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ISSUE 
 

How have emergency service organizations in San Mateo County responded to the increased risk 

of wildfire? What steps can they take to improve emergency notifications to residents and their 

evacuation from danger zones in the event of a wildfire? 

 

SUMMARY 
 

San Mateo County faces increasing risk of a significant wildfire.1 Lower precipitation and higher 

average temperatures have reduced the moisture content of the fuels that feed a fire, while 

aggressive fire suppression has increased the amount of fuel available.2 Increased human 

presence along the wildland-urban interface (WUI) – the area where fire-prone forests meet 

human habitation – has raised the likelihood of igniting these fuels, because human actions are 

the primary causes of most fires in WUIs.3 While fire suppression activities confine most fires to 

two acres or less, certain wind conditions could render a fire in the WUI unmanageable and 

cause it to spread rapidly across a much larger area. Smoke from a wildfire could also degrade 

residents’ health in large sections of the county. 

 

This report documents the countywide risk that a wildfire poses to people, property, and critical 

infrastructure. The report also examines the capabilities and processes of fire, law enforcement, 

and emergency services agencies to prevent and prepare for fires, to fight the fire, to provide 

emergency notification to residents in the event of fire, to facilitate residents’ evacuation from 

danger zones, and to shelter displaced residents. The report concludes by addressing the need to 

increase public awareness of emergency response plans. 

 

The Grand Jury commends the state and local fire agencies in the county for taking effective 

actions to counter the increasing risk of a major wildfire through their efforts in prevention, 

planning and organizing fire-fighting capabilities. Having said that, the report focuses on the 

need to improve emergency notification and planning for evacuation. The Grand Jury finds that 

all emergency notification systems can be compromised during a conflagration, which makes 

advance public knowledge of alternative evacuation routes crucial for public safety. With this in 

mind, the Grand Jury recommends that the San Mateo County Fire Department and local fire 

agencies produce and distribute emergency response information including alternative 

evacuation routes for county communities. The Grand Jury also recommends methods for 

informing a broader range of County residents of these plans. 

 

                                                 
1
 CALFIRE, San Mateo — Santa Cruz Unit, Community Wildfire Protection Plan, 2010. 

2
 Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG), White Paper: Area Wildland Urban Interface Review of Risks, 

Plans, and Strategies, ABAG and Metropolitan Transportation Agency, 2018, p. 7. 
3
 Ibid. 
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GLOSSARY AND ABBREVIATIONS 
 

● Association of Bay Area Governments (ABAG) – The regional planning agency for the 

nine counties and 101 cities and towns of the San Francisco Bay Region. 

● California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE) – The state agency 

primarily responsibility for fire prevention and suppression in state responsibility areas. 

● Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) – A program that educates volunteers 

about disaster preparedness and trains them in basic disaster response skills.  

● Emergency Operations Center (EOC) – The official or agency charged with directing and 

coordinating the response to a major emergency. 

● Emergency Operations Plan (EOP) – A plan describing the responsibilities of 

government agencies in responding to major emergencies. 

● Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) – a US government agency with 

responsibility for coordinating responses to disasters in the United States. 

● Local Responsibility Area (LRA) – An area in which a local fire agency has primary 

responsibility for fire prevention and suppression.  

● Office of Emergency Services, San Mateo County Sheriff’s Department (OES) – County 

office with primary responsibility for developing and administering the SMC EOP. 

● San Mateo County Alert (SMC Alert) – A system for notifying San Mateo County 

residents of an array of emergencies. 

● San Mateo County Human Services Agency (HSA) – The County agency with primary 

responsibility for arranging shelters during an emergency. 

● San Mateo/Santa Cruz Unit of CAL FIRE (CZU) – The CAL FIRE unit with primary 

responsibility for fire prevention and suppression in state responsibility areas of San 

Mateo and Santa Cruz Counties. 

● Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS) -- a structure for coordinating 

multi-agency responses to emergencies.  

● State Responsibility Area (SRA) – An area in which CAL FIRE has primary 

responsibility for fire prevention and suppression.  

● Telephone Emergency Notification (TEN) – A reverse 911 system for sending 

emergency notifications to landlines. 

● Wireless Emergency Alert (WEA) – a system for targeting emergency alerts to cell 

phones in specific geographic areas.     

● Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) – The area where fire-prone forests meet human 

habitation. 
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BACKGROUND 

 

Similar to other areas of California, San Mateo County faces an increasing risk of conflagration – 

an intense fire that causes widespread land and property damage and threatens lives. Although 

Bay Area conflagrations date back at least to the San Francisco earthquake in 1906, they have 

become increasingly common in recent decades.4 Examples include the Oakland Hills fire in 

1991, which consumed 2,800 houses and killed 25 people and the Sonoma fire in October 2017, 

which destroyed 5,636 structures and caused 22 deaths. During 2018 alone, Northern California 

experienced huge fires in Redding, Mendocino, Yosemite, and Paradise. With 86 dead and over 

18,000 structures destroyed, the Camp Fire in Paradise became the most destructive wildfire in 

California history. Nine of the ten most destructive fires in California history occurred since 

2000; six of those occurred since 2015.5   

 

Scientists and fire officials agree that climate changes producing higher average temperatures 

and less annual precipitation have created longer dry periods that increase the fuel loads in 

forests and extend the active fire year.6 The Sierra snowpack has declined as winter storms arrive 

later and end earlier.7 Moreover, an increasing fraction of California’s population has settled in 

new housing developments on the “wildland-urban-interface” (WUI) – the area where fire-prone 

forests meet human habitation.8 Despite increasing fire danger, new home construction continues 

in such high-risk areas that are often distant from fire services.9 Under these conditions, 

accidental and deliberate human actions ignite the vast majority of wildfires. Carelessness with 

campfires, sparks from mechanical devices, failures of gas and electrical infrastructure, arson, 

and other human actions account for 85 percent of California fires.10    

 

Once a fire ignites, wind intensity, fuel availability, and topography largely govern the speed 

with which it spreads and the amount of damage to life and property that it causes. As the 

extremely hot air that wildfires create at their center rises, it produces a vacuum that pulls cooler 

                                                 
4
 http://www.fire.ca.gov/communications/downloads/fact_sheets/Top20_Destruction.pdf 

5
 Ibid. 

6
 J.T. Abatzoglou, A.P. Williams (2016), “Impact of anthropogenic climate change on wildfire across western US 

forests,” Proceedings National Academy of Science 113:42, (2016): 11770–11775. Kurtis Alexander, “Scientists See 

Fingerprints of Climate Change All Over California’s Wildfires,” San Francisco Chronicle, August 3, 2018. ABAG, 

White Paper…, p. 7. 
7
 Louise Bedsworth, Dan Cayan, Guido Franco, Leah Fisher, Sonya Ziaja, Statewide Summary Report. California’s 

Fourth Climate Change Assessment (Sacramento: California Governor’s Office of Planning and Research, Scripps 

Institution of Oceanography, California Energy Commission, California Public Utilities Commission. 2018, pp. 22, 

26-28. 
8
 Thomas Fuller, “California’s Chief Firefighter Looks Back on 30 Years of Infernos,” New York Times, December 

13, 2018. California Legislative Analyst’s Office, A Primer: California’s Wildland Fire Protection System, April 12, 

2005. 
9
 Ball, Jeffrey, “Why Californians Were Drawn Toward the Fire Zones,” Wall Street Journal, December 7, 2018. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/why-californians-were-drawn-toward-the-fire-zones-

1544202053?mod=searchresults&page=1&pos=1  
10

 Jennifer K. Balch, Bethany A. Bardley, John T. Abatzoglou, R. Chelsea Nagy, Emily J. Fusco, and Adam L. 

Mahood, “Human-started wildfires expand the fire niche across the United States,” Proceedings of National 

Academy of Sciences, February 27, 2017. 201617394; published ahead of print February 27, 2017. 

https://doi.org/10.1273/pas.1617394114. Lisa M. Krieger, “California Wildfires: It’s a People Problem,” The 

Mercury News, August 5, 2018. Louise Bedsworth, et al, Ibid, p. 28. 

http://www.fire.ca.gov/communications/downloads/fact_sheets/Top20_Destruction.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1273/pas.1617394114
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air into the fire from all directions. When this upward column of hot air is sustained, it may lift 

and transport burning embers long distances in front of the main conflagration to begin 

additional blazes. Wind-borne embers from the deadly Camp Fire in Paradise in 2018 started 

fires as far as two miles in advance of the main blaze.11 Alternatively, if the upward-flowing 

column of heated air collapses in one area, a strong, hot wind moves toward the ground and then 

rapidly spreads in advance of the fire, igniting blazes ahead of the main fire. The resulting fires 

move rapidly, change course unpredictably, and can overwhelm the efforts of fire fighters to 

contain the conflagration, as the Carr fire did near Redding in 2018.12 

 

DISCUSSION 
 

Wildfire Risk in San Mateo County 

 

Much of San Mateo County consists of WUI. Just over 35 percent of the land in the county has a 

high likelihood of fire ignition, and about half of that area has a very high likelihood 

(respectively described as High Hazard and Very High Hazard zones on state and local fire maps 

in Appendix A).13 Within these areas, state fire building codes set requirements for vegetation 

management and fire-resistant building materials on new construction and some remodeling. 

