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4S RANCH: Roads closed, residents evacuated after gas-line rupture   
By North County Times 

4S RANCH ---- Residents on two streets were evacuated and roads were closed after 
construction workers ruptured a natural gas line Wednesday morning. 
 
A crew working in the area of Camino Del Norte and Camino San Bernardo ruptured the gas 
line shortly before 10 a.m., authorities said. Residents from houses on two blocks of 
Wrenhaven Way and Meadowlark Ridge Road were evacuated about 10:30 a.m. and allowed 
to return to their homes shortly before 1 p.m., after San Diego Gas & Electric workers secured 
the line, a NorthComm fire dispatcher said. 
 
The southbound lanes of Camino San Bernardo were closed at Camino Del Norte for almost 
two hours while crews worked, according to the California Highway Patrol's Web site. 
 
Later in the afternoon, one lane of Camino San Bernardo was closed in each direction. 
County road crews expected the lanes to open by the end of the afternoon, the CHP Web site 
said. 
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Newsday.com
Australia will take a hard look at 'Leave Early or Stay and Defend' fire
policy

The policy trains people to defend their homes and is being considered for adoption in
California. But in these fires, 'the conditions were just too extreme,' and lives were lost.

By Julie Cart

February 9, 2009

As Australia comes to grips with the death of at least 130 people in the
deadliest bush fires in its history, officials there say they will take a hard
look at the much-vaunted "Leave Early or Stay and Defend" policy,
which trains homeowners to defend their homes and is being considered
for adoption in Europe and some parts of the United States, including
California.

Even as firefighters in the state of Victoria struggle to reach stricken
communities, authorities say that some people were killed while actively
defending their homes, a choice that researchers say has rarely resulted
in death. In addition, authorities expect that a large number of fatalities
will have occurred in highway crashes during panicked evacuations, the
very scenario the Australian policy seeks to avoid.

Australia adopted the "stay or go" approach about a decade ago
following the so-called Ash Wednesday fires in 1983 that killed 83 people and injured 2,600. Researchers found after
those blazes that the most frequent cause of death in wildfires was people being trapped in their cars trying to flee.
They determined that properly trained homeowners would be at less risk if they stayed off the roads and took shelter.

The Australian policy includes extensive training that emphasizes homeowner preparation and calls for measures such
as clearing a defensible space, storing water, having fire equipment ready and establishing a fire plan.

Research further demonstrated that during wildfires homes usually burn not in a wall of flames but from small spot
fires sparked by embers, often carried miles ahead of the fire front. Homeowners are instructed to stamp out small fires
-- often with mops -- and take shelter in their homes as the fire moves past.

Officials say the "stay or go" policy has been demonstrably successful in saving both lives and property in Australia,
and is now the most talked-about strategy in the firefighting world. Australian fire officials travel the globe explaining
their ideas to officials who are looking for ways to better deploy fire crews.

In the U.S., federal, state and local fire officials spent last year examining how the Australian policy would work if
adopted in this country. In January the panel submitted recommendations to the National Wildfire Coordinating Group,
a Cabinet-level committee that reports to the president.

More recently officials from fire agencies in seven Southern California counties began discussing a hybrid of the
Australian approach: an evacuation policy that makes allowances for people who want to try to save their homes.
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Ventura and Orange counties are building the strategy into their firefighting plans, and the unincorporated community
of Rancho Santa Fe in San Diego County has had a similar program for a few years. That policy saved homes while
not resulting in any loss of life during the 2007 Witch fire, according to the Rancho Santa Fe Fire Protection District.

In Australia, the policy is well entrenched. A decade of concerted public safety announcements and community-based
education was thought to have nearly blanketed the populace with the details of the program. However, even fire
officials say the proven policy can break down in the face of raw panic.

"Even if you have been to the lectures and have had somebody of experience tell you what happens, and you rehearse
what you are going to do . . . you still don't completely understand the ferocity of that fire when it comes," said Daryl
Wells, for 32 years captain of the fire brigade in Werribee, a suburb of Melbourne.

"All the information that we provide for the people -- part of the psyche is they think they know better, they think they
can do it. But when they feel the heat, and then noise, as the fire starts to come over the hill, that causes panic. They
say, 'Let's get in the car.' When you get up in the morning and conditions are like that, that's when you decide if you
stay or go. By the time the smoke is coming up the hill behind your house, it's too late."

