Ahead of the Blaze: Proactive Planning
for Wildfire Risks in the Bay Area

Chelsea Hallt

California faces intense wildfire risk that will only worsen over time due to climate change. Local juris-
dictions find it increasingly difficult to navigate their many imperatives: preventing structural and
human loss, understanding and predicting wildfire behavior, tracking emergent state legislation, and
reaching all residents with wildfire resources. As a case example, the City of Oakland lacks comprehen-
sive, proactive wildfire mitigation infrastructure. This article reveals that effective strategies for saving
homes and lives incorporate close community and regional partnerships and prioritize limited re-
sources for close-to-home mitigations. In light of these findings, I offer three recommendations for the
City of Oakland that balance proactive mitigation with the City’s current budgetary constraints, offer-
ing a pragmatic path to community resilience in a fire-prone landscape. In the short term, the City
could fund a community grants program using preexisting parcel tax revenue and prioritize funding
for projects using effective mitigation approaches. In the medium term, the City could pass a Resilient
Cities Development Measures zoning ordinance that streamlines permitting for post-fire rebuilding and
enhances resilience of affected properties. And in the long term, the City could renew efforts to formalize
an East Bay Joint Powers Authority that would coordinate regional wildfire resilience efforts. Though
geared toward Oakland’s local government, these recommendations are broadly applicable to commu-
nities throughout the Western United States.

Introduction soil and boosts biodiversity.2 However, drought

and higher temperatures caused by global climate
The last few decades have seen an annual average

of 70,000 wildfires in the American West, where
fires are a natural and essential part of many eco-

change paired with a culture of wildfire avoidance
have primed California for more frequent, more

destructive fires that burn through the built envi-

systems.! In California and elsewhere, native spe- ronment and raze natural landscapes.? Rather

cies of fire-adapted areas are dependent on wild- than trying to eliminate fire entirely, we must

fire for survival, as it disburses nutrients into the adapt to this new reality.*
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1 Climate Change Indicators: Wildfires, United States Environmental Protection Agency (2024).
2 Science: Wildfire Impacts, California Department of Fish & Wildlife (accessed Dec. 1, 2024).
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4 David E. Calkin et al., Wildland-Urban Fire Disasters Aren’t Actually a Wildfire Problem, Proceedings of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences vol 120 no. 51 (Dec. 13, 2023).
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The devastating January 2025 fires in Los Ange-
les bring this point to the fore. A cursory review of
California’s recent history yields no shortage of
other catastrophic wildfires hitting unprepared
communities. A Santa Rosa couple miraculously
survived the horrific 2017 North Bay firestorms
by submerging in and out of the water of their
neighbor’s pool for six hours.> The conflagration
that burned down their neighborhood was the
Tubbs Fire, one of many that raged in the area
that month. Together, the firestorms burned over
100,000 acres, destroyed over 5,000 structures,
and killed 44 people in Sonoma and Napa Coun-
ties.® Shortly afterward in 2018, the deadly Camp
Fire razed the town of Paradise. Decades prior,
the Oakland Hills Tunnel Fire of 1991 spread rap-
idly and ultimately destroyed over 5,000 struc-
tures and killed 25 people. Such disasters initiate
a localized post-disaster response, sometimes
triggering major reforms. For example, in the
seven years since the Tubbs Fire, the City of Santa
Rosa pursued major changes to its evacuation
planning, landscape management, and zoning
codes based on the latest wildfire science.”

The City of Oakland has not been proactive in
making similar changes. Its fire code is sparse,
and its building code does not mention any spe-
cific fire-resistant construction measures.8 A
small demonstration of Oakland’s unprepared-
ness is its blank Fire Prevention Bureau website;®

similarly, the Fire Department’s “Wildfire District
Inspections” page!? contains limited resources in
comparison to other jurisdictions.

Jurisdictions in the East Bay, including the City of
Oakland, lack the institutional infrastructure —
such as local laws, dedicated funding, or other
forms of formalized and actualized authority — to
prepare for and mitigate loss from destructive
wildfires. Any approach must recognize that wild-
fires do not stop at jurisdictional boundaries; mit-
igations are therefore best handled regionally,
through interagency collaboration. In doing so,
jurisdictions can share the administrative costs
and burdens of mitigation activities, decide on
grant funding allocations for regional activities
rather than local ones, and avoid unnecessary
competition for grant awards. In the East Bay,
collaboration currently takes the form of a mem-
orandum of understanding (MOU) among 10 lo-
cal agencies called East Bay Wildfire.!! Oakland
District 1 Councilmember and former firefighters
union president Zac Unger emphasized that Oak-
land has improved its fire suppression in recent
years, successfully overwhelming small fires with
multi-jurisdictional resources that were made
possible by the coalition. While this initiative is a
good start, structurally, it starts and ends as an
MOU: although elected officials from the member
agencies meet monthly, the coalition is backed by
neither clear, robust policy measures nor the

5 Robin Abcarian, They Survived Six Hours in a Pool as a Wildfire Burned Their Neighborhood to the Ground, Los Angeles

Times (Nov. 19, 2017).

