San Bernardino County’s Part in California’s Fire Siege 2003



John Goss

Probably the hallmark of San Bernardino County’s successful response to its share of California’s Fire Siege 2003, which included the Grand Prix and Old Fires, was significant amounts of long-term, advance planning. It became clear when the county board of supervisors declared a local state of emergency in April 2002 that the county’s mountains were a tinderbox, ready to explode into flame. The pine trees had suffered four years of drought, a lack of thinning, and an infestation of various pests, including the bark beetle.

It also was clear to local elected leaders and staff that the bark beetle was spreading throughout the forest, with the number of dead and dying trees numbering in the hundreds of thousands. It was estimated that more than 1 million trees were dead or soon would be. There was a need—seen not only by the county but also by the state and federal governments—to declare an emergency in order to attract or find additional resources with which to start mitigating the clear and present threat to the forest.

Even without state and federal emergency declarations, local, state, and federal employees in San Bernardino began working across jurisdictional lines to prepare for the wildfires we knew would eventually happen.

Unlike other threatened forests throughout the nation, this one had within its boundaries more than 50,000 homes, 100,000 full-time or part-time residents, and numerous commercial establishments, hotels, ski resorts, and campgrounds. The total assessed value of this area was $8 billion. Such resort communities as Lake Arrowhead and Big Bear were in the cross hairs of what some people called this “disaster waiting to happen.”

Unfortunately, emergency declaration requests by both San Bernardino and Riverside counties in the spring and later, in the fall, of 2002 went unheeded. Appeals to Congressman Jerry Lewis, however, were successful in making available $3.3 million in FEMA funds in April 2003 for both counties to start clearing rights-of-way along the main evacuation routes off the mountains and to create safe areas around the mountain communities and crucial communications towers.

Also, in August 2003, Southern California Edison, with state PUC approval, began to clear more than 300,000 trees along high power-line rights-of-way. Nevertheless, not nearly enough clearing had occurred before arsonists started the Grand Prix and Old fires in late October 2003. 

Preparations Were Made

Before the fires and even without state and federal emergency declarations, local, state, and federal employees in San Bernardino began working across jurisdictional lines to prepare for the wildfires we knew would eventually erupt. We could not wait for emergency declarations or stop to complain about inadequate funding before addressing an obvious emergency problem. We urgently had to use local tools to prepare for disaster.

Various parts of the mountains are served by the U.S. Forest Service (San Bernardino National Forest), the California Department of Forestry, the county fire department, and several independent fire districts. By the summer of 2002, agencies were aware of the mounting problem but were not adequately coordinating their efforts. So, in September 2002, the assistant county administrator called these agencies together, along with the sheriff, California Highway Patrol (CHP), California Department of Transportation (CalTrans), public works, and county and state offices of emergency services to develop a plan in preparation for a likely fire emergency. By November, the agencies had agreed to create MAST (Mountain Area Safety Task Force).

Following traditional emergency organizational structure, MAST consists of a unified command supported by sections for operations, plans, logistics, finance, public relations, and community liaison. The unified command reports to the MACS (Multi-Agency Coordinator System), which acts as an executive/policy committee for MAST. Chaired by the assistant county administrator, MACS was the point of coordination for local and state elected officials.

From this MAST organization came numerous critical planning efforts to prepare for the inevitable. Fire officials worked with local communities to appoint numerous fire safety councils, which worked to inform people in their areas about the hazards they were facing and how to clear “defensible space” around their homes. Prepacking for possible evacuation was encouraged. Volunteer Mountain Safe Councils, local mountain newspapers, and local public information staff worked overtime getting the word out.

While mutual aid eventually brought more than 10,000 firefighters to San Bernardino, the rapid spread of the fire—with, at times, 200-foot-high flames—was beyond the control of existing resources.