According to Australian fire researchers, the vast majority of deaths occur when residents race onto smoke-obscured
roads, often littered with downed trees, charred wildlife or emergency vehicles. Reports from over the weekend, when
hundreds of fires raced across southeastern Australia fanned by high winds, suggest that in some hard-hit communities
residents organized convoys of vehicles that fled one fire only to be consumed by another.

"What seems to have happened in some cases was people had a perception that a wave of fire was coming over the hill
at them and they ran from that," said Kevin Tolhurst, a fire researcher at the University of Melbourne. "But in fact
they may have been surrounded by fires in many directions and taken by surprise. That complexity is lost to some."

Some argue that without the policy and its educational component, things would have been much worse.

"If those messages weren't out there, the possibility is we could have lost 200 to 300 by now," said Ashley Mills, the
officer in charge at the Wangaratta fire brigade.

As happened after the Ash Wednesday fires, the tragedy has triggered official reviews and public reflection. Victoria's
coroner declared the burned areas to be crime scenes because arson is suspected as the cause of some of the fires.

In addition, fire officials said a Royal Commission is likely to be convened to examine all aspects of the fires,
including emergency response. Victorian Premier John Brumby said the fire policy will be among those issues up for
review.

While firefighters welcome the oversight, they caution that there's a limit to what can be done to protect homes in
firestorms like those that occurred over the weekend.

"I feel there will be an overall look at the policy; you would be stupid not to," said David Gillett, brigade captain for
the Country Fire Authority in the town of Anakie. "But they will find the policy is right because we've proved time and
time again that it works."

But Gillett said he's beginning to see the limitations of convincing homeowners they will always be safe in their homes
if properly prepared.

"The conditions were just too extreme, so ripe, I'm not sure some of those homes were defendable," he said. "Maybe
we need to tell people, 'Yes, you can stay and defend your house, up to certain level. But once you reach that level,
maybe you've got to get out.' "
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REGION: Australian fires highlight stay-and-defend policy   
By EDWARD SIFUENTES - Staff Writer 

County fire officials said Monday they recommend that people leave ahead of a wildfire 
instead of trying to defend their homes, as is common practice in Australia, where more than 
200 people have died in massive brush fires in recent days. 
 
In Australia, people are taught to leave early or stay and defend their homes. It is a policy that 
is being considered in many places in the United States, including Southern California. 
 
And in one North County area, Rancho Santa Fe, there is a "shelter in place" policy ---- similar 
to the one in Australia ---- that was praised after the deadly 2007 wildfires for saving lives and 
property. 
 
Ron Lane, director of the county's Office of Emergency Services, said the wildfires in Australia 
serve as a reminder for county residents to be prepared in case of an emergency, and to 
evacuate ahead of a fire as soon as possible. 
 
"The county's philosophy is one of evacuating early," Lane said. "It is our fire officials' belief 
that evacuating early is the best way to save families and leave the firefighting to the 
professionals." 
 
Lane said there is much to consider before implementing a policy like that of Australia. 
Communities must be prepared beforehand to properly implement shelter-in-place programs, 
such as building wide roads, creating a defensible space around the community and building 
fire-resistant homes. 
 
Fire officials say attempting to flee the fire too late can be dangerous due to low visibility from 
smoke and crowded roadways. Vehicles also can fail to start due to the fire's intense heat and 
the oxygen vacuum it creates. 
 
In 2003, a Valley Center family was caught in the path of the deadly Paradise fire. Parents 
John and Lori Roach drove off in one car while their three children, Jason, then 22, Allyson, 
then 20, and Ashleigh fled in another. 
 
Jason Roach's car collided with a neighbor's car and ran into a burning pepper tree just 
outside of the Roach's driveway. Jason was able to escape with minor injuries while Allyson 
suffered burns to 85 percent of her body. Ashleigh died in the back seat. 
 
Some Rancho Santa Fe neighborhoods have been specially sanctioned as shelter-in-place 
communities by the county. Those communities must adhere to strict fire-prevention building 
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guidelines, according to the county's Planning and Land Use Department. 
 
The homes must have fire-resistant roofs, dual-paned windows, noncombustable exterior 
walls, attics and foundation vents in places that would deter burning embers from getting 
inside. 
 
