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Office of the Under Secretary 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security 

500 C Street, SW 
Washington, DC  20472 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR THE SECRETARY 
 
 
From:  Michael D. Brown    
           Under Secretary  
            Emergency Preparedness and Response 
 
Date: February 13, 2004 
 
Re:  California Fires Coordination Group Report 
 
I am pleased to present the following report from the interagency California Fires Coordination 
Group (CFCG).  The CFCG successfully expedited disaster response and recovery operations 
among 13 Federal Agencies and the American Red Cross.  In addition guidance was provided to 
member agencies’ field components as they worked with their partners in State and local 
governments, tribal authorities, first responders, and voluntary organizations to bring over $483 
million in Federal assistance to the people of Southern California. 
 
Through the CFCG, the joint Disaster Field Office (DFO) and its Multi-Agency Support Group 
(MASG), Federal agencies successfully coordinated efforts in partnership with State and local 
authorities to deliver timely aid to communities in need.   Also, post-fire hazards were mitigated 
through watershed remediation efforts designed to reduce the risk of flash flooding, mudslides, 
and debris flows. 
 
DHS-FEMA and its Federal, State, and local partners remain committed to actively facilitating 
dialogue among the diverse stakeholders in order to help Californians address their long-term 
recovery needs. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                                          www.fema.gov
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Executive Summary 
 

 
Beginning October 21, 2003, a series of wildfires swept through the wooded canyons and 
mountain communities of southern California.  Scorching over 750,000 acres in Los Angeles, 
Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, and Ventura Counties, the California Wildfires of 2003 
ranked among the largest disasters in the State’s history.  The fires claimed 24 lives, caused over 
200 injuries, and left over 3,000 families homeless.  Entire communities were reduced to ashes 
and faced the seemingly overwhelming task of rebuilding. 
 
Federal agencies rushed to California’s aid in the early hours of the fires, providing State and 
local authorities with desperately needed manpower and other vital resources to battle the blazes.  
On October 27, 2003, President George W. Bush declared a major disaster in southern California, 
authorizing the Department of Homeland Security’s Federal Emergency Management Agency 
(DHS-FEMA) to coordinate Federal efforts to assist State, local, and tribal governments and to 
work with private and faith-based voluntary organizations to provide timely and compassionate 
aid to the people of California affected by these devastating wildfires.  
 
The report opens with a brief discussion of wildland fires, followed by a review of the major 
events of the California Wildfires of 2003.  Next, the report describes the formation of the CFCG, 
the joint DFO, and the MASG to coordinate and expedite aid to affected communities, in 
partnership with State and local authorities.  Two sections follow detailing the accomplishments 
of joint coordination:  the expedited delivery of disaster assistance and efforts to manage the 
increased post-fire risks of debris flows and flash flooding.  The final section offers conclusions 
about successful Federal, State, and local coordination of emergency response and recovery 
operations, and the “best practices” exhibited in the aftermath of the California Wildfires of 2003.   
 
  

This report provides an overview of the shared success of Federal, State and local governments, as 
they worked with voluntary agencies to conduct joint response and recovery operations in the 
aftermath of the California Wildfires of 2003.   
 

• Through an interlocking two-tiered system of working groups, the Washington-based 
California Fires Coordination Group (CFCG) and the field-level Multi-Agency Support 
Group (MASG) at the joint Disaster Field Office (DFO), DHS-FEMA and its Federal, 
State, and local partners successfully coordinated concurrent response and recovery 
operations. 

 
• The CFCG and joint DFO succeeded in expediting over $483 million in Federal response 

and recovery resources to the affected communities, businesses, and local governments.  
CFCG and MASG reduced further risks to lives and property through post-fire erosion 
control and watershed protection measures. 

 
• DHS-FEMA and its Federal, State, and local partners will remain committed to actively 

facilitating dialogue among diverse stakeholders in order to help communities address 
their long-term recovery needs. 
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Wildfires: an Overview 
 

 
Over the past century, conventional wisdom has held that fires should be aggressively controlled.  
During this period, land management policy has been shaped by constructive dialogue seeking to 
establish the best possible balance between economic development and environmental 
conservation.  However, massive accumulations of dead vegetation, brush, and undergrowth have 
been identified by many forestry experts as posing an increased fire risk, particularly to 
communities near forested areas in what is commonly called the “wildland-urban interface.”     
 
While efforts to reduce fire risks to populated areas through forest thinning and controlled 
burning are ongoing, the United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) U.S. Forest Service 
(USFS) estimates that over 190 million acres of Federal forests and rangelands — an area twice 
the size of California— are currently at risk for catastrophic wildfires.1  While the President’s 
Healthy Forest Initiative offers promising approaches to controlling future risks through 
improved forestry management practices, the buildup of fuels in America’s forests ensures that 
wildland fires will remain a challenge to many communities across our nation. 
 

A Coordinated Response: NIFC 
 
Because wildland fires do not observe jurisdictional boundaries, firefighting, training, research, 
and outreach are coordinated among a wide variety of Federal, State, tribal, local, and other 
stakeholders.  The National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC), headquartered in Boise, Idaho, is the 
nation’s management and logistical support center to meet the challenge of wildland fires.  
 
NIFC is comprised of representatives from USFS, the Department of Commerce’s (DOC) 
National Weather Service (NWS), DHS-FEMA’s U.S. Fire Administration (USFA), the 
Department of the Interior’s (DOI) Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Bureau of Indian 
Affairs (BIA), Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), National Park Service (NPS), Office of Aircraft 
Services (OAS), and the National Association of State Foresters (NASF), and supports joint 
operations for managing wildland fire throughout the United States.  In addition to responding to 
wildfires, NIFC can provide firefighting and other assistance to DHS-FEMA through the Federal 
Response Plan’s (FRP) Emergency Support Function (ESF) #4 ― Firefighting.2  NIFC also 
maintains mutual aid agreements with Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and Mexico through the 
U.S. State Department.    
 
According to NIFC, 57,578 wilderness fires were identified in 2003, burning over three million 
acres, mostly in remote and sparsely populated areas of the American West.  As remarkable as 
that sounds, 2003 was on the whole a slow year for wildfires.  According to NIFC, an average of 
97,000 wildfires have burned nearly 5 million acres annually each year in the past decade (see 
Table 1.1).   

Fire is an essential component of healthy forest ecosystems, periodically clearing areas of brush, 
undergrowth, and dead trees, creating seedbeds for new growth.  While many wildland fires are 
caused naturally by lightning strikes, they are far too often manmade as well, sparked by either 
accident or arson.  Almost any day of the year, a wildland fire is burning somewhere in the United 
States.  But as with flooding, wildland fires can pose a significant disaster risk to lives and 
property whenever patterns of land use and development find themselves in the path of nature.    
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Table 1.1: Wildfire Activity in the United States, 1994-2003 
 

YEAR FIRES ACRES 
1994 114,049 4,724,014 
1995 130,019 2,315,730 
1996 115,025 6,701,390 
1997 89,517 3,372,616 
1998 81,043 2,329,709 
1999 93,702 5,661,976 
2000 122,827 8,422,237 
2001 84,079 3,555,138 
2002 88,458 7,182,979 
2003 57,578 3,815,757 

 Source: NIFC. Figure for 2003 current as of November 7, 2003.  
 
Fire control is an expensive proposition for managing agencies as well, exceeding $1 billion on 
Federal lands in particularly active fire seasons (See Table 1.2).   NIFC and its member agencies 
were active partners in joint response and recovery operations in the California Wildfires of 2003, 
where an estimated 40 percent of the burn areas were located on Federal lands, most notably in 
and around the Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres, and San Bernardino National Forests. 
 
Table 1.2: Federal Lands Suppression Costs for NIFC Member Agencies. 1994-2002  
 

Year BLM BIA FWS NPS USFS Totals 
1994 $98,417,000  $49,202,000 $3,281,000 $16,362,000 $678,000,000  $845,262,000 
1995 $56,600,000  $36,219,000 $1,675,000 $21,256,000 $224,300,000  $340,050,000 
1996 $96,854,000  $40,779,000 $2,600  $19,832,000 $521,700,000  $679,167,600 
1997 $62,470,000  $30,916,000 $2,000  $6,844,000 $155,768,000  $256,000,000 
1998 $63,177,000  $27,366,000 $3,800,000 $19,183,000 $215,000,000  $328,526,000 
1999 $85,724,000  $42,183,000 $4,500,000 $30,061,000 $361,000,000  $523,468,000 
2000 $180,567,000  $93,042,000 $9,417,000 $53,341,000 $1,026,000,000 $1,362,367,000 
2001 $ 192,115,00 $63,200,000 $7,160,000 $48,092,000 $607,233,000  $917,800,000 
2002 $204,666,000  $109,035,000 $15,245,000 $66,094,000 $1,266,274,000 $1,661,314,000 

Source: NIFC 
 
Responsibilities for mobilizing firefighting resources are organized at local, regional, and national 
levels.  The vast majority of fires are controlled at the local level, where wildland fire is initially 
managed by the local agency that has fire protection responsibility for that area.  Various local 
agencies may work together, sharing personnel and equipment through mutual aid and other types 
of cooperative agreements, to fight new fires and contain those that jump fire lines. 
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Wildland firefighting techniques differ significantly 
from those commonly employed by municipal fire 
departments to contain a structure fire.  Firefighters 
carefully build and defend fire lines at strategic 
locations and deprive oncoming fires of fuel by 
conducting “back-burns,” or “back firing.”  Incident 
commanders may deploy a range of firefighting 
resources as they work to slow and contain the 
inferno’s advance.  In addition to fire engines and 
ground crews, specialist strike teams of “hot shots,” 
which build and defend fire lines, and 
“smokejumpers,” which are ferried into remote areas 
by air may join the suppression operation.  Air power 
assets may also be used, such as helicopters and air 
tankers carrying water or fire retardant.   
 
When a fire situation becomes severe, NIFC facilitates 
the coordination of a National Multi-Agency 
Coordination (NMAC) group to identify national or 
interagency issues, and to set priorities for the efficient 
allocation of resources. This coordination group 
consists of the NIFC directors and representatives 
from the General Services Administration (GSA), a 
military liaison, and/or State forestry officials, as 
appropriate.  In all, NIFC member agencies provided over 2,800 firefighters to response 
operations during the California Wildfires of 2003.  
 
If a wildland fire grows to the point where local personnel and equipment are insufficient to 
contain and/or control it, they may call upon the nearest of NIFC’s 11 Geographic Area 
Coordination Centers (GACC) for help. The GACC will locate and dispatch additional 
firefighters and support personnel, including incident management teams, engines, bulldozers, 
other aircraft, and supplies throughout the geographic area.  If effective response is beyond the 
combined capabilities of local and GACC firefighters, NIFC may provide additional 
reinforcements by locating and mobilizing additional firefighting assets as needed. 
 

DHS-FEMA and Wildland Fires 
 
In addition to the role of USFA as an NIFC partner, DHS-FEMA has other programs that can be 
activated to supplement joint wildland firefighting efforts.  In certain cases, States may qualify for 
further firefighting assistance under the Robert T. Stafford Disaster Relief and Emergency 
Assistance Act (Stafford Act, P.L. 93-288, as amended, 42 U.S.C. §§ 5121-5206), the law that 
authorizes DHS-FEMA’s disaster preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation programs.   
 
While the Stafford Act does not permit DHS-FEMA to duplicate assistance readily available from 
other Federal programs, it can provide supplementary aid to State and local governments, as 
appropriate, through its Fire Management Assistance Grant Program (FMAGP).  FMAGP 
provides financial assistance in the form of grants to State and local governments to help manage 
and control fires on public or private forest or grasslands that threaten to cause extensive losses to 
lives and property.  Under an approved FMAGP declaration, DHS-FEMA may cover 75 percent 
of eligible State and local firefighting costs, such as expenses for field camps, equipment use, 
repair and replacement, tools, materials, and supplies.  In addition, States may be reimbursed for 

 
A helicopter drops water on a fire in San 
Diego (OES) 
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eligible mobilization and demobilization activities, as well as limited emergency work as 
authorized under Section 403 of the Stafford Act, Essential Assistance.    
 
In extreme cases, when wildland fires have caused severe damages to private property and public 
infrastructure, a Governor may also request a major disaster declaration from the President 
through DHS-FEMA.3   Following the Governor’s request, DHS-FEMA coordinates with State 
emergency mangers to prepare a report to the President detailing the scope and magnitude of the 
damages on the ground and provide a recommendation.4  In cases such as the California Wildfires 
of 2003, where extensive damages to property and infrastructure are self-evident, and/or areas 
may be inaccessible, the damage assessment typically conducted by DHS-FEMA personnel is 
delayed until after the fires are contained in order to expedite assistance to area communities.   
 
Once the President declares a major disaster, DHS-FEMA is authorized under the Stafford Act to 
provide assistance through its programs, as well as to coordinate with other Federal, State, local, 
and volunteer agencies to expedite aid to State and local authorities and affected area residents.5    

A Tale of Two Fires: Colorado and Arizona 
 
The 2002 fire season was particularly harsh for Colorado and Arizona, where drought-like weather, erratic winds, 
and accumulations of dead vegetation provided for ideal fire conditions.  The severity and magnitude of the Hayman 
Fire in Colorado and the Rodeo-Chedeski Fire in Arizona were so great that the President declared major disasters in 
both States.   
 
Beginning on April 23, of 2002, a series of wildfire incidents began to severely impact communities across Colorado. 
As joint firefighting efforts became overwhelmed, FEMA authorized 18 FMAGP declarations to aid the State.  But as 
the fires continued to spread to nearly every part of the State, Governor Bill Owens requested a major disaster 
declaration as a result of the Hayman Fire, which was granted by President Bush on June 19, 2002.  Within two 
months, over 2,000 Colorado residents applied for disaster assistance with FEMA, and over $30 million in housing 
assistance, low-interest loans, crisis counseling, and other forms of Federal assistance was made available to 58 of 
the State’s 63 counties, and two tribal governments.    
 
