Wildfire and Evacuations (Hazards and Wildfire)
Summary
The site location presents unusual inherent hazard because it is
surrounded more than 180º by the Torrey Pines Nature Reserve Extension
(“Reserve” or “Reserve Extension”) The Reserve Extension presents a
potent combination of factors that could cause high rate of spread (ROS)
of wildfire - 197 acres of abundant dry fuel that is protected, under beetle
attack, and often cannot be removed due to site topology and density;
extensive human interface around the Reserve; average 17% upslopes to
the school site, increasing to 38% just before you reach the buildings;
south facing aspect; prevailing westerly winds toward the school;
increasing local temperatures with increasing Santa Annas; and diﬃcult
terrain that has made past fires in the Reserve diﬃcult to reach and
control. No EIR or time evacuation study for the site (which is increasingly
considered a standard best practice) has ever been conducted.
The new school design makes several site changes that enhance wildfire
risk compared to the existing school. The only fire road able to access the
core of the school site runs tight alongside the western rim of the heavily
wooded area of the Reserve - potentially block-able by wildfire either
before or after emergency vehicles arrive. All buildings have been moved
closer to the edge of the Reserve, with the 27’ 7” awning of the tallest and
most vulnerable (the Innovation Center) less than 20’ from the drop-oﬀ into
dense woods and vegetation. The 100’ defensible space requirement for
wildfire interface is not met and is ignored in the MND.
The preexisting 160,000 sf fire buﬀer of play field grass between the
school buildings and the reserve has been shrunk in half to 78,000 sf, with
all buildings scooted closer to the Reserve as a result.
All of these factors suggest extra care needed to be taken into designing a
failsafe plan to get emergency vehicles on site and to evacuate others, yet
inexplicably the east fire access road (which could possibly be the only
one operable during a high ROS wildfire) seems ripe for congestion rather
than smooth evacuation and entry of emergency vehicles. It combines
emergency access with bi-directional traﬃc, drop-oﬀ, pick-up, 45
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perpendicular parking spaces that pull-out directly into the fire lane, and a
merger of lanes at the turnaround. There are only two pedestrian exits to
the school - with walls and fencing still preventing egress directly to the
East. This issue is ignored in the MND.
The MND’s justification for avoiding an EIR is based on a foundation of key
errors or falsehoods. Among the worst are misstatements that there is a
fire road “around the entire campus,” and that the area around the site is
“predominantly flat.” The specific questions from CEQA about “prevailing
winds,” “uncontrolled spread of a wildfire” and “other factors” are ignored.

CEQA framework
If a lead agency (DMUSD) is presented with a fair argument that a project
may have a significant eﬀect on the environment (in this section,
environment means wildfire risk and evacuation risk and hazard28 ), the
lead agency shall prepare an EIR even though it may also be presented
with other substantial evidence that the project will not have a significant
eﬀect. Guidelines 15064(f)(1).

Recent CEQA Amendments
The California legislature - in response to increasing temperatures and
wildfire risk across the state - recently amended CEQA to require that
several new and specific questions be addressed on a CEQA review for
“very high fire hazard severity zones” - to insure that project occupants
and the adjacent community are informed of the wildfire risks associated
with a project. The revised CEQA Guidelines became eﬀective December
28, 2018 and apply here.
Guideline Exhibit G - cited by DMUSD in the MND - requires consideration
of whether the project would: “Due to slope, prevailing winds, and other
factors, exacerbate wildfire risks, and thereby expose project occupants to
. . . the uncontrolled spread of a wildfire?”