Most of the Very High Hazard Zone lies in sparsely populated areas west of I-280. The Crystal 

Springs reservoirs, San Andreas Lake, and I-280 form a firebreak that might slow the eastward 

progress of a fire started in much of this area, but wind-driven fires have produced embers that 

jumped rivers and reservoirs.14 Very High Hazard areas in the cities of Belmont, Hillsborough, 

Redwood City, San Carlos, and San Mateo lie east of I-280 and the reservoirs, where there are 

few natural barriers to slow the progress of a fire headed toward San Francisco Bay.15   

 

Most residential, commercial, and industrial areas are located closer to the Bay or ocean—

outside of the ignition hazard zones.16 However, the area of wildfire vulnerability is broader than 

those zones. High winds moving through gaps in the coastal range could expand the perimeter of 

a fire quickly, making it a countywide threat to lives and property. In November 2018, the deadly 

Camp Fire provided an example of this scenario: the ignition occurred in a sparsely settled area 

of Butte County, but within one and a half hours, the fire travelled six miles to reach the town of 

Paradise. Over the next six to eight hours, the fire destroyed most of the town.17 Officials from 

CAL FIRE note that the hills west of I-280 in San Mateo and Santa Clara Counties have a similar 

                                                 
11

 Paige St. John, Joseph Serna, and Rong-Gong Lin III., “Here's how Paradise ignored warnings and became a 

deathtrap,” Los Angeles Times, December 30, 2018. 
12

 Edward Struzik, Firestorm (Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 2017), chap. 2. Robinson Meyer, “The Simple 

Reason That Humans Can’t Control Wildfires,” The Atlantic, November 13, 2018. Lizzie Johnson, “150 Minutes of 

Hell,” Sacramento Bee, December 5 2018. 
13

 http://fire.ca.gov/fire_prevention/fhsz_maps_sanmateo 
14 St. John, Serna, and Lin III, “Here’s How Paradise Ignored Warnings….” 
15

 Zachary Clark, “Belmont prepares for wildfires,” Daily Journal, January 12, 2019. 

https://www.smdailyjournal.com/news/local/belmont-prepares-for-wildfires/article_5b5b8f24-1617-11e9-aec9-

a79b53e945a5.html 
16

 San Mateo County, Hazard Vulnerability Assessment: Appendix to the Emergency Operations Plan, San Mateo 

County Sheriff’s Homeland Security Division, Office of Emergency Services. January 2, 2015, p. 58. 
17

 https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/18/us/california-camp-fire-paradise.html 

http://fire.ca.gov/fire_prevention/fhsz_maps_sanmateo
https://www.smdailyjournal.com/news/local/belmont-prepares-for-wildfires/article_5b5b8f24-1617-11e9-aec9-a79b53e945a5.html
https://www.smdailyjournal.com/news/local/belmont-prepares-for-wildfires/article_5b5b8f24-1617-11e9-aec9-a79b53e945a5.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2018/11/18/us/california-camp-fire-paradise.html
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fuel load and topography as the terrain around Paradise,18 and warn that “[w]hen ignitions occur 

during unfavorable weather, in areas with poor access, fires can rapidly increase to an 

unmanageable size prior to fire crews’ arrival.”19 

 

Wildfire Suppression in San Mateo County 

 

State and local fire agencies share fire suppression responsibilities in San Mateo County. The 

state agency, CAL FIRE, takes primary responsibility for unincorporated state responsibility 

areas (SRA), which include most of the Very High Hazard zones. Local fire agencies take 

primary responsibility for incorporated local responsibility areas (LRA).20 

 

In practice, responses to a fire are coordinated among these jurisdictions. San Mateo County has 

a boundary drop mutual aid system, in which the closest fire suppression resource responds, 

irrespective of whether the fire occurs in an LRA or an SRA.21 If a fire exceeds the resources of 

the initial responders, mutual aid agreements provide for assistance from other agencies in the 

County, from other counties, or even states if needed. However, the presence of multiple fires 

may limit the resources that are available through mutual aid agreements at any particular time.22 

 

Most firefighting consists of responding to an active fire. Following recent California wildfires 

and in order to decrease response times for fire suppression resources to arrive at a wildfire, the 

California Fire Chiefs Association recommended a “proactive” approach to wildfire, which 

involves prepositioning fire engines in hazardous areas during periods of high fire danger.  Fire 

officials may request support for prepositioning from a $25 million fund administered by the 

California Office of Emergency Services.23 San Mateo County has not yet made a request for 

pre-positioning funds. 

