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Shelter-In-Place as an Alternative to 
Evacuation during Wildfires

- An historical perspective

Dr. Chris Dicus
Cal Poly State University
San Luis Obispo, CA

A delightful medley…
• Chris Dicus (Cal Poly)

• Historical perspective

• Cliff Hunter (RSF Fire District)
• Fire Marshal’s perspective

• Charles Finkbiner (RSF resident)( )
• Homeowner’s perspective

• Mike Gibbs (RSF Fire District)
• Firefighter’s perspective

• Noel Humphrey (RSF Crosby Development)
• Developer’s perspective

• Robin Church (RC Biological Consulting)
• Environmental perspective

• Timothy Reinhold (Institute for Business & 
Home Safety)

• Case Study

• Pamela Jakes (USFS Research)
• Resident readiness

• Sarah McCaffrey (USFS Research)
• Australia vs. U.S. models
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Our objectives…
• What is it???

• What is it not???

• What does it mean 
for people like me?

• Very controversial
Y   t d• You may get mad…

• That’s ok…

The longstanding 
U.S.  tradition…

• “Evacuations of homes at the edge of 
residential development were ordered 
early Friday because the fire seemed to 
be moving toward houses, but those 
evacuations were called off by 1 p.m. 

El Cerrito Fire in San Luis Obispo
•More appropriate El Sissyo Fire

• There was no sense of panic in the 
intervening hours, or even evidence that 
mass evacuations actually took place. 
Some residents were off  to work; 
others spoke to neighbors in driveways 
and reported what was happening to 
friends and family on their cell phones. “

• Why the need to call for 
evacuation???
• Have we come to 

depend TOO much on 
firefighters???

• What do others do???
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Greek Perspective…

• Their response???• Their response???
• Run!!!

• 84 dead in 2007
• Blame placed on lack 

of government of government 
response

• Seems familiar…

South African Perspective

• FireWise is good in FireWise is good in 
the Veld-Urban 
Interface
• Seems eerily 

familiar…

If can’t r n from fire  • If can’t run from fire, 
then find safe zone
• DON’T PANIC and run 

at the last moment
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Australian Perspective
• Leave Early, or… Prepare, Stay, and Defend
• Houses save people, people save houses

• How did they get there???

Trial by fire down under…
• Black Friday

• 1939 (Victoria)
• 71 dead
• 3700 buildings

Bl k T d  

•We’re relearning our lessons
•Peshtigo

• Black Tuesday 
• 1967 (Tasmania)
• 62 dead

• 900+ injured
• 1700 buildings

• Ash Wednesday
• 1983 (Victoria & S. Australia)
• 75 dead

g
•Big Blowup

75 dead
• >5000 structures destroyed

• Canberra Bushfires
• 2003
• 5 dead
• 500 buildings
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Tunnel Fire (Oakland/Berkeley Hills) –
October 1991

• 25 die while evacuating
• 2900 structures consumed

• Directly led to Bates Bill
• Locate “Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones”
• Class-B roof
• 30’ minimum clearance

• 15 die while evacuating
• 4847 homes

Cedar Fire (San Diego, October 2003)

• Directly led to 100’ clearance in VHFHSZ’s
• Directly led to 2008 WUI Building Standards
• Led to questioning paradigms

− Can’t rely on fire service to save us
− People die evacuating
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Rumblings… • International 
FireWise 
Conference
• Denver 2006

• James Hubbard
• Deputy Chief, 

U.S. Forest 
Service 

• “We will NEVER 
have shelter in 
place in the 
United States” 
− San Diego Fire 

Congress 2006

Silly 
politicians…
• Rancho Santa Fe 

already doing it

• How does RSF 
compare to 
Aussies???

• PREPARE
• Vegetation
• Setbacks
• Construction

• Stay if you have to
• Get the hell out
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Witch Fire (San Diego 2007)
• Directly leads to…

• Legitimizing Shelter-in-Place

“Thank Thank 
you for not 
listening 
to me…”

Crazy Californians…
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Crazy Californians…

• Note the CYA • Note the CYA 
principle in 
action…

• Just another 
California fadCalifornia fad…

Crazy like a fox…
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It’s pandemonium…

Yeah  butYeah, but…

Common arguments against…
• It costs too much (Not everyone is RSF)

• Defensible space is law
• Building codes are law• Building codes are law
• Leave EARLY is a preferred option sometimes
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Common arguments against…
• What about liability?

• What about liability of evacuations???

• They don’t have training!
• So train them

Common arguments…

• Aussie way
• Multi-day workshops

• “Fiery Women”
• Psychological prep

• Training to PREPARE
• Defensible space turns into survivable space

• Training to DEFEND
• Get off the roof ya goofball!
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Prepare the 
battlefield!!!

Prepare the 
soldier!!!
Thank you Kate Dargan & Tonya Hoover

Not for everybody… (But it is for some)
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We’ve come a 
long way baby…
• But got a long way to go• But got a long way to go

• Bottom line
• Shelter-in-Place works

• PREPARE battlefield

• Citizens can be an asset
• Stay and DEFEND (if trained)

• Leaving EARLY is better 
option for many