Meanwhile in neighboring Arizona, over 30,000 residents evacuated as a result of the massive Rodeo-Chedeski Fire, 
one of 25 fires that burned in the State since April 2002.  When the fires overwhelmed combined Federal, State, and 
local capabilities, FEMA provided two of the six FMAGP grants in Arizona to fight the blaze (Arizona received a 
total of six FMAGP declarations in 2002.)  By the time the Rodeo-Chedeski Fire was contained, over 468,000 acres 
were burned and 450 homes were destroyed.  On June 25, 2003, the President approved Governor Jane D. Hull’s 
request for a major disaster declaration, making four counties and the Fort Apache tribal government potentially 
eligible for Federal disaster aid, which by August 2002 topped $26 million.         
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Wildfire Dangers in California  
 
As one commentator recently wrote, “They live on earthquake fault lines, on cliff tops, in the 
middle of dying forests, and far from any source of water…you might call it the California way of 
life.”6  From the Sierra Nevadas to the Sonora Desert, and from the Tahoe Basin to the Malibu 
Hills, among the many hazards Californians face is a particularly complex fire environment, with 
a wide array of climates, fuels, and topographies, each presenting a host of unique challenges.   
 
The danger of wildfires to California’s communities is nothing new.  In 1991, the Oakland Hills 
fires in northern California claimed 25 lives and destroyed nearly 3,200 homes at an insured cost 
of about $1.7 billion.7  In 1993, two major fires in Laguna and Malibu destroyed 1,000 homes 
over 26 miles and caused over $550 million in damages.  Some experts have speculated that once 
all the damages from the California Wildfires of 2003 are tabulated (provisionally estimated at 
about $1.7-$3.5 billion), it may rival the costliest fire incident in California’s history, which 
occurred following the 1906 San Francisco Earthquake, which caused $5.7 billion in damages, in 
inflation-adjusted dollars.8   
 
In California, the Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CDF) works in cooperation with 
the Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (OES), as well as neighboring State governments 
through a network of mutual aid agreements to fight wildland fires.  CDF is also a dedicated 
firefighting partner to the Federal government, with experience contributing to firefighting efforts 
on the 45 million acres of Federal lands in the State.  
 
CDF is the largest multipurpose fire protection agency in the United States, responsible for 
wildland fire protection of over 31 million acres of California’s privately owned watershed lands, 
as well as 11 million acres under agreements with local governments. CDF responds to over 
7,000 wildland vegetation fires on State responsibility areas each year.  Approximately 95 percent 
of these fires are contained in less than 10 acres.  CDF commands a force of approximately 3,800 
full-time fire professionals, 1,400 seasonal personnel, and approximately 7,800 volunteers.  In 
addition to its 1,027 fire engines, CDF maintains a significant fleet of aircraft that includes 
seventeen 800-gallon air tankers, one 3,000-gallon and two 2,000-gallon contract air tankers, 13 
air attack planes, and 10 helicopters. 9  
 
Fire risk in southern California is determined by a number of factors, including drought, the 
availability and type of fuels, the Santa Ana Winds, and development in the wildland- urban 
interface.  The area is characterized by a Mediterranean-style climate of hot, dry summers and 
mild wet winters.  As with much of the West, the region has seen significantly below average 
rainfalls in recent years, leaving parched brush and trees extremely dry and fire prone.  
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Chart 1.3: California Precipitation, 1895-2003.  

 
Source: NCDS/NOAA 
 
The drought conditions have also made the weakened trees vulnerable to bark beetles, which bore 
into the surface of the wood, rapidly killing an otherwise healthy tree (see next page).  Many brush 
plants in southern California’s chaparral seed quickly; leaving dead vegetation that is rich in 
nutrients, which are released into the soil by burning.  Indeed, some chaparral plants, such as 
Ceanothus, have leaves that are coated with flammable resins, while others, such as Chamise 
(greasewood), not only produce volatile gases when they burn, but also leave a water-resistant 
residue in the soil that prevents water absorption, which accelerates erosion on denuded slopes, 
increasing post-fire risks of flash flooding and mudslides in area communities.10  
 
Vegetation that can fuel wildland fires in California grows lushly in the moist winters, only to be 
dried by the Santa Ana winds after the generally arid summer months.  The Santa Ana winds 
blow from the inland deserts in northeast towards the Pacific Ocean.  They often blow with 
exceptional speed below the passes and through canyons of southern California and in the Los 
Angeles basin.  Commonly associated with bad fortune in local lore, the Santa Ana prove a most 
“ill wind” to firefighters trying to contain a wildland fire, and as in several of the blazes of the 
California Wildfires of 2003, can quickly transform a small brushfire into a raging firestorm.  
 
Finally, the development of communities in the urban-wildland interface poses challenges for 
developing an effective and comprehensive fire management program.  While local building 
codes have developed over time to encourage more fire-resistant construction, older buildings 
pose a challenge to local communities.  Vegetation control is another issue, as well as the palm 
trees, eucalyptus, and other oily landscaping plants common in southern California, which can 
add fuel to a rapidly moving fire. 
 
According to CDF, more than 7.2 million California homes are categorized in the three highest 
fire risk levels ― more than 6 million of which are located in urban areas.  Los Angeles County, 
with more than 734,000 homes at risk (22.5 percent of all the homes in the county), while San 
Diego County, has more than 619,000, or 59.5 percent.  In all, the estimated 585,000 homes 
categorized in the highest risk level statewide pose a potential financial loss of at least $106 
billion, according to CDF projections.11  
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The Bark Beetle  
 
Several different species of beetles target drought-weakened trees in the United States, boring into the surface of the wood, where 
hatching offspring, disease, and fungi rapidly kill their otherwise healthy hosts.  According to USFS, one million or more trees 
containing more than 1 billion board feet of timber may be killed each year during an outbreak of these “bark beetles.”  Such extensive 
tree killing may increase wildland fire danger by adding to available fuels.   
 
Since 1999, drought conditions in forested areas of southern California have weakened trees, exacerbating a bark beetle infestation that 
has killed up to 80 percent of the mature trees in the San Bernardino, San Jacinto, and Palomar Mountains.   The removal of dead and 
dying trees is difficult and expensive, further complicated in California by the State’s limited timber industry.   
 
Within the counties of Riverside, San Bernardino, and San Diego, bark beetles affect an estimated 400,000 acres of forestlands, 80 
percent of which are located in The San Bernardino National Forest.  USFS has statutory authority and responsibility for managing 
forests for the purpose of reducing fire threats on Federal lands and on certain non-Federal lands, and has committed more than $1.1 
million in staff time and redirected $2.8 million in State Fire Assistance and Community Protection/Community Assistance funding for 
wildfire prevention and hazardous fuels reduction for communities in the San Bernardino National Forest area.  In addition, the USDA’s 
National Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has been working with State and local authorities and assisting with the removal of 
dead and dying trees, conducting portable milling operations, providing biomass sorting and transportation, and providing technical 
assistance under its Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP) program.  Within its Stafford Act authorities, DHS-FEMA has played a 
supporting role in the Federal/ State partnership to address bark beetle infestations by working to redirect $3.3 million in existing Hazard 
Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP) funds from previous disasters to address bark beetle concerns, as well.  
 
 The 2004 Congressional appropriations to USDA included $225 million to USFS and NRCS to address hazardous fuels reduction.  
Additional aid may be forthcoming from the President’s Healthy Forests Initiative, which is jointly administered by USDA and the U.S. 
Department of the Interior.   While several infested areas were spared from the California Wildfires of 2003, addressing the bark beetle 
will remain a long-term challenge for Federal, State and local authorities.   
 

 
 

 
                   The Bark Beetle (USFS Photo) 
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Response to The California Wildfires of 2003 
 

 
Los Angeles County 
 
The Padua Fire 
 
The Padua Fire was an outgrowth of the massive Grand Prix Fire, which began on  
October 21, 2003, in neighboring San Bernardino County.   It destroyed 59 homes and consumed 
10,466 acres, mostly in the Angeles National Forest before being contained on  
November 5, 2003.  
 
The Verdale Fire 
 
The Verdale Fire started on October 24, 2003, in Los Angeles, threatening over 350 residences 
and 40 businesses in the towns of Val Verde and Piru, as well as major electrical transmission 
lines and an oil field in its path.  On October 25, 2003, DHS-FEMA approved an FMAGP 
declaration to aid the 613 State and local firefighters deployed to stop its advance.  A suspected 
arson, the Verdale Fire burned approximately 8,680 acres before being contained on  
October 29, 2003. 
 

Riverside County 
 
The Mountain Fire 
 
The Mountain fire started around October 26, 2003, near Temecula.  DHS-FEMA approved an 
FMAGP declaration on the first day, as the fire burned approximately 10,446 acres, destroying 
nearly 60 structures.  Approximately 350 firefighters managed to contain the fire on  
October 30, 2003, at an estimated cost of $1.2 million.  The fire’s cause is currently under 
investigation.    
 
The Pass Fire 
 
The Pass Fire started around 4 p.m. on October 21, 2003, in the Reche Canyon area, near Moreno 
Valley in Riverside County.  Within hours, the swirling, swift-moving wall of flames threatened 
nearly a hundred homes, prompting many residents to evacuate the area.  State and local fire 
investigators suspect arson as the cause.   
 
That evening, DHS-FEMA approved an FMAGP declaration to support the efforts of 250 CDF 
and county firefighters deployed to the scene to battle the blaze, assisted by some area residents 
determined to save their homes.   By the time the Pass Fire was contained on November 3, 2003, 
it blackened over 2,387 acres, destroying five homes and damaging three others.  CDF estimated 

On October 21, 2003, wildfires broke out in the Reche Canyon area of Riverside County, 
outside Fontana in San Bernardino County, at Camp Pendleton, north of San Diego, and in the 
hills above Burbank in Los Angeles County.  Helped along by unseasonably warm weather 
and the Santa Ana winds, the fires multiplied, rapidly burning thousands of acres, as Federal, 
State and local firefighters were deployed to fight the blazes.  In all, 12 separate fires in 5 
counties would eventually make up the California Wildfires of 2003, burning over 750,000 
acres and destroying 3,631 homes, claiming 24 lives and causing 222 injuries.     
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total firefighting expenses for the Pass Fire at approximately $1.7 million, but reported that their 
efforts may have saved as much as $30 million in property.    
 

San Bernardino County 
 
The Grand Prix Fire 
 
Around 2 p.m. on October 21, 
2003, a fire erupted in Coyote 
Canyon, near a construction 
site in the Hunter’s Ridge 
neighborhood, just outside of 
Fontana, in San Bernardino 
County.  Named after a street 
where it was first identified, 
the Grand Prix Fire consumed 
2,500 acres in its first day.  
Federal and State fire 
investigators have concluded 
that the fire was probably 
accidental, caused by a spark 
from an off-road vehicle or 
discarded cigarette. 
 
As the fire snaked into the 
San Bernardino National 
Forest, a USFS Incident 
Management Team took over 
command of firefighting 
operations, joining CDF and 
local firefighting personnel, hundreds of engines and aircraft, and four “hot-shot” crews from 
Oregon, Nevada, Virginia and the Navajo Nation.  DHS-FEMA provided an FMAGP declaration 
for the Grand Prix Fire on October 23, 2003.   
 
Driven by the Santa Ana Winds, the Grand Prix Fire met the Old Fire to the East, and the Padua 
Fire to the West by October 26, 2003, covering over 52,000 acres, destroying 60 homes, and 
prompting 5,000 residents to evacuate the area as the fire marched through Rancho Cucamonga, 
Upland, Claremont and La Verne.  The Grand Prix Fire was fully contained on  
November 8, 2003, after charring approximately 60,000 acres, causing one death and 35 injuries, 
and destroying 135 homes.    
  

 
The Grand Prix Fire (CDF) 
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The Old Fire 
 
The Old Fire started on 
October 25, 2003, in San 
Bernardino.  That day, DHS-
FEMA provided an FMAGP 
declaration for the Old Fire.  
Fire investigators suspect 
arson as the cause. 
 
Within a day, the Old Fire 
burned in and around the San 
Bernardino National Forest, 
jumping the 215 Freeway near 
Devore to meet the Grand 
Prix Fire, creating a 
blackened, 60,000-acre band 
from Claremont to Running 
Springs.   
 
Fire crews worked to stop the 
advance of the blaze as it 
continued to burn out of 
control.  The fire threatened 
the communities of Crestline, 
Lake Arrowhead, and Big Bear, as fire crews, joined by military personnel, dropped load after 
load of water from helicopters and converted military cargo planes and conducted back burning 
operations to eliminate fuels in the fire’s path.   
 
Prior to the fires, USFS worked closely with State and local agencies, organizing the Mountain 
Area Safety Taskforce (MAST) in the San Bernardino National Forest communities of Lake 
Arrowhead and Big Bear.  The MAST convened community meetings, communicated the risk to 
the communities from fires, planned evacuation routes, and developed plans to mitigate the risk.  
As a result of this advance planning, when the fires began to threaten the mountain communities, 
evacuations, though challenging, were conducted in an effective and safe manner.  USFS reports 
that MAST will continue to work to implement measures to mitigate future fires and the risk to 
their communities.  Over 1,600 displaced residents were relocated to unused airport hangers at 
San Bernardino International Airport where the American Red Cross (ARC) operated a shelter.  
  
The Old Fire was contained on November 6, 2003, after burning 91,281 acres, destroying 993 
homes and 10 businesses, and was responsible for six deaths and 12 injuries.  While Bark Beetle 
infestations have been a long-standing concern to many area residents, whose homes are located 
in and around national forestlands, it is important to note that most of the Grand Prix and Old 
Fires burned through chaparral in the foothills, and not the trees killed by bark beetles.  
Nevertheless, the removal of dead trees and brush in and around the 820,000-acre San Bernardino 
National Forest will remain a significant long-term concern.12  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Old Fire (CDF) 
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San Diego County 
 
The Cedar Fire 
 
The Cedar Fire, the largest 
and most destructive of the 
California wildfires, started 
on October 25, 2003, in San 
Diego County, reportedly by a 
lost hunter, who set a fire 
when lighting a signal flare.   
 
In the early hours of  
October 26, 2003, the Cedar 
fire swept along the Wildcat 
Canyon area of San Diego 
County, disrupting electricity 
and killing 11 people, several 
in their vehicles as they 
attempted to evacuate the 
area.  That day, DHS-FEMA 
approved an FMAGP 
declaration for the Cedar Fire. 
 