 

Notwithstanding the substantial firefighting capabilities available, firefighters continue to stress 

the limitations of their abilities in a conflagration. “In the event of a large wildfire, we know 

there are not enough emergency responders and equipment to protect each and every home. In 

some cases, because of the size, speed, intensity of the fire, or home construction materials and 

surrounding vegetation, homes can ignite and potentially be destroyed before emergency 

responders can arrive. Often, there are more homes to protect than there are firefighters to 

respond.  Fire prevention efforts cannot be the responsibility of firefighting professionals alone, 

homeowners must consider the possibility that their home may have to stand in the face of a 

wildland fire without immediate firefighter protection.  In order for a home to survive such an 

emergency, it must be able to avoid ignition.”24 

                                                 
18

 Dremann, Sue, “Conditions in Palo Alto area hills are ripe for wildfire,” Palo Alto Online, November 19, 2018.  

  https://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2018/11/19/conditions-in-palo-alto-area-hills-are-ripe-for-wildfire 
19

 CAL FIRE (CZU), San Mateo County – Santa Cruz County Community Wildfire Protection Plan – 2010, p. 8. 
20

 Grand Jury interviews. 
21 If warrented by an emergency, the response would also include CAL FIRE state resources including aircraft and 

hand crews when available. Written communication to Grand Jury. 
22

 Grand Jury interview. 
23

 Ibid. 
24

 CALFIRE, San Mateo-Santa Cruz Unit, Community Wildfire Protection Plan, 2010, pp. 12-13. 

https://www.paloaltoonline.com/news/2018/11/19/conditions-in-palo-alto-area-hills-are-ripe-for-wildfire
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Fire Prevention and Preparation Activities 

CAL FIRE, local fire agencies, and various Fire Safe Councils conduct a variety of fire 

prevention activities, including fuel reduction (controlled burns), vegetation management, and 

creation of firebreaks.25 Public funds from the Federal Emergency Management Agency 

(FEMA), as well as state, County, and city budgets support many of these projects,26 but public 

funds may only be used to fund projects on public lands. Upon request, however, local fire 

agencies can help residential homeowners by conducting “wildland interface inspections” on 

private property, noting hazardous conditions and encouraging clearance of a perimeter of brush 

and deadfall around a property to create “defensible space.”  In certain cases, fire agencies can 

also issue citations to residents for fire code violations.27  

Local fire agencies also provide residents with education on fire safety and personal preparation 

for a wildfire emergency. Given the speed with which some wildfires move, the educational 

outreach stresses the importance of advance preparation for an emergency evacuation. Fire 

agencies advise families to prepare an evacuation checklist and to organize a kit with critical 

medications, important papers, and an “Evacuation Route Map with at least two routes.”28 CAL 

FIRE also provides survival instructions for people who become trapped in a car, in their home, 

or on foot.29 Most fire agencies provide Community Emergency Response Team (CERT) classes, 

training interested residents in fire safety, utility controls, disaster medical training, and basic 

search and rescue skills.30  

Emergency Response to a Wildfire in San Mateo County 

Because fast-moving wildfires leave little time for orderly planning, packing, and escape, 

effective emergency notification, evacuation, and sheltering procedures become crucial to public 

safety and recovery. Analyses of recent conflagrations in Northern California by the Sonoma 

County Grand Jury and the Los Angeles Times identify inadequacies in emergency response that 

may have resulted in loss of life and property.31  

In San Mateo County, the Emergency Operating Plan (EOP) prepared by the Office of 

Emergency Services (OES) in the San Mateo County Sheriff’s Department establishes the 

policies, procedures and responsibilities governing responses to emergencies within California’s 

                                                 
25

 Ibid, pp. 20-29. 
26 Fire Safe San Mateo County, whose members include County fire agencies, land management agencies, and large 

private landowners, conducts fuel reduction projects funded by a variety of public and private sources. See Fire Safe 

San Mateo County, Living with Fire in San Mateo County, 2016 edition and www.firesafesanmateo.org. 
27

 Clark, “Belmont prepares….” 
28

 CAL FIRE. Evacuation Tips. 

http://www.calfire.ca.gov/communications/downloads/fact_sheets/Evacuation.pdf  

CAL FIRE, Prepare for Wildfire, 2017. http://www.readyforwildfire.org/Emergency-Supply-Kit/ ; Central County 

Fire, Ready-Set-Go Plan http://www.ccfdonline.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Ready-Set-Go-Plan.pdf   
29

 CAL FIRE. Evacuation Tips…. 
30

 Grand Jury interviews. 
31

 2017/18 Sonoma County Civil Grand Jury, October Firestorm Emergency Response. 

http://sonoma.courts.ca.gov/sites/all/assets/pdfs/general-info/grand-jury/2017-2018/FinalReport.pdf,  

St. John, Serna, and Lin III, “Here’s How Paradise Ignored Warnings….” 

http://www.firesafesanmateo.org/
http://www.calfire.ca.gov/communications/downloads/fact_sheets/Evacuation.pdf
http://www.readyforwildfire.org/Emergency-Supply-Kit/
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Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS) framework.32 The SEMS framework was 

developed to manage multi-agency, multi-jurisdiction emergencies. Local Emergency 

Management Coordinators develop EOPs for individual cities, adjusting the OES document to 

meet local special circumstances.33 

Emergency Notification.  

The County’s OES has responsibility for initiating emergency notifications.34 The County 

currently has a mixture of “opt-in” and “opt-out” countywide emergency notification systems. 

