














  

 

 

 

California's mutual-aid fire system may 
buckle 
IOUs could undercut network, chiefs worry 

By Michael Gardner 
U-T Sacramento Bureau 

2:00 a.m. July 15, 2009 

SACRAMENTO — Without even thinking about the cost, local firefighters routinely race to respond to 
mutual-aid calls across California knowing they are needed to save lives and property. 

But with the debt-saddled state issuing IOUs instead of providing cash reimbursements, a growing 
number of fire chiefs are warning that the day may come when they have to check their bank balances 
first before dispatching crews far from home to assist Cal Fire. 

In short, fire chiefs say, the IOUs threaten to undermine the state's vaunted mutual-aid network credited 
with battling some of the most horrific firestorms of the past decade. 

“At the end of the day, I need to protect the citizens of San Diego,” said retiring San Diego Fire Chief 
Tracy Jarman. 

The state already owes the city $1.5 million for expenses responding to fires from Chico to Santa 
Barbara over the past year. Statewide, officials estimate the debt is at least $15 million, which might be 
reimbursed with IOUs if the state's budget crisis persists. 

As a result, fire chiefs are pondering how to preserve the mutual-aid system if IOUs pile up too high for 
districts that cannot afford to, in essence, float loans to the state. 

Fire leaders are weighing whether to limit commitments, such as capping how far their forces can travel. 
Others, mostly small districts, could be forced to drop out altogether. 

“There is talk among fire chiefs across the state of being very careful on how we use mutual aid,” said 
Pat Dennen, San Bernardino County's fire chief. 

“The real test of the system will be if there's no guarantee of reimbursements,” said Dennen, adding that 
his county is owed about $350,000 by the state. 

The system has to be reciprocal for big and small participants alike, Dennen said. “If I send mutual aid, 
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then when I have a fire, I expect them to come and help me as well.”

Kim Zagaris, fire chief of the state Office of Emergency Services, urged local officials to “have faith.” 

“The state has always paid its bills,” Zagaris said. “And we apologize profusely for the anxieties.” 

Zagaris said he is confident that fire agencies can ride out the crisis and will continue to respond to calls 
for mutual aid without hesitation. 

“When the chips are down, the firefighters are going to go” wherever needed, Zagaris said. 

Perhaps, but the crisis is unsettling to ground forces as the long fire season threatens to ignite at any 
moment. 

Jarman, after a recent gathering of chiefs in San Diego County, said larger agencies expect to come 
under intense pressure to commit additional reinforcements to cover the demand if smaller agencies 
cannot answer Cal Fire's call. 

Jarman said that would be a gut-wrenching decision. “Once a fire is burning and houses are threatened, 
all fire chiefs will have a difficult time saying no.” 

The bills can add up. Local fire districts front personnel and most engine costs when responding to a 
mutual-aid call. At the same time, backup crews keeping stations open on the home front usually are 
paid overtime. 

“The question is, are we willing to accept the IOU program?” said Steven Foster, fire chief for the 
Cosumnes Community Services District, protecting Elk Grove and Galt, south of Sacramento. 

The district has large-enough reserves to cover the $20,000 owed, Foster said. But, he added, “I have no 
guarantee that the state will have the money to pay it back.” 

Foster has issued the first known limits on fully responding to a mutual-aid request from Cal Fire, saying 
he will seek further guidance from his board of directors tonight. 

While the Cosumnes district will most likely remain a full participant, Foster said the larger question is 
the fate of mutual aid. 

“When there's an incident, we all respond. But if we all can't, will that system fall apart?” he asked. 

California over the years has built a nationally respected mutual-aid network that helps others 
overwhelmed by natural disasters, from earthquakes to floods to fires. 

For example, crews from Northern California rushed to battle the 2003 and 2007 firestorms in San 
Diego County. In return, San Diego-area agencies released convoys to help contain the infernos that 
enveloped vast swaths of Northern California last year. 

Once firefighters return home, local agencies compile the bills and are eventually sent reimbursement 
checks from the state. 

But with cash running short, the state has been forced to issue IOUs instead of checks until Gov. Arnold 
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Schwarzenegger and lawmakers can close a $26.3 billion deficit.

Moreover, private contractors are also in line for IOUs, adding to fears that some may not be able to be 
counted on if a major fire breaks out before the state budget deadlock is broken. 

City and county budgets are severely strained, and may be squeezed even tighter if the state sets its 
sights on local property tax, transportation or redevelopment revenue. Moreover, many of the larger 
banks are refusing to cash the IOUs. 

Already, some fire agencies are closing stations and scaling back services. 

San Diego County Supervisor Dianne Jacob is sharply critical of the state for not having enough in the 
bank to cover its public-safety bills. 

“The cash the state has should be preserved to make sure life and property are protected,” Jacob said. 
“This is a disgrace.” 

In the Union-Tribune on Page A1 
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10News.com
County To Distribute Fire Preparedness DVDs

POSTED: 5:08 pm PDT July 20, 2009

UPDATED: 7:22 am PDT July 21, 2009

SAN DIEGO -- This weekend, San Diego County fire 
departments will hand out a fire preparedness kit that includes a 
DVD to help residents ready themselves for possible wildfires.

For the past six years, wildfires have wreaked havoc on many 
homes and lives around the county.

Rancho San Diego resident Greg Daunoras said he hopes his 
home does not become a part of that history.

"This is certainly a canyon, and looking down Willow Glen 
Road, that's a pass. We're in the line of fire," said Daunoras.

Daunoras said he has done whatever he could to prepare, especially clearing brush around his home.

"I've gone down another 90-100 feet," said Daunoras.

According to a new fire preparedness DVD called "Before The Threat," clearing brush is the first step 
towards protecting a home as firefighters need defensible space.

The free DVD was first distributed last year to 10,000 people, and with its success 400,000 more copies will 
go to county residents this weekend.

The DVD outlines what homeowners need to do before, during and after a fire.

Firefighters said the danger is high this year, and the county has more than 500,000 acres of dry brush that 
has not burned in more than 20 years.

"We have 170,000 acres of brush. Some of it 50 years old that is going from Mount Laguna right into 
Spring Valley," said Leonard Villareal of the San Miguel Fire District.

Residents who follow the DVD's instructions will also be helping fire departments that have been riddled 
with budget cuts.

"So more and more, we need to depend on our residents to know what to do when it all goes bad," said 
Villareal.

Daunoras agreed, and said it is the only way to protect his home from the county's wildfire history.

"Teamwork is what it's all about. We do what we're asked and then when it comes time for the emergency, 
we ask them to come out and help us," said Daunoras.

Firefighters need 300,000 volunteers to distribute the DVD throughout the county.

Video: Residents To Receive Kit 
To Help Prepare For Wildfires
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For more information on how to volunteer to distribute the DVD or to see what else is on the DVD, visit 
www.smgfire.org or www.farmers.com.

Copyright 2009 by 10News.com. All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed.
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