Within two days, the Cedar 
Fire grew to 115,000 acres, 
burning rapidly through the 
Cleveland National Forest to 
the east, as well as 25,000 acres within San Diego City limits to the west, destroying 150 homes 
in the Scripps Ranch neighborhood. Nationwide air traffic nationwide as well as local aerial 
firefighting efforts were disrupted when flames forced evacuation of a Federal Aviation 
Administration control center.   
 
By the time it was contained on November 5, 2003, the Cedar Fire proved the costliest in terms of 
lives and property, burning 273,246 acres in the communities of Julian, Laguna, Scripps Ranch, 
and elsewhere.  The fire caused 14 deaths and 113 injuries.  It took a total of 1,478 personnel 
from USFS, CDF, and local fire departments to contain the fire, at an estimated cost of $27 
million.  The Cedar Fire was the costliest in terms of residential property damages, destroying 
over 2,200 residences and 22 businesses.   
 
The Paradise Fire 
 
The Paradise fire started around October 26, 2003, on Rattlesnake Mountain north of Paradise 
Creek Lane on the Rincon Indian Reservation.  The cause of the fire is under investigation, but is 
suspected to have been the result of either a campfire or arson.  DHS-FEMA provided an 
FMAGP declaration for the Paradise Fire on October 26, 2004, as thousands of residents were 
evacuated, while 788 personnel from USFS, CDF, the California Department of Fish and Game, 
and local fire districts battled the blaze. 
 
The Paradise Fire quickly swept the southern perimeter of the Cleveland National Forest, from 
Valley Central to Escondido, only a few miles north of the Cedar Fire.  By the time it was fully 

 

 
The Cedar Fire (CDF) 
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contained on November 6, 2003, it had burned 56,000 acres and destroyed 221 residences, 
causing two deaths and 24 injuries.   
 
The Otay Fire 
 
Also known as the Mine Fire, the Otay Fire started on October 26, 2003, in San Diego County.  
The fire burned approximately 46,291 acres, briefly skirting the border into Tijuana, Mexico.  It 
was contained by October 28, 2003, by CDF and local fire crews after destroying one home and 
causing one injury.  The fire’s cause remains under investigation. 
  
The Roblar 2 Fire 
 
The Roblar 2 Fire started at the Camp Pendleton Marine Corps Base, south of the Cleveland 
National Forest, on October 21, 2003.  The Fire was contained by October 29, 2003, after burning 
nearly 7,000 acres.  The cause remains under investigation. 
 

Ventura County 
 
The Piru Fire 
 
The Piru Fire started on October 23, 2003, and burned in and around the Los Padres National 
Forest.  Because the Piru Fire threatened the same communities as the nearby Verdale Fire in Los 
Angeles, DHS-FEMA allowed costs from both fires to be consolidated into a single FMAGP 
declaration.  Approximately 1,400 firefighting personnel managed to contain the 63,991-acre fire 
in rough and inaccessible terrain between Lake Piru and northwest Fillmore, but not before it 
destroyed three homes and injured 20 people.  The cause of the fire is still under investigation, 
but arson is suspected.          
 
The Simi Fire 
 
The Simi Fire started around October 25, 2003, in the area of Simi Valley and Moorpark.  Pushed 
by Santa Ana Winds, the Simi Fire initially advanced at a rate of 20 miles per day as CDF and 
county fire crews labored to block its path.  The following day, DHS-FEMA approved a FMAGP 
declaration for the Simi Fire.   
 
As the fire advanced, authorities 
feared that blowing embers would 
spread the fire to Thousand Oaks 
or Camarillo, or could even cross 
into Los Angeles on a “march to 
the sea.”  Weather conditions 
improved and firefighters 
managed to gain ground on what 
one firefighter called, “an 
unstoppable hurricane of fire.”13  
The Simi Fire was contained on 
November 1, 2003, after burning 
108,204 acres, destroying 37 
homes and causing 21 injuries. Its 
cause is under investigation. 
   

 
 USFS firefighters plan their next move (AP Photo) 
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Federal Response 
 
NIFC provided $ 7.5 million in supplies and critical support to firefighting forces on the ground, 
including 245 Engines and 6 Type 1 Incident Management Teams.  NIFC member agencies made 
substantial contributions to State and local firefighting response operations, including:    
 

• Six Federally sponsored National Interagency Incident Management Teams were 
mobilized to coordinate firefighting efforts.    

 
• Federal wildland fire agencies provided 77 Fire Crews, 19 Air Tankers (16 of which 

were mobilized through reactivation of contracts which had ended for the season.), and 
36 helicopters provided by DOI through NIFC, as reported by the Office of Wildland 
Fires Coordination.   

 
• NIFC also provided support staff, such as 1,051 Overhead personnel, 12 Caterers, and 22 

Shower Units, as well as communications gear, including 1,661 handheld radios and 30 
repeaters/links contributed through DOI.   

 
• BLM responded with all available resource ordered for the suppression effort and 

supplied BLM Liaisons to all fires that had an impact on BLM administered lands.  
BLM’s Emergency Operations Expenditures are estimated at $2,349,787.   

 
• FWS conducted Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) fuels reduction work before the fires 

in San Diego that protected homes and assisted in containment of the Otay Fire.  
Anticipating the potential impact of the Santa Ana winds, FWS pre-positioned its 
engines, crews and fire overhead from southern Oregon and northern California Refuges 
to its southern California Refuges. These fire resources were instrumental in protecting 
both wildlife refuges and private properties.  FWS estimates its emergency operations 
expenses at $264,888.   

 
• While none of the large fires directly affected National Park Service (NPS) areas in 

California, they contributed a significant percentage of our available firefighting 
resources towards containment efforts.  

 
By October 25, 2003, DHS-FEMA issued eight FMAGP declarations to support joint Federal, 
State, and local firefighting efforts.  But the fires continued to spread, causing widespread 
destruction, while new fires were identified across the region.  Meanwhile, Governor Gray Davis 
directed the execution of the State Emergency Plan and declared a State of Emergency for San 
Bernardino and Ventura Counties, followed by a declaration of a State of Emergency for San Diego 
and Los Angeles Counties the following day.  CDF deployed 209 engines, 173 crews and close to 
3,000 personnel assigned to fight the wildfires, while OES committed 545 local government 
engines and 101 OES engines, 2 water tenders, and one support unit to these fires.   
 
ARC opened 24 evacuation centers in cooperation with local officials, assisting thousands who 
evacuated the burn areas.  The Southern California Voluntary Organizations Active in Disasters 
(VOAD), an umbrella group comprised of leading national and local nonprofit and faith-based 
organizations including ARC, the Salvation Army, and others also assisted State and local 
governments in providing food, shelter, and other essential services to fire victims in Los Angeles, 
Riverside, San Bernardino, San Diego, and Ventura Counties.   
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By October 26, 2003, 11 lives were lost, 500 homes destroyed and 30,000 others were threatened.  
Thousands were ordered to evacuate as firefighters battled the wildfires that had consumed more 
than 200,000 acres.  DHS-FEMA’s Region IX office in Oakland, California, activated its 
Regional Operations Center (ROC) at Level III to work in close coordination with the California 
OES Fire and Rescue Branch to monitor fire activity and start planning response and recovery 
efforts.   
 
On October 27, 2003, within hours of Governor Gray Davis’s request, the President declared a 
major disaster for the State of California (FEMA-1498-DR).  The President’s disaster declaration 
designated Los Angeles, San Bernardino, San Diego, and Ventura Counties, with the subsequent 
addition of Riverside County for Federal disaster assistance.  “This is a devastating fire, and it’s a 
dangerous fire.  We're prepared to help in any way we can.” the President told reporters as he sent 
DHS Under Secretary for Emergency Preparedness and Response Michael D. Brown to 
California to assess the situation and coordinate DHS-FEMA operations.14   DHS-FEMA placed 
the National Emergency Response Team (ERT-N) White on alert, and field staff pre-positioned 
resources that would be needed for recovery operations.15 
 
With the President’s major disaster declaration, the Federal Response Plan (FRP) was also fully 
activated to bring to bear a fully coordinated response from its member agencies in order to 
expedite aid to California.16  Coordinated by DHS-FEMA, The FRP is a signed agreement among 
27 Federal departments and agencies, including the American Red Cross that provides the 
mechanism for coordinating joint delivery of Federal assistance and resources to augment efforts 
of State and local governments overwhelmed by a major disaster or emergency through a series 
of agency-tasked Emergency Support Functions (ESFs).   
 
Table 3.1:  The Federal Response Plan’s Emergency Support Functions. 
 

ESF Number Function Primary Agency 
1 Transportation DOT 
2 Communications DHS-FEMA 
3 Public Works and Engineering DOD (USACE) 
4 Firefighting USDA (USFS) 
5 Information and Planning DHS-FEMA 
6 Mass Care ARC 
7 Resource Support GSA 
8 Health and Medical Services HHS 
9 Urban Search and Rescue DHS-FEMA 

10 Hazardous Materials EPA 
11 Food USDA 
12 Energy DOE 

Source:  DHS-FEMA 
 



 19

 

Overview of the California Wildfires (NIFC, DHS-FEMA)  



 20

 
 

With the activation of the FRP, the National Emergency Operations Center was augmented with 
additional Information and Planning personnel beginning October 29, 2003, to support field 
operations, with representatives from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Emergency Support 
Center (ESF #3—Public Works and Engineering), USFS (ESF #4—Firefighting), ARC 
(ESF #6—Mass Care), as well as an Operations Chief and a Mission Assignment Coordinator 
(see Table 3.1).  All ESFs, except USDA’s mass feeding component (ESF #11) and Urban Search 
and Rescue (ESF #9) were deployed to DHS-FEMA’s joint Disaster Field Office (DFO), which 
was established in Pasadena, with satellite operating facilities in San Bernardino and San Diego, 
as well as a resources staging area at nearby March Air Force Base. 
 

 
    Federal Response and Recovery Resources (DHS-FEMA) 
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By November 15, 2003, all fires were contained as improved weather conditions aided the 
monumental joint firefighting efforts of Federal, State, and local crews.  In all, over 15,000 
firefighters and 17,000 fire trucks had been mobilized by intergovernmental and interagency 
efforts.  While many fire units were demobilized as fire activity began to dissipate, several 
continued to identify and extinguish “hot spots” in remote and sparsely populated areas into early 
December.    
 
In all, approximately 750,000 acres – over 
1,100 square miles – burned in the California 
Wildfires of 2003.  Twenty-four deaths and 
217 injuries were attributed to the event.17  
Some of the casualties were among residents 
who were caught in the fires as they attempted 
to evacuate, many others were among the 
firefighters who worked tirelessly to safeguard 
threatened lives and property.  Over 15,000 
structures were affected, including 
approximately 3,600 homes that were 
completely destroyed.  An estimated 40 
percent of the burn areas were located on 
Federal lands, in the Angeles, Cleveland, Los 
Padres, and San Bernardino National Forests.  
The fires left over 350,000 cubic yards of 
debris and ash, which would cost millions to 
remove.  Experts provisionally estimated insured losses between $1.7-$3.5 billion, placing them 
among the costliest fires in American history.    
 
As response operations began to wind down, Federal and State agencies, local and tribal 
authorities, and the dedicated volunteers of national and local voluntary and faith-based 
organizations began to assess damages, coordinate joint recovery operations, and expedite the 
delivery of aid to devastated communities.  
 
   
 
  

President Bush, flanked by Governor Gray Davis (right) and 
Governor-Elect Arnold Schwarzenegger (left) addresses 
firefighters in El Cajon, California. (AP Photo) 
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Recovery from the California Wildfires 

 
On October 27, 2003, just over a month after Hurricane Isabel made landfall, bringing flooding 
and destruction to communities in six States along the eastern seaboard, DHS Under Secretary for 
Emergency Preparedness and Response Michael D. Brown was now on his way to the West Coast 
to survey the fire damages first-hand.  “We flew in at about 6:30 (p.m.) and as we flew in you 
could see the fires all along the ridges,” Under Secretary Brown told NBC News, “it was amazing 
to me how huge the flames were even at 10,000 feet.  And then you get on the ground and you 
see that much like in a tornado wreck area that you have sporadic damage, you have homes 
totally destroyed then you get just across the street and the homes are totally intact.  The 
devastation is just unbelievable.”18   
 
Under Secretary Brown visited several affected communities and congratulated the Federal, State, 
and local firefighters, whose monumental joint efforts were bringing the fire under control.  
Under Secretary Brown’s praise would be joined by the President and DHS Secretary Tom Ridge, 
who would also visit the devastated communities in the following weeks.  As the Under Secretary 
was briefed on the progress of response operations, it was clear that an equally integrated and 
robust partnership among Federal, State, local, and tribal governments, as well as private 
voluntary and faith-based organizations, would be needed to assist individuals and communities 
in recovering from the California Wildfires of 2003.                  
 

An “All-Hazards” 
Approach to 
Emergency 
Management  
 
State and local governments have the 
primary responsibility for responding 
to disasters and emergencies.  Indeed, 
the vast majority of incidents are 
addressed through State and local 
“first responders” – the dedicated 
firefighters, police, paramedics, and 
others on the front lines of emergency 
preparedness and response.  So too are 
most of homeowners and businesses 

 
 Under Secretary Brown (left) and FCO Bill Carwile (right) 
meet with DFO Staff in Pasadena (DHS-FEMA) 
 

As the smoke began to clear, authorities and area residents began taking stock of the damages. 
The State of California is widely recognized as a national leader in emergency preparedness, 
whose highly developed public safety infrastructure is capable of responding to and 
recovering from a host of natural and manmade hazards.  But with 1,100 miles burned – an 
area larger than the State of Rhode Island – and thousands of homes destroyed, the magnitude 
of the devastation was beyond the capabilities of State and local governments, which faced not 
only the short-term emergency needs of thousands, but also the more long-term risks of 
flooding and mudslides in communities in the shadows of the hillsides and canyons scoured 
clean of vegetation by the fires.  Joint recovery operations were coordinated through the 
Washington-based California Fires Coordination Group (CFCG) and the joint Disaster Field 
Office (DFO) in Pasadena, with its field-level Multi-Agency Support Group (MASG).   
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disaster-related property damages addressed by private insurers.  Unmet needs are often 
addressed through the compassionate efforts of voluntary agencies.  However, when effective 
response exceeds these combined State, local, and private resources, supplementary assistance 
may be available through DHS-FEMA and a host of other Federal agencies. 
 