Opt-in systems require residents to sign up for notification; opt-out systems include residents 

automatically, unless they choose to remove themselves from the notification list. Opt-out 

systems provide superior coverage of the target population. 

Two opt-out systems provide notification of the most extreme threats to the County.35 Wireless 

Emergency Alerts (WEA) enables government officials to target emergency alerts to cell phones 

in specific geographic areas. (Amber Alerts provide an example of WEA notification.) Wireless 

companies volunteer to participate in WEA.36 When there are imminent threats to public safety 

in an area, the customers of those companies receive a text-like message accompanied by a 

unique attention signal and vibration, which may be helpful to people with hearing or vision-

related disabilities.37 This system appears to have three limitations: (1) not all wireless 

companies volunteer in the program, although the four major carriers—AT&T, Verizon, T-

Mobile, and Sprint—all support WEA messaging throughout California; (2) there are small 

pockets of limited cellular coverage throughout the county due to topography; and (3) the system 

is vulnerable to the destruction of cell towers in a wildfire.38  

 

Telephone Emergency Notification (TEN), a reverse 911 system, in principle reaches all 

landlines, but in practice would be used on targeted areas within the county. Tests of this system 

under ideal conditions reveal that its effectiveness diminishes as the size of the contact area 

increases. In a notification sent to homes in roughly one square mile area of the county, seventy-

five percent of the calls were answered by a person or answering machine, and the test was 

completed in less than two minutes. However, a test notification sent to “all of the county North 

of Highway 92 resulted in phone system congestion…and generated calls from about 8pm until 

4am the next day.”39 About 30 percent of test calls reach a “not in service” message. Similar 

results emerged from a test of the telephone notification system in Sonoma County,40 and in 

Paradise, only 60 percent of about 6,000 cell phone calls placed in the first ten minutes of the 

                                                 
32 San Mateo County Sheriff’s Department, Office of Emergency Planning, Emergency Operations Plan: Basic 

Plan, 5/22/15. http://hsd.smcsheriff.com/emergency-plans 
33

 Grand Jury interview. 
34

 Grand Jury interview.  
35

 Ibid. 
36

 https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/wireless-emergency-alerts-wea 
37

 Ibid. 
38

Grand Jury interview and Grand Jury correspondence. 
39

 Grand Jury correspondence. 
40

 Sonoma County, Sonoma County Operational Area, Alert and Warning Functional Exercise After Action Report / 

Improvement Plan, September 10 and 12, 2018. 

http://hsd.smcsheriff.com/emergency-plans
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/wireless-emergency-alerts-wea
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November 2018 evacuation reached a person or answering machine.41 The TEN system is also 

vulnerable to the destruction of infrastructure during a wildfire.  

A third system, SMC Alert, provides for notification of a broader array of threats to public 

safety in the county but requires the public to enroll (i.e., opt-in). Once enrolled, residents 

automatically receive notifications by email, cell phones, smartphones, tablets, or voice 

messages to landlines. However, only 11 percent of the county residents have enrolled in SMC 

Alert, and enrollment in some communities falls as low as three percent.42 SMC Alert is also 

vulnerable to infrastructure destruction during a conflagration. All three notification systems 

would be used in conflagrations and other major emergencies. 

A 2018 state law provides an opportunity for converting SMC Alert from an opt-in system to an 

opt-out system.43 Senate Bill 821 authorizes counties and cities to enter into agreements “to 

access the contact information of resident account holders through the records of a public utility 

or other agency responsible for water service, waste and recycling services, or other property-

related services for the sole purpose of enrolling county residents in a county-operated public 

emergency warning system.”44 The bill also permits residents to opt out of this system. On 

November 13, 2018, the SMC Board of Supervisors unanimously approved a resolution calling 

for the County OES “to adopt the statewide protocol for emergency alerts as established by 

Senate Bill 821.”45 Experience with other opt-out systems indicates that converting SMC Alert to 

an opt-out system and using utility company contact information to expand the number of cell 

phones it reaches should substantially expand the proportion of county residents receiving 

notification of public safety emergencies.46 San Mateo County emergency service officials are 

awaiting guidance from the California Office of Emergency Services on details of implementing 

SB 821.47 

In short, the Grand Jury found that all the countywide electronic notification systems have 

limitations, including electronic notification systems that are vulnerable to infrastructure 

destruction or power cuts by utility providers in a conflagration.48 As a result, law enforcement 

and emergency management officials stress the importance of “boots on ground” (door-to-door) 

notification to compensate for technology limitations and the reluctance of some residents to 

leave a threatened area.49  

                                                 
41

 Lisa M. Krieger, “Lessons from Camp Fire: Staying alive in California fire country.” The Mercury News, 

November 17, 2018. 
42

 Ibid. 
43 Senate Bill No. 821 An act to add Section 8593.4 to the Government Code, relating to emergency services. 

