Sidebar:  Evacuations: Flight or Fight?


Since the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) problem began to develop in California in the 1960’s, several studies have identified key characteristics of wildfires encroaching on urban development:

· Wildfires enter subdivisions primarily by means of ember showers that land on flammable surfaces, especially roofs and decks, of houses. In wind-driven wildfires, embers may enter unprotected vents or other openings to ignite fire in attics or crawl spaces. In severe wind scenarios, “balls” of embers may accumulate under flammable eaves, porches, or decks and provide enough heat for ignition of the structures.
· Use of ignition-resistant materials for roofs, siding, decks, and porches is effective in preventing ignition of structures by encroaching wildfires.

· Once a wildfire is established in a subdivision, fire spreads primarily from house to house, independent of the wildfire.

· Without defensible space, it is frequently unsafe for firefighters to attempt to protect individual houses in burning subdivisions.


As more and more subdivisions have been constructed adjacent to and within the wildlands, wildfires have destroyed more homes, endangering more firefighters and more civilians. Each year, the danger of encroaching wildfire in the WUI becomes greater due to increased wildland fuel volumes, changing climate, and lack of defensible space. These conditions have resulted in several firefighter deaths and injuries in recent years.

In order to protect civilian lives from the danger of encroaching wildfires, and to reduce to adverse impacts of civilian activities on fire suppression operations, it has become increasingly popular for fire agencies to recommend the full-scale evacuation of entire neighborhoods well in advance of an encroaching wildfire. Such early evacuations reduce the traffic conflicts between incoming fire apparatus and outgoing civilian vehicles, and free firefighters from having to worry about or tend to civilian safety matters instead of concentrating on the firefight. County sheriffs, who are charged by law with the responsibility to initiate evacuations, generally follow the recommendations of the fire agencies.

The crest of the evacuation wave occurred in 2007 during the Southern California wildfires when tens of thousands of people were ordered to evacuate their homes via the “reverse 911” process, rivaling the numbers of people displaced in preparation for Hurricane Katrina.
 While mass evacuations have indeed removed people from fire operations areas and probably reduced the number of civilian fire fatalities, the adverse effects of large scale evacuations are significant, and include:

· Traffic congestion issues

· Stress on civilian populations

· Interruption of economic activities

· Large empty residential areas being vulnerable to looting

· The cost of establishing security for evacuated areas

Recently, a group of fire chiefs in Southern California have begun to question the net value of large-scale evacuations of suburban residential areas and begun to discuss the pros and cons of the “Australian Model”, where rather than being evacuated, able-bodied homeowners are encouraged to stay and join in the fight to protect structures. In Australia, the wildfire authorities invest a great deal of effort in educating homeowners not just about the need to create defensible space, but also how to use the appropriate equipment and techniques to safely defend their own homes.

By not evacuating all the civilians, the traffic congestion problem is reduced, homes are not left vacant and inviting to criminals, there is enough effective structure protection to free up more firefighters to fight the wildfire, and there is less civilian vs. fire agency conflict over whether enough was done to try to save a house.

The disadvantage of this model is that it exposes more people to potential injury or death from the encroaching wildfire, but this risk can be somewhat mitigated with appropriate equipment and training for the homeowners.

In order to successfully implement a “stay and fight” policy to reduce the scope of evacuations, the fire agencies will have to invest significant amounts of time and money to:

· Achieve buy-in to this concept from homeowners, insurance companies, state and local government officials, etc.

· Educate and train homeowners on how to safely defend their properties
· Achieve true defensible space on a large enough scale to allow safe intervention

· Effectively coordinate perimeter control efforts with homeowner defense efforts

Expect to see further (perhaps heated) discussions of this topic in the near future, with perhaps a couple of pilot projects in Southern California to test the validity of the “stay and fight” concept in the American Wildland-Urban Interface.