As coordinators of the President’s emergency preparedness, disaster response and recovery, and 
hazard mitigation programs, DHS-FEMA employs an “all-hazards” approach to incident 
management.  A cornerstone of DHS-FEMA operations, the “all-hazards” approach holds that 
certain techniques and practices are integral to effectively meet the challenges of any type of 
natural or manmade disaster.  Perhaps the most important of these practices is a robust 
partnership among experts across a wide variety of disciplines and at all levels of Federal, State, 
and local government, as well as the private nonprofit sector. 
 

Federal Partnership: 
The Joint DFO 
 
DHS-FEMA’s wide range of 
assistance programs is only a part of 
the larger mosaic of integrated 
Federal, State, and local disaster 
recovery programs.  In every disaster, 
DHS-FEMA appoints a Federal 
Coordinating Officer (FCO), who 
works with the Governor’s 
representatives in the State’s 
emergency management agency and 
local governments.  Depending on the 
nature of the incident, the FCO’s team 
at a joint Disaster Field Office (DFO) 
might include representatives from 
numerous Federal agencies, such as: 
 

• The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), which provides technical assistance to 
DHS-FEMA in developing recovery projects in partnership with State, and local 
governments.  In the aftermath of a wildfire incident, USACE can assist State and local 
governments to address debris flow and flooding that may occur in the burned 
watersheds. 

 
• USDA, whose USFS, NRCS, as well as its Farm Service Agency (FSA), Rural 

Development (RD), and other entities address several major disaster issues related to 
emergency food distribution, disaster-related crop and livestock losses, damages in rural 
communities, and Federal lands under its jurisdiction, such as national forestlands.  After 
wildfires, NRCS can play a particularly important role in providing assistance with 
emergency protective measures necessary to protect life and property on private lands 
located in burned watersheds. 

 
• The U.S. Department of Commerce (DOC), which can provide assistance to businesses 

and industries affected by a disaster.  DOC’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) also provides meteorological expertise through its National 
Weather Service (NWS).  

 

 
A debris specialist from the USACE assesses needs in San 
Bernardino County following the fires in the area. (DHS-
FEMA) 
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• The U.S. Department of Education (ED), which may be consulted when schools or 
universities have been damaged. 

 
• The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), which can work with State 

and local governments in addressing post-disaster public health issues and impacts on 
children, the elderly, low-income families, and other particularly vulnerable 
communities. 

 
• The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which can assist with 

disaster-related housing issues, as well as aid State and local governments in rebuilding 
through its Community Development Block Grants (CDBG).    

 
• The U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI), when disaster damages have an impact on 

Native American tribal governments and/or Federal lands under its administration.  
DOI’s U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) can bring scientific expertise and technical 
assistance in identifying disaster-related hazards.  

 
• The U.S. Department of Labor (DOL), which can work with State and local governments 

to assist with disaster-related unemployment issues and other programs. 
 

• The U.S. Department of 
Transportation (DOT), 
which can provide 
technical assistance in 
identifying disaster related 
issues related to public 
infrastructure, as well as 
fund repairs to roads and 
bridges that are part of the 
Federal-Aid System.  

 
• The U.S. Department of the 

Treasury, which can 
provide experts to assist 
with disaster related 
economic and tax issues. 

 
• The Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), which can provide technical assistance in identifying and 
assessing any disaster related hazardous waste or pollution threats to responders. 

 
• The General Services Administration (GSA), which provides key logistical support 

through provisioning supplies and facilities to Federal agencies’ field personnel. 
 

• The Office of Personnel Management (OPM), which may provide support with human 
resources issues to Federal agencies on the ground. 

 
• The U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA), whose low-interest disaster assistance 

loan programs comprise the largest single source of Federal disaster aid to eligible 
homeowners and businesses. 

 

A burned pickup truck and stone foundation are all that remain of a 
home in Waterman Canyon. (DHS-FEMA) 
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All of these agencies have played a significant role in ongoing recovery operations, working in 
close partnership with the administrations of former Governor Gray Davis and Governor Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, State agencies such as OES and CDF and the affected county, municipal, and 
tribal authorities, as well as the dedicated volunteers of national and local voluntary agencies to 
deliver over $483 million in Federal response and recovery assistance to California. 
 

Coordination and Integration 
 
The unique characteristics of certain large-scale events, such as the 9/11 Terrorist Attacks of 
2001, the Northridge Earthquake of 1994, the Midwest Floods of 1993, or Hurricane Andrew in 
1992 require particularly great attention to inter- and intra- agency coordination to ensure 
optimal recovery results.  In the case of California, an estimated 40 percent of the burn areas 
were located on Federal lands, in the Angeles, Cleveland, Los Padres, and San Bernardino 
National Forests.  In addition to these lands, which are administered by USFS, lands serviced by 
DOI and its BLM and BIA were also affected.  Several Native American reservations were 
affected by the fires, as were rural and urban communities with a host of programs administered 
by USDA, DOI, DOT, HHS, and HUD, among other Federal agencies.   
 
Every Federally-declared major disaster and emergency managed by a DHS-FEMA FCO 
features elements of “horizontal” coordination among Federal, State, and local authorities, as 
well as “vertical” integration among agencies within each authority.  Each member of the 
response and recovery team can contribute vital expertise that can be utilized in a system that can 
be scaled to promote expeditious, efficient, and effective response and recovery operations for all 
types and sizes of incidents.   
 
To meet the operational challenges of horizontal coordination and vertical integration of 
operation in the aftermath of the California Wildfires of 2003, a pair of interlocking interagency 
workgroups– the California Fires Coordination Group (CFCG) and the joint DFO, with its Multi-
Agency Support Group (MASG) – were organized to accomplish two basic missions: 
 

• Maximize the expedited delivery of all available Federal assistance programs through 
the joint DFO in partnership with State, local, and tribal governments and coordination 
with voluntary agencies.    

 
• Minimize the impact of the post-fire hazards of mudslides and flash flooding through a 

comprehensive and integrated watershed remediation and erosion control effort in 
partnership with State and local governments.  

  

California Fires Coordination Group (CFCG) 
 
Based in Washington, DC, CFCG was created as an interagency coordination group comprised 
of principals from USDA, DOC, HHS, DOI, DOL, DOT, Treasury, EPA, GSA, HUD, OPM, 
ED, SBA, and representatives from ARC.  Chaired by DHS Under Secretary Brown, CFCG 
conducted a weekly teleconference with the MASG, a parallel interagency coordination group in 
the field based at the joint DFO in Pasadena.  
 
In the initial phases of the recovery operations, CFCG addressed policy and resource issues 
flowing from the disaster area and provide guidance for coordinated program execution to each 
agency’s field components.  “The weekly CFCG calls were very similar to the weekly 
conference calls following the 9/11 disaster,” observed Michael Pappas, SBA’s Associate 
Administrator for Field Operations, “These calls proved to be an extremely invaluable resource 
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in pooling the Federal government's resources to better serve those in need.”  USDA 
representatives, who have extensive experience in effectively integrating their own diverse 
programs with State and local stakeholders concurred, noting that, “(CFCG) helped coordinate 
activities among those agencies involved and which allowed for greater efficiency and use of 
resources.  The information shared at the meetings was useful in determining the extent of 
damage in the fire areas as well as coordinating responses to Government officials.”  As recovery 
operations proceeded, the CFCG’s regular meetings were adjourned, but can be reconvened at 
short notice, if needed.  
 

Multi-Agency Support Group (MASG) 
 
With the President’s major disaster declaration, DHS-FEMA established a joint DFO to 
coordinate overall management of recovery operations and aid programs among key 
stakeholders.  The MASG was formed as an extension of the joint DFO to focus primarily upon 
the increased threat of debris flows and flooding in key watershed areas as a result of the fires.  
MASG provides an additional forum for interagency information exchange and coordination 
within the joint DFO framework, allowing issues to be identified and expeditiously resolved 
using local knowledge and expertise wherever possible.  The MASG meets regularly to assess 
area needs and available resources related to watershed remediation, and to identify any limiting 
factors that require policy guidance from CFCG.    
 
While interagency taskforces are a staple of joint DFO activities, the MASG is unique in its 
specialization.  Chaired jointly by the DHS-FEMA FCO and his State-level counterpart from the 
Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (OES), the MASG provides coordination among a 
wide array of stakeholders from Federal, State, and local governments, who are working together 
to meet the short-term and long-term challenges of flooding and debris flows in the burn areas.  
In addition to DHS-FEMA and USACE, Federal MASG participants included representatives 
from three agencies active in watershed reclamation through their Burned Area Emergency 
Response (BAER) Teams, NRCS, USFS, and USGS.  State participants included OES and the 
Department of Water Resources (DWR), while representatives from county governments also 
participated in MASG meetings.       
 
The MASG has also played a key facilitating role in planning for the response to any potential 
post-fire flooding events.  The increased threat from these events encouraged discussions among 
DHS-FEMA, the USACE, and State agencies such as the OES and DWR regarding the 
authorities and abilities of these agencies to respond.  Through the MASG, DWR organized 
coordination among these participating agencies and county flood control districts to ensure that 
procedures for response and requesting assistance were communicated.  These efforts 
contributed to the rapid response of Federal and State agencies to flooding and debris flows 
resulting from the Christmas Day storm.        
 
The complimentary nature of CFCG and the MASG-joint DFO operations succeeded in 
promoting optimal levels of both horizontal coordination and vertical integration.  The CFCG 
focused executive-level attention on recovery issues, allowing for vertical integration among 
Federal agency senior management, which came to the table with the expertise to identify 
synergies in respective programs as well as the authority to resolve any issues that arose among 
participating Federal agencies that could not be resolved at the MASG level.  The MASG and 
joint DFOs were more wide-ranging and inclusive bodies that provide State, local, and volunteer 
organizations with forums to explore both horizontal coordination and vertical integration at each 
phase of disaster recovery operations.   
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The success of joint coordination of recovery operations to date in southern California offers a 
counterexample to critics who have raised concerns about effective coordination among Federal, 
State, and local emergency managers in the age of Homeland Security.  While these critics 
observe operations bedeviled by the bureaucratic “stove piping” of useful information within 
agencies and offices rather than effective sharing of data across organizational boundaries, 
Federal, State, and local government’s shared success to date in delivering disaster assistance to 
affected communities and addressing post-fire risks have clearly demonstrated that these real 
challenges can be met and surmounted.   
 
While the CFCG component may not be practical for every type of major disaster or emergency 
incident, the bottom-up nature in the CFCG-MASG dynamic makes the MASG and joint DFO 
key elements in disaster response, recovery, and mitigation operations.  As the following 
chapters will show, the skilled management of joint operations have successfully utilized shared 
expertise on the ground in California to identify and resolve a host of disaster-specific issues as 
expeditiously as possible.    
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Delivery of Aid Programs 
 

 
With the President’s major disaster declaration, DHS-FEMA’s national teleregistration centers 
were activated, allowing residents of the disaster-designated counties to call its toll-free number, 
to register for disaster assistance from DHS-FEMA, as well as receive referrals to programs 
offered by other Federal, State, local, and voluntary agencies.  When the registration period for 
fire damages closed on January 9, 2004, a total of 38,296 applications were received.  However, 
additional applications for home damages caused by post-fire flooding and mudslides are being 
evaluated on a case-by-case basis.  As of February 10, 2004, a total of 40,657 applicants have 
registered for disaster assistance.  
 
Meanwhile at the joint DFO, DHS-FEMA staff worked with the California OES and local 
authorities to open 10 Local Area Centers (LACs) located throughout the designated counties.  
LAC locations provided area residents with “one-stop recovery shops,” where they could meet 
face-to-face with representatives from several MASG member agencies, including DHS-FEMA, 
SBA, IRS, and USDA, as well as local voluntary agencies and insurers to receive personalized 
information about available assistance resources that may be available to them.  At the height of 
recovery operations, as many as 
16 LACs were open at 
community centers and other 
convenient locations in the five 
designated counties.  As 
demand for their services began 
to decline after the first few 
weeks, the LACs were 
consolidated into smaller 
Disaster Recovery Centers 
(DRCs).  In all, approximately 
18,989 residents visited the 
LACs and DRCs for 
information and advice from 
Federal, State, local and 
voluntary agencies.   
 
Through joint coordination, the 
CFCG and joint DFO recovery 
teams successfully delivered the 
following aid programs to southern California’s households, businesses, and State, local and 
tribal authorities in the aftermath of the wildfires of 2003. 
 

Stretching over 1,100 square miles, the California Wildfires of 2003 blazed from remote 
national parklands to the outskirts of two of America’s largest cities, Los Angeles and San 
Diego.  The fires touched a diverse array of communities – from affluent subdivisions to low-
income neighborhoods, and from rural mountain communities to tribal reservation lands.  
Through CFCG and the joint Disaster Field Office (DFO), Federal, State, local and tribal 
governments successfully met their goals in delivering aid programs to meet the wide range of 
needs faced by southern California’s vibrant and diverse communities in the aftermath of the 
wildfires of 2003. 

Homeland Security Secretary Tom Ridge and Under Secretary 
Michael Brown meet with DHS-FEMA assistance personnel at the 
Scripps Ranch LAC. (DHS-FEMA) 
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Assistance to Households 
 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
 
USDA’s Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) administered the Emergency Food Stamp Program, 
which provided expedited food stamp assistance to eligible disaster assistance applicants.  FNS 
reports that San Diego and San Bernardino counties completed distribution after providing over 
2,600 households with $853,939 in assistance.   
 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
 
Nine HHS agencies were initially activated to support joint response operations.  Among them 
were 18 members of the U.S. Public Health Service’s Commissioned Corps Readiness Force 
(CCRF), deployed to support the ARC, as well as experts from Mental Health and Substance 
Abuse, and the Native Health Service.   
 