[Approved by Governor September 21, 2018.] 
44

 http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821 
45

 San Mateo County Board of Supervisors File # 18-1034. 
46

 For example, only five percent of county residents opted out of the Peninsula Clean Energy system. Grand Jury 

interview. 
47

 Grand Jury interview. 
48

 Krieger, Ibid. 
49

 Grand Jury interview. 

http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821
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The Grand Jury also found that the work of emergency responders is not threatened by the 

vulnerabilities of infrastructure used to notify county residents. Their radio communications rely 

on hardened “repeater sites” within cinder block buildings surrounded by firebreaks to maintain 

communication between geographic areas.50 

Emergency Evacuation.  

When a fire threatens life and/or property, the relevant fire authority—CAL FIRE in an SRA or a 

local fire department in an LRA—has responsibility for ordering an evacuation of the threatened 

area, with the concurrence of law enforcement agencies that are responsible for implementing an 

evacuation order. Reports from recent major wildfires in California indicate that evacuations can 

be congested and chaotic, with lives lost when fire reached cars trapped on clogged escape 

routes.51  Emergency service managers note that wildfires present a two-way problem on 

potential evacuation routes—residents need to exit on the route while emergency vehicles need 

to respond to the fire threat and manage the evacuation.52 A decision not to issue WEA 

notifications to all cell phones in the 2017 Sonoma County fires and the deadly 2018 Camp Fire 

in Paradise was partly out of fear of causing panic and traffic jams on the two main escape 

routes.53 During the course of a serious wildfire in San Mateo County, the relevant state or local 

fire agency will order an evacuation of threatened areas.54 

As noted earlier, state and county fire agencies provide information on how families should 

prepare for an emergency evacuation. Yet, since the location and direction of a wildfire will 

determine which evacuation routes are safe, emergency service managers in the County do not 

wish to focus residents’ attention on a specific evacuation route in advance.55 Likewise, the 

habitual route(s) that residents follow for their normal range of activities may not be available in 

a wildfire emergency. Only after an evacuation is ordered can most county residents learn of 

viable evacuation routes, from either notification systems, if they remain functional, or law 

enforcement personnel, if they are available to provide guidance in their neighborhood.  

This approach contrasts with CAL FIRE’s recommendation that families organize an emergency 

escape kit in advance that includes “[a]n Evacuation Route Map with at least two routes”56 and 

the California Office of Emergency Services recommendation that families “[b]e familiar with 

alternate routes and other means of transportation out of your area.”57 Moreover, since 

notification systems are unlikely to reach everyone, some cities urge residents to take personal 

responsibility for determining alternative evacuation routes in advance, so that they can evacuate 

before they receive an evacuation notice.58 The Grand Jury found only four communities in the 

                                                 
50

 Grand Jury interviews. 
51

 Sonoma County Grand Jury, Ibid; Simon Romero, Tim Arango, and Thomas Fuller, “A Frantic Call, a Neighbor’s 

Knock, but Few Official Alerts as Wildfire Closed In,” New York Times, November 21, 2018. 
52

 Grand Jury interviews. 
53

 Simon Romero et al, Ibid. 
54

 Grand Jury interviews. 
55

 Grand Jury interviews. 
56

 CAL FIRE, Evacuation Tips…. 
57

 https://www.ready.gov/evacuating-yourself-and-your-family 
58

 Grand Jury interviews. 

https://www.ready.gov/evacuating-yourself-and-your-family
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County that publish advance information about potential evacuation routes—La Honda, Palomar 

Park, Portola Valley, and Woodside, which together contain less than two percent of the county’s 

population. The first two examples are compact but informative one-page documents that on one 

side provide information on what to do if trapped by fire in a home or car or on foot, and on the 

other provide a map of alternative evacuation routes as well as the name and address of an 

emergency shelter to which evacuees should proceed (see Appendix B for an example).59 The 

Portola Valley and Woodside documents are much longer with virtually identical wording. Each 

document includes an identical appendix with alternative evacuation routes mapped for 25 

communities within these towns but no information on shelters.60 A search of the websites of 

local fire and emergency service agencies found no similar documents available for the 

remaining San Mateo County residents. In interviews with the Grand Jury, however, County and 

city fire and emergency service personnel who were shown the Palomar Park map, 

acknowledged that maps with alternative evacuation routes could be useful in a wildfire 

emergency.61 

Emergency Shelter Arrangements.  