6 Bill Gabbert, Lessons Learned by Fleet Manager during Major Wildfire Siege, Wildfire Today (Apr. 6, 2018).

7 Santa Rosa Fire Department (interviewed Nov. 18, 2024).

8 Oakland Municipal Code, City of Oakland, California (version Feb. 12, 2025).

9 Fire Prevention Bureau, City of Oakland (accessed Apr. 8, 2025) https://www.oaklandca.gov/services/fire-prevention-bu-

reau.

10 Wildfire District Inspection, City of Oakland (accessed Apr. 8, 2025) https://www.oaklandca.gov/services/wildfire-district-

inspections.

11 East Bay Wildfire Coalition of Governments, eastbaywildfire.org (version Feb. 27, 2025)
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funding to enact them. It appears the initial intent
of the coalition was to begin laying the ground-
work for the formation of a more formal Joint
Powers Authority,!? but its current goals and pri-
orities make no mention of this original vision.

The political feasibility of implementing local dis-
aster mitigation measures is low, and it is difficult
to convince financially strapped jurisdictions to
prioritize wildfire planning until it is too late. In
the words of Meg McCabe, Executive Director of
Fire Safe Marin, “Wildfire mitigation is a race
against an unknown clock. If we do everything
right, nothing happens.” Local government ad-
ministrators and elected officials must justify ex-
penditures and naturally want to point to con-
crete results. Those “results” being the mere ab-
sence of disaster make it even more challenging
to devote the requisite resources to wildfire miti-
gation. Consequently, local governments are rife
with wildfire plans and post-disaster autopsies
without any implementation measures or clear
responsibility, including the Woolsey after-fire
report documenting Los Angeles County’s re-
sponse to the Woolsey Fire,!3 the North Bay fire-
mapping
learned,!4 the Sonoma County Community Wild-

storms after-fire report lessons
fire Protection Plan listing priorities for risk re-
duction,!® and Oakland’s own vegetation manage-
ment plan,'® the final version of which is not

available at the time of this publication. While an

important first step, planning and documentation
on their own is insufficient.

In that vein, the California Wildfire Resilience
Task Force, a coalition of state, federal, local, and
Tribal government representatives, recommends
that East Bay cities and counties establish relia-
ble, long-term funding to sustain implementation
and enforcement of wildfire plans.!” After analyz-
ing research and best practices, it is clear that
Oakland and other East Bay communities need to
go beyond soft recommendations and reactive
plans. They must proactively develop the codes,
funding mechanisms, and infrastructure to allow
for evidence-based mitigation to happen.

We are seeing the beginning of such proactivity
following the 2024 election cycle. Although Oak-
land’s vegetation management plan is currently
just a blueprint, Oakland voters just passed Meas-
ure MM, a parcel tax that will generate $2.67 mil-
lion next year to fund the plan’s implementa-
tion.!8 This presents a timely opportunity to re-
think Oakland’s approach to wildfire and regional
collaboration, particularly in the context of dwin-
dling resources in other parts of the City budget:
Oakland faces a critical $129 million budget defi-
cit in the 2024-25 fiscal year, with an additional
$280 million deficit projected for the next two fis-
cal years.1®

12 East Bay Wildfire JPA Launches New Website, Oakland Fire Safe Council (2024).

13 After Action Review of the Woolsey Fire Incident, Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors (2024).

14 Lessons Learned from the 2017 North Bay Fire Siege, CAL FIRE Sonoma-Lake-Napa Unit (2018).

15 Sonoma County Community Wildfire Protection Plan 2023 Update, Permit Sonoma (2023).

16 Natalie Stuart, Oakland Vegetation Management Plan Tackles Wildfire Concerns, The Oaklandside (Jun. 6, 2024); Revised

Vegetation Management Plan, City of Oakland (2023).

17 Central Coast Regional Profile: Concluding Recommendations from Interviews, California Wildfire & Forest Resilience

Task Force (Jul. 14, 2023).

18 Measure MM — Wildfire Prevention Financing Act, Empower Oakland (2024).
19 Nicole Neditch, What it Will Take to Close Oakland’s Structural Deficit: How We Got Here, SPUR (Jan. 24, 2025).
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In this article, I define several key issues that
wildfire planning efforts should address, namely
preventing human and structural loss, under-
standing wildfire behavior, tracking shifting state
requirements, reaching all residents equitably,
and guiding future building patterns. Next, I de-
scribe key examples of how other localities are be-
ing proactive in addressing these issues through
methods like passing and strengthening ordi-
nances, prioritizing grant funding to communi-
ties, and forming regional collaborations. I end
with recommendations for how the City of Oak-
land might implement a combination of these ap-
proaches, with implications for other communi-
ties facing fire risk throughout the West.

Methods

To inform this article, I reviewed local and state
laws, academic studies on wildfire behavior, and
best practices literature. I also interviewed 12 ex-
perts from different local, state, and regional gov-
ernments (including fire departments and per-
mitting authorities), fire safety nonprofits, think
tanks, and wildfire survivors. A complete list is in
the appendix.?° Interviewees were selected in an
effort to diversify perspectives, bringing expertise
from both Northern and Southern California as
well as elsewhere in the American West. My ques-
tions covered the breadth of each organization’s
wildfire prevention strategies, what has worked
and not worked, and how each interviewee envi-
sions their jurisdiction or state balancing growth
and wildfire mitigation in the future. Interviews
were conducted between November 12th, 2024
and March 3rd, 2025.

