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35 Years of Planning for and 
Responding to Disasters

• The “Safety Element” in the General Plan

• Local Hazard Mitigation Plans

• Hazard reports for development projects

• Floods

• Landslides

• Earthquakes



Trouble on 
the Horizon



What We Didn’t Realize …

• Dozens of fires

• 9-1-1 System 
overwhelmed

• Mutual Aid Capacity 
exhausted 

• Confusion everywhere



Twelve Miles in Four Hours



Fountaingrove: 1,400 homes destroyed



Coffey Park: 1,400 homes destroyed



Community 
Landmarks 

Gone



It Got Personal



By the numbers … 

Over 5,300 Homes Destroyed in Sonoma County

23 Deaths

$10 billion in insurance claims filed

2,000,000 tons of debris removed

100,000 people evacuated; 110,000 acres burned

Most destructive fire in California history



The Aftermath: A 
Community Staggered
• The Fires burned for three weeks

• Evacuees could not return home

• The scope of loss took time to sink in



Trauma on a Community Scale



Rebuilding: Yes? No? 
Maybe?

Whether (homeowners) stay or 
they go, they should never 

leave because we failed them. 
— Supervisor James Gore

“Here’s one way we can stop 
failing them. Let’s end the 

armchair quarterbacking about 
how Fountaingrove and Coffey 
Park homeowners should be 

“allowed” to rebuild their 
homes and, in some cases, 

whether they should be 
allowed to rebuild at all.”

-- Santa Rosa Press-Democrat Editorial, 
November 19, 2017



Strong Governmental 
Response
• Massive Debris Removal Effort

• Sonomacountyrecovers.org

• Emergency Housing & Shelters

• Resiliency permitting centers

• “Advanced Energy Rebuild”



Debris Cleanup
Largest since 1906



Local Agencies Stand Up



Data to Facilitate Recovery and Resiliency



Non-governmental 
Initiatives
• Temporary Housing & Tiny Homes

• Jump-start housing development

• Production builders return

• United Policyholders

• Tsu Chi Foundation



Private Sector Innovation
HomesforSonoma.org



#Coffey Strong



The Community 
Stands Up



Rebuild Challenges

• Under-insurance

• High construction costs

• Labor and materials shortages

• Infrastructure Issues

• Water system contamination

• New utility systems

• Rural bridges

• Regulatory issues: fault zones

• 10 to 20 percent of owners will not rebuild



One Year Later: Where Do We Stand?



Beyond Rebuilding: A More Resilient Community



What’s a Planner to Do 
Now?

• “I just can’t imagine . . .”

• Reality dramatically exceeded 
our vision

• This is “the New Normal”  
-- Governor Jerry Brown, 
12/10/2017



Climate Change is Front 
and Center

• Years of extreme drought made landscapes 
more vulnerable

• 100 million dead trees

• Increasing frequency of extreme weather 
events

• Heat and wind were dominant factors in 
October firestorm



• Risk is Unavoidable

• How much risk is acceptable?

• How do we assess and manage risk? 

• Hubris is a powerful force




