
Where There’s Smoke, There’s LANL 
EPI and the Las Conchas Fire 2011 

Ken Adkins & Nancy Ambrosiano 

Los Alamos National Laboratory 
Communications and Gov’t Affairs Division 

1 



Las Conchas  
Fire Chronology 

• Sunday, June 26, 2011:  
1:00 pm - Fire starts 12 miles  
from LANL site 

 3:40 pm - EOC activated 
 5:30 pm - JIC activated 

• With strong and unpredictable winds, fire burned 43,000 acres  
 on Day 1 east toward LANL and south, parallel to site 

• Town of Los Alamos – evacuated on Monday afternoon 

• Lab closed from Monday, June 27 to Friday, July 1 

• Largest wildfire in NM state history (156,593 acres) 
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• NNSA Los Alamos Site Office 

• DOE and NNSA Headquarters 
Public Affairs 

• Los Alamos County 

• New Mexico Environment 
Department 

• Southwest Incident 
Management Team 

• Santa Fe National Forest 

• National Park Service – local 
representatives 

Multi-agency Coordination 
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Public Information in the EOC 
• Alerted Sunday afternoon, PIOs on 

duty by 4:30, Sunday – Friday 24 
hours/day, at table with LA County and 
NNSA/LASO PIO 

• Drafted and issued 34 Lab news 
releases based on what was brewing at 
the head table and the fire line 

• Partnered with LA County to issue  
39 County news releases 

• Director’s news talking points daily 

• Access for NM Congressional 
delegation and NM Governor to EOC 
and press, visits with Director 
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June 26 – Flavor of Day 1 Releases 

• Forest Fire Near Los Alamos 
National Laboratory  
6:07pm 

 
• All Los Alamos National 

Laboratory Sites Closed Monday 
8:00pm 

 
• Laboratory Assets and Property 

Protected; Joint Information 
Center Open In Santa Fe 
8:30pm 
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June 27 – Day 2 Releases 

• Lab Officials Monitoring Winds, 
Fire Progress 
7:50am 

 
• Las Conchas Fire Enters LANL 

Property; Lab Announces Closure 
for Tuesday, June 28 
2:20pm 

 
• Radiological Assistance Program 

Team Assisting at Lab Fire 
 10:30pm 
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June 28 – Day 3 Releases 
• Joint News Conference Scheduled for 

Noon MDT 
8:20am 

 
• LANL Director: “Strong Team 

Protecting a National Treasure” 
3:53pm 

 
• Fact Sheet: Fire Safety 

Improvements at LANL since the 
2000 Cerro Grande 

 8:33pm 
 

• By 4th day, concerns moved elsewhere 

9 



LOTS of news releases. . . 
• LANL Officials Will Join News Conference set for 

noon MT 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 27, 2011, 10:50am 

• Las Conchas Fire Enters LANL Property; Lab 

Announces Closure for Tuesday, June 28 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 27, 2011, 2:20pm 

• Firefighters Control Spot Fire on Lab Property 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 27, 2011, 4:45pm 

• Lab Director Briefs New Mexico Governor, 

Congressional Delegation, Pueblo Representatives 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 27, 2011, 10:00pm 

• Radiological Assistance Program Team Assisting at 

Lab Fire 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 27, 2011, 10:30pm 

• Laboratory Closure for Wednesday, June 29 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 7:10am 

• Joint News Conference Scheduled for Noon MDT in 

Los Alamos 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 8:20am 

• LANL Director: "Strong Team Protecting a National 

Treasure" 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 3:53pm 

• Paychecks on time for LANL employees, crafts 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 5:10pm 

• LANL Announces Closure for Thursday, June 30 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 7:00pm 

 

 

 

• FACT SHEET: Fire Safety Improvements at Los 

Alamos National Laboratory since the 2000 Cerro 

Grande Fire 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 28, 2011, 8:33pm 

• Pre-Burns to Occur on LANL Western Boundary 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 29, 2011, 11:00am 

• No Wildfire on Laboratory Property: Active Air 

Montoring Underway 

First High-Volume Air Samples Come in 'Clean' 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 29, 2011, 12:40pm 

• LANL Announces Closure for Friday, July 1 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 29, 2011, 5:20pm 

• MEDIA ADVISORY: LANL Announces New Hours of 

Operation for Joint Information Center in Santa Fe 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 29, 2011, 6:00pm 

• Los Alamos Fire Chief: Preventive Burns Were 

Successful, Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 29, 2011, 

8:05pm 

• Fire Mitigation Efforts Ongoing at Laboratory 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 30, 2011, 5:00am 

• LANL Director Visits Los Alamos Evacuees 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 10:30am 

• LANL Director Expresses Concern for Communities 

Across the Region 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, June 30, 2011, 3:10pm 

• LANL Director Visits Los Alamos Evacuees 

Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 10:30am 
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LOTS of news releases. . . 
• Laboratory-Developed Military Technology Put to Use for Las Conchas Fire 

Evacuees  
Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 12:00pm 

• LANL Director Meets with Congressional Delegation, Briefs Media  
Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 2:00pm 

• LANL’s Fire Mitigation Efforts Going “Extremely Well”  
Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 4:00pm 

• LANL Downgrades from “Emergency” to “Recovery” Mode  
Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 1, 2011, 7:30pm 

• Just when we thought we were done. .  .  