The office of the county fire marshal started notifying residents of the need to cut down their dead trees. To help in this effort, block tree removal was initiated, whereby bids would be secured to remove trees from an entire block of properties, rather than have each homeowner try to obtain a cutter on their own.

The county assigned crews to remove “slash” as trees were cut and to work with the tree cutters for faster tree removal and more effective disposal of the wood debris. The purpose of block tree removal was to encourage property owners to cut and remove their trees by reducing the cost of removal, thus speeding up the entire process. It was estimated that the expense per tree was reduced from $1,000 to $300 by using these techniques.

Tree removal is not just felling the tree. It also includes disposal of that tree. Without any nearby sawmills or biomass facilities, the county’s solid waste division has had to rely on landfill disposal of the wood waste, supplemented by air-curtain destructor incinerators on the mountain, used to burn much of the wood. A year ago, the county managed five tons of waste a day. With the cutting of trees, that waste stream now exceeds 800 tons a day.

Once the Southern California Edison tree removal operations are in full swing, this number should swell to 1,600 tons per day. Even with the fires, 95 percent of the dead and dying trees remain in the forest, and their removal along evacuation routes and around communities and communication sites remains a priority. The county is working with the federal government to develop proper infrastructure to use the wood products from the trees to avoid choking landfills and to obtain productive use of this raw material.

The sheriff, along with the CHP, developed evacuation plans for the mountains. Evacuation was one of the important topics at numerous community meetings held throughout the summer. People realized that alternate routes might be necessary for escaping to safety, given the location and direction of the probable fire danger. This realization clearly became crucial when the two fires forced the evacuation of more than 110,000 people; 60,000 of these people had to come down from the mountains, which are only served by three, winding two-lane roads.

The county office of emergency services added to the preparation for these fires by conducting operational and tabletop exercises and by participating in regional exercises.

Detailed maps, called community protection plans, were prepared for mountain neighborhoods, where often there are no addresses and street-name signs to guide incoming firefighters along the dirt roads. These detailed maps identified high-hazard areas and such strategic infrastructure as safe areas, schools, fire hydrants, dead ends, turnarounds, and other needed information, as thousands of firefighters from some 350 fire departments unfamiliar with the mountains fought the fires in late October and early November of 2003.

In addition, mapping of infected areas of the forest was accomplished with the help of U.S. Forest Service flyovers, with GIS mapping assistance from a local company, ESRI. This company also assisted in developing a Web site to get out information about removing dead trees and identifying evacuation routes.

During the Fire

As measured by the number of structures lost, California Fire Siege 2003 involved five of the largest 20 fires in the state since accurate records began to be kept in 1932, The largest of the five, and the second largest in state history, was the Cedar Fire in San Diego. That fire alone saw 273,246 acres burned, 2,820 structures destroyed, and 14 lives lost. The two fires in San Bernardino combined to engulf 150,729 acres, destroying or damaging more than 1,400 structures, with the loss of six lives.
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The first of three photos of the Old fire was taken at 1422 hours and shows the flames on one side of the only major road on the face of the mountains, Highway 18. The smoke is going straight up, showing that there was no wind. A photo taken at 1423 hours shows the fire is on both sides of the highway, and two minutes later at 1425 hours, it had crossed the highway, dramatically demonstrating the unusual dynamics of this fire.

These two fires eventually merged near the interchange of the 15 and 215 freeways, at one time creating a fire line of 50 miles. In all three fires, Santa Ana wind conditions prevailed, wherein the normal onshore flow (west to east) reverses, causing warm, dry winds to blow in through mountain passes from the desert. Relative humidity of less than 10 percent and winds of 40 mph, with gusts to 60 mph, caused flames in all three fires to spread rapidly and to easily jump 10-lane interstate freeways.

