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Shaping the fire battlefield

As the winds abate, firefighters in southern California continue to gain the upper hand in battling the blazes that have impacted so many.  However, answers continue to be sought to explain the extent of widespread devastation, which many believed impossible again after the 2003 Fire Siege.  A colleague once ascribed to California the dubious honor of being “God’s natural disaster theme park”.  But this writer contends that we can eventually curtail the cycle of repetitive loss if we are willing to take the sometimes-hard measures to live with and among fire.

Fire in itself is not an enemy to be loathed, but is instead a critical natural process at work in the vast majority of California landscapes.  Like rain, southern California’s chaparral needs periodic, stand-replacing fire for its long-term survival.  Indeed, many species here have adaptations that actually encourage fire, which ensures their inevitable renewal and long-term presence on a site.  

Unfortunately, this critically essential ecological process becomes an agent of disaster because of its inherent inability to differentiate between grass, brush, trees, and our homes, all of which effectively serve as fuel for the flames.  Given the trend of continued development into fire-prone areas, it would appear that escalating losses are inevitable.  However, there are many small steps, which when aggregated, can substantially mitigate the risk of another large-scale fire disaster.  

Following a military analogy, if we are to wage war against nature, it would be foolish to meet her on her terms.  Simply providing more soldiers and equipping them with the newest technologies will not necessarily ensure victory against a tenacious and unrelenting foe.  Similarly, we cannot employ more firefighters as the sole means to ensure limited losses to fire.  During large conflagrations, firefighting resources are quickly stretched beyond capacity.  Even with ample personnel, placing oneself directly in front of fire driven by hurricane-force Santa Ana winds would be suicidal. 

In the end, to truly limit our losses, we all must work together to shape the battlefield to our favor, which is carried out on many fronts.   By preparing the battlefield, we better enable our soldiers (firefighters) to win the day.  

First, we must cut off fire’s supplies by effectively managing vegetation.  While there is considerable scientific debate as to the extent of landscape-level treatments needed to limit losses to fire, it is clear that creation of defensible space around our homes can significantly reduce fire’s assault where it is most critical.  This does not imply that our neighborhoods must become virtual moonscapes.  Indeed, vegetation is unquestionably more than simply fuel, providing many societal benefits including removing pollutants from our air and helping cool our homes.  Wise selection, spacing, and maintenance of landscaping vegetation can severely impact the intensity of a fire immediately near our homes while simultaneously creating many societal and environmental benefits.

Second, we must provide better armor against fire’s attack by constructing our homes with fire-resistant materials.  Fire assaults homes by flames and by embers, both of which must be accounted for when building in fire-prone areas.  Prudent builders obviously must consider large exposed surfaces such as siding, windows, decks, and roofs.  Less obvious, but potentially more important, is the special attention needed to small areas prone to ember penetration such as vents and eves.  

Finally, we must strategically place and fortify our strongholds through judicious land use planning and zoning.   Design and location of new developments are critical elements in limiting losses to wildfire.  As an army would be foolish to build a small, lightly guarded garrison in the middle of enemy territory, we too must restrain development in extreme fire-hazard areas.  And where development is allowed, we must remain unapologetic when demanding ample ingress and egress, water availability, and other critical infrastructure.  

Writer Douglas Adams once opined “Human beings, who are almost unique in having the ability to learn from the experience of others, are also remarkable for their apparent disinclination to do so.”  Fire is inevitable in southern California.  Widespread losses to life and property are not.  Call me naïve, but I truly believe we can live alongside fire if we choose to learn from past lessons so harshly taught to us, eventually putting an end to the cycle of repetitive fire loss.