As operations made the transition to recovery, HHS agencies worked with their program grantees 
in State, local and tribal governments. 
 

• The Administration on Aging (AoA) has provisions under the Older Americans Act to 
use a portion of State and Community program funds to provide technical services and 
reimbursement to State and tribal Organizations for expenses incurred for services to the 
elderly during a Presidentially declared disaster.  AoA contacted the California 
Department of Aging and tribal organizations affected by the disaster and were able to 
communicate with local representatives about the people affected by the disaster.     

 
• The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) Region IX office worked to address 

fire damages and food losses to its Head Start Program grantees.  ACF worked with 
grantees, using Regional Office emergency funds to assist the grantees with their needs.   

 
• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) provided Public Health advisors 

to the joint DFO, and coordinated outreach efforts with State and local health 
departments to raise awareness of post-fire health issues. 

  
• The Indian Health Service (IHS) worked with its counterparts in the Department of the 

Interior’s (DOI) Administration for Native Americans (ANA) to fund repairs and 
reconstruction of homes on reservation lands, in coordination with tribal authorities.  The 
agencies used their interagency agreements to fund cleanup costs and work with area 
leaders to assess further needs of the impacted communities.      

 
• Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) received reports of the impact of 

the fires among grant recipients in areas health centers.    
 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
 
HUD offered aid to homeowners through its mortgage insurance programs, increasing loan limits, 
and imposing moratoriums on foreclosures in the affected areas.  Through the joint DFO, HUD 
worked with DHS-FEMA to find long-term housing solutions for 42 families found to be illegally 
residing on San Pasqual Reservation lands.  HUD also offered housing counseling and loss 
mitigation training to area lenders, in addition to other programs and activities, such as:  
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• Authorizing the sale of 21 vacant Federal Housing Administration (FHA) real estate 
owned homes valued at $3.2 million at deep discounts to San Bernardino County for 
rehabilitation and to make housing available to displaced fire victims.   

  
• Instituting a 90-day foreclosure moratorium on FHA-insured loans for disaster-affected 

properties.  HUD also increased FHA loan limits for Riverside and San Bernardino 
Counties, and activated FHA’s Rehabilitation Mortgage Insurance and Mortgage 
Insurance for disaster victims. 

  
• Seeking cases of disaster housing needs unmet by insurance, SBA loans, and/or DHS-

FEMA disaster relief, and find ways to meet them through its programs and coordination 
with other programs through the joint DFO.  

 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS-FEMA) 
 
Under the Stafford Act, DHS-FEMA’s Individual Assistance (IA) Program provides a suite of 
grant programs to eligible disaster aid applicants, in partnership with Federal agencies and State 
governments.  IA features four major elements: 
 

• Individuals and 
Households (IHP) 
Program – Comprised of 
the Housing Assistance 
(HA) and Other Needs 
Assistance (ONA), IHP is 
perhaps DHS-FEMA’s 
best-known disaster 
recovery program.  If the 
applicant identifies a 
potential need for IHP 
assistance during 
registration, a DHS-
FEMA inspector is 
dispatched to visit the 
applicant’s home.  
Inspectors verify damages and forward their findings to DHS-FEMA caseworkers, 
which review the information and process the application.   

 
o The HA Program can provide up to $5,100 in awards to meet emergency 

home repair expenses that are not covered by insurance.  Under HA, DHS-
FEMA can also provide temporary housing in mobile homes in areas where 
rental resources are not readily available.   

 
o ONA is cost-shared on a 75 percent Federal, 25 percent State basis, and 

provides additional aid for other urgent needs, such as disaster-related 
medical, dental or funeral expenses, that cannot be met by any other source 
of assistance such as insurance and/or aid programs offered by other Federal 
programs, State and local governments, or voluntary agencies.   

 
Under IHP, DHS-FEMA has provided over $32 million in disaster assistance.  As of 
February 10, 2004, DHS-FEMA issued 3,740 HA award checks totaling $7,951,060 
and 9,585 ONA award checks totaling $23,964,250.19  Under the HA Program, DHS-

 A resident of Harbison Canyon shows President Bush 
and DHS-FEMA Under Secretary Brown the ruins of 
her home. (DHS-FEMA) 
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FEMA has also placed 90 families in temporary manufactured housing while 
awaiting home repairs.  

 
• Crisis Counseling – The highly stressful experience of surviving disaster is traumatic for 

many, and DHS-FEMA provides financial support to State and local governments for 
crisis counseling services.  To date, DHS-FEMA has approved $844,025 for programs 
administered by State and local mental health agencies to provide this important post-
disaster need. 

 
• Disaster Unemployment Assistance (DUA) – Disasters also disrupt the livelihoods of 

many, causing loss of employment as area businesses are closed for repairs.  In 
partnership with the DOL and State and local authorities, DHS-FEMA’s IA program can 
provide supplementary aid to State and local governments in this regard as well.  As of 
January 26, 2004, DHS-FEMA has approved 504 DUA claims totaling $203,240, 
administered by DOL through local unemployment offices.    

 
• Disaster Legal Services – The American Bar Association’s Young Lawyers Division 

administers this program, which provides pro-bono legal advice to disaster victims, with 
administrative fees funded by DHS-FEMA.   

 
Department of Labor (DOL) 
 
On November 19, 2003, DOL announced a $12 million federal grant from the Secretary’s 
discretionary funds to create 750 temporary jobs for cleanup and restoration efforts in areas 
affected by the California Wildfires of 2003.     
 
Department of the Treasury (Treasury)  
 
After a disaster, certain losses or recovery-related expenses may be tax deductible.  The Internal 
Revenue Service (IRS) distributed information about its tax assistance programs available to 
homeowners and businesses facing disaster-related losses at the LACs and DRCs.   
 
Small Business Administration (SBA) 
 
The high rebuilding costs in the burn areas mean that most property owners are facing a 
significant gap between their need and their insurance recovery.  SBA's disaster loans are 
providing a way to fund this shortfall, allowing rebuilding to proceed.  Based upon applicant 
screening, DHS-FEMA has referred over 14,000 applicants to SBA, where they can apply for 
low-interest disaster loans of up to $200,000 to repair or replace their homes and $40,000 to 
replace lost personal property.  SBA disaster loans are the single largest source of Federal disaster 
assistance available to eligible individuals and households, accounting for over 80 percent of non-
insurance recovery resources that have been made available to them following the California 
Wildfires of 2003 (See Table 4.1).   
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Table 4.1:  Combined DHS-FEMA/SBA Aid to California Wildfires Applicants 
 

OVER $193 MILLION ON THE STREET
Approved FEMA/SBA Aid to California Families and Businesses

As of February 10, 2004
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At the peak of recovery operations, 100 SBA representatives were on the scene, staffing 
information desks at the LACs and DRCs, as well as attending public meeting throughout the 
designated area to provide information about its disaster loan programs.  An additional 100 SBA 
support staff were also active at the Area Office in Sacramento.  The fire victims have widely 
recognized the excellence of the service provided by SBA’s disaster staff, which provided 
extensive follow up service to victims who registered with DHS-FEMA but had not submitted 
their SBA loan applications.   
   
As of February 10, 2004, 1,245 homeowners have been approved for approximately $144 million 
of the $161 million in SBA loans approved to date for victims of the California wildfires.  Final 
SBA disaster loan approvals for homeowners and businesses are estimated at $175-200 million.  
The sole limiting factor identified by SBA is an inadequate number of licensed contractors to 
meet the immediate demand for disaster repairs.  This contributes to inhibiting the disaster 
victim's ability to obtain building permits in a timely fashion, in turn delaying completion of 
repair projects and the disbursement of SBA loan funds.   
     

Assistance for Businesses  
 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
 
USDA’s Farm Services Agency (FSA) identified over $41.3 million in crop losses as a result of 
the California Wildfires of 2003.  FSA accepted over 300 formal requests for assistance, and 
fielded several times as many inquiries from producers regarding assistance available.  Despite 
significant limitations caused by the availability of funding pending the 2004 Omnibus 
Appropriations bill, signed into law on January 22, 2004.  FSA utilized the following programs in 
the recovery effort:   
 

• Emergency Conservation Program (ECP) - Ten employees were involved in publicizing, 
accepting applications, and conducting site inspections for ECP, which could be used to 
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help farmers and ranchers to repair fire-damaged fencing and irrigation systems.  FSA 
worked with NRCS to provide $600,000 in emergency technical assistance to agricultural 
and rangeland producers, the funding for the majority of eligible projects was pending 
passage of the 2004 Omnibus Appropriations package.  ECP may be able to help re-
establish irrigation systems and livestock fences lost in the fires which will contribute to 
the long-term viability of tree crop production and livestock production.   

 
• Tree Assistance Program (TAP) – FSA representatives also circulated information about 

TAP, which may be able to help re-establish high value permanent crops such as avocado 
and citrus trees for long-term production.    

 
• Livestock Indemnity Program- This program provides assistance in recovering livestock 

losses.     
 

• Emergency Loan Program- FSA’s main program providing emergency financial 
assistance to agricultural enterprises, the Emergency Loan Program did not face the 
extent of short-term funding limitations encountered by its other programs.   

 
The USDA Risk Management Agency (RMA) oversees crop insurance programs in the State of 
California, which are sold and serviced by the private insurance industry operating under a 
Standard Reinsurance Agreement with RMA.  The companies reported that they have received 38 
notices of loss due to fire damage in San Diego and Ventura Counties, where both citrus and 
avocados are insurable.   
 
Most of the claims involve limited tree and fruit damage and, as a result, it is anticipated that the 
vast majority of these claims will not be indemnified because the production will exceed the 
guarantees.  The 2003 crop had been harvested at the time of the fires and any loss will be on the 
2004 crop.  Final claim amounts will be determined in late 2004 after completion of harvest.  At 
this time it is anticipated that claims will not exceed $50,000, barring additional damage during 
the 2004 crop year.  However, the indeterminate cause of several of the fires may delay 
processing, since crop insurance authorizing language specifies that perils of a natural origin will 
be covered under the policy.  RMA will continue to review losses to determine if policy 
provisions cover claims and settle claims at the end of the crop year.  
 
Rural Development (RD) was also active in providing aid to rural communities.  RD Damage 
Assessment Teams provided area residents with information about available RD programs for 
area homeowners and businesses. 
 
Department of Commerce (DOC) 
 
DOC’s Economic Development Administration dispatched representatives to the affected areas to 
seek opportunities to provide assistance through its programs.      
 
Department of the Treasury (Treasury)  
 
IRS representatives were available at the LACs to advise business owners on disaster-related tax 
matters.  
 
Small Business Administration (SBA) 
 
SBA can provide low-interest loans of up to $1.5 million for eligible businesses under its Physical 
Damage Loan Program, which addresses physical damage to real estate and/or loss of physical 
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inventory, and its Economic Injury Disaster Loan Program, which can meet expenses related to a 
disaster-related downturn in business.   
 
As of February 10, 2004, over $16 million in SBA loans have been approved for businesses.  
Nearly 200 businesses had been approved for $13,908,200 in Physical Damage Loans and 
$2,178,600 in Economic Injury Loans from SBA.  These totals are expected to rise markedly, 
since SBA’s qualifying incident, grace, and economic injury periods remain open for their 
California Wildfires-related loan programs.   
  

Assistance for State and Local Governments 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE) 
 
USACE is completing work on 20 priority debris basins in San Bernardino County following the 
debris flows and flooding caused by the December 25, 2003, storm.  To date, USACE has 
conducted $8.5 million in assistance under its own authorities.  Remaining basins requiring debris 
removal will be completed by the County and may be eligible, as appropriate, under DHS-
FEMA’s PA program, which may be coordinated through the MASG.  A multi-agency team 
comprised of representatives from DHS-FEMA, USACE, and State experts conducted an 
assessment of flood control basins in burned watersheds in Ventura County.  The team 
determined that these facilities were largely unaffected by the Christmas Day storm and are ready 
for future events.  While additional assessments may be conducted in Riverside and Los Angeles 
counties, San Diego County does not have similar flood control basins. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) 

USDA’s Rural Development (RD) Damage Assessment Teams worked with community leaders 
to assess damage to community infrastructure and RD-funded water projects.  USDA’s Science 
and Technology Transfer Service Team has also been actively working with local and regional 
organizations, providing scientific advisory services to recovering communities on issues related 
to construction, urban development, risk assessment, fuels management, and ecological 
restoration.    
 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS-FEMA) 
 
In addition to its IA Programs, DHS-FEMA also administers the Public Assistance (PA) Program, 
which provides cost-shared supplementary assistance to remove debris that presents a health and 
safety threat to the general public, to perform emergency protective measures, and to repair or 
replace disaster-damaged infrastructure and public faculties owned by eligible State and local 
governments, as well as certain nonprofit entities.  Funded on a 75 percent Federal, 25 percent 
State and local basis, PA is one of the most important sources of post-disaster infrastructure 
recovery assistance.   
 
In partnership with the State OES, DHS-FEMA conducted briefings to inform authorities about 
the PA Program.  Following the briefings, “kickoff meetings” are held, where applicants meet 
with program officers and submit PA applications.  As of February 10, 2004, over 234 kickoff 
meetings have been held, 246 eligible PA applications have been received, and 381 PA Project 
Worksheets have been written for $11,793,225 in eligible assistance from DHS-FEMA for State, 
local, and tribal PA disaster recovery projects.   
 
 



 35

 
Department of Transportation (DOT) 
  
Fire-related damages to southern California’s Federal-aid highways eligible under DOT’s 
Emergency Relief (ER) Program are estimated at about $25 million for State highways.20  The 
bulk of repairs consisted of drainage work to prevent further damages from mudslides, such as 
cleanouts of bridges and culverts, drainage diverters, and standpipes, as well as replacing road 
signage and guardrails.   
 
The U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) coordinated with the California State 
transportation agency (Caltrans), the California Highway Patrol, and county and municipal 
emergency and transportation authorities through the California Division Office of the Federal 
Highway Administration (FHWA) to expedite delivery of ER Program assistance to repair roads, 
replace destroyed signage, as well as to reduce road hazards from flash-flooding and mudslides in 
the burn areas. 
 