Analysis

Preventing loss of life

Because the utmost priority for wildfire planning
is preventing loss of life, communities must incor-
porate detailed evacuation planning into their ap-
proaches to wildfire mitigation. Several inter-
viewees, including CalFire’s Northern Region
Battalion Chief, emphasized thorough and itera-
tive evacuation planning as critical for saving
lives in the event of a wildfire. The Camp Fire’s
enormous death toll was largely due to inade-
quate evacuation planning.?! In the City of Santa
Rosa, Fire Department officials noted in an inter-
view that evacuations during the 2017 Tubbs Fire
were chaotic and poorly executed. After learning
from their mistakes and creating a “ready-set-go”
program for communicating to residents, evacua-
tions for the 2019 Kincaid Fire went much more
smoothly. To further improve its emergency sys-
tems, the City also has a plan in place to “flush
streets” by making all traffic lights green in an
evacuation. Assistant Fire Marshal Kemplen Rob-
bins highlighted that the City’s evacuation plan-
ning has “become more of a scientific, formula-
based approach based on historical experience.
It’s not just a season for Santa Rosa anymore, it’s
year-round planning.” The Marin Wildfire Pre-
vention Authority, a celebrated multi-agency
partnership, mentioned recent investments in
more informed evacuation planning. They
worked with UC Berkeley researchers to develop
an evacuation route risk assessment that factored
in the tendency of human nature to underesti-
mate danger and evacuate too late, which has
route = mapping

subsequently  informed

20 To view the appendix to this article, contact Chelsea Hall: chelsea_hall@berkeley.edu.

21 Alexander Maranghides et al., A Case Study of the Camp Fire, National Institute of Standards and Technology, technical

note (2023).
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throughout Marin County.

Preventing structural loss

There are several aspects to preventing structural
loss, with clearing the areas closest to a structure
generally being the most effective according to in-
terviewees. The three main approaches to pre-
venting structural loss are, in increasing order of
importance: vegetation management, defensible
space, and home hardening. Vegetation manage-
ment, also known as fuel management or fuel
load management, is the targeted control and
elimination of unwanted vegetation through
methods such as prescribed burning or brush
clearing.22 Vegetation management alone can
abate the intensity and scope of wildland fires but
does very little to protect communities. As Kimiko
Barrett, Senior Wildfire Research & Policy Ana-
lyst at Headwaters Economics, noted in an inter-
view, "Fuel management changes wildfire behav-
ior, not necessarily wildfire risk."

Furthermore, defensible space is the buffer cre-
ated between one’s home and the grass, trees,
shrubs, or any other wildland area that surrounds
it.23 There are three zones of defensible space, de-
fined in Table 1. Fire Safe Marin’s Meg McCabe
emphasized that "Clearing Zone 0 is the most im-
portant thing that everyone can do. Just 5 feet can
save your house."

Lastly, home hardening entails using fire-safe
construction materials, maintaining your home,
and ensuring the quality of the defensible space
surrounding it. This includes installing ember-re-
sistant vents, double-paned windows, and gutter
screens, as well as regularly clearing vegetation
debris from these areas.2*

Wildfire research has affirmed that we cannot ex-
clusively address flammable material in forests if
our goal is to prevent urban conflagrations. Sev-
eral interviewees cited seminal, data-driven stud-
ies by Jack Cohen, a wildfire researcher who was
among the first to notice that, after some fires,
only the houses had burned and not the sur-
rounding trees or vegetation.?> This was largely
due to issues with the homes themselves, such as
leaf litter buildup in gutters. From the work of
Cohen and others, we learn that the closer mitiga-
tory actions get to a structure, the more effective
they are in preventing structural ignition. 26 As an
example, a 2019 Southern California study found
that multi-paned windows lowered the chances of
a home burning down by 26%; conversely, clear-
ing defensible space by removing flammable veg-
etation beyond 15 feet from the house lowered its
chance of burning down by only 3%.27 Across the
board, interviewees and existing research suggest
that home hardening and defensible space — Zone
0 clearance in particular — are by far the most
promising approaches to preventing structural
loss.

22 Reduce Your Wildfire Risk, City of Santa Rosa (accessed Dec. 1, 2024).

2 1d.

24 Zone 0 for Home Hardening, Fire Safe Marin (accessed Nov. 21, 2024).
25 Jack Cohen & Jim Saveland, Structure Ignition Assessment Can Help Reduce Fire Damages in the WUI, US Forest Service

Rsch. and Dev. (1997).

26 Kimiko Barrett et al., Redefining the Urban Wildfire Problem in the West, US Forest Service Rsch. and Dev. (2024).
27 Alexandra Syphard & Jon Keeley, Factors Associated with Structure Loss in the 2013-2018 California Wildfires, Fire vol. 2

no. 3 (Sep. 2, 2019) at page 49.
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Understanding wildfire behavior with new
technologies

In wildfire planning, decision-makers must un-
derstand how fires behave and react to different
conditions; therefore, it is imperative that they
keep abreast of the latest fire research and tech-
nology. In February 2025, CalFire released new
draft maps indicating areas of moderate, high,
and very high fire risk in locally controlled areas
of the Bay Area.28 The state built these new sever-
ity maps from more advanced digital modeling
techniques that factor in wind, fuel load, and
more, making them more accurate than prior ver-
sions. Local governments will need to update
their existing wildfire mitigation policies to incor-
porate these new maps. There are also opportuni-
ties for state grants to support localized techno-
logical improvements: the Contra Costa County
Fire Department’s Assistant Fire Marshal men-
tioned that CalFire has awarded them grants to
develop fuel maps and geospatial modeling for
defensible space needs.

