Fire Season Starts Early, and Fiercely
by Jennifer Medina, with Ian Lovett and Fernando Santos
May 15, 2014: Los Angeles – The fire season here in the hot, dry West now lasts roughly 75 days longer than it did a decade ago.  Nearly 3 dozen fires have been burning up and down California in the last 2 days, weeks before a normal season begins.
Firefighters are battling blazes that have forced more than 23,000 people from their homes, but even more worrisome are the dire predictions of the worst year yet.  With triple-digit temperatures in parts of California that have not seen significant rainfall for months, and winds blowing toward the coasts, huge portions of land are vulnerable to light up with even the smallest spark, officials said.
More than 11,000 acres had burned by Friday morning, and at least one fire that had damaged structures was still not under control.  Firefighters found a badly burned body in a transient camp in Carlsbad, a coastal city about 30 miles north of San Diego.  City officials had no information about the person who died — apparently the first fatality of the fires.
As black smoke billowed across the suburbs of San Diego on Thursday, the plumes were also visible in satellite images.
“We are used to very windy, very hot and dry conditions, but not in May,” said Daniel Berlant, a spokesman for the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection.  “It is really unprecedented to have these conditions this early.  We cannot remember a year where we have had this many fires this early.  And everything is just going to get drier and hotter — even more of a tinderbox.”
State officials said they had already battled 1,400 wildfires this year, twice the number they would respond to by this time most years.  “This year, fire season never ended in Southern California,” Mr. Berlant said.
Other states across the South and Southwest have also reported wildfires in recent days, including one that began over the weekend in the Texas Panhandle that destroyed more than 200 homes, as well as 2 in Gila National Forest in New Mexico.  California’s historic drought has the potential to cause even more damage: if low water levels persist in the rivers and reservoirs normally used to gather water used against fires, helicopters will be forced to travel longer distances to find water, making it ever more difficult to get wildfires under control quickly.
“These are perfect conditions for conflagration and fires all over the place,” Gov. Jerry Brown said on Thursday on CNN.  “This is real serious stuff, and it should be taken in that spirit.”
An extended drought has left vegetation in California with an unusually low moisture content, leaving vast areas vulnerable to swift conflagration.  The fire season will undoubtedly be costly for California as well.  The state has spent $130 million on fires this year, but officials expect that to increase to $240 million by the end of June.  In a revised budget proposal that Mr. Brown presented this week, an additional $142 million is set aside for drought-related expenses, including firefighting and emergency response.
Most of the fires this week have been in the San Diego area, where thousands of residents remained under evacuation orders on Thursday.  In Carlsbad, television images showed thick black smoke and homes surrounded by flames.  Officials there said that nearly a dozen structures were destroyed, including several single-family homes, an apartment building and two commercial buildings.  The losses were estimated at $22.5 million.
Nearly 30 school districts in the San Diego area closed on Thursday.  In San Marcos, about 15 miles inland from Carlsbad, the California State University campus had also been evacuated — and commencement ceremonies canceled.  The quickly shifting winds drastically altered the landscape in San Marcos.  A hillside near a high school that was being used as an evacuation center was engulfed in flames, as residents watched in fear, worried that homes they had thought were safe would soon be destroyed.
Dayle Koechert, 63, his wife, and his 91-year-old mother on Wednesday night slept in his car at the bottom of the hill where they live.  It was not the first time that fires had forced them to evacuate.  “We’ve been through this before, but this time I think we’re not going to be so lucky,” he said, as he held his pet cockatiel and pointed in the direction of his home, which was obscured by smoke.  “Things looked good this morning, and then the wind changed.  Now it’s blowing right toward us from the west again, and it’s burning.”
The fires were exacerbated by Santa Ana winds, which begin inland, often warming the air and gusting up to 45 miles per hour.  But the biggest danger was the parched ground all over the state.
More than half of the largest fires in California history have occurred in the last 10 years, according to state statistics.
“It’s clear that climate change is playing a role,” said John Laird, the state’s secretary for natural resources.  “We are in the middle of the 3 driest consecutive years since records were kept.  We’re in extreme drought in 100% of the state.  There is no part of the state that is not vulnerable.”
Mr. Laird said that the state was considering relying more heavily on dropping flame retardants on fires to conserve water, as well as exploring other ways to limit water use.  “We are going to fight the fires in the interest of public safety, but the question is can you do that in a way that minimizes excessive use of water,” Mr. Laird said.  “It is a key part of fire safety to test fire hydrants, yet there is nothing more frustrating than seeing water spout into the air when you’re in a place with limited water allocations.”
State and local officials are urging residents to clear their properties of dry debris and to use extreme caution — not mowing lawns during the heat of the day, for example, and not starting camp fires.  Although there is no evidence of foul play, the authorities have not ruled it out.  “As government, we can be staffed up and very agile and commit extra resources, but 95% of these fires are started by human causes,” Mr. Laird said.
Throughout the region, officials are encouraging residents to prepare evacuation plans.  Many people in San Diego said they had done just that, having been told to flee their homes before.  Jeffrey Wang, 52, evacuated his San Marcos home twice on Thursday.  First, he tried to go to work in Carlsbad, and turned back when fire engines blocked a road.  He returned to his home in the inland hills and, like many others there, thought his property was safe.  Then the winds sent flames and black smoke rushing toward his home, where he and his wife, Linda, 57, have lived for 23 years.
“We could feel the ash,” Ms.  Wang said.  “It’s worse this time.  It actually looks like it could come down that valley.  It’s never gone over the hills before.  The wind has never come that way.”  Mr. Wang agreed: “The wind direction is totally the wrong way.  And it’s enveloping our entire community.”
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