








  

 

 

 

Housing project in hot seat again 
Merriam Mountains plan raises wildfire concerns 

By Pat Sherman 

2:00 a.m. March 19, 2009 

DETAILS 

MERRIAM MOUNTAINS DEVELOPMENT 

What: Plans call for 2,700 homes and a shopping center on 2,327 acres west of Interstate 15 at Deer 
Springs Road, just north of Escondido. 

Open space: About 1,192 acres would be preserved, including 37 parks and 18.3 miles of hiking trails. 

Debate: Critics questions whether residents would have time to evacuate during a major wildfire. The 
developer and supporters said an access road would be widened and fire-safe building materials and 
landscaping would protect the project. 

Online: A revised environmental impact report has been released. It is online at sdcounty.ca.gov/dplu/ 
ceqa_public_review.html 

 

Bruce Tebbs of the Deer Springs Fire Protection 
District Board believes the Merriam Mountains 
project would leave residents trapped during a fire. 
(Charlie Neuman / U-T) -
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Pro: merriammountains.com 

Con: llcfire.com 

The public will again have a chance to weigh in on a controversial housing development proposed for 
Merriam Mountains just north of Escondido. 

A revised environmental impact report for Stonegate Development's project has been released. If it is 
approved by the county this year, work will begin at the end of 2011, said Stonegate Vice President Joe 
Perring. 

Critics of the 2,700-home project say it will create traffic congestion and that, during a major wildfire, 
residents would be in danger because they would not have time to evacuate. Defenders say it will use the 
latest fire-safe techniques that would allow it to survive a major wildfire. 

Dry brush in canyons surrounding the project, which will be preserved as open space, hasn't burned in 
four decades. When Santa Ana winds blow, residents would have only 15 minutes to get out safely, said 
Deer Springs Fire Protection District board member Bruce Tebbs. 

“It's surrounded by the most deep and dense woodlands you can imagine,” Tebbs said. “It's a giant box 
of kindling.” 

The project is being designed with two main entrances, which both empty onto Deer Springs Road. 
During a fire, Tebbs said, the road would quickly become clogged. 

“I don't think they'll even get 1,000 people out,” he said. 

“It would work if there were fewer homes, but they keep saying, 'No, we want this dense cluster of 
housing.' They won't talk about anything else.” 

Robert Frey, president of the Deer Springs fire board, belongs to a group advising the county 
Department of Planning and Land Use about the project. He said the area is zoned for only about 400 
homes. 

“I'm sure that through the process with the county there will be negotiations along the way,” Frey said. 

Stonegate's Perring said there are no plans to reduce the number of homes. In response to comments 
from the public, as well as from local advisory groups and the Deer Springs fire board, the developer 
proposed changes that could make the project safer, such as widening Deer Springs Road from two lanes 
to four. 

Stonegate plans to spend about $3.5 million to build a fire station at the base of Merriam Mountains, off 
Interstate 15. It will be staffed, at least part time, by Deer Springs Fire Protection District personnel, said 
Gig Conaughton, spokesman for the Department of Planning and Land Use. 

The development would create a new tax base, some of which would be used to staff the fire station, he 
said. 

Perring said the development would have 225-foot-wide fire buffer zones to the north and east. “Those 
will be developed similarly to the way that the shelter-in-place communities in the Rancho Santa Fe 
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district have been built, except ours are bigger,” he said.

The issue of so-called “shelter-in-place” or “stay and defend” was raised last month during wildfires that 
raged through Australia. The concept, which has been used for decades in Australia, involves residents 
either evacuating early or staying to defend the houses from flames and new fires ignited by flying 
embers. 

Australian fire investigators are in the process of determining whether shelter-in-place practices were a 
factor in the deaths of more than two dozen people in massive fires last month. 

The Merriam Mountains project will incorporate fire-resistant building materials such as concrete tile 
roofs, stucco exteriors and dual-paned windows, as well as indoor fire sprinklers and fire-resistant 
landscaping, Perring said. 

“We worked with the county fire staff as well as our consultant team to really exceed every fire 
regulation that is in place today,” he said. “The ambition here is not to just follow the code but to pay 
attention and create a state-of-the-art, fire-safe community.” 

Though neither the developer nor the county is calling the project shelter-in-place, Perring said it was 
designed to exceed fire safety elements in the Rancho Santa Fe fire district, which has the county's only 
designated shelter-in-place communities. Homes there sustained only minor damage during the October 
2007 wildfires. 

“We think our community will be safe and the people that choose to leave will be able to leave,” Perring 
said. 

Tebbs said that in discussions about the project there is a tacit implication that people will be safe if they 
choose to stay. In Australia, the people who stay behind have received proper training, Tebbs said. 

“I don't know if their firefighting skills are honed to the degree that Cal Fire's are, but they are trained 
firefighters,” he said. 

One of the greatest dangers to people who stay behind would be smoke inhalation, Tebbs said. In 
Australia, he said, “All the elderly, all the people with emphysema or lung problems, all babies, are 
evacuated well in advance of the fire.” 

Escondido resident and fire expert Rick Halsey, director of fire ecology for The California Chaparral 
Institute, said he believes shelter-in-place is a viable option, provided residents are properly trained. 

“It works, with the caveat that there's got to be a consistent, coordinated education effort, and the 
community's got to be properly prepared,” Halsey said. “If you don't have those things, you're looking 
for trouble.” 

Pat Sherman: (760) 752-6774; pat.sherman@tlnews.net  
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