Wildfire behavior is a growing area of research
nationwide. A recent study out of Colorado uses
satellite data and artificial intelligence to predict
a fire’s path,?® and another highlights the im-
portance of accurate atmospheric modeling.30
Studies like these have implications for more ac-
curate and proactive evacuation planning and
firefighting in the future, saving homes and lives.

Localities should monitor the latest research and
the upcoming Wildfire and Landscape Resilience
Data Hub,3! which will combine and integrate fire
modeling resources. When jurisdictions can pre-
dict what will go wrong and where, they can make
better decisions about how to invest limited re-
sources.

Tracking emergent state requirements

California is at the forefront of wildfire planning
and policy in many ways.32 While the California
policy environment is proactive, this leads to
problems with enforcement, and localities must
keep abreast of the latest state requirements. One
area of policy concern aims to address the
Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI)— the places
with higher fire risk where human development
meets undeveloped wildland. State building re-
quirements for the WUI, found in Chapter 7A of
the government code, are constantly changing to
make new homes more fire resilient. For example,
a recent reform requires mesh screens over venti-
lation openings to prevent embers from getting
through.?? Updated every three years, the Califor-
nia Building Code is the most rigorous in the
country.34

Although innovative when compared to other
states, the California government moves slowly.
The state passed official Zone 0 requirements ef-
fective January 2023, but as of March 2025 has

28 Fire Hazard Severity Zones, Office of the State Fire Marshal, osfm.fire.ca.gov (2025).

29 Theresa Barosh, Satellite-Informed Fire Forecasting with Artificial Intelligence: A Spark of Innovation, Colorado State Uni-

versity (Oct. 21, 2024).

30 Janice L. Coen et al., Computational Modeling of Extreme Wildland Fire Events: A Synthesis of Scientific Understanding
with Applications to Forecasting, Land Management, and Firefighter Safety, J. Computational Sci. vol. 46 (Oct. 2020).

31 Forest Data Hub, Climate and Wildfire Institute (2024) https://climateandwildfire.org/cwi-projects/forest-data-hub/.

32 Kimiko Barrett, Headwaters Economics (interviewed Dec. 5, 2024).

33 Materials and Construction Methods for Exterior Wildfire Exposure, State of California Dept. of Housing & Community

Development (accessed Dec. 1, 2024).

34 Matthew Zeitlin, California Has America’s Strictest Wildfire Code, Heatmap News (Jan. 16, 2025).
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yet to issue specific guidance. As a result, some lo-
calities are getting ahead by passing their own
Zone 0 requirements or beginning to educate
their residents about the emerging rules.?®> How-
ever, this is fraught with complications that split
localities into trying different approaches.

The tensions in implementing evidence-based
strategies like Zone 0 without statewide guidance
or, in some cases, local political will, have led to
uneven results across the state. An Orange
County Fire Authority official surmised that
CalFire is taking so long to release Zone 0 guid-
ance because broad enforcement will be practi-
cally difficult, with some uncertainties about what
would be legally allowed. The closer a jurisdiction
gets to regulating someone’s home, the thornier
enforcement becomes. While the Moraga-Orinda
Fire District recently adopted a fully enforceable
Zone 0 ordinance,3¢ the City of Mill Valley tried to
do so backin 2019 but was sued by residents.?” To
avoid a similar situation and save resources, the
Contra Costa County Fire Department noted that
they are currently following the State’s lead and
opting for community education instead of codi-
fication. Santa Rosa employs a mixed approach,
having codified Zone 0 for any new builds while
working with owners of existing structures to
achieve compliance “within reason.”’® How to
preempt and plan for emergent State mitigation
requirements is a key challenge for local govern-
ments.

Table 1: Defensible Space Zones

Zone Definition
Zone 0 The 0-5-foot perimeter
around a home.
Zone 1 The 0-30-foot perimeter
around a home.
Zone 2 The 30-100-foot perimeter

around a home.

Reaching all residents equitably

Wildfires affect communities indiscriminately,
and in a society where code enforcement can have
inequitable impacts on marginalized communi-
ties, jurisdictions must be cognizant of making
wildfire mitigation accessible for all residents.
Nevertheless, community education and outreach
alone may be ineffective without enforcement: re-
searcher Kimiko Barrett noted that "People know
the risks, and will still build their homes in dan-
gerous places. You can only do so much with pub-
lic education; you also need regulatory mecha-
nisms to compel action." Enforcement actions
like defensible space inspections are generally un-
welcome, but particularly so for lower-income
neighborhoods in which properly permitted
buildings are less common. Conversations with
Permit Sonoma and the Santa Rosa Fire Depart-
ment underscored that these communities can be
wary of officials and therefore difficult to reach

35 E.g., Contra Costa County; Orange County Fire Authority; City of Santa Rosa.

36 Abatement Requirements, Moraga-Orinda Fire District (accessed Ap. 8, 2025).
37 Lorenzo Morotti, Mill Valley Settles Suit over Wildfire Prevention Ordinance, Marin Independent Journal (Mar. 24, 2021).