“Squirrel Sparks Transformer Blowout, Small Fire Doused on LANL 

Property” Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 2, 2011, 1:30 p.m. 

 

• And finally. . . 

 

• Los Alamos National Laboratory to Re-Open Wednesday  

Los Alamos, New Mexico, July 3, 2011, 7:19am  
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News Conferences 

• Daily LA County noon news conferences with the Lab Director, NNSA Site 
Officer Manager, and local/state officials, carried LIVE by local network TV 
stations. 6,000 stories used LANL quotes, 3,400 television mentions in North 
America alone 

• Director’s talking points incorporated into post-news conference news 
releases and Twitter messages 
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• The health and safety of this community and our neighbors is our 
highest priority 

• All nuclear and hazardous materials are accounted for and 
protected 

• Environmental specialists are mobilized and monitoring air quality 

• Wildland fire risks are a key part of our safety analyses.  There are 
fire mitigations at all of our nuclear facilities 

• The Lab community is incredibly thankful for the regional, state, 
and federal resources coming to our aid 

• This is a strong team protecting a national treasure 

 

   
 

Key Messages 
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Joint Information Center 

Media 
66% 

• JIC operational within two hours 
of EOC activation. Advance 
agreement for off-site location 
valuable 

• JIC operational for five days – 
around the clock 

• Lab (and County) staffing of 10-12 
during the day and 4-5 at night.  
Received multiple visitors 

• Issued news releases, handled 
inquiries, monitored/corrected 
misinformation in the media 
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Fire Progression and JIC Phone Calls 
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# of calls 



JIC Phone Calls by Type 

Media 
66% 

Public/Employees 
23% 

Other Govt. Agencies 
11% 

• Received 550 phone calls 

• Over 350 were from the 
media 

• Received calls from: 

– National network news 
(ABC, NBC, CBS), CNN, 
Fox News, NPR, BBC 
World Service 

– The New York Times, 
Wall Street Journal, 
USA Today, Time, AP, 
Reuters 
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Social Media 

• Provided regular Twitter 
updates to Lab followers 

• Publicized key news 
developments and selectively 
corrected misinformation 

• Captured photos and videos 
that were posted on the Lab’s 
Flickr site and YouTube sites 

Getting our Message Out 
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# of Twitter 
followers 

Twitter 
 

 

 

        
 

+35% 

+88% 

+16% 

+13% 

+16% 

+18% 
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Flickr 

Media 
66% 

Public/Employees 
23% 
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• Communicated from 3rd 
venue with employees 
using all-employee email 
and Lab update hotline 

• Posted web alerts and 
news updates to the Lab’s 
internal and external 
websites 

• Developed a Q&A blog to 
facilitate two-way 
communication with 
employees 

Employee Communications 

Media 
66% 
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Post-Fire Employee Survey of  
Fire-information Sources  

News Media 
52% 

Web Updates 
18% 

Social Media 
15% 

Other 
7% 
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Challenges 



Information Technology Insights 
• Make sure EOC and JIC 

computers/laptops are replaced 
every 3-5 years 

• Make sure computers contain all 
the necessary software that you 
would need, plus wireless cards 

• Develop system for updating 
distribution lists on those 
computers or make sure they are 
accessible from outside the Lab  

• Consider EPI cloud website for 
easy access from any location 
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• Anticipate round-the clock EOC and 
JIC needs with two and three deep 
staffing plans and training 

• Consider adding positions to ensure 
web and social media staffing 

• Identify resources outside of the 
Lab to call upon when more 
arms/legs are needed 

• Create more formality around shift 
changes with status updates, 
current messages  

Position Staffing 
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• Anticipate what range of 
issues might be of 
concern to the public 
even if they aren’t logical   

• Be prepared with fact 
sheets, maps, photos, 
visuals to dispel myths 

• Identify and enlist 
credible third party 
experts to weigh in 

 

Anticipate Controversies 

Media 
66% 

Area G – where low-level radioactive waste 
drums are stored – and the focus of activists’ 
criticism and public concern 
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After the Event(s) 



• Full page ad in local papers 

• PSAs on local radio stations 

• Certificates of appreciation for 
those involved 

• Thank you event co-hosted with 
the community and involving 
elected officials 

Thank you to the Community 
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In Closing 

• We were better prepared and equipped 
than for Cerro Grande 

• Still caught by the activists’ “non-issue” 
opportunity and it grew legs 

• All the communications tools were needed 
and used 

• Confirmed the value of NIMS structure and 
system, as we are NOT clever when our 
houses might be on fire 
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