"And with all of that, our shelter-in-place guidelines state that early and safe evacuation is 
preferred when fires strike," said Gig Conaughton, a spokesman for the county's Planning and 
Land Use Department. 
 
On Tuesday, officials said more than 200 people have died in blazes near Melbourne in 
southeastern Australia. Disaster teams have found charred bodies on roadsides and crashed 
cars, which officials say is a grim sign of the futile attempt to flee the fires. 
 
The recent events have led Australian officials to question their stay-and-defend policy. 
 
Victoria state Premier John Brumby said a commission would examine all aspects of the fires, 
including warning and evacuation policies that allow people to stay to protect their homes. 
Some former police officials dismissed the idea of forced evacuations, noting the ferocity of 
the weekend fires seemed to preclude such an option. 
 
Lane said San Diego County fire officials are watching the situation in Australia to see if there 
are lessons they can glean from that disaster. 
 
In the fall of 2003, wind-driven fires torched three-quarters of a million acres across six 
Southern California counties, killing 24 people and destroying more than 3,600 homes. 
 
More than half that acreage, and about two-thirds of the deaths and damage, was in San 
Diego County. 
 
In October 2007, another wave of wildfires swept across a half-million acres in four Southern 
California counties. Once again, San Diego County was hit hardest, with 368,000 acres 
burned. The county lost 1,750 homes and 10 lives. 
 
The Associated Press contributed to this report. 
 
Contact staff writer Edward Sifuentes at (760) 740-3511 or esifuentes@nctimes.com.
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Stay-and-defend debate intensifies 
Strategy revisited in wake of wildfires in Australia 

By Emmet Pierce 
Union-Tribune Staff Writer 

2:00 a.m. February 22, 2009 

The raging fires that claimed dozens of lives in Australia this month have renewed doubts about “Leave 
Early or Stay and Defend,” a firefighting strategy that has been under study in wildfire-prone California.

Despite long-standing skepticism toward the Australian approach, which involves training homeowners 
to protect their properties, in recent months fire officials in San Diego County have been debating its 
merits. Some experts say preparing homeowners to fend off flames makes sense, since there always are 
people who are unable or unwilling to evacuate. 

Now the tragedy in Australia could reinforce the belief of many local officials that it's not a sound 
approach. One concern is that agencies that endorse it could be held legally responsible if people who 
don't evacuate are injured. 

The issue was the subject of an October summit in Orange County that brought together fire chiefs from 
throughout the state, said Maurice Luque, spokesman for the San Diego Fire-Rescue Department. And 
officials in both Ventura and Orange counties have been discussing a proposal that would make 
allowances for people who want to stay and protect their homes.

 

Southern Australia's fires earlier this month resulted in 
a death toll of more than 200 and loss of more than 
1,800 homes. (William West / AFP / Getty Images) -
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While the San Diego County Fire Chiefs Association has taken no position, there are strong feelings 
among members that people should evacuate when they are told to do so. 

Even so, “the fire service can't have its head in the sand and not acknowledge that some people are 
going to stay and defend their homes,” Luque said. “It has to do what it can do in terms of education to 
keep these people safe.” 

Bill Metcalf, fire chief of the North County Fire Protection District in Fallbrook, says the Australian 
concept of fighting wildfires is worth considering. 

“If we don't do anything, people are going to stay and they are going to die,” he said. “If we do 
something, maybe more of them will survive.” 

Throughout Australia, public safety authorities train people who choose not to evacuate during wildfires 
how to safely remain in their homes, emerging after fire fronts have passed to douse flames and embers. 
Their training requires them to make their homes fire resistant, store water, trim back vegetation and 
make sure there are no flammable objects nearby. 

Dave Bacon, president of Firewise 2000, a fire-protection consulting firm in Escondido, said Australia's 
program has been widely recognized as successful. Despite that, the recent deaths are expected to make 
U.S. fire agencies wary of following suit. 

Former San Diego Fire Chief Jeff Bowman thinks area residents have the right to defend their homes, 
but he doesn't expect local fire agencies to adopt Australia-style policies. 

Bowman declined a request to evacuate his home when a wildfire threatened his Escondido 
neighborhood in 2007. He said his house was never truly threatened. He also was well prepared and his 
dwelling was built to withstand wildfires. 