38 Santa Rosa Fire Department (interviewed Nov. 18, 2024).
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for both inspections and wildfire education. Alt-
hough enforcement helps ensure that mitigations
actually occur through requirements and penal-
ties, education may reach and persuade more
people. Both approaches are critical.

Fire Safe Marin, a nonprofit organization focused
on community outreach, is funded in part by a re-
gional joint powers authority, the Marin Wildfire
Prevention Authority. My research and inter-
views indicate that Fire Safe Marin is the gold
standard in wildfire education. Established back
in 1992 in response to the Oakland Hills Tunnel
Fire, they are now globally known and receive
20,000 web page views per month.?® Fire Safe
Marin’s user-friendly website centers on action-
oriented language such as “harden your home”
and “prepare yourself.” In keeping with their
philosophy of meeting residents where they are,
Fire Safe Marin has diversified their outreach.
They use social media, YouTube, door-to-door
volunteers (wearing t-shirts instead of uniforms
to foster trust), organize fire safety community
groups, host webinars, and appear on local TV
channels. Their annual wildfire safety festival,
Ember Stomp, draws many Spanish-speaking
community members, engaging diverse commu-
nities with their outreach. They work with other
nonprofits to translate all their materials into
other languages and partner with trusted messen-
gers at community centers.

39 Fire Safe Marin (interviewed Nov. 20, 2024).

Home insurance requirements and future
building patterns

Because building in the WUI is subject to much
higher fire risk, increasing home insurance costs,
local governments will need to balance support
for those already living in the WUT and fostering
housing growth in lower-risk zones to mitigate
the housing crisis in California. Interviewees with
the Contra Costa County Fire Department, Fire
Safe Marin, and the City of Santa Rosa Planning
Division contended that the existence of addi-
tional fire prevention requirements has not had a
major impact on WUI development. Instead, the
main driver of future development patterns will
be the difficulties in obtaining home insurance in
zones with high fire hazard severity. CalFire’s new
fire hazard severity maps will also affect insur-
ance prospects for areas that have been re-
mapped at a higher severity.#! Fewer and fewer
people will be able to build new homes in the WUI
or continue to live in these areas over time. In the
long run, this will mitigate loss from catastrophic
wildfires; however, it may also exacerbate the
housing crisis. Jurisdictions should actively and
meaningfully encourage development within ex-
isting urban areas—or infill—to ensure that hous-
ing in more populated places is plentiful and af-
fordable.*?

Whether this insurance scarcity is a net positive
or negative in the long run is difficult to parse. On
one hand, the community should not have to pro-
tect, at all costs, the desires of residents who want
to build irresponsibly further into the WUIL. On
the other hand, jurisdictions should find ways to

40 Zone 0 for Home Hardening, Fire Safe Marin (accessed Nov. 21, 2024).

41 Orange County Fire Authority (interviewed Dec. 2, 2024).

42 Sarah Jo Szambelan, A Civic Vision for Growth, SPUR (May 2021).
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help the people already living in the WUI who are
being priced out of their homes because of insur-
ance rates. One retired Sonoma County resident
without an income stream was previously paying
$2,500 for insurance before it rapidly jumped to
$43,000 per year.43 Supporting low-income WUI
residents is of critical concern, and barring major
state reforms of insurance regulations, balancing
equitable and practical market responses will
continue to challenge California jurisdictions.*

Options for Oakland: Framing Other
Jurisdictions’ Responses

Over the course of my interviews, I encountered
four institutional approaches to addressing the is-
sues above and proactively mitigating wildfire im-
pacts, summarized in Table 2.

1. Passing a Resilient Cities Zoning Ordinance

Cities can institute a special zoning district for
fire-affected areas as a preemptive measure. Fol-
lowing the 2017 Tubbs Fire, the City of Santa
Rosa established a Resilient Cities Combining
District, a zoning overlay with streamlined re-
building measures that applied to the 8,000
burned parcels.#> This approach addresses a huge
issue with wildfires, exemplified by the experi-
ence of interviewee Diane Moss who has been re-
building her home after the Woolsey Fire for six
years because of complicated processes. Permit-
ting, absent of streamlining, can be a quagmire.

The combining district was essential to achieving
the 90% rebuild rate in Santa Rosa today but was
not without its problems. Whenever there was a

43 Permit Sonoma (interviewed Nov. 15, 2024).

new fire, planning staff would have to reactively
rezone the affected parcels into the district, taking
significant staff time. To address this inefficiency,
the City passed a Resilient City Development
Measures ordinance*® that completely replaces
the old combining district. Instead of applying to
those 8,000+ specific parcels, it applies to any
parcel automatically in the event of a disaster. At
a high level, the ordinance allows streamlined ap-
provals for design review and other planning pro-
cesses, requires landscaping and weed abatement
standards for fire-impacted parcels, and estab-
lishes a six-year window in which the standards
apply to a parcel.

Distributional Impacts

If Oakland were to pass a similar ordinance, the
main cost would be planning staff time to develop
the ordinance. No extra funds would be required.
In addition, a particularly vulnerable group
would benefit: residents impacted by wildfire in
the future would be able to rebuild faster and
their homes would be more resilient to future haz-
ards.