The suppression response was immediate but ineffective because of the speed of the fire advance, inaccessible terrain, and the lack of immediate outside resources. While mutual aid eventually brought more than 10,000 firefighters to San Bernardino, the rapid spread of the fire—with, at times, 200-foot-high flames—was beyond the control of existing resources. While the fires lasted almost two weeks, southern California was extremely fortunate that rains and snow in the higher elevations helped bring the fires under control and prevented them from reaching the remaining 95 percent of the dead and dying trees in the forest.

The sheriff and fire departments worked closely with fire incident command to establish trigger points for the evacuations. When the fire reached the first trigger point, voluntary evacuation would be ordered. At the next trigger point, evacuation there would become mandatory.

While there were traffic jams of cars coming down off the mountains, no one was trapped or injured, and there were no serious traffic collisions. Evacuations did not block incoming emergency vehicles responding to the fires. As important, two acute-care hospitals, several skilled and long-term nursing facilities, as well as homebound individuals, were evacuated. The county jail was evacuated, along with the Moonridge Zoo in Big Bear. That’s right, lions, tigers, and bears, as well as two bison, had to be transported away from the peril.

From the local area, 490 pieces of equipment were used, which brought many communities to well below their acceptable resource drawdown levels. The city of San Bernardino, for example, committed all engines to the fires during the initial hours of the siege. Later that day, it was able to cover four stations of its 11 stations (in a city of 200,000 people). 

The county’s public health department also activated 17 strike teams totaling 85 ambulances, three mobile command vehicles, and a mobile treatment unit. Of course, fire strike teams from throughout the West eventually arrived to support local suppression efforts.
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Besides having completed nearly two years of advance planning for this event, the county was fortunate in that it is a large organization, with 17,000 employees. In fact, San Bernardino County is called the “Staples of employers” because it performs almost every job imaginable. The response by these employees and those from other organizations was impressive, as many worked around the clock during this emergency. With miles of power lines destroyed, for example, workers for public and private water providers braved the mountain fires to keep backup generators fueled so that pumps could fill water tanks for the firefighters night and day.

The Red Cross set up evacuation shelters for 2,500 people, including one hangar that held more than 1,000 people. Forty-eight public health nurses, along with staff from the Red Cross, the Loma Linda University Medical Center, and the county hospital, treated 3,300 health episodes at the centers. And by the way, makeshift polling places were set up at the emergency shelters by the county registrar of voters because 14 polling places for the November elections were unable to open.

Teams of building inspectors and tax assessor staff visited the burned homes of citizens to determine immediately if the structures were habitable, and if they were fully or partially destroyed, they made a tax reassessment for the current round of tax bills. The staff of behavioral health immediately supplied counseling services. And the district attorney provided a staff of 10 victim advocates to guard against victimization by fraudulent contractors.

Gift cards from Wal-Mart and Target were given to the evacuees, along with food stamps and gas and food vouchers. Private law firms offered free legal advice. And one religious foundation instantly gave up to $500 to those who had lost their homes or, in the case of renters, been displaced by fire.
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Setting Up for Reconstruction

Patterned after MAST, a soil erosion and debris mitigation organization was formed to coordinate the efforts of the U.S. Forest Service, National Resource Conservation Service, and state and local agencies in preparing for possible mudslides and debris flows. A post-disaster reconstruction task force was created, even while the fires were still burning, to address construction and landscape standards that would be used in rebuilding destroyed neighborhoods.

Even before the fires had been controlled, in fact within 72 hours, county staff had set up a 20,000-square-foot Fire Emergency Local Assistance Center (FELAC) in a local airport terminal. It was a one-stop shop hosting 49 county, state, federal, city, and private agencies to help victims recover from the disaster. It was complete with phones, computers, desks, chairs, and child-care facilities.

The Emergency Operating Center (EOC) was a beehive of activity. CAO Wally Hill was there day and night, as were representatives of various state and local agencies. As one who was in the midst of this frenetic activity, I know that each day was an adventure, and we often set up meetings on the fly. For example, the district CalTrans director told us that it would take two to three weeks to repair the main route to the mountain before evacuees could return to their homes. Realizing the problems that this delay could cause, within 90 minutes EOC staff were able to schedule a meeting of a reentry task force.