The San Mateo County Human Services Agency (HSA) has primary responsibility for arranging 

shelter for displaced residents during a wildfire or other emergency. HSA works with the Red 

Cross and other agencies to provide these services. The Red Cross has signed Facility Use 

Agreements with a large number of potential shelter sites. Those sites agree to make their 

facilities available for sheltering in the event of an emergency, and these agreements provide 

broad coverage of the county. The potential emergency shelters that have entered into Facility 

Use Agreements include every high school in the county, most middle schools, colleges, some 

churches, and some hotel ballrooms. The Red Cross believes there is a potential shelter within a 

(traffic-free) 20-minute drive of every residential location in the county.62  

Based on the type and location of an emergency, fire and law enforcement personnel determine 

the safe zone where shelter can be provided to evacuees. Once the responsible agencies select 

one or more shelter(s) within the zone, the Red Cross’ goal is to open and staff the shelter(s) 

within two to four hours. Since about 90 percent of Red Cross personnel are trained volunteers, 

two considerations may limit their ability to respond immediately: some volunteers may be 

occupied with emergencies elsewhere, and others may themselves be victims or evacuees in a 

local emergency. In such instances, HSA is responsible for opening and staffing shelters in 

unincorporated county areas, while cities have those responsibilities in incorporated areas. 

Moreover, the County and the Red Cross have procedures in place for requesting mutual aid 

assistance from other counties.63 Once open, the shelters provide beds, food, and hygiene.64 If 

                                                 
59

  https://www.cfsfire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Palomar_Park_Evac.pdf 

    https://www.cfsfire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/La-Honda-Plan.pdf 
60

     http://www.woodsidefire.org/attachments/article/50/Town%20of%20Woodside%20-     

%20Unincorporated%20San%20Mateo%20County.pdf 

http://www.woodsidefire.org/attachments/article/50/Town%20of%20Portola%20Valley%20Evacuation%20Plan.pdf 
61

 Grand Jury interviews.  
62

 Grand Jury interviews.  
63

 Ibid. 
64

 Grand Jury interviews. 

https://www.cfsfire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/Palomar_Park_Evac.pdf
https://www.cfsfire.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/La-Honda-Plan.pdf
http://www.woodsidefire.org/attachments/article/50/Town%20of%20Woodside%20-%20%20%20%20%20%20Unincorporated%20San%20Mateo%20County.pdf
http://www.woodsidefire.org/attachments/article/50/Town%20of%20Woodside%20-%20%20%20%20%20%20Unincorporated%20San%20Mateo%20County.pdf
http://www.woodsidefire.org/attachments/article/50/Town%20of%20Portola%20Valley%20Evacuation%20Plan.pdf
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needed, resources from the Health System would be used to meet medical or behavioral health 

needs. The Red Cross also works with local agencies to find places for people to move from the 

shelter.65  

Since the safe zone for sheltering displaced residents cannot be known prior to a wildfire, 

emergency service personnel do not disclose potential shelter locations in advance. Instead, the 

Red Cross provides disaster preparedness education that includes guidance on where to get 

information about shelters during the course of an emergency. At a time when they are coping 

with a congested and potentially dangerous evacuation, most San Mateo County residents must 

rely on broadcast media or notification systems that may be vulnerable to fire damage for 

sheltering information. Only Palomar Park and La Honda, containing less than one percent of 

County residents, receive information on the name and location of nearby shelters prior to an 

emergency.  

Raising Public Awareness 

Experience in other California conflagrations indicates that many residents will not receive 

emergency evacuation orders sent via text or landline. Tests of such notification systems, even 

under ideal conditions, show that notifications only reach a small fraction of the population. 

Infrastructure destruction during a wildfire may limit notification further. The decision by many 

emergency response agencies not to disclose alternative potential evacuation routes or shelters in 

advance of an emergency may add uncertainty to an already stressful situation.66 Moreover, there 

are readily available methods for distributing emergency information to a broad segment of San 

Mateo County residents.   

The County Tax Collector’s Office confirmed that they could include one-page emergency 

response information periodically with the property tax bills sent to homeowners.67 This 

information would not go to renters, but would still reach a substantial number of residents.68 

Information included with property tax bills cannot be targeted on specific areas within the 

county, but an enclosure could identify a website that provided maps of evacuation routes for 

communities in San Mateo County. 

The County Office of Emergency Services could explore the possibility of using utility contact 

information to notify County residents of emergency response information. This approach would 

reach a larger fraction of county residents and permit targeting of community-specific 

information, such as maps of evacuation routes. In practice, this approach must be consistent 

with forthcoming state OES guidelines on using the contact information “for the sole purpose of 

enrolling county residents in a county-operated public emergency warning system,” as required 

by SB821.69 

                                                 
65

 Grand Jury interview. 
66

 Lizzie Johnson, “150 Minutes… 
67

 Grand Jury interview.  
68

 Renters occupy 38.6 percent of the households in San Mateo County. 

http://www.bayareacensus.ca.gov/counties/SanMateoCounty.htm 
69

 http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821 

http://www.bayareacensus.ca.gov/counties/SanMateoCounty.htm
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB821
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The County Office of Emergency Services could also explore the possibility of providing 

advance information on alternative evacuation routes in a visual online format, such as the “crisis 

maps” feature in Google.70 The very detailed terrain maps of all areas of the county provided by 

this feature can show the location of a wildfire and can accept additional information, such as 

alternative evacuation routes and shelter sites, which can assist residents in planning their 

response to wildfires and other emergencies.  