Adopting a leave-early-or-stay-and-defend policy is “one of those subjects where you are damned if you 
do and damned if you don't,” Bowman said. “My feeling is that to have a blanket policy that people 
should be allowed to stay would never work. There are places and conditions where I believe it has a lot 
of merit. The reality is, a lot of people are going to choose to stay.” 

One local firefighter who strongly believes in Australia's policy is William Middleton, a retired San 
Diego assistant fire chief. He and his wife refused to evacuate during the 2007 Witch Creek fire. If they 
had, their home almost certainly would have been destroyed, Middleton said. 

Aggressively pursued since the mid-1990s, Australia's firefighting policy encourages early evacuations 
to prevent people from being overtaken by fast-moving fires and trapped on highways. Before the recent 
fires, the consensus was that the program was working, removing children and the elderly from harm's 
way and allowing trained homeowners to protect dwellings. 

Australian officials say the number of people killed as fires tore through the state of Victoria probably 
will exceed 200. Investigators are trying to determine if the stay-and-defend strategy contributed to the 
toll. 

Defenders of the program say many of those who died may have panicked and fled as unusually fierce 
fires approached their homes. 
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“We will have to wait,” said Inspector Ben Shepherd, spokesman for the New South Wales Rural Fire 
Service in Sydney. “They are still counting bodies. At this stage, what we have to evaluate is what has 
happened to these people. It does seem they have been caught out in the open or fleeing in their cars.” 

One thing authorities are considering is increasing training to make sure those who stay behind are 
mentally prepared to remain inside their homes until the fire fronts pass. 

Hunkering down during a firestorm requires preparation and steady nerves, said Cliff Hunter, fire 
marshal of the Rancho Santa Fe Fire Protection District. 

“You can hear the wind, you can hear things hitting the windows because there are flying embers,” he 
said. “It's really loud. It sounds like someone is trying to break in. It also gets extremely dark if you lose 
your power. You lose perspective of whether it is day or night. Your home could rise in temperature. 
You can't panic and take off.” 

Although they provoke fear, authorities say imposing walls of fire that often accompany brush fires 
seldom destroy homes. Dwellings more often are ignited by floating embers. 

Fire officials in Ventura and Orange counties have been studying stay and defend as they consider a 
policy that would make some allowances for people who want to protect their dwellings. 

Ventura County Fire Chief Bob Roper, chairman of the International Association of Fire Chiefs' 
Wildland Fire Policy Committee, said he is waiting for all the facts to come in about recent wildfires 
before judging how well the strategy has worked in Australia. 

“I think it would be best if everybody could wait a few weeks or months to see what has happened in 
Australia,” he said. “It is premature to jump to any conclusions until we get all the facts.” 

Closer to home, the Rancho Santa Fe district has championed “shelter in place.” The idea is to make 
homes so fire-resistant that residents can remain inside if they don't have time to evacuate. 

Shelter-in-place communities utilize fire-resistant building materials. Homes and landscaping are 
routinely inspected to make sure they remain fire-safe. Hunter supports early evacuation, but says 
wildfires don't always give people adequate time to flee. 

“The theory is you can stay in your home, close all windows and doors, and the fire won't come into 
your house,” he said. 

In 2007 none of the 2,460 upscale tract and custom homes in the district's five shelter-in-place 
communities were destroyed by the Witch Creek fire, although a few suffered minor damage. 

In Australia, scientists at the Brushfire Cooperative Research Center in Melbourne have begun their 
investigation. 

They plan to look at everything from the way fires behaved in the hot, windy weather to the methods 
that were used to warn communities about approaching flames, said spokesman David Bruce. 

Even if the center concludes that the stay-and-defend policy is flawed, changing public behavior could 
prove difficult, he said. From the time of early European settlers, Australians have defended their homes 
from wildfires. 
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Sharon Merritt, a fire brigade captain in Macclesfield, Victoria, commanded a crew of 30 that fought the 
recent blazes. The 13-year veteran said the stay-and-defend program may need fine-tuning, but the 
strategy itself remains fundamentally sound. 

“I still strongly believe it is the best thing to do,” she said. “We would have had to evacuate 500,000 
because of the size of the fires, an impossible task . . . There are people who did stay and defend their 
homes and were quite successful.” 

Emmet Pierce: (619) 293-1372; emmet.pierce@uniontrib.com  
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