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U.S. Fire Disasters
Lessons learned 
(and quickly forgotten…)

Chris Dicus

Relearning old lessons…

• “It’ll never happen here”It ll never happen here

• Get our teeth kicked in 
during extreme weather

• Mitigation occurs only 
ft t th t  ki k d iafter teeth gets kicked in

• We easily forget

“Who knew you could get 
hurt playing rugby???”
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Fires are necessary, 
fire disasters are not…

Former dining room in Marysville

Eucalyptus sprouting, Victoria

• Wisconsin
• Great Lakes Region of north-

central USA

• Largest fire disaster in U.S. 
history
• 1600 dead (at least)
• Same conditions by 

descendents of Mirimici Fire

• Little press (why???)
• Same day as Chicago fire



C.A. Dicus 2010                                          
US-Australia WUI Research Symposium

3

Tunnel Fire (Oakland/Berkeley Hills) – October 1991

• Same area that burned down in 1923
• 25 die while evacuating
• 2900 structures consumed• 2900 structures consumed
• Directly led to Bates Bill

• Locate “Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones”
• Class-B roof
• 30’ minimum clearance



C.A. Dicus 2010                                          
US-Australia WUI Research Symposium

4

• 1000 homes over 10 days
• Directly led to Class-A roofs in       

Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones

Laguna Fire (SoCal) – October 1993

Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones

• 4847 homes
• 15 die while evacuating

2003 SoCal Fire Siege

• Directly led to 100’ clearance
• Directly led to new WUI Building Standards
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• 1650 homes
• 2 deaths

• Directly leads to…
• Shelter-in-place 

alternative???

2007 SoCal Fire Siege

alternative???
• At least until 

Black Saturday

Extreme Weather Down Under…

Victoria, February 2009
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California dreamin’…
• Build it and they will burn (2003)

Never again!!!

4803 Homes lost

California dreamin’…
• Build it and they will burn (2007)

Never again!!!

>3000 Homes lost
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Where’s all the ash???
• Answer… 30 km to the west
• Highest winds ever recorded at nearby weather station

Causes??? • People…
• Power-lines
• Arson
• Accident

Arroyo Grande, CA 2009

King Lake, Victoria
Cal Poly fire bug…
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Exhibit A:
Rancho Santa Fe

100% structural survival
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Evacuations 
ordered well in 
advance via 
Reverse-911
• “But I thought 

this was shelter-
in place”

• “True  but we • “True, but we 
don’t know  what 
YOU’RE gonna do 
when it  hits the 
fan”

We’re all human…

Marysville  VictoriaMarysville, Victoria
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Some stayed behind…

Saved 4 
homes

Yes!!!

Setbacks… (for only $300,000)
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Yes!

Yes (kinda)…

Double paned window 
d ith t  j t 

Mulch 
almost 
ignited 
interior

sprayed with water just 
before fire arrived
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No! • Fire stopped 3 blocks back from house
• Asset-wealthy residents couldn’t afford to change

Timing is everything…

Built after 2004

Built before 2004
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Fire Service AidedPre-fire mitigation 
helped fire fighters

Regulations + Political Will to Enforce…
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• Many protection agencies = Many mandates = Many policies
• Policies are inconsistent and often conflicting

Complexities

SD CitySD County

Rancho Santa FeSD County

Gaviota Fire 2003

Exhibit B:
Not quite Rancho Santa Fe…
• 3 days without sleep
• Firefighter injuries and resident fatalities
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Del Zura

Trailer Park

After the Fires
Physical
healing…
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RecoveryMental
Healing…

My experience down under…
Much help to the masses Much less to individuals
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Pre-fire changes Do work…
• Prevention
• Mitigation

Preparation• Preparation

We must shape 
the battlefield!!!

Thanks Kate Dargan & Tonya Hoover!
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If I were a betting man…

• Going to get worse 
before it gets better

Still h  i ti  • Still have existing 
communities

• Still moving to the 
bush
• Western USA will start 

experiencing more 

Hollywood Hills

“California fires”

• Humans still have 
attention spans of 
gnats

My home in Tassy

We CAN break the cycle…
Fires are necessary, fire disasters are not

•Biophysical critical
•Socioeconomic critical


