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SUMMARY: The following outline proposes an action plan to deal with California’s major 
wildfire problem. The action plan is comprehensive and broadly addresses the wildfire prob-
lem via the four accepted phases of emergency management: Prevention, Response, Recovery 
and Mitigation. California must act and act soon to prevent a recurrence or multiple recurrenc-
es of catastrophic major wildfires. Almost a year has passed since the Camp Fire at Paradise 
and more than a year has passed since the Carr and Ranch Fires. California still does not have 
a comprehensive plan.

As a 55-year veteran of the California Fire Service, I dealt with major wildfires beginning as a 
seasonal firefighter and ending as the fire chief of a major Southern California municipal and 
wildland fire agency. I also served as Type 1 Incident Commander at many of California’s ma-
jor fires. As such, I am prepared to provide this action plan and hope that it attracts the needed 
attention and commitment to create change necessary to best protect the citizens of California 
and provide the residents the protection they deserve and expect and the emergency responders 
the safety they need.

I. OVERALL GOALS

a. Controlling fire ember spread to structures is the major wildfire destruction 
problem and the first major goal of this action plan.

b. Must develop a well understood, implemented and universally utilized threat 
index for emergency notifications, evacuations, etc. The numerical threat index 
would define the 97th percentile and worse days. The system might utilize the 
Energy Release Component (ERC) and the Burning Index (BI) or the like.

c. Must identify a State of California agency as the lead to address this major 
wildfire problem with contributions from subject matter expert (SME) agencies 
to deal with the wildfire problem.

d. Consideration must be given to the creation of a wildfire oversight authority 
much like the California electrical Independent Service Operator for the imple-
mentation of this action plan. Representatives should be from the private sec-
tor; fire, law and emergency management agencies; fire chief’s associations; 
the timber industry; insurance industry, etc. 

e. Must address and resolve the insurance premium problems related to wildfire 
coverage.

f. Insurance companies that provide wildfire coverage must adopt and utilize a 
premium cost setting practice based on the homeowner’s compliance with fire 
hazard reduction work such as residential clearance, hardening of the home, 
etc. 
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II. UNDERGROUND ELECTRICAL UTILITIES & STOPPAGES

a. As costly as this would be, undergrounding electrical utilities would stop many 
fires from occurring on the worst fire days, the 1% to 3%. Must prioritize areas 
at highest risk and underground electrical utilities.

b. Otherwise, widespread utility companies must implement electrical outages on 
the 97th percentile or greater fire days. 

III. STRUCTURES & INFRASTRUCTURE

a. Building Codes must address the major problem of hardening the structure and 
reducing fire ember intrusion into the structure.

b.  Public Resources Code (PRC) 4291, Hazard Reduction, or an exactly similar 
California Fire Code ordinance must apply and be enforced throughout Califor-
nia.

c. Regulate infrastructure within 30’ of buildings. This means natural and orna-
mental vegetation, combustible fences, portable and combustible furniture, 
wood piles, et al. 

IV. COMMUNITY WILDLAND FUEL DEFENSE CONCEPTS

a. All California communities must embrace, adopt and fully implement the con-
cepts of Fire Wise/Fire Safe Communities.

b. Every community must provide for a wildfire threat evaluation and mitigation 
plan that addresses threat from wildfire with due consideration to factors such 
as fire fuels, fire weather (routine & extreme), topography, structures, etc. with 
due consideration to the alignment of destructive forces and impact to the com-
munity much like happened at recent wildfires. 

c. For High and Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones, developments must em-
ploy the strictest fire requirements, developments must understand and agree 
to those requirements or the development does not proceed. On this point, fire 
agencies must work closely with the local agency planning commission and 
regulatory boards.