Emil Frankel, DOT’s Assistant Secretary for Transportation Policy, noted that this was the first 
time California used Federal ER funds to mitigate highway damage due to a fire.  As a result, 
FHWA had to work with Caltrans in establishing program guidance and limitations.  However, 
Caltrans had experience with the program from other natural disasters that helped to facilitate the 
process of preparing damage assessment forms and funding requests, allowing repairs to proceed 
expeditiously.  Further, through careful planning and coordination, DOT and Caltrans were able 
to replace guardrails immediately, rather than using temporary barriers and then replacing them 
later with guardrails under ER, efficiently avoiding double work in the burn area while reducing 
the impact to traveling public.  “With only a few exceptions, all striping, signs, traffic barriers 
were replaced quickly to restore the integrity of the roadway system,” reported Assistant 
Secretary Frankel.    
 
Since much of the damaged road facilities are located on or along lands administered by Federal 
agencies or tribal governments, FHWA coordinated extensively with USFS and BLM, as well as 
responsible tribal authorities, particularly in addressing debris flow and flooding risks to road 
systems. 
 
Site inspections have been completed, and FHWA reviewers are working with State engineers to 
finalize Damage Assessment Forms that will serve as the basis for Federal funding.  Through the 
MASG, DHS-FEMA coordinated with DOT and Caltrans to identify any potential infrastructure 
repairs not covered under ER that may be addressed under the PA Program. 
 

Coordination of Assistance with Tribal Authorities  
 
The California Wildfires of 2003 swept through 10 Indian reservations, killing 10 people and 
destroying over 130 homes. DOI’s Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) reported that about 25,000 
acres of Indian Trust land were burned in the fires.  Hardest hit were the San Pasqual, with two 
deaths and 67 homes burned; the Barona, with eight deaths, 40 homes burned and a daycare 
center destroyed; and the Rincon, with over 20 homes lost.  Fires also affected portion of the 
Capitan Grande, San Manuel, Viejas, Inaja, Santa Ysabel, Cuyapaipe, Mesa Grande, and La Jolla 
Reservations.     
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BIA spent $731,443 on emergency 
operations, employing local and 
national resources in cooperation with 
tribal authorities to fight the fires and 
support operations.  Reservation 
residents played an active role in 
firefighting efforts as well as post-fire 
watershed reclamation efforts to 
reduce the risks of mudslides and 
flash flooding.  Led by BIA, Federal, 
State, local, and voluntary 
organizations coordinated aid in 
partnership with tribal authorities 
through the joint DFO.      
 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
 

• In coordination with the State, 
FNS provided emergency 
food distributions to 
reservations in the affected areas.  

 
• In cooperation with BIA, USDA’s RD Damage Assessment Teams provided information 

to tribal representatives on housing and business assistance available through RD 
programs; reviewed progress in restoring water and sewage systems; and provided 
temporary housing.    

 
Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) 
 

• The Administration on Aging (AoA) worked with tribal organizations affected by the 
fires to meet the needs of elderly residents.  AoA expects to award OAA disaster 
assistance funds to two tribal organizations:  The Southern Indian Health Council, Inc. 
and the California Indian Manpower Commission to help allay costs incurred for food, 
extensive staff time and counseling. 

 
• HHS’s Indian Health Service (IHS) staff has conducted meetings with tribal officials, 

health program directors, and other Federal and State government agencies. In 
cooperation with BIA, IHS worked with tribal authorities to define and address disaster-
related tribal health care expenses as well the provision of sanitation services, estimated 
at approximately $548,000.  

 
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) 
 
HUD Native American Programs officials met with representatives from the Pechanga, La Jolla, 
Rincon, and Mesa Grande tribal governments to discuss available aid through the HUD’s Indian 
Community Development Block Grant (CDBG).  HUD is reviewing CDBG applications, as well 
as working through the joint DFO to identify flexibilities in existing funds to tribal authorities to 
support fire recovery efforts.     
 
 
 
 

Map of Southern California Tribal lands. (DHS-FEMA) 
 



 37

Department of Homeland Security (DHS-FEMA) 
 
At the joint DFO, Tribal Liaisons for both the IA and PA programs were established, as well as a 
joint outreach strategy with DHS-FEMA partners and tribal authorities.  On November 8, 2003, 
DHS-FEMA opened a LAC on the Rincon Reservation, and installed a phone bank at the Barona 
reservation to allow residents to register for disaster assistance.  DHS-FEMA, and USDA RD 
staff conducted meetings with tribal leaders of the San Pasqual Band of Digueno Mission Indians 
to distribute permanent housing loan applications and discuss temporary housing needs that could 
be potentially met by DHS-FEMA disaster assistance programs. 
 
Table 4.4: DHS-FEMA Aid to Native American Tribal Governments. 
 
Tribal Government DHS-FEMA IA Programs DHS-FEMA PA Programs
Pechenga Band of Luiseno 
Mission Indians 

 (Firefighting Costs Only) 

San Manuel Indian Band of 
Serrano 

 X 

Barona Group Capitan Grande 
Mission Indians 

X X 

La Jolla Band of Luiseno Mission 
Indians 

 X 

Mesa Grande Band of Diegueno 
Mission Indians 

 X 

Rincon Band of Luiseno Mission 
Indians 

X X 

San Pasqual Band of Diegueno 
Mission Indians 

X X 

Viejas Group of Capitan Grande 
Band 

  

Sycuan Band of the Kumeyaay 
Nation 

 X 

Inaja/Cosmit Band of Mission 
Indians 

 X 

Source: DHS-FEMA 
 
DHS-FEMA completed all Preliminary Damage Assessments (PDAs) on tribal lands, followed by 
PA program applicant briefings and kickoff meetings in mid-November.  PA Kick-Off Meetings 
were completed by early December, and DHS-FEMA began to receive PA applications from 
tribal authorities.  As of February 9, 2004, eight tribal governments are seeking assistance under 
the PA program; six of which have completed FEMA-Tribal Agreements.      
 
FEMA’s Voluntary Agency Liaisons met tribal officials to provide information about area 
voluntary agencies offering long-term recovery assistance, as well as potential sources of 
assistance from private and faith-based voluntary organizations for residents whose disaster-
related needs cannot be met through available Federal or State programs.    
 
Department of the Interior (DOI) 
 
BIA led coordination efforts with area tribal authorities.  BIA chaired a series of meetings 
between Federal and tribal authorities to assess needs and identify beneficial assistance programs.  
In turn, tribal authorities contributed to DOI’s watershed reclamation efforts.  As part of the Burn 
Area Emergency Response Teams (BAER – See next section), tribal governments participated 
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with BIA to minimize erosion and mudslide hazards in areas where fire cleared hillsides of 
vegetation.     
  

Recovery Support  
  
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) 
 
On October 29, 2003, EPA was tasked 
by DHS-FEMA under the FRP (ESF 
#10 – Hazardous Materials) to provide 
air quality monitoring services for 
workers involved in response 
operations.  EPA technical experts and 
public information officers were 
deployed to staff the DFO, as well as 
two sampling teams and two technical 
contract teams to conduct air quality 
sampling.  While final funding amounts 
are not yet available, EPA deployed the 
following programs and resources to 
support joint response operations:   
 

• Superfund Removal Program On Scene Coordinators. 
 

• Superfund Removal Program Advice of Allowance. 
 

• Superfund Technical Assessment and Response Team (START) Contractors. 
 

• Environmental Response Team (ERT) West Personnel and Response, 
Engineering, and Analytical Contractors (REAC). 

 
• Airborne Spectral Photo-Imaging of Environmental Contaminants (ASPECT) 

aircraft were deployed from EPA Region VII. 
 
EPA completed its field activities by November 9, 2003, and completed demobilization of DFO 
staff by November 11, 2003.  EPA national and regional toxicologists analyzed air quality data 
from the burn areas, in partnership with the California Air Resources Board (CARB).   
 
General Services Administration (GSA) 
 
With the activation of the FRP, GSA deployed its Telecommunication Regional Manager to 
implement the agency’s ESF #2 (Communications) mission, as well as its Los Angeles Area 
Leasing Team, San Diego Area Leasing Team, Southern California GSA Fleet Management, and 
GSA Regional Emergency Coordinator staff to implement its leading role in ESF #7 (Resource 
Support).  After successful completion of its missions, GSA’s FRP roles were deactivated at the 
DFO as of November 14, 2003.        
 
 
 
 

EPA contractors fly over burned areas of Los Angeles County, 
looking for plumes of Hazardous Materials resulting from 
wildfires burning in the area.( Jason Pack/FEMA News Photo) 
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Under ESF #2, GSA: 
 

• Coordinated the use of MCI phone bank van to provide telephone and Internet services to 
residents of Harbison Canyon.  These services allowed individuals to communicate with 
out-of-area family, as well as to register for disaster assistance with DHS-FEMA.    

 
• Worked with DHS-FEMA caseworkers to provide Area Code listings of affected areas in 

order to expedite disaster assistance. 
 

• Ensured optimal allocation of resources by facilitating communications order processing 
between FEMA and State OES to eliminate duplication of efforts.    

 
To date, GSA has obligated $10,000 to its ESF #2 mission and has disbursed $4,000. 
 
Under ESF #7, GSA: 
 

• Supported expedited response and recovery operations by employing two five-member 
Leasing Teams to rapidly complete leases for Satellite DFOs and three LACs.  Leasing 
Teams also arranged for the expansion of the primary DFO in Pasadena, and are currently 
completing closeout of leases for facilities that are no longer needed.   

 
• Conducted an extensive search for 8-10 acres of suitable space for a manufactured 

housing staging area centrally located between San Bernardino and San Diego.  While it 
was decided to use existing space at March AFB, GSA worked with DHS-FEMA to 
arrange for the leasing of additional land for mobile home storage.    

 
• Shipped 226,870 pounds of supplies and equipment at a value of almost $1.6 million 

through its Federal Supply Service (FSS) Western Distribution Center (WDC) in Lathrop, 
CA.  FSS also supplied four mini vans for use by DHS-FEMA and SBA.  

 
To date, GSA has obligated $25,000 to its ESF #7 mission and has disbursed $7,700.   
 
Office of Personnel Management (OPM) 
 
OPM made a significant contribution to the rapid deployment of Federal resources by providing 
immediate and accurate technical assistance to Federal agencies and instructing them on their 
existing emergency pay, leave and hiring flexibilities. 
 
OPM utilized existing staff expertise to provide Federal agencies with emergency-related human 
resource management guidance and flexibilities in the areas of pay, hiring and leave to enhance 
their ability to respond to the California wildfires.  Director Kay Cole James also authorized 
agencies to conduct special fundraising activities outside of the Combined Federal Campaign to 
assist victims and their families, and established a website to facilitate the reemployment of those 
retired Federal firefighters wishing to respond to the recovery effort.   
 

Voluntary Agencies and Long-Term Recovery 
 
Voluntary agencies are among the first to arrive and the last to leave communities touched by 
disasters, working with local communities as they rebuild and attend to the all-too-often 
overlooked issues of long-term recovery.  Long after national attention has shifted away from the 
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California Wildfires of 2003, it is these organizations that will help local authorities complete the 
final phases of the recovery process, which may take as long as three to five years.   
 
DHS-FEMA works with private and faith-based voluntary organizations by providing training 
and donations management 
support as needed, and as a 
facilitator to assist voluntary 
agencies in forming Long-
Term Recovery Committees 
(LTRCs) comprised of local 
private and faith-based 
organizations that identify and 
meet disaster-related needs in 
partnership with State and 
local officials. 
 
Across the country, national 
and local voluntary agencies 
are an invaluable partner in 
emergency response and 
recovery operations.  Private 
voluntary organizations such 
as the American Red Cross (ARC) and America’s Second Harvest are joined by faith-based 
organizations such as Lutheran Disaster Response (LDR), United Methodist Committee on Relief 
(UMCOR), Southern Baptists, and others to create a coalition of caring that provides essential 
services to vulnerable populations such as low-income families, the elderly, and area residents 
with special post-disaster needs.   
 
In the response phase of a disaster, voluntary organizations open and operate shelters, provide 
feeding services, and meet a host other vital needs.  As State and local disaster response 
operations begin, DHS-FEMA Voluntary Agency Liaisons (VALs) at the Regional Office contact 
their counterparts at ARC, the affected State and county chapters of Volunteer Agencies Active in 
Disasters (VOAD – an umbrella group of private voluntary organizations active in the State), and 
Church World Service (CWS – a interfaith group similar to VOAD that serves as a contact to 
faith-based disaster aid groups) to assess the situation, identify what voluntary organizations have 
provided services, and plan for needs may arise.  In some cases, a representative from the State’s 
emergency management agency specializing in voluntary agency coordination is also involved as 
well, to help better integrate volunteer agency services into the State and local governments’ 
overall response and recovery operations.      
 
If the President declares a major disaster or emergency, representatives from voluntary agencies 
may staff the DFO or provide information to disaster victims at the Local Area Centers and/or 
Disaster Recovery Centers during recovery operations.  As Federal, State, and local authorities 
and voluntary organizations attend to immediate needs, DHS-FEMA, VOAD, and CWS act as 
partners and facilitators to local voluntary and faith-based groups as they work together to 
identify available recovery resources, the “money, manpower, and materials” that will be needed 
to help vulnerable individuals and families with unmet needs to begin the recovery process. 
 
California has a highly developed voluntary agency capacity befitting its size and the variety of 
potential hazards it faces.  Unlike most States, it has not one, but two VOAD coalitions for its 
northern and southern halves, as well as active local county-level VOADS and local coordination 
bodies, such as the Emergency Network of Los Angeles (ENLA).  Southern California is the 

The evacuation shelter at Norton Air Force Base held over 3,000 
evacuees following the fires in Southern California. (DHS-FEMA) 
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home of Community Emergency Response Teams (CERT), a program to train local volunteers to 
act as auxiliary emergency response personnel, a pilot program which DHS-FEMA is working to 
expand nationwide in cooperation with State and local governments.  Nonetheless, the scale of 
the Wildfires of 2003 presented a challenge for many of the area’s voluntary agencies.  The fires 
had a significant impact upon vulnerable communities such as low-income families, the elderly, 
the disabled, particularly in the rural mountain communities of San Bernardino County and the 
urban neighborhoods of San Diego County.  
 