Tradeoffs in Implementation

Although this policy route is cost-effective and
highly proactive, it does not prioritize enforce-
ment. Code enforcement is complaint-based dur-
ing the six years of defensible space requirements
post-fire, so actual implementation of these
measures is weak. The main virtue of this policy
is streamlining the actual rebuild process for af-
fected residents. Despite the staff time required

for a Resilient Cities ordinance, we must

44 Sarah Atkinson, L.A. Fires: It’s Time to Rethink Risk Mitigation to Save California’s Home Insurance Market, SPUR (Jan.

16, 2025).

45 Santa Rosa Planning & Economic Development Department (interviewed Nov. 12, 2024).
46 Legistar: Wildfire Prevention Measures, City of Santa Rosa City Council file #24-0811 (2024).
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recognize that rebuilding after a disaster is much
easier to plan for ahead of time instead of trying
to coordinate in the moment of crisis.

2. Enforcing a Standalone Vegetation
Management Ordinance

Vegetation management requirements intention-
ally codified as an ordinance rather than a tooth-
less planning document prompt jurisdictions to
prioritize enforcement. After the 2017 firestorms
in Sonoma and Napa Counties, flammable inva-
sive species such as Scotch and French broom
started flourishing.*” The Santa Rosa Fire Depart-
ment instituted a standalone vegetation manage-
ment ordinance to be responsive to the changing
landscape.*® The ordinance recently went into ef-
fect in January 2024. Contrary to its name, it in-
cludes both vegetation management and defensi-
ble space provisions. It bans certain types of
mulch in residents’ yards, limiting them in Zone
1, and plans for the removal of dead trees that
pose risk to neighboring structures, among other
measures. At the end of 2024, Santa Rosa Fire
started to plan for enforcement of the ordinance,
but implementation will take significant invest-
ment. Staff envisions needing two full-time in-
spectors focused on WUI and defensible space.
Because of the resources involved, Santa Rosa
Fire also plans to leverage education and volun-
tary compliance over enforcement.

As another example, the Contra Costa County
Fire Department has also established a vegetation
management ordinance that covers the entire
county, including the 12 cities within it.#° Like

47 Santa Rosa Fire Department (interviewed Nov. 18, 2024).

Santa Rosa’s, it contains both vegetation manage-
ment and defensible space requirements. It used
to be part of the fire code, which required every
city to ratify any updates. The County’s Assistant
Fire Marshal mentioned that having it as a
standalone, enforceable ordinance has greatly
improved overall efficiency and interagency coor-
dination.

Distributional Impacts

Although Oakland currently requires annual de-
fensible space inspections of 25,000 homes in the
WUI, it relies mainly on State requirements to
guide these activities.?0 If the City were to pass a
vegetation management ordinance in place of its
current vegetation management plan, the main
cost would be funding for enforcement by staffing
additional defensible space inspections. Inci-
dentally, Oakland has just passed Measure MM as
a dedicated funding source for implementing its
vegetation management plan. In this case, a par-
cel tax is more equitable than a sales tax, as the
primary beneficiaries will also be the primary
payors. Those who benefit will largely be the
homeowners who have the time and resources to
comply with the rules and thus enjoy greater fire
protection. As with any enforcement measure,
however, there are equity concerns with penaliz-
ing already struggling lower-income or marginal-
ized groups.

Tradeoffs in Implementation

Enforcing a vegetation management ordinance
can be expensive, requiring a continual funding
stream and new staff for inspections. Oakland’s

48 Vegetation Management Ordinance ORD-2023-016 Review, City of Santa Rosa Fire Department (2024).
49 Ordinance 2023-07, Contra Costa County Fire Protection District (2024).
50 Compliance Standards for Vegetation Inspections, City of Oakland (accessed Nov. 21, 2024).
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Measure MM largely alleviates this concern, shift-
ing the focus to effectiveness. Although home
hardening provisions would make an ordinance
even more effective, focusing on defensible space

enforcement.

(especially Zone 0) would -certainly boost

Table 2: Summary, Proactive Approaches to Addressing Wildfire

Oakland’s wildfire resilience. However, because
the vegetation management plan is not law, there
may be greater pushback from residents about

Case Study Implementation
Approach Example(s) Distributional Impacts Tradeoffs
1. Passing a Resilient ~ City of Santa Rosa ~ Agency inputs: Benefits:
Cities zoning Planning staff time. Proactive and
ordinance Resident beneficiaries: cost-effective.
Wildfire-impacted residents. Drawbacks:
Weak enforcement.
2. Enforcing a City of Santa Rosa ~ Agency inputs: Benefits:
standalone Fire Dept. Add staffing for inspections. Enforceable; effective if
vegetation . . . defensible space or home
management County of Contra Resident beneficiaries: hardening are incorpo-
ordinance Costa Fire Dept. Homeowners with the re- rated.
sources tp comply.
Drawbacks:

Expensive, with potential
inequities in enforcement.

3. Administering
community grants for
wildfire adaptation

County of Contra
Costa Fire Dept.

Marin Wildfire
Prevention Auth.

Agency inputs:
Program planning and
management.

Resident beneficiaries:
Potential for all to benefit,

Benefits:
Effective and proactive.