The MND wildfire analysis is built on a foundation of factual
mistakes

Play Outside Del Mar

27

CEQA 3.29.2020

The project does not “provide a 20-foot wide fire access lane
around the entire campus,” as claimed in the MND
On Page 121, the MND states the proposed project “would provide a 20foot wide fire access lane around the entire campus.” As we will show
below, this is false because the two fire roads do not connect. This
creates new risks that we address.
The project environment is not “relatively flat”; nor is it in a
“predominantly urbanized environment”
On Page 121, DMUSD is required to answer this question:
WILDFIRE. If located in or near state responsibility areas …
classified as very high fire hazard severity zones, would the
project: . . . (b) “Due to slope, prevailing winds, and other
factors, exacerbate wildfire risks, and thereby expose project
occupants to pollutant concentrations from a wildfire or the
uncontrolled spread of a wildfire?
In response, the MND says: “The project site is relatively flat and is in a
predominantly urbanized environment.”
This is again false. We show below that the DMUSD property itself
includes dramatic and substantial drop-oﬀ areas on the west side - inside
the defensible space area - with a slope of at least 38º and ranging from
20-50 feet drop. But the question by its terms is not limited to the
property boundaries and the property technically owned by DMUSD, so
the full truth would have included the Reserve that is adjacent, which
provides slope, fuel, and the “other factors” (also discussed by us below).
The answer just ignores the pointed questions about “prevailing winds,”
“other factors,” and “uncontrolled spread of a wildfire” entirely.
The answer (to a wildfire question!) says the project in a “substantially
urban environment” when it is surrounded more than 180º by a Reserve
with 197 acres of dry fuel on a substantial southern slope.
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The site location presents inherent wildfire potential and
elevated human risk
Wildfire potential
The site is in a San Diego “very high fire hazard severity zone” - the
most dangerous category in California
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“California law requires CAL FIRE to identify areas based on the severity of
fire hazard that is expected to prevail there. These areas, or “zones,” are
based on factors such as fuel (material that can burn), slope and fire
weather. There are three zones, based on increasing fire hazard...medium,
high and very high.”29
As shown above, the Heights’ school site is completely within a “very
high” fire hazard severity zone.30
On top of this, the site is surrounded on the south and west by Torrey
Pines Nature Reserve Extension - uninhabited canyon wild space, as
shown in the photos above and below. The photo below shows Reserve
Extension surrounds the site by more than 180 degrees.
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Torrey Pines State Natural Reserve Extension combines many
conditions that facilitate a fast moving fire toward the site
As citizens who have lived in this community for many years, we are
experts on the Reserve, which we frequently visit. For years, we have
walked the paths and gotten to know the trees, the brush, the beetles, the
conditions, the cut firewood, the slopes, the winds, the temperature

ranges, the moisture, and the human interface.
Based upon our personal observations and substantiated by the
authoritative resources cited below, several standout factors would
facilitate a fast moving fire from the Reserve Extension toward the school:
1. abundant fuel source - 197 acres of dry, protected species
and dense brush, much of it beetle-infested and dying, and
unable to be cleared due to protected status and serrated
terrain
2. significant human habitation, access, and activity at the
base of Reserve and around the periphery
3. 17% average upslopes from the lower points of Reserve
Extension directly up to the school site on the crest
4. south-facing aspect, keeping the fuel warmer by sunlight
5. prevailing westerly winds that would push any fire upslope
toward the school site
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6. increasing local temperature trends, further drying the fuel in
the reserve and facilitating ignition
7. firefighter access made diﬃcult by terrain, slope, and
canyon conditions, according to past fire reports
1. Abundant fuel source
The Reserve Extension was formed in 1964 and added 197 acres and
1500 trees to the original Torrey Pines Reserve.31 The Reserve Extension
contains many species of plants and trees and shrubs including protected
species such as Torrey Pines trees. The photos show the fuel density.
A walk through Extension shows many of the trees are dry, infested, and
either dying or already dead on the ground. Some have been cut and are
awaiting removal but others cannot be removed due to the terrain and will
be allowed to naturally decompose. Due to rising temperatures, drought ,
and climate change “[b]ark beetles have infested trees at Torrey Pines
State Natural Reserve . . . where 150 of around 4,600 Torrey pines have
been damaged. Around 100 trees have been removed, but taking out the
rest would be too destructive or hazardous.”32

Play Outside Del Mar

32

CEQA 3.29.2020

2.

Significant human activity around the reserve

Dwellings and roads surround the Extension. Most wildfires are caused at
the human-forest interface. As an example, in 2015 a car crash at the
intersection of Camino Del Mar and Carmel Valley Road created a wildfire
in the Extension.33
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3.