An estimated 10,000 people evacuated their homes as the fires advanced.  ARC and other 
voluntary organizations worked with local governments to open 41 shelters to house the 
evacuees, in addition to several smaller “informal” shelter operations by local churches.  ARC 
fielded over 8,000 local volunteers and 1,100 from across the country, offering food, shelter, 
crisis counseling, and help in planning their recovery.  ARC and Southern Baptists distributed 
over 374,000 meals through 49 fixed feeding centers and 29 Emergency Response Vehicles 
(ERVs) (see Table 4.2).   
 

Table 4.2: ARC Disaster Resources Deployed for the California Wildfires of 2003. 

Source: ARC 
 
The Church of the Brethren provided childcare, while the UMCOR, American Baptist Men, LDR, 
and the Salvation Army provided other emergency services.  ARC closed all of the shelters by 
November 10, 2003, but operated several area Service Centers throughout the declared areas, 
where residents could receive additional aid.  ARC has committed over $8.4 million to recovery 
efforts in California to date, and expects total costs for its organization to approach $10 million.    
  
Throughout the recovery process, the Region’s DHS-FEMA VAL worked with counterparts in 
the ARC and CWS to identify area agencies with needed expertise and personnel such as LDR 
and UMCOR, which have caseworkers who can help guide applicants through the disaster 
assistance process.  Through joint coordination efforts, voluntary organizations such as the 
National Organization for Victim Assistance (NOVA) and LDR come together to share expertise, 
as well as to conduct training sessions with local volunteers to further build capacity in area 
communities.  Through an agreement with DHS-FEMA and ARC, the HOPE Coalition provided 
financial and economic counseling assistance to workers and small businesses to promote 
economic long-term recovery.  
 
VALs coordinated with DHS-FEMA caseworkers to identify over 200 applicants with unmet 
needs exceeding available assistance programs and refer them to voluntary agencies where they 
could receive additional aid.  Other voluntary agencies have been active in assisting with debris 

Consolidated Information Total to Date 
Shelters/evacuation centers 41 
Shelter Population 10,871 
Human Resource Information  

Local Workers 8,878 
Out of State Workers 1,176 
Total Red Cross Workers 10,154 

Additional DRO Information  
Meals and Snacks  374,555 
Comfort Kits 6,057 
Health Services Contacts 12,700 
Mental Health Contacts 15,961 
ERVs Deployed 32 
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removal, such as American Baptist 
Men, Apostolic Christian Church, 
Mennonite Disaster Service, Southern 
Baptists, UMCOR, Urban 
Opportunities Unlimited (UOU), and 
Volunteer San Diego to assist the 
Department of Public Works to 
establish procedures and conduct 
debris removal operations.        
 
While Los Angeles, Riverside, and 
Ventura counties have determined that 
any unmet needs could be addressed 
by individual voluntary organizations, 
DHS-FEMA and the Southern 
California VOAD are working with 
voluntary and faith-based 
organizations in San Bernardino and 
San Diego as they develop LTRCs.  The LTRCs are organizations with their own executive 
boards, budgets, and by-laws that will work together with local and tribal authorities to help 
vulnerable communities with long-term disaster-related needs that cannot be met through other 
programs.  A DHS-FEMA VAL dedicated to tribal authorities proved particularly effective in 
building bridges between voluntary organizations and tribal authorities to help vulnerable 
individuals and families with long-term disaster-related needs that cannot be met through other 
programs.

 
ARC volunteers delivering food in San Bernardino. (OES) 
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Mitigation: Managing Post-Fire Risk  
 

 
Tragedy struck on December 25, 2003, when mudslides flushed through the canyons and foothills 
of the San Bernardino Mountains after several inches of rain loosened the baked soils and 
shattered rocks of the burn areas.  Water-resistant resins in the soil created by the burning 
chaparral brush further exacerbated the risk of flash flooding by limiting the amount of water 
absorbed by the ground.  No longer confined by trees and vegetation, a 10-15 foot high wall of 
rapidly moving debris the consistency of wet cement, loaded with burnt and broken debris swept 
down the scoured hillsides, through a family Christmas celebration in Waterman Canyon and 
through a KOA campground in nearby Devore.   
 
“It looked like an Oregon logjam coming at us. You could hear the trees snapping, ” recalled one 
witness.21  While first responders managed to rescue a few residents trapped in their homes or 
cars, a total of 16 people were killed, most of them young children.  The mudslides damaged 52 
homes in the area.  Early assessments from the flooding and mudslides in San Bernardino County 
exceed $38 million in damages to residences, businesses, and infrastructure.22   
 
In response to the incident, DHS-FEMA expanded the incident type of the major disaster 
declaration to include flooding, mudflow, and debris flow directly related to the wildfires, 
allowing applicants with damages related to these causes to be assessed for eligibility on a case-
by-case basis until March 31, 2004.  The incident emphasized that in addition to the delivery of 
aid programs, a long-term, combined effort by Federal, State, and local officials will be needed to 
minimize the impact of post-fire hazards. 
 

Watershed Rehabilitation: Burned Area Emergency 
Response (BAER) 
 
Even as firefighters jointly worked to contain the blazes, another interagency team of watershed 
rehabilitation specialists converged on the area and set up operations to take on the safety hazards 
and threats caused by the fires.   In coordination with partners in State, local, and tribal 
governments, as well as local landowners, USDA’s NRCS and USFS, and the DOI’s U.S. 
Geological Survey (USGS), National Park Service, Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service, and Bureau of Indian Affairs completed a series of projects to address potential 
post-fire hazards through their Burned Area Emergency Response (BAER) Teams.23  
 
Staffed with hydrologists, soil scientists, engineers, biologists, range conservationists, and other 
professionals, BAER Teams assessed the burn areas and prescribed treatments to protect the land 
in the burned areas and downstream communities.  All involved stakeholders successfully 
developed a common template to assess the damage to watersheds and prescribe preventive 
measure that would reduce the risk of floods and mudslides.  By using a common damage 
assessment method across all ownership, agencies were able to prioritize projects and 
cooperatively address the most critical areas. 

Wildland fire-related risks to lives and property remain long after the last blaze has been 
controlled.  In addition to providing recovery assistance to individuals and families, CFCG and 
MASG worked to address the post fire hazards of flash flooding and landslides, as well as 
supported efforts to improve State and local response capabilities through the Governor’s Blue 
Ribbon Fire Commission.   
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With the BAER Teams, The USFS and NRCS worked with State and local agencies to implement 
emergency stabilization activities that are focused on short-term actions to mitigate the potential 
for flooding and mudslides on burned areas over the next one or two rainy seasons.  Additional 
rehabilitation work may be necessary over the next several years to ensure that watershed 
integrity is maintained, invasive weeds do not get established, land is re-vegetated, and key 
transportation routes and facilities are not damaged. 
 
The sole limiting factor identified by USFS and NRCS related to BAER operations was 
uncertainty resulting from the pending passage of the USDA appropriations bill.  While the 2004 
USDA appropriations were signed into law on January 22, 2004, the lack of funding for programs 
complicated planning and prevented additional projects and more timely assistance.  Following 
the signing of the 2004 appropriations, DHS-FEMA facilitated a meeting among USFS, NRCS, 
and OES to discuss processes to expedite appropriate use of the omnibus bill’s $225 million in 
funding to address fire area recovery following the California Wildfires of 2003.   
 
Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) 
 
NRCS began working with area communities well before the fires to identify potential protective 
projects and preparing survey reports of priority areas, such as critical access routes and other 
strategic defensible areas within the wildland-urban interface.  Early coordination resulted in 
laying the framework for implementation of a well-funded Emergency Watershed Protection 
program, with the $150 million in “no year” funds that have been appropriated.   
 
NRCS, the BAER lead agency for soil conservation efforts, implemented Emergency Watershed 
Protection (EWP) assistance, in partnership with State agencies and local communities.  NRCS 
worked with private contractors and local agencies to complete the installation of 12 “Urgent and 
Compelling” EWP projects, as well as seven other high priority EWP projects to protect key 
facilities.   
 
NRCS obligated $550,000 towards these 12 projects in Los Angeles, San Bernardino, San Diego, 
and Ventura Counties, as well as $372,000 for other erosion control projects that are protecting 
over $5 million in property from further losses.  Following the Christmas Day storm, NRCS 
conducted additional assessments in areas of San Bernardino County that were affected by debris 
flows and flooding.  NRCS plans to add projects that result from these assessments the post-fire 
EWP.  In addition, NRCS has prepared 44 Disaster Survey Reports recommending secondary 
EWP projects to the State, approving 36 projects to date.     
 
CFCG and MASG recognized that a shortfall created by delayed USDA appropriations would 
cause significant problems for State and local governments faced with the threat of additional 
damage from post-fire debris flows and flooding.  DHS-FEMA attempted to alleviate the impact 
of this shortfall by working with NRCS and OES to identify EWP projects that may also be 
potentially eligible under its Public Assistance (PA) Program, which can provide supplemental 
assistance with work necessary to reduce immediate threats to life and property.  Through 
MASG, the agencies established a joint review process top expedite approval of funding so that 
communities could implement the necessary protective measures.  Many of these projects have 
already been completed and will be funded under the PA Program.  Additional projects approved 
and funded either through NRCS or DHS-FEMA will be completed by Spring 2004.  
 
NRCS plans to spend $24 million on post-fire mitigation and the remaining funds will be devoted 
to tree mortality according to a plan that the NRCS has been working on with local county 
governments since mid-2003.  While this is welcome news to areas still under threat from post-
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fires flooding and debris flows, the full commitment of these may take two years or more, 
requiring a continued commitment to coordination. 
 
U.S. Forest Service (USFS) 
 
Since much of the burn area was located in and around National Forest lands, USFS played a key 
role in implementing BAER projects to protect against mudslides and flash flooding.  BAER burn 
treatments undertaken by USFS crews included: 
 

• Sandbagging hillsides vulnerable to sliding. 
 

• Installing K-Rail fencing and concrete barriers to retain hillsides.  
 

• Mulching by hand crews and helicopters to aid in water and soil retention.   
 

• Hydroseeding hillsides with a liquefied mix of enriched wood pulp and grass seed.  The 
woody material solidifies, temporarily holding the hilltop in place and allows for the 
grass to sprout, its roots helping to hold the hillside in place. 

 
• Road maintenance, such as digging catchment basins to reduce water flows, reshaping 

roads, clearing ditches, and installing culverts to ensure adequate drainage systems. 
 
By the time USFS completed its mulching 
operations and demobilized BAER work crews in 
late December, their projects protected over 
14,000 at-risk acres from further danger.  USFS 
crews remained on duty to conduct road 
maintenance work on National Forest lands and 
monitoring the effectiveness of BAER treatments.  
In all, USFS has approved $9 million in burn 
treatments, as well $11.5 million for fire 
mitigation and fuel reduction on non-Federal 
lands, as well as an additional $5-6 million for 
marketing and utilization of wood products from 
fuel reduction activities. 
 
The Forest Service is also moving to treat the underlying problems that place many communities 
at risk from wildland fires and continues to work with the southern California communities to 
implement strategically placed hazardous fuel treatment projects on the National Forests and 
adjacent private lands.  The projects’ objectives are to reduce fuels along roadways and provide 
effective evacuation routes, thin and remove dead trees, reduce fuel hazards and provided fuel 
breaks, all of which were effective during the recent fires.  Additional work remains on the 
National Forests in southern California, which are experiencing serious forest health problems.  
An additional $90 million is planned for FY 2004 for this work that will fund projects on both 
Federal and private lands. 
 
USFS Research and Development is leading a coalition of scientific and technical organizations 
to assess the situation and providing advice and expertise on recovery efforts.  They will design 
follow-up studies to fill in key gaps in the science of fire recovery efforts.  Their resulting action 
plan will likely go well beyond the initial efforts of recovery and stabilization and address such 
issues as advanced technologies in fire resistant housing construction, factors impeding the 

 
A BAER Team member clearing a culvert 
(U.S. Park Service) 
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effective implementation of biomass removal, and techniques that homeowners can implement to 
reduce their risk within the urban-wildland interface. 
 
In the 2004 appropriations, USFS received $20 million for the reduction of hazardous fuels.  
These funds are being committed immediately, in partnership with State and local authorities.  
The 2004 Omnibus Bill also provided an additional $25 million for hazardous fuels reduction and 
$25 million for removal of trees and mitigation on State and private lands.  The Forest Service 
will begin working with CDF on using these monies for appropriate grants. 
 
U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) 
 
USGS geologists developed a debris flow modeling and mapping capability that could be used to 
identify potential debris flows in the burn areas.  The resulting mapping was used to assist the San 
Bernardino National Forest BAER Team with evaluation of risks to lives and property from 
debris flows and flooding to prioritize burn treatment project areas.  Recognizing the value of 
these maps, the MASG requested that USGS, with DHS-FEMA funding and support, complete 
analyses and mapping for the other counties affected by the wildfires.  Through MASG, USGS 
provided these mapping products to local authorities to enable them to identify hazard areas and 
assist in emergency response planning. 
 
In one such study, USGS surveyed 119 basins and found 21 with a 67 percent or greater 
probability of having debris flows if 1.12 inches of rain were to fall on the area within an hour (a 
“25-year flood” event).  Sixty-nine other basins were found to have a 33 percent or greater 
probability of experiencing mudslides as well; a significant hazard.  Indeed, Waterman Canyon 
was among several locations identified in USGS mapping data as a debris-flow hazard, prompting 
closure of the area by the owners of the lands where the Christmas party had taken place.24   
USGS shared their analysis with DHS-FEMA and OES, and was distributed to local officials.25    
 
USGS also assisted in augmenting local communities’ early warning capabilities by installing 
stream flow and rain gauges, in order to monitor the heightened risks for flooding and mudslides.  
In San Diego, USGS has worked with local authorities to implement a more comprehensive rain 
gauge system at its reservoirs.  The system was then integrated with the County’s existing 
emergency alert system to warn residents residing in hazard prone areas if rainfall accumulations 
are sufficient to promote flooding or mudslides.  USGS was also active in working with local 
officials to streamline permitting procedures in order to expedite BAER projects. 
 