d. The basic concepts embodied in PRC 4290, Fire Safe Requirements, should be 
the foundational concepts from which research today identifies specific wildfire 
fixes and implements those fixes with serious emphasis to fire ember dispersal. 
This includes water systems that will work with electrical power failures, road 
systems that will move people during major evacuation efforts, etc.
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e. PRC 4291, Residential Hazard Reduction statute, must be modified to meet 
the best practices necessary to reduce the fire impact to the contiguous natural 
vegetation for fire originating in and spreading from the structure and for a fire 
encroaching the structure from the natural vegetation.

f. If forest thinning is employed, the goal must be more than opening the tree 
crown for better tree growth or for a park-like environment; the crown must be 
opened using the accepted 20’ tree separation rule to minimize the potential for 
fire crowning. 

g. Engage the forest industry to help with reducing the wildfire problem in private 
forests throughout California.

h. Fuel breaks must be strategically engineered and usable by fire suppression 
agencies but then only be expected to work for the up to 97th percentile fire. 

i. Today’s emphasis on shaded fuel breaks without integration into stopping the 
everyday fire are of little value other than visual impact. 

V. COMMUNITY READINESS & ALERTING

a. California wildfire response agencies particularly fire departments, law enforce-
ment and emergency management agencies must adopt standardized termi-
nology for the notification of the public during routine times and during emer-
gencies. Terms relating to evacuation, community safety, upcoming fire weather 
threats, etc. must be standardized, accepted and utilized by all agencies. 

b. Fire agencies must closely engage with and become part of community fire 
defense planning. Fire Safe Councils, etc. are critical to community readiness 
which includes total understanding of the wildfire threats and what must occur if 
the bad day fire occurs or even the everyday fire. Community readiness before 
the fire and resiliency after the fire are critical.

c. On the bad fire day, 97th percentile or worse, all fire, LE and government activ-
ities must be focused on the start of a fire(s). Electrical power companies must 
shut off the power, etc. Media sources must carry the message above all other 
activities as would happen with any catastrophe.

d. Communities must have effective evacuation plans designed for the worst-case 
fire, the fire on the 97th percentile day or worse. Communities must test those 
plans. Fire, LE, public works agencies, animal services, health services, et al. 
must commit to the simulated drills. Lessons learned must be captured and 
modifications made to evacuation plans.

e. Response agencies leverage all aspects of the electronic world such as re-
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mote cameras, remote sensing and even technologies used by the US Military. 
The action plan must incorporate live situation status information that includes 
remote sensing and GIS and resource status information access for emergency 
managers and responders.

f. Local, state and federal emergency management agencies must provide the 
centralized coordination of emergencies while response agencies are the com-
mand and control agencies for the emergencies. 

g. Local agency emergency management agencies must be regularly linked to re-
sponse agencies and community groups at the Prevention, Response, Recov-
ery and Mitigation functional activities. The future of any fire agency is integra-
tion with emergency management.

h. Emergency Operation Centers (EOC) at all levels of government must be stood 
up for the worst-case fire or fire threat just as they would for a worst-case ca-
tastrophe. 

VI. ALERT THRESHOLD & COMMUNITY ALERTING

a. When an alert threshold is met on a worst-case day, emergency notifications 
must occur. Must be no hesitation to notify.

b. Notification systems must be integrated with the evacuation plans. Communities 
must have multiple fail-safe alerting methods. This may well mean the return of 
community air raid type sirens.

c. Must utilize all available notification systems. Could be TV and radio media, 
social media, reverse 9-1-1 systems, door to door contacts and more. 

VII. EMERGENCY RESPONSE AGENCIES

a. Response agencies must be appropriately staffed.

b. Communities must align with mutual-aid and automatic-aid pacts that maximize 
similarities and minimize differences allowing the greatest response force possi-
ble on the worst fire days.

c. Fire, LE agencies and like government agencies must function as one team 
before, during and after the emergency.

d. All public agencies particularly fire and law enforcement must fully embrace and 
utilize the Incident Command System (ICS) at all emergencies.

e. At emerging incidents, fire and LE agencies must unify command based on 
geographical and functional jurisdiction.