Dangerous upslope

Like fuel, slope is a primary contributor to wildfire risk. The photo below
from the National Wildfire Coordinating Group visually shows how upslope
speeds the rate of spread (ROS) of a wildfire.34

“It is widely recognized that fires often accelerate dramatically up a hill, all
other things being equal.”35 Upslope areas have a compound impact on
ROS - it preheats the uphill fuel, increases radiant and convective heat,
and also usually indicates the direction of ambient winds during the day.
Upslope also indicates the likely direction of travel.
ROS versus slope angle has been extensively studied, with some studies
showing linear progression: compared to a baseline ROS for no slope, a
fire travels at double ROS on a 10% slope (5.7º) and quadruple ROS on a
20% slope.36 Other studies show an exponential progression with
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dramatic ROS upturns starting at 20-25% slope.37 All agree, fires go fast

up steep slopes.
The Google Earth graph shows the topology of a randomly chosen path
from the base of the Reserve Extension to the edge of the Heights school
site. According to Google Earth, the average upslope is 17.4%, the
average downslope is 13.1%, and the maximum upslope is 53.3% at less
than 800 feet from the school.
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In plain English, due to the slope, you’d expect a Reserve fire to move
faster than the average fire, directly uphill toward the school especially in
the last 1000 feet.
The second graphic shows that the upslope angle once you cross onto the
DMUSD property line - going up to the new Innovation Center - is 38%.
This reflects approximately a 15 foot rise up the rim for the last 40 feet of
eastward travel. Elsewhere the rise is 50’ or more. As we show later, this
angle - coupled with the very close and very tall Innovation Center (27’ 7”)
presents additional new fire risk not present today.
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4.

South-facing aspect

“Aspect” is the firefighter term for the direction that a slope faces. In the
Northern Hemisphere, “areas with southern aspects tend to burn with
greater severity than those of other aspects.”38
The Reserve Extension has a southern aspect.
5.

Prevailing westerly winds, toward the school site

According to the Western Regional Climate Center, the prevailing winds
are westerly - from the ocean toward the school site.39 This increases the
wildfire hazard for the school site.
In addition, from time to time “Santa Annas become gusty along coastal
slopes, according to the National Weather Service. High pressure [adds] to
the warming, increasing the risk for wildfires.”40
6.

Increasing local temperature trends

In 2008, San Diego Foundation published A Regional Wakeup Call: The
First Comprehensive Regional Assessment of Climate Change Impacts to
San Diego County.41 This comprehensive report by 40 leading multidisciplinary authorities, reported on predictions of increasing local
temperature and concluded, as others have, that “Wildfires will be more
frequent and intense” as temperatures warm.
The reasons given included:

•
•
•

warmer spring temperatures will make the fire season longer

•

the number of days each year with ideal conditions for large-scale fires
will increase by as much as 20%

droughts will make vegetation drier and further increase fire risk
Santa Anna winds may occur for a longer period of time during the fire
season, prolonging extreme fire conditions
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•
These predictions have borne truth according to Cal Fire statistics42:

Acres burned
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7.

Firefighter access made diﬃcult by terrain and wispy winds

It’s no secret that Torrey Pines Reserve is dense brush with no access
roads through the reserve. There some deep canyons and chimneys and
cracks and slopes that make many areas to reach and make fire
suppression challenging.
A 1992 fire of unknown origin scorched 60 acres of Torrey Pines Reserve
and took firefighters nearly two days to fully control it. Some evacuations
were necessary and two helicopters and two air tankers had to be called in
to help. According to fire department personnel, battling the fire was
“particularly diﬃcult because of the canyon’s steep terrain” and
“firefighters on the ground had trouble reaching the canyon.” Additionally,
once firefighters reached the flames, they found that “the canyon walls
trapped the heat and ‘acted like a chimney’” and “light, tricky winds
whipped flames at times.”43
These conditions prevail today and may be more severe by elevated
temperatures and the impact of beetles in creating additional fuel sources.
The 1992 fire is not an isolated incident, as other Reserve (and proximate
canyon fires such as the connected Crest Canyon) have continued to the
present date.44

Unusual human risk
Site is one way in, one way out - not illegal but requires extra care
When we talked to fire experts, they were concerned that the school site
had only a single northern access point for access by firefighters and
equipment (Boquita Drive). This is not optimal and something they said
should be kept in mind in assessing whether to make compromises in
other areas - especially for a “very high fire hazard zone” site.
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The proposed new school design escalates fire risk, in a
marked change from today’s school
West emergency fire access road - the only way for emergency
vehicles to get to the site core - runs tight along the west canyon
rim, 25 feet from possible canyon fire
School today

