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Ambulance fees to rise for some in county
By Christopher Cadelago
10:55 a.m., May 24, 2011

People taken by ambulance from Del Mar, Encinitas, Solana Beach and Rancho Santa Fe will be
charged $400 per hospital transport plus $20 a mile under a proposal approved by the Board
of Supervisors Tuesday.

Supervisors voted unanimously to impose the fee after officials said it would provide financial
stability and ensure continued emergency medical care for residents and visitors.

Residents of the service area currently do not pay a user fee.

The services are funded by property taxes, special-benefit taxes and non-district resident
ambulance transport fees. However, the service area expects to spend $250,000 more than it
takes in beginning this year, depleting reserves.

In a memo to the board, Chief Administrative Officer Walter Ekard said the proposed fee was
well below the average charged by other communities. The other county service area in Santee
and Lakeside charges $900 plus $14 per mile.

El Cajon charges $1,184 and $19 per mile while in San Diego it costs $865 plus $13 a mile.
Elsewhere, Los Angeles County charges $929 and $15 per mile and Ventura County charges
$1,251 and $23 per mile.

Ambulance services for Del Mar, Encinitas, Solana Beach and Rancho Santa Fe and parts of
Elfin Forest are provided by San Diego Medical Services Enterprise.

In most cases, fees and mileage reimbursements come directly from Medicare, Medicaid or
private insurance companies.

Monthly healthcare premiums are not projected to increase because the ambulance fee
represents a fraction of total health care costs. Last year, the service area’s citizen advisory
committee supported establishing the resident fee.
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Officials getting ready for fire season 
By J. Harry JonesGary Robbins and Onell R. Soto /h5> 

8:58 p.m., May 25, 2011 

 
Viejas firefighter Brandon Battaglia leads a hose-laying drill up a hillside around Lake Hodges. 

 
Alpine firefighter Colby Ross leads a hose line up a hillside above Lake Hodges. Their eventual goal was 
to lay 1400 feet of line all brought on the backs of firefighters and connected to an water pumping engine. 
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Firefighters from across the county were held around Lake Hodges on a recent Tuesday morning. 

Structures lost  

Largest fires in San Diego County (by structures lost) since 1970: 
  

Fire Month & year Structures lost 

1. Cedar Oct-03 2,900 

2. Witch Oct-07 1,650 

3. Harris Oct-07 548 

4. Paradise Oct-03 413 

5. Laguna Sep-70 382 

6. Rice Oct-07 248 

7. Poomacha Oct-07 155 

Acreage burned  

Largest fires in San Diego County (by acres burned) since 1970: 
  

Fire Month & year Acres burned 

1. Cedar Oct-03 273,246 

2. Witch Oct-07 197,990 

3. Laguna Sep-70 175,425 

4. Harris Oct-07 90,440 

5. Pines Jul-02 61,700 

6. Paradise Oct-03 56,700 

7. Poomacha Oct-07 50,156 

8. Otay Oct-03 46,291 

With blazes of 2003 and ’07 fresh in their minds, firefighters from around county train in Del 

Dios for another season 

Despite the recent rains and lower temperatures, fire season is quickly approaching, and 

those charged with protecting homes from the ravages of wildfires are gearing up for another 

long summer and fall. 

Nearly 1,000 firefighters from around the county gathered last week for wildland fire training 

at a site familiar to many of them: Del Dios in North County. 

On Oct. 23, 2007, the Witch/Guejito fire roared into the tiny community on the northern 

banks of Lake Hodges near Escondido, wiping out about 20 homes. Firefighters saved the 



remaining 130, and last week they were learning how to save many more in the fires that are 

sure to come. 

For the past eight years, the San Diego Fire Chiefs’ Association has sponsored a wildland 

training exercise designed to bring together firefighters from every agency in the county to 

hone their skills. 

This year they trained for four days at Lake Hodges. In past years they drilled at the Viejas 

and Barona Indian reservations. There is, of course, no way of knowing when the next huge 

wildland fire will strike the county, but the blazes of 2003 and 2007, some of the biggest in 

state history, always remain in firefighters’ minds. 

The wet winter and spring is good and bad news. The moisture level of the brush is high, but 

new growth has taken place throughout the county, and by late summer and fall, with the 

heat and Santa Ana winds, there will be a lot of fuel for flames. 

“The intent of the drill is, first of all, to bring all of the various agencies together within the 

county,” said Cal Fire Battalion Chief Mike Vogt, who was the acting incident commander for 

the drill. 

“There are a lot of fire agencies in this county, and most of us don’t get to train together very 

often, in particular with wildland scenarios.” 

When the big fires hit, all firefighters are called. Having familiarity with chiefs from other 

agencies makes operations run more smoothly when it counts the most, Vogt said. 

Several danger zones identified 

No place in the county is safe from fire, but some areas are more at-risk than others. 

The areas that haven’t burned in a long time, where brush, grass and trees are the thickest, 

are in the greatest danger. 

The massive blazes of 2003 and 2007 have thinned the fuel levels in large swaths of the 

county. But fire experts say extreme risk exists in several locations: 

 The far northeastern part of the county, including the huge Los Coyotes Indian Reservation and Palomar 

Mountain. Most of the reservation hasn’t burned in more than 50 years, and to the west, the backside and 
top of Palomar Mountain haven’t burned in recorded history. A fire that starts in that area, pushed by 

strong winds blowing to the west, could push flames all the way to the coast across the northern part of 
the county in a day or two.  