Other BAER Partners  
 
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 
 
BIA has assisted affected tribes in developing and funding $3.7 million in Emergency 
Stabilization and Rehabilitation (ESR) plans to mitigate damage caused by the fires. 
 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
 
Planned expenditures for emergency stabilization on BLM-administered lands are estimated at 
$898,400.  
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Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) 
 
As part of BAER, the FWS completed Emergency Stabilization plans for the National Wildlife 
Refuge Lands impacted by the Piru Fire in Ventura County, as well as the Otay and Cedar Fires 
in San Diego County.  These plans provide $111,122 in recovery assistance to the state. 
 
National Park Service (NPS) 
 
No Park Service lands were directly affected, but NPS will continue to be participate with our 
interagency partners in efforts to improve data collection, monitoring of fire effects, develop 
predictive tools and mitigation efforts to reduce the risk of future disastrous fires. 
 

DHS-FEMA Role 
 
At the State’s request, DHS-FEMA reopened the incident period of the disaster declaration, 
allowing applicants with damages from flooding, mudflow, and debris occurring from October 
21, 2003 until March 31, 2004, that are directly related to the wildfires as potentially eligible for 
assistance.  While the application period for fire damages closed as of January 9, 2004, 
individuals with fire-related flooding or mudslide damages will be assessed on a case-by-case 
basis and processed for Stafford Act assistance, as appropriate.  As of February 10, 2004, 82 
applications have been received from the designated flooding and debris flow locations and 
$201,283 in IHP assistance has been issued.   
 
As the BAER Teams concentrated on watershed remediation efforts in an around Federal lands, 
DHS-FEMA implemented its Hazard Mitigation programs.  In addition to an extension of its IA 
and PA programs, DHS-FEMA and State governments work together to minimize future losses 
through flood insurance and mitigation program.  Through its hazard mitigation programs, DHS-
FEMA provides funds to States so that they can work with local governments and communities 
that are committed to hazard mitigation to choose projects designed to decrease future risks to 
lives and property.  Parallel to the BAER work, DHS-FEMA flood insurance and mitigation 
programs can extend protection beyond the immediate burn areas, providing further measure risk 
management to residents residing in the wildland-urban interface.      
 
DHS-FEMA administers The National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP), which offers Federally 
backed flood insurance policies administered by FEMA and distributed by local insurers in 
communities that agree to promote, institute, adopt and enforce floodplain management 
ordinances to reduce future flood damage.  DHS-FEMA has conducted significant outreach 
efforts to publicize NFIP, and letting homeowners in fire-damaged area know that they can get as 
much as $125,000 worth of covererage for as little as $232.  In partnership with the State of 
California, DHS-FEMA will also make $14 million available under its Hazard Mitigation Grant 
Program (HMGP) for projects developed by the local communities to reduce disaster-related 
risks.  A total of 311 Notices of Interest were received for HMGP by the February 6, 2003, filing 
deadline.     
 
Recognizing that the existing information on flood hazards did not adequately portray the 
increased threat posed by the burned watersheds, DHS-FEMA rapidly developed updated flood 
maps for the burned watersheds.  In ten days, DHS-FEMA analyzed over 400 miles of streams 
and produced over 45 maps showing the increased flood hazards.  To make the maps available 
quickly, DHS-FEMA developed a website, www.capostfirefloods.net, where the maps could be 
downloaded.  These maps served as the basis for a series of public information workshops on 
mitigation opportunities.   
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In addition to their work consulting with the State, DHS-FEMA hazard mitigation technical 
experts are in the community, staffing desks at area home improvement retailers to offer fire and 
flood safety-oriented rebuilding advice to homeowners.  They were also active participants in 
Community Disaster Mitigation and Recovery Fairs organized by ARC, in conjunction with 
DHS-FEMA, USFS, NRCS, OES, CDF, and local agencies. 
 
In addition to our support of managing post-fire risks through its Stafford Act programs, DHS-
FEMA is committed to continued efforts to facilitate coordination among all stakeholders in 
Federal/State partnership through the MASG.  Even after the joint DFO closes, DHS-FEMA will 
continue to provide its good offices to coordinate the efforts of Federal, State, and county 
agencies to maximize the benefits of the funding from the Omnibus Bill and other sources.  Part 
of this effort will be to expand the work of the MASG to include the coordination of the above 
programs.   
 

Governor’s Blue 
Ribbon Fire 
Commission 
 
“We need to take a hard 
look at what we can do to 
minimize the loss of life and 
property from wildfires,” 
declared Governor Gray 
Davis. “A disaster of this 
magnitude should never 
happen again.”  On 
November 2, 2003, 
Governor Davis, in 
consultation with Governor-
elect Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, named a 
Blue Ribbon Commission to review the effort to fight the State's recent wildfires and provide 
recommendations to prevent destruction from future fires.  The first meeting of the Commission 
was convened on November 13, 2003, in Manhattan Beach.  
 
Broadly representative of the affected communities, firefighting professionals, and other Federal, 
State, and local stakeholders, the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Fire Commission is comprised of 
representatives from State, county, and city governments; State agencies, including CDF and 
OES; firefighting professionals and associations; members of Congress; and Federal agency 
representatives from the U.S. Department of Defense, DHS-FEMA, BLM, and USFS.   
 
The commission has conducted a series of public meetings throughout the affected area.  Experts 
from across the firefighting spectrum met to discuss a host of issues, including:     
 

• A thorough review of the causes, response, and recovery efforts related to the California 
Wildfires of 2003.  

 
• Reducing and eliminating jurisdictional and operational barriers that prevent the 

expeditious response of necessary resources to combat wild fires, and improving 
interoperability of communications equipment among first responders. 

The Governor's Blue Ribbon Fire Commission is bringing Federal, 
State, and local stakeholders together to study the lessons leaned 
from the California Wildfires of 2003 (OES) 
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• Readiness training of personnel and equipment approved for use within the California 

incident command system.  
 

• Establishing permanent fire-safe planning committees for each county and developing an 
interstate and/or regional master mutual aid system similar to the mutual aid network 
already operational among jurisdictions within California. 

 
• Updating local building and planning regulations to include more stringent construction 

standards for high fire threat zones, requirements for brush clearance and fuel 
modification, and land use planning techniques that protect property.  

 
• Increasing public outreach aimed at making properties more fire-resistant, setting higher 

standards for construction in high-risk fire zones, and exploring the creation of insurance 
incentives for homeowners who take fire-safe measures such as installing fire-resistant 
roofs.  

 
The Governor’s Blue Ribbon Fire Commission’s sixth and final meeting will be held in Los 
Angeles on February 19, 2004, with a final report to follow in early April.  For more information, 
please visit the OES website, at www.oes.ca.gov/. 
  

Vegetation Control in Ventura County 
 
Of the 3,600 homes were lost in the California Wildfires of 2003, only 24 of them were located in Ventura County, whose 
aggressive vegetation control programs and attention to fire safe construction might serve as a model to many southern 
California communities. 
 
“We cannot just count on increased firefighting resources to solve our wildland fire problem,” noted former State Senator 
William Campbell, chairman of the Governor’s Blue Ribbon Fire Commission during a special panel meeting convened 
in Thousand Oaks to examine local firefighting operations and prevention practices.   
 
Since 1967, Ventura County has required property owners to remove all brush and debris within 100 feet of their homes 
or face fines.  If a homeowner chooses not to comply, the county will send contractors to clear the land for them, along 
with the bill — which includes a $635 administrative fee.  Out of approximately 15,000 notices sent to property owners, 
the County only has to clear only about 30 parcels a year.  Support from the county’s Board of Supervisors, which 
enforces the program, is critical to its success, Ventura County Fire Chief Bob Roper told the Commission. 
 
To control vegetation growth, the Ventura County Fire Department conducts regular controlled burns, chipping, and 
aerial spraying to reduce available fuels for wildland fires.  The department even mobilizes assets from the animal 
kingdom, using goats and sheep to graze vegetation from the hillsides, as well as herds of cattle, in cooperation with area 
ranchers, that can feed in areas that cannot be reached by heavy machinery.   
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Conclusion 
 
Scorching over 750,000 acres and destroying over 3,600 homes, the California Wildfires of 2003 
were among the largest fire incidents in American history.  Given the scope and magnitude of the 
fires, as well as the extensive acreage of Federal lands involved, a unique level of joint 
coordination was necessary to expedite aid to the affected communities.  Perhaps no less 
impressive were the smoothly integrated response, recovery, and mitigation operations among 
Federal agencies, State and local officials, and private voluntary and faith-based organizations.   
 
Through the two-tiered CFCG and the joint DFO/MASG structure, a team of Federal, State, and 
local governmental and private organizations successfully provided aid to affected communities 
as efficiently and expeditiously by promoting continuous dialogue among key stakeholders, 
allowing them to coordinate over $483 million in complementary Federal assistance programs, 
while minimizing duplication of efforts.  CFCG and MASG promoted both horizontal 
coordination and vertical integration of available assets while limiting bureaucratic “stove 
piping,” identified by experts as a primary stumbling block to effective management, in order to 
promote fast and effective recovery operations.      
 
While most incidents requiring extensive joint coordination may not require two tiers of 
coordination for effective emergency management, the bottom-up character of the CFCG/MASG 
dynamic allowed those with local knowledge and expertise to make crucial planning decisions on 
the ground that were integral to rapid response and recovery.   
 
From providing timely and compassionate aid to southern California’s diverse communities, to 
repairing key infrastructure, and working to preventing further threats to lives and property 
through erosion control and watershed remediation measures, the shared success of joint Federal, 
State and local, and voluntary organizations in California represents no less than the “best 
practices” of interagency coordination, which many critics see as the key challenge in the age of 
Homeland Security.   
 
The rapid progress of response and recovery to date are a natural extension of FEMA’s time-
honored “all-hazards” approach to incident management.  The implementation of DHS-FEMA’s 
assistance programs and the coordination of Federal response and recovery operations can be 
scaled to meet the challenges of any disaster, from natural disasters that occur all-too-often to the 
catastrophic incidents that we can only hope will never come to pass.     
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The application period for fire damages closed on January 9, 2004.  At this point, DHS-FEMA 
registered 38,296 applicants.  The incident type and period has subsequently been extended to 
March 31, 2004, for damages caused by flooding debris flow directly related to the California 
Wildfires of 2003.  As of February 10, 2003, an additional 2,361 applications have been taken, 
which will be reviewed on a case-by-case basis.     
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DHS-FEMA has referred over 14,000 applicants to SBA, where they can apply for low-interest 
disaster loans of up to $200,000 to repair or replace their homes and $40,000 to replace lost 
personal property.  SBA disaster loans are the single largest source of Federal disaster assistance 
available to eligible individuals and households, accounting for over 80 percent of non-insurance 
recovery resources that have been made available to them following the California Wildfires of 
2003.  SBA can provide low-interest loans of up to $1.5 million for eligible businesses under its 
Physical Damage Loan Program, which addresses physical damage to real estate and/or loss of 
physical inventory, and its Economic Injury Disaster Loan Program, which can meet expenses 
related to a disaster-related downturn in business.  
 
As of February 10, 2004, 1,245 homeowners and businesses $161,713,800 in SBA loans 
approved to date for victims of the California wildfires.  Final SBA disaster loan approvals for 
homeowners and businesses are estimated at $175-200 million. 

SBA LOANS APPROVED
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Other Sources of Federal Assistance 
 
Agency Amount Purpose 
USACE $  8,500,000 Debris clearance 
USDA/FNS $     889,872 Food Assistance 
USDA/USFS $  5,000,000 BAER 
USDA/USFS $  9,000,000 Soil Stabilization 
USDA/FSA $ 25,000,000 Crop assistance 
USDA/NRCS $      550,000 EWP  
USDA/NRCS $150,000,000 BAER, Tree Clearance 
DHS/FEMA $  14,000,000 HMGP 
DHS/FEMA $       844,025 Crisis Counseling 
DHS/FEMA $      115,932 DUA 
DHS/FEMA $  11,793,225 Public Assistance 
DOI $   7,500,000 Response Operations 
DOI/BIA $      731,443 Tribal recovery 
DOI/BIA $   3,700,000 Tribal watershed protection 
DOI/BLM $   3,200,000 Response/BAER 
DOI/FWS $      264,888 Response 
DOI/NPS $      111,122 Pre-fire brush clearance 
DOI/USGS $   6,850,000 Remote sensing (requested) 
DOI/USGS $   3,100000 Remote sensing (obligated) 
DOL $ 12,000,000 Cleanup grants 
DOT/FHWA $ 14,500,000 ER Program (approved) 
DOT/FHWA $   4,900,000 ER Program (anticipated) 
NIFC $   7,500,000 Firefighting operations 
GSA $       35,000 Obligated for support  
TOTAL $290,085,507  

 
In addition to the $193 million in disaster assistance delivered by DHS-FEMA and SBA, an 
additional $290 million has been committed, bringing total Federal aid to over $483 million.
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Notes 
                                                 
1 See the “Healthy Forests Initiative” section of the USFS website, at www.fs.fed.us/projects/hfi/. 
 
2  The FRP is a signed agreement among 27 Federal departments and agencies, including the American Red 
Cross, that provides the mechanism for coordinating delivery of Federal assistance and resources to 
augment efforts of State and local governments overwhelmed by a major disaster or emergency through a 
series of agency-tasked ESFs.  For more information, see pages 18-20 of this report, or visit the FRP 
section of the DHS-FEMA website, at www.fema.gov/rrr/frp/. 
 
3 DHS-FEMA Non-duplication of other Federal programs is detailed in Section 312 of the Stafford Act, 42 
U.S.C., § 5155.   
 
4 See 44 C.F.R. §206.35-208   
 
5 See 44 C.F.R. §206.5 
 
6 Gail Fitzer-Schiller. “Californians Risk Lives, Homes to Live With Nature.”  Reuters.  October 31, 2003. 
 
7 “Calif. Fire Damage Estimate Due Next Week.” Reuters, November 8, 2003.  See also Lohse, Deborah, 
“Fire Damage Estimates at More than $2.5 Billion.” San Jose Mercury News.  November 12, 2003. 
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