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California wildfires: urban
expansion and the risk of
displacement

The western US state of California is highly prone to
wildfires. In recent years, the combination of climate
change and people’s increased vulnerability and expo-
sure to hazards made the wildfire seasons longer
and more destructive. The extension of the two long
seasons, the first spanning from June to September and
the other from October to April, has the potential of
turning wildfires into a year-round threat.?'? Prolonged
drought, higher temperatures, stronger winds and the
overuse of water for agriculture have caused significant
harm to local ecosystems, leaving forests tinder-dry and
littered with dead wood.?" The increasing housing stock
in the wildland-urban interface, where housing meets
and intermingles with wildland vegetation, also means
ever more homes are exposed to fire risk, which in turn
increases the risk of displacement.?'

The state experienced the deadliest and most destruc-
tive outbreak of wildfires in its history in the second half
of 2018, burning about 355,000 hectares of land, four
times the annual average for the past five years.?'> More
than 100 people are thought to have died. At least 22
wildfires triggered over 354,000 new displacements,
accounting for almost 30 per cent of the total new
displacements recorded in the United States last year.
The Carr, Holy and Mendocino Complex fires, named
after the places where they started, forced the evacu-
ation of over 90,000 people in July and August, and
during the Woolsey and Camp fires a further 235,000
people in November.

Camp fire alone killed 85 people, displaced at least
53,000 and destroyed almost 14,000 homes.?'® It burnt
62,000 hectares of land and caused between $11 and
$13 billion in commercial and residential losses. It was
not the largest fire. Mendocino Complex burned almost

four times the area. Nor was it unique in how fast it
spread. The Tubbs fire in 2017 moved at similar speeds.
What set Camp fire apart and made it the deadliest and
most destructive fire in California’s history was what
happened in Paradise, a town which lay in its path.”

Paradise, a picturesque town in Butte county nestled
in the Sierra Nevada foothills, had a large percentage
of its homes in the wildland-urban interface, increasing
the town and its residents’ exposure and vulnerability
to wildfires.?'® Within a few hours of taking hold,
the fire had spread and destroyed most of the town,
displacing about 30,000 people. It was an example of
urban conflagration, a phenomenon last seen more
than a century ago in which a fire leaps from structure
to structure igniting them as it goes.?™

Since the 1906 San Francisco fire, urban design and
development have included better materials and more
defensible spaces, space between buildings and grass,
trees or shrub, to prevent fire from spreading quickly.?2°
Since the 1990s, however, millions of homes have been
built in undeveloped areas on the fringes of towns and
cities. This has increased the interface between wilder-
ness and urban areas, and the trend is set to continue
as ever more people move to such places to live closer
to nature and reduce living costs.??'

If future urban conflagrations are to be prevented,
homes in the wildland-urban interface will have to
be built with more fire-retardant materials and larger
defensible spaces between them to slow the spread of
fires.??? The California Board of Forestry and Fire Protec-
tion recommends that homes have between 30 and 100
feet (10 to 30 metres) of defensible space, but without
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state enforcement of regulations on private property, ment. The disaster in Paradise offers an example of what

such guidelines are more often than not ignored.??? the future may hold if authorities do not enforce urban
planning legislation and strengthen disaster prevention

In an area that was already experiencing a housing and response.??°

shortage, Camp fire left thousands of people homeless.

The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)

has dispersed millions of dollars in assistance to those

who lost their homes, but many of those displaced

still struggle to find somewhere to live locally. FEMA

is encouraging people to look for housing in Sacra-

mento, 135 kilometres away, and further afield, but

this would disconnect people from their livelihoods and

social networks.??* The lack of available and affordable

housing in the area will inevitably affect those with

fewer resources the most.

The 2018 wildfire season in California demonstrates how
climate change and urban expansion have combined
to intensify fires, alter their patterns and extend the
seasons. Average temperatures will continue to rise
and populations living in the wildland-urban interface
to grow, exposing more people to the risk of displace-
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