In the photo above, you can see the path a fire truck takes to gain site
access today. Entry on Boquita, turn east and then move across the
blacktop to the west - full site access and within 150’ of every inch of
every building, as required for non-sprinklered buildings.
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If there is a canyon fire advancing from the west, the truck still makes it to
the center of the school site without impediment - even if the fire is right
against the west rim of the Reserve next to the facilities.
Proposed school design
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The image above is a page from the construction plans for the new school
design. The fire access roads are orange. There are some significant
changes between today and this plan.
A fire truck would still enter from Boquita at the top, and could then either
go east, if needed to protect the east buildings, or west to protect the west
buildings and the center of the site. There are fire code compliant T
turnarounds on each of the two separated roads to allow a ladder truck to
back up and turn around and go back from where it came. But a truck
cannot cross from one side to the other.
At first blush, this seems neutral compared to the current school.
But suppose there is an Reserve Extension fire that is hot on the rim of the
canyon on the west of the school site, or has already advanced onto the
west buildings. As shown in earlier sections, conditions and topology
make that more than a theoretical possibility.
If that happens before emergency vehicles get to the site, they might be
blocked from accessing the school site core by the west road - which is
the only way to get to the core. If it happens after emergency vehicles get
to the site and make it to the core of the facilities, then they might not be
able to get out - emergency personnel or victims could be stuck. The next
figure illustrates this potential situation.
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Location of 30 foot high “Innovation Center” shrinks defensible fire
space to less than 20 feet on the canyon rim
Proposed school design
A core concept in reducing wildfire risk is the notion of “defensible space.”
“Defensible Space is the area around a structure where combustible
vegetation that can spread fire has been cleared, reduced or replaced.
This space acts as a barrier between a structure and an advancing fire.”45
Cal Fire has been on a campaign to mainstream the idea - because it’s the
law46, and because it is a key factor in reducing wildfire risk.
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Let’s look at the defensible space area in the proposed new school design
- with particular focus on the area exposed to a potential wildfire from the
reserve. The yellow prongs (which we have added) show where 100’ from
the building walls ends, approximately. As you can see, there’s a problem
- it’s far out into the heavily wooded areas adjacent the school, down the
38% slope we mentioned earlier, and then some.47 The construction plans
on file with the Division of State Architect acknowledge these areas are
either “dense trees” or “dense brush.” 48
The 100’ mark actually extends even further out than shown above - in
some areas 20’ further than shown - because the detailed construction
plans show the building awnings extend further toward the wooded areas.
The Innovation Center is the most vulnerable spot, because of the height
of the building (27’ 7”), the proximity of the building to the westernmost
exposed site point, and the building overhang that stretches 20’ closer
toward the reserve than the main structure - stopping less than 20’ from
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the steep drop into the heavily wooded canyons. We are told by fire
experts that the steep angle of the wooded slope with westerly winds
leading to a tall building is not the best situation, to put it generously.
By pushing the building as close as possible to the westernmost point, to
increase views and enlarge facilities, the school district has created a
disturbing predicament that is not disclosed openly in the proposed
environmental MND.
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Shrinking playfields removes 82,000 square feet of grass firebreak
between canyon and structures
School today
The school today has buildings generally on the northeast of the site, with
160,000 square feet of low-cut healthy grass fields as defensible space
between most site buildings and the Reserve.
Proposed school design
The new school design eliminates 82,000 sf of fields that serve as fire
buﬀer and defensible space.
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There has never been a community time evacuation study for 500
students, or 673
Permanently increasing the size of the school to 504 students from the
original school site, which was built to accommodate approximately 350
school children, is a significant change and wildfire evacuation studies are
needed to confirm that permanently increasing the school population to
504 students does not expose people or structures to a significant risk of
injury or death involving wild-land fires.
This is all the more important here, because as noted above the plans on
file with the DSA clearly state a school capacity of 673 for the new
buildings.49 While the MND says the school capacity is 504, that appears
instead to be the expected school population at best, which is diﬀerent
than capacity.
It doesn’t matter, in our view, whether this purposeful overcapacity built
into the school signals the inevitable closing of Del Mar Hills with those
students moving to the Heights. Either way, it is, in fact, a capacity
change and it must be analyzed for environmental impact on the
community.
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