 A 170,000-acre area stretching west from Mount Laguna to the outskirts of Spring Valley and El Cajon, 
including the southeastern parts of the Cleveland National Forest, such as the Hauser and Pine Creek 

Wilderness areas. If a fire were to begin near Mount Laguna, its path could mirror that of the Laguna fire 
of 1970, which at 180,000 acres stood as the largest in the county until 2003’s Cedar fire and 2007’s 

Witch fire.  

 A 32,000-acre area encompassing Rancho Santa Fe and touching parts of such communities as Rancho 

Peñasquitos, Fairbanks Ranch, Olivenhain, Del Dios and 4S Ranch. 

Utility’s plan for cutting power 

Looking to the start of fire season, San Diego Gas & Electric says it’s working to prevent fires 



by monitoring wind speeds around the backcountry and preparing to shut off power if it’s too 

windy. 

For SDG&E, that means that when wind speeds top 56 mph and fire risks are high, it reacts 

by cutting power. 

To know precisely how hard the wind is blowing, it’s installing a network of remote weather 

stations. By Sept. 1, 125 of them will be in place, making San Diego County’s one of the most 

closely monitored climates in the world. 

Also, SDG&E has upgraded some lines to withstand stronger gusts. 

And the utility has increased the use of smart switches called Intelliruptors, which give it the 

ability to remotely test circuits when there’s a short to make sure it’s safe before power comes 

back on. 

But, in the end, it says that sometimes the only way to prevent problems is by cutting 

electricity. 

“There’s a de facto plan,” said Gary Arant, general manager of the Valley Center Municipal 

Water District. He was among those who complained about the impact of power loss. 

“The areas that could be subject to turnoff are more limited than they were before,” he said. 

In the past few years, water agencies and telephone and cable providers have prepared for 

outage possibilities by beefing up backup power options. Even then, there are issues to be 

resolved, such as whether county air pollution regulators will fine the use of such diesel 

generators. 

Onell Soto • U-T 

Warmer summer is predicted 

The U.S. Climate Prediction Center says that it is likely the summer months will be warmer 

than average in Southern California this year. But the center does not estimate how much 

temperatures could vary from average, which points to the difficulty meteorologists have in 

projecting seasonal weather. 

Historical records may be a better guide. The National Weather Service notes that the 

average high temperature at San Diego’s Lindbergh Field in June is 72.8 degrees. The 

average high is 75.8 degrees in July, and 77.8 degrees in August. 

Southern California is famous for “June gloom,” the marine layer that typically forms late at 

night and lasts until the early morning hours. The marine layer was unusually persistent last 

summer, resulting in cooler, cloudier days. 

The county has received above average precipitation, which should reduce the danger of 

wildfires through part of the summer. However, if the weather becomes unusually hot, it will 



cause a lot of fresh vegetation to die off quickly, potentially providing fuel for wildfires. 

Gary Robbins • U-T 

Firefighting staffing reduced 

Staffing for the two main fire agencies that handle wildfires in the county remains about the 

same as in recent years. However, Cal Fire will be down 52 firefighters once the agency goes 

to peak staffing sometime next month due to state budget constraints. 

Cal Fire protects most of the backcountry and now has 521 employees on duty daily, while the 

U.S. Forest Service, responsible for the Cleveland National Forest and other federally owned 

lands, has 366 personnel on duty. 

The numbers include not just firefighters, but hand crews, bulldozer operators, plane and 

helicopter crews, communications and other employees. 

Cal Fire’s staffing will increase when the decision is made, probably next month, to man 

every station. But unlike last year, each engine will be down one firefighter, from four to 

three, as the state makes cuts to close the massive deficit. 

If a major fire were to break out, firefighting agencies from throughout the county, state and 

even the nation could respond. 

J. Harry Jones • U-T 
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Del Mar, Solana Beach, Rancho Santa Fe Fire 
Districts earn regional Golden Watchdog Award
The Rancho Santa Fe Fire Protection District, along with the cities of Del Mar, Encinitas, and Solana Beach, 
was recently recognized by the San Diego County Taxpayers Association (SDCTA) for saving taxpayers an 
estimated $1 million last year through their cooperative efforts agreement. The agreement, which was put into 
effect in 2009, provides for the participating agencies to share management services in an effort to cut back on 
operating costs. The agreement was modified last year and is now expected to save the agencies $1.6 million. 

The recognition from the SDCTA came during their 16th annual Golden Watchdog and Golden Fleece Awards 
Dinner on May 19.

“This ‘throwback’ Golden Watchdog Award from the Taxpayers Association recognizes that we are at the front 
edge of government cost-savings,” said RSF Fire District Board Chair James Ashcraft. “We are pleased the 
agreement has thus far been a success, to the extent that other agencies have contacted us to see about using our 
arrangement as a template for similar partnerships.”

Tom Hickerson, RSF Fire District board member, added, “Our goal is to deliver the best services possible to all 
members of our district. This agreement has allowed us to continue providing excellent service to our residents 
while saving the district money.”

Del Mar City Council Member Mark Filanc said, “This is one of the programs that truly is a win for all. The 
City of Del Mar is very happy with the results and it’s great to be recognized for our efforts.

“The bottom-line of this agreement is that we are doing much more with much less and that means better public 
safety with better fiscal responsibility. We are committed to continuing to look for ways to improve service and 
reduce costs.” says Encinitas City Council Member Jerome Stocks.

Solana Beach City Council Member Dave Roberts said, “In this day and age, we all need to do whatever we can 
to maximize efficiencies and save public money while providing top-notched customer service.”
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