Drawbacks:
No enforcement; grant
program design may be a

depending on administrative difficult undertaking.
decisions.
4. Forming a multi- Marin Wildfire Agency inputs: Benefits:
jurisdictional Joint Prevention Auth. Significant planning and Highly effective.
Powers Authority interjurisdictional
(JPA) coordination. Drawbaqks: . .
Orange County Resource-intensive, relies
Fire Auth. Resident beneficiaries: on creating new funding

All regional residents.

streams.
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3. Administering Community Grant Programs

Thoughtful distribution of funding can help acti-
vate community participation in mitigation ef-
forts. The Contra Costa County Fire Department
administers a grant program for residents to fund
mitigation such as fuel breaks and defensible
space on their properties. The program is funded
through Measure X, a 2020 sales tax initiative
that collects $5 million a year for wildfire mitiga-
tion.5! Its process is community-driven: fire safe
councils, community groups, or even individual
residents can apply for funds. They complete
about 100 mitigation projects per year.

This approach is somewhat unique among the in-
terviewed jurisdictions, given that it requires ded-
icated staff to coordinate the program and a con-
tinual funding stream. However, the Marin Wild-
fire Prevention Authority is another example.
Funded through Measure C, a 2020 countywide
parcel tax, the joint powers authority uses a por-
tion of its budget for two different types of grants:
reimbursement-based and direct assistance. Both
prioritize funding for “mitigations that matter” —
i.e., defensible space in Zones 0 and 1 and home
hardening. The former offers retroactive payment
for defensible space and home hardening activi-
ties. The caveat is that applicants’ properties must
have already undergone a full evaluation by de-
fensible space inspectors, and the grant will only
cover improvements recommended by the official
evaluation. Recognizing that not everyone can af-
ford those initial payments, nor even know where
to look to apply for reimbursement, Marin Wild-
fire also offers direct assistance. The process be-
gins with staff identifying properties with likely
hazards, and then inviting those homeowners to
apply. Interestingly, these grants are predicated

51 Contra Costa Fire Department (interviewed Nov. 14, 2024).
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on Zone 0 compliance.

Distributional Impacts

If Oakland were to establish a community grants
program, it should take note of the different ap-
proaches and their equity implications. Inviting
specific homeowners to apply for funds is more
proactive, therefore leading to more complete
community-wide mitigation. Further, offering di-
rect assistance over reimbursement is more equi-
table. Without folding in these strategies, the
most likely applicants will be wealthier home-
owners who are not shy of government. However,
both strategies are more time-intensive for staff
than their alternatives.

Tradeoffs in Implementation

Given that it appears Measure MM could fund
community grants for wildfire mitigation, imple-
menting this in Oakland faces few barriers other
than program establishment. It also ensures some
home hardening and Zone 0 adherence without
the political difficulties that would come with
codification. However, grant design has implica-
tions for the staff time involved in coordinating
the program.

4. Forming a Multijurisdictional Joint Powers
Authority

A Joint Powers Authority (JPA) is a public entity
formed when several agencies agree to jointly ex-
ercise their responsibilities to manage common
interests and resources more efficiently. Estab-
lishing a JPA is by far the most resource-intensive
policy approach analyzed in this article. However,
Oakland should certainly regard it as an aspira-
tional, long-term goal. Pooling regional resources
and ensuring consistent region-wide policies is
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the most efficient wildfire mitigation tool at the
disposal of local governments.52:53

The Orange County Fire Authority and the Marin
Wildfire Prevention Authority are examples of
wildfire prevention JPAs in California. The Marin
Wildfire Prevention Authority is a 17-member
JPA funded by the Measure C parcel tax already
mentioned.’* The Executive Officer recounted
that it was established in 2020 in response to the
absence of specific actions or responsible entities
in the 2018 North Bay after-fire report. At a high
level, the JPA coordinates regional wildfire pre-
vention funds and activities, ensuring consistent
regional mitigation and limiting inefficient
agency competition for state and federal grants.
The Executive Director highlights its many close
partnerships, including with local environmental
groups, as a huge determinant of the JPA’s suc-
cess. It is well-resourced enough to be able to im-
plement mitigation activities on behalf of the
member agencies, such as staffing 20-30,000 de-
fensible space inspections per year. Due to the va-
riety of activities a JPA can fund, it is an effective
long-term way to coordinate and streamline the
other policy approaches already described in this
article.

Distributional Impacts

A JPA’s wide range of activities, funding streams,
and coordination efforts will benefit a vast num-
ber of East Bay residents, not only in Oakland but
throughout the region. This renders JPA for-
mation a highly effective, if costly, strategy.

Tradeoffs in Implementation

In the long term, JPAs are incredibly effective at

coordinating limited resources to make meaning-
ful strides toward wildfire resilience. However,
they are resource-intensive in the short term.
Marin Wildfire’s Executive Director recounted
how negotiating the JPA language and coming to
a consensus was an arduous process. Coordinat-
ing and passing the funding legislation, a regional
parcel tax, would require a 2/3 voter approval.

Recommendations

Below are recommendations for the City of Oak-
land after analyzing the various approaches and
tradeoffs above. They balance both the im-
portance of proactive wildfire planning and the
City’s current budget crisis. Although tailored to
Oakland, other jurisdictions in the West can
adapt these approaches to their local context.

