19, and the radio collar
the 90-pound mountain lion wore signaled
to biologists that she was still on the move
after the Cedar fire's worst days.

Yet when residents near Julian began com-
plaining about a mountain lion they couldn't
scare away from their homes, the animal's
unusual behavior was a signal that some-
thing was wrong.

Biologists went to look for F19, and found
her body near Santa Ysabel, below the Inaja
Memorial to fallen firefighters. F19's paws
and underside were badly burned, her face
singed, and she had lost 30 pounds.

"She died a horrible death," said Walter
Boyce, director of the Wildlife Health Cen-
ter at the University of California Davis.

F19 inexplicably headed into the flames
instead of away from them. She was the
only mountain lion known to have died in
last year's fires.

Despite the severity of the fires, which
burned about 16 percent of the county's
wild land, most mammals suffered a low
mortality rate, experts say.

Other animals – including a rare butterfly
found only on Otay Mountain that some
feared had been wiped out – and the land-
scape, are showing clear signs of recov-
ering.

It is too early to tell how each species is
responding. Recovery depends in large
part on habitat. Scientists plan to study
the aftermath of the 2003 wildfires for
years. But here is how some of the
county's wildlife and plants seem to be
faring one year later:

Large animals

Before the fires, there were about 2,500
deer in the county, with about 1,000 in
Cuyamaca Rancho State Park. The Ce-
dar fire damaged 99 percent of the 26,000-
acre park.

Biologists estimate that 10 percent to 20
percent of the county's deer, including
those in Cuyamaca park, were killed.
Boyce said one of the 11 deer wearing
radio collars died.

At the beginning of 2003, eight mountain
lions were known to include the state park
within their territories, although for some
of them, as much as 80 percent of their
roaming range was outside Cuyamaca.
Mountain lions typically range over an area
of 100 to 200 square miles.

Six died before the fires: three from dis-
ease; two killed by the state Department
of Fish and Game because they attacked
domestic animals; and one killed by an-
other mountain lion.

Biologists captured and collared F19 three
weeks before the fire. She was north of
the blaze as it burned around Julian, but
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in the early days of November. She was
injured and survived for two weeks.

After the fire, biologists began looking for
evidence of mountain lions in the park,
and within weeks found the remains of a
deer that had been killed by a mountain
lion and eaten by her and a cub. In De-
cember, a radio-collared deer was killed
by another mountain lion with a cub.

After biologists captured a female with
two cubs and fitted her with a collar, nam-
ing her F20, it became even more clear
that the fire hadn't seriously disrupted
mountain lions within the state park.

"Our study of where the deer moved
showed they didn't abandon the park, ei-
ther," Boyce said.

"Even though to our eyes the environment
might look devastated, the animals that
depend on it for living are able to find the
areas to sustain them," he said.

Cuyamaca and other areas burned by the
fires will likely be better deer habitat after
the fire than before – and more attractive
to mountain lions.

The fire opens up the forest, making it
easier for mountain lions to roam at night.
A study of the land burned by the Pines
fire, which in 2002 swept through 62,000
acres around Julian, Banner Grade,
Ranchita and the San Felipe Valley,
showed extensive activity by mountain li-
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ons this year and last. Among other large
species, coyotes and bobcats are ap-
proaching pre-fire activity levels in burned
areas, said Wayne Spencer, a wildlife bi-
ologist with the Conservation Biology In-
stitute.

Small animals

Survival for some backcountry animals
largely depended on where they lived.
Much as biologists expected, burrowers
such as kangaroo rats and pocket mice
survived the fast-moving fires. The soil
in many places provided cover to the in-
tense heat of the flames, Spencer said.

"The heat doesn't penetrate down much.
The soil barely has time to heat up. If
you're an inch or two below, you wouldn't
even know," Spencer said.

The burrowing animals also had food
caches.

Large numbers of rabbits and wood rats,
animals that don't burrow, were killed.

"Wood rats live in stick houses, not a good
place to be in a fire. And they require the
cover of dense chaparral and scrub oak,
which will take years to recover," Spen-
cer said.

Rabbits, famous for their breeding rates,
will be able to rebound quickly, as will
raccoons and skunks, Spencer said.

Of greatest concern among the small ani-
mals, Spencer said, are the chipmunks and
the western gray squirrel.

"I suspect an awful lot of them were killed
outright and could not escape," he said.

A close call

Perhaps the most remarkable recovery is
by the Thorne's hairstreak, a rare butter-
fly found only on Otay Mountain. As the
Otay fire burned last year, the Thorne's
hairstreaks were in the chrysalis stage,
inside a hard shell where a caterpillar be-
comes a butterfly.

"A chrysalis can't go anywhere," said bi-
ologist Michael Klein, co-owner of a con-
sulting company who has studied the but-
terfly for years.

The Thorne's hairstreak lives in Tecate
cypress trees, and an unknown number
of the butterflies burned when the trees
were consumed by flames. Scientists
feared the worst for the species.

"I really thought Thorne's was gone,"
Klein said.

But in the spring, Thorne's hairstreaks
were found in the mountain's few surviv-
ing stands of Tecate cypress. In March,
a friend of Klein's said he'd seen hundreds
of the butterflies in O'Neal Canyon, on
the mountain's western side.