FINDINGS 
 

F1. San Mateo County faces an increasing risk of loss of life and widespread property damage 

caused by wildfires. 

F2. The threats to life, property, and health from a wildfire extend beyond the Wildland Urban 

Interface in unincorporated San Mateo County and include areas east of I-280.  

F3. CAL FIRE and individual fire agencies have established mutual aid arrangements that 

increase the resources available to combat a wildfire in San Mateo County.  

F4. CAL FIRE and individual fire agencies have taken actions to reduce fuel loads in San 

Mateo County.  

F5. Approximately 89% of county residents have not subscribed to the SMC Alert emergency 

notification system.  

F6. California Senate Bill 821 will enable the County to include residents in SMC Alert unless 

they choose to opt out of that notification system.  

F7. Emergency notification systems have vulnerabilities that may limit the communications 

received by residents during a wildfire.  

F8. The location and path of a wildfire influences the choice of safe evacuation routes and 

shelter locations.   

F9. When a fire is nearby, fire officials in San Mateo County recommend leaving a threatened 

area before an evacuation is ordered.  

F10. Most County and city emergency officials prefer to withhold notification of specific 

evacuation routes and shelters until an emergency is in progress.  

F11. CAL FIRE and the California OES recommend that residents include information on 

potential evacuation routes in a household emergency preparedness kit.  

F12. County residents in only four communities (La Honda, Palomar Park, Portola Valley, and 

Woodside), containing less than two percent of the county population, have received 

information about alternative emergency evacuation routes and shelter sites in advance of 

an actual emergency. 

F13. The County Tax Collector’s Office is able to include a one-page guide to emergency 

preparedness with County property tax bills periodically.  

 
COMMENDATION 
 

C1. The San Mateo County Grand Jury commends CAL FIRE and individual local fire 

agencies in the County for the actions they have taken to counter the increased risk of and 

organize an effective response to a major wildfire. 

 

                                                 
70 https://www.google.org/crisismap/weather_and_events 

 

https://www.google.org/crisismap/weather_and_events
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

R1. In order to expand the number of county residents receiving emergency notifications, the 

San Mateo County Office of Emergency Services should use the contact information of 

utility companies within six months of receiving guidance on implementing SB 821 from 

the California Office of Emergency Services. 

R2. The San Mateo County Office of Emergency Services should use utility contact 

information to distribute information on emergency response plans in advance of an 

emergency to the extent permitted under SB 821. 

R3. The San Mateo County Fire Department, working with individual fire agencies, should 

develop fire preparedness brochures that include maps of alternative evacuation routes from 

their respective communities (similar to the example in Appendix B) by June 30, 2020. 

R4. The San Mateo County Fire Department should produce a website containing the brochures 

recommended in R3 by June 30, 2020.  

R5. Periodically, beginning July 2020, the San Mateo County Office of Emergency Services 

should distribute emergency plans including links to maps with alternative evacuation 

routes with property tax bills.  

R6. The County Tax Collector should include a one-page insert on emergency response to a 

wildfire with property tax bills periodically, beginning July 2020. 

R7. The San Mateo County Office of Emergency Services should explore the possibility of 

providing advance information on alternative evacuation routes in a visual online format, 

such as the “crisis maps” feature in Google by June 30, 2020.  

   

REQUEST FOR RESPONSES 
 

Pursuant to Penal Code Section 933.05, the Grand Jury requests responses as follows: 

 

From the following: 

● Office of Emergency Services, San Mateo County Sheriff’s Department 

● San Mateo County Board of Supervisors 

● San Mateo County Tax Collector’s Office 

 

The San Mateo County Board of Supervisors should be aware that the comment or response of 

the governing body must be conducted subject to the notice, agenda, and open meeting 

requirements of the Brown Act. 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Documents 
● State and local documents on the risk of and response to conflagrations. 

● Scientific papers on growing wildfire risk. 

● State and County fire statistics. 

● County and local emergency operations plans. 

● Newspaper and magazine articles. 
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● Numerous publications assessing the nature of and response to recent California 

wildfires. See the Bibliography for a comprehensive list of the resources consulted by the 

Grand Jury. 

 
Interviews 
 

Reports issued by the Civil Grand Jury do not identify individuals interviewed. Penal Code Section 929 requires that reports of 

the Grand Jury not contain the name of any person or facts leading to the identity of any person who provides information to 

the Civil Grand Jury.   

 

● CAL FIRE officials. 

● City fire department officials. 

● County emergency management officials.  

● Local emergency management coordinators. 

● County and city law enforcement officials. 

● A member of the Board of Supervisors. 
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