Short-term

Use the Measure MM parcel tax to fund a commu-
nity grant program. Set aside funds for both reim-
bursement and direct assistance and prioritize
funding home hardening and Zone 0 mitigations.
This recommendation requires few resources
apart from staff time. It also avoids political fea-
sibility issues that come with enforcing close-to-
the-home requirements, instead encouraging the
strategies that are proven to save homes by fund-
ing them. Employing a mix of retroactive reim-
bursement and direct assistance balances staff
time constraints and equitable distribution of
funds.

Medium-term

Pass a Resilient Cities Development Measures or-
dinance similar to Santa Rosa’s. Use it as an

52 Terner Center for Housing Innovation (interviewed Dec. 9, 2024).
53 Jacoba Charles, Marin Makes Clean Sweep of Forest Floors, KneeDeep Times (Oct. 16, 2024).
54 Measure C, Marin Wildfire Prevention Authority (accessed December 1, 2024).
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opportunity to also codify Zone O for all new
builds in the WUI and home hardening require-
ments for all new builds everywhere in the City.
This recommendation also requires few resources
— only planning and building staff time — and en-
sures that Oakland is ready for a rebuild situation.
Note that there may be some political pushback
and delays if any requirements for new builds are
included. However, as an additional measure, re-
quiring home hardening for new builds helps en-
sure that any fires in the WUI do not become ur-
ban conflagrations.

Long-term

Catalyze efforts to lay the groundwork for an East
Bay Joint Powers Authority (JPA). This recom-
mendation will improve regional efficiency and
mitigate the costs of wildfire planning. However,
Oakland’s current budgetary woes make it less
fiscally and politically feasible for the City to
meaningfully contribute to JPA establishment
anytime soon. In any case, a regional JPA should
remain the long-term goal, and working through
the existing structure of the East Bay Wildfire co-
alition will make it more attainable.

If the City of Oakland pursues just one of these
recommendations, it will be a huge step closer to
meaningful wildfire risk mitigation. Oakland can
be a leader in proactive wildfire planning in a re-
gion where so many other jurisdictions have
failed to enact meaningful change before it was
too late. Even amid the fray of its acute fiscal is-
sues, the City has a strict responsibility to ensure

that the community is resilient to the inevitability
of wildfire.

Discussion

As California contends with the aftermath of the
unprecedented January 2025 wildfires in Los An-
geles, conversations about preventing wildfires,
and what to do in their wake, have gained mo-
mentum. Jurisdictions everywhere are looking
south as LA picks up the pieces with over 16,000
structures destroyed and nearly 30 people killed.
In a reactive version of Santa Rosa’s Resilient Cit-
ies Development Measures ordinance, LA Mayor
Karen Bass issued an emergency executive order
that streamlines permitting requirements for the
rebuilding effort.5> This was announced in tan-
dem with an executive order by Governor Gavin
Newsom that waives environmental review and
coastal building requirements for the area.>¢ De-
spite such decisive actions, concerns remain that
there will be “too many cooks” in the fraught reg-
ulatory landscape of the LA area—the County, sev-
eral city governments, and the State—to efficiently
recover from the wildfires.5” The lack of move-
ment on a coordinated, cross-jurisdictional re-
sponse to develop robust disaster recovery
measures will result in increased costs and longer
rebuilding times, despite the fact that decades of
research have predicted increased firestorm
risk.>8

Marshaling resources to enact effective laws,
funding structures, and interagency coordina-
tion, not to mention garnering political support to

55 Mayor Bass Issues Sweeping Executive Order to Clear the Way for Angelenos to Rebuild Their Homes Fast, Office of the

Mayor of Los Angeles (Feb. 27, 2024).

56 Governor Newsom Signs Executive Order to Help Los Angeles Rebuild Faster and Stronger, State of California Governor’s

Office (Jan. 12, 2025).

57 Dan Walters, Will Having ‘Too Many Cooks’ Complicate Recovery from Deadly Los Angeles Fires?, CalMatters (Feb. 2025).
58 Harold Meyerson, The L.A. Apocalypse Was Entirely Predictable, The American Prospect (Jan. 9, 2025).
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prioritize risk reduction, is demanding work.
Oakland is clearly already thinking about these is-
sues, having released its draft vegetation manage-
ment plan in 2024 and passed Measure MM to
fund its enforcement. Although these approaches
vary in their effectiveness, the City can enhance
and build upon them by leveraging resources and
groups that already exist: tax revenue from Meas-
ure MM can fund the most effective mitigations in
the community, current planning staff can start to
develop proactive rebuilding measures, and Oak-
land’s members in the East Bay Wildfire coalition
can work to fulfill the group’s original JPA vision.
Further, recent events in LA present an oppor-
tunity to spur more sweeping action in this polit-
ical moment. As Oakland Councilmember Zac
Unger stated, "In disaster management, the worst
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time to exchange business cards is after the fact."

As more and more cities inevitably grapple with
climate-exacerbated disasters, they must learn
from one another. Though the specifics of fire
mitigation look different throughout the West
due to varying physical and regulatory land-
scapes, other core lessons remain the same. Cities
must prepare for the worst through proactive, in-
stitutionalized policies, prioritize equitable en-
forcement of science-informed regulation, and
coordinate regionally. In this swath of the United
States, wildfire risk will never be mitigated down
to zero. However, governments can take action to
lessen the probabilities, and agencies in the East
Bay region are no exception.
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