We had practiced reentry for a single community but not for the 60,000 permanent residents who live in the mountains. Reentry efforts were generally successful, using a phased-in approach to the mountains, and in most cases with a considerably shorter timeline than mentioned in the first discussions with CalTrans.

Results and Questions in the Aftermath

One of the results of these fires, especially the Old Fire, was to get the Healthy Forest Initiative off of dead center, according to U.S. Forest Service administrators. This legislation was stuck in Congress, but once vivid images of 200-foot flames in the forest, threatening thousands of homes and cabins, had been aired on national television, the legislation started to move rapidly. That the county fire marshal appeared nightly on CNN didn’t hurt either.

People ask about “lessons learned” from these fires. It will take months, perhaps longer, to give a comprehensive answer to this question. But there certainly are a number of issues and questions that have been identified in the aftermath of these fires. One that is not too apparent is the role of the reconstituted National Fire Plan. Apparently, without legislative authority, there is and will continue to be an attempt to shift the costs for fighting wild land fires threatening structures on private lands from federal into local hands.

Local governments, whose citizens all pay federal taxes, incur great expense in providing structure protection during these events and do not have the funding to pay for the response to threats from outside their jurisdictions. The specter of uncompensated provision of services could threaten the fabric of an excellent mutual-aid system.

And there are other questions: Are there enough aircraft resources for a nationwide attack on major wild land fires across the country? And why is there such a delay in bringing properly equipped military aircraft to a conflagration, even if they are stationed nearby in the same region?

Fire Fact: A fire receives its name from the closest street or landmark to where it originates. The Grand Prix fire started near Grand Prix Street in Fontana, California, and the Old Fire started on Old Waterman Canyon Road in San Bernardino.

Why was the city of San Bernardino unable to spend its $450,000 grant money, received eight years ago, to conduct controlled burns along the wild land/urban interface, which could have saved homes in the Old Fire? With more than half the grant money spent on studies required by the federal and state resource agencies, approval still had not been secured to execute the controlled burns because of potential danger to endangered species habitat.

The last time I checked, that habitat had burned in the fire. And so had hundreds of homes.

The Far-Reaching Issues

An issue that needs further discussion is bringing in an incident command team from outside the area to manage a fire response. While it is helpful to have incident commanders who have worked similar fires and are a “team,” there also is precious time lost through the team’s lack of familiarity with the geography, resources, and local facilities. More of a blending of the incident command staffing needs to be explored.

Do we need to strengthen the building codes along the wild land/urban interface? It was clear that newer construction—with roofs and siding constructed of nonflammable materials, limited landscaping and defensible space, and roadways located between the homes and the wild land area—suffered far less damage than older areas using earlier construction, landscaping, and subdivision design.

These questions are just the tip of the iceberg when it comes to describing the many issues presented by these fires, which will be discussed over the coming months. In the case of San Bernardino County, however, it was clear that applying basic management tools greatly assisted the county in successfully dealing with the complexities and challenges of these massive fires.

Sustained, long-term disaster planning with our state and federal partners; excellent interagency cooperation; constant, programmed communication with the other agencies and particularly with the potentially affected citizens; and a motivated workforce, properly equipped, all contributed to a successful emergency response to these fires.

Something extremely special occurred during these fires. In my 40 years of city and county management, I have never witnessed such a massive, intense coming-together of multiple agencies, with focused, dedicated public servants to attack an imposing, common threat to our communities.

And what about the arsonists? Unusual for a wild-land arson case, a sketch now exists of the arsonist who is known to have started the Old Fire. The board of supervisors has offered an award of $50,000 for his capture, which has been doubled to $100,000 by private contributions. The suspect is listed as one of America’s Most Wanted. When this article was written, the suspect had not yet been apprehended. 
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