"I felt like a dad who was expecting his
firstborn. I literally dropped what I was
doing and drove down to Otay Mountain
to see for myself," Klein said.

The canyon's walls were too steep for
Klein to hike down, so he drove along a
zigzagging truck trail. In an area recover-
ing from a 1996 fire, Klein found a few
Tecate cypress and some female Thorne's.

A few days later, he found more cypress
that hadn't burned in last year's fires or in
1996. He counted 40 butterflies, includ-
ing a mating pair that dropped from a tree
onto his shirt sleeve.

"We might be estimating three, maybe
four, stands of cypress as the only place
these butterflies are remaining," Klein said.

The Center for Biological Diversity an-
nounced last month that environmental-
ists would seek federal endangered spe-
cies protection for the Thorne's hairstreak
and the Hermes copper butterfly, which
lives in various areas of the county. The
Hermes copper lost nearly 40 percent of
its habitat, redberry plants that are at least
20 years old.

Birds

Many birds, like the ground animals,
sensed the danger of the fires and fled.

Some died, but it is not known how many.
"In some places they were consumed,"
said Paul Jorgensen, a state parks senior
resource ecologist.

Jorgensen and volunteers have been moni-
toring the birds in Cuyamaca park through
a project with the San Diego Natural His-
tory Museum.

"It's too soon to draw any conclusions,"
he said. It will take about five years.

The group has been tracking the recov-
ery of species in the area burned by the
2002 Pines fire. Observations in that study
are helping to shape expectations for
what's to come after the Cedar fire.

Birds called the canopy species, such as
owls, nut hatches, woodpeckers and the
brown creeper that live in the conifer oaks,
"are going to be hurting. Their numbers
are going to be down and the birds that
are there are going to have trouble finding
food," Jorgensen said.

Birds living in the understory, the brush
below the trees, lost their homes, too.
When the brush returns, so will the to-
whees, thrashers, wrentits and wrens.

Those needing dense shade and cover,
such as the spotted owl, probably have
left the burned areas.

The fires delayed the breeding of raptors
and forced them to relocate. Of 20 pairs
of golden eagles studied after the fires, 11
attempted to breed, and eight were suc-
cessful, said Jeff Lincer, director of re-
search at the Wildlife Research Institute
in Ramona. Normally, all or nearly all the
pairs would attempt to breed.

The fires greatly reduced the populations
of raptors, such as hawks and eagles, in
burned areas. Lincer said that three spe-
cies of raptors were counted in burned
areas under study. In the unburned
Ramona grasslands, eight species were
counted.

The raptors' territories, the nesting area
that a male and female would defend, also



were counted. There were nine in the
burned areas, 71 in the grasslands.

Although the fires displaced raptors, they
also provided a period of rich hunting.
Raptors followed the fire line to catch
small animals scurrying into the open.

New growth also will benefit birds of prey.

"The fire actually opened up areas," Lincer
said. "What will follow in the next few
years will be a transition to grasses and
weedy species, things called forbs. Those
open areas are a lot easier for raptors to
hunt."

Trees and plants

Though the fires burned through large
areas thick with old trees, forests ac-
counted for only about 5 percent of the
burned land. Some oaks may recover
sooner than the pines because they can
resprout from their base. Some of the
sugar pines lost in Cuyamaca park were
hundreds of years old.

Scientists are debating whether former
conifer forests will evolve into oak wood-
lands dotted with coulter and sugar pines
over the next several decades, or become
shrub and grass mixed with oaks.

Most of what burned was chaparral, a mix
of shrubby plants like manzanita, chemise,
ceanothus and scrub oak that constitute
the thick greenery covering backcountry
hillsides.

Much chaparral had already been com-
promised by past fires. Brush fires within
15 years of each other open the chaparral
to weedy invaders such as foxtail grasses
and wild oats, "flashy fuels" that easily
ignite.

"If there's another fire in 10 years, we
have the potential of losing a lot of land-
scape cover to weeds," said Richard
Halsey, a chaparral ecologist.

An area burned a year or two ago does
not make it any less fire-prone because
of the quick-rooting flashy fuels. This

conversion from chaparral to weeds can
be seen in three stages in the burned ar-
eas south of Interstate 8 and east of the
Viejas Casino.

In the distance is green chaparral, regrown
after the 1970 Laguna fire. Adjacent to
that is a light green and orange strip that
was burned in the Laguna fire and then
the section scorched in Viejas fire of 2001.
It's composed of some chaparral and some
weeds.

Closest to the freeway, the land is brown
with dried and dead weeds. This area
burned in the Laguna, Viejas and Cedar
fires.

A major factor in the recovery of the chap-
arral is the drought. In Halsey's studies,
he's noted a higher mortality in the plants
due to the lack of rain after the fires, though
the mountain areas are faring better, he
said.

Though chaparral plants such as
ceanothus and manzanita require a fire for
their seeds to germinate, they also need
protection from frequent fires, Halsey said.

Homeowners wanting to clear the prop-
erties of brush should be judicious, Halsey
said. Using a backhoe to tear everything
out invites weeds, just as a fire would.


