
 
Dear CNPA Judges, 
 
Shortly before 4 a.m. on January 9, 2018, as the town of Montecito slept restlessly 
through a record-breaking rainstorm, the hills above came crashing down. Fast-moving 
trains of mud, boulders, and trees barreled through neighborhoods, shearing homes 
from their foundations and killing 23 people in Santa Barbara County’s deadliest natural 
disaster. 
 
The Santa Barbara Independent’s small staff of five reporters and editors began 
immediately covering the breaking news of what has since been named the 1/9 Debris 
Flow, filing story after story about the impacted areas, the identities of the dead and 
missing, and the status of the community’s crippled infrastructure.  
 
At the same time, the Independent identified a number of questions around the 
adequacy of the public warnings and evacuation orders county officials had issued 
before the storm. Our curiosity aligned with concerns relayed by survivors and members 
of the public to our newsroom. What methods did authorities use to alert people to the 
danger? How did they determine the evacuations zones? How did residents interpret the 
warnings, and why were so many killed? Were any mistakes made? If they were, what 
were they, and who was responsible? And, most importantly, how could Santa Barbara 
learn from what happened to keep its citizens safer in the future? 
 
Since the day of the debris flow, Santa Barbara officials have been extremely reluctant to 
explain their rationale in determining the evacuation zones and the language of their 
public warnings. In a press conference following the disaster, Sheriff Bill Brown faulted 
reporters for asking about potential problems with both, claiming the discussion was a 
“disservice” to first responders. He said he would answer questions on the issue at a 
later date but has so far failed to do so. 
 
Because local authorities, including leaders of the county’s Office of Emergency 
Management, declined again and again in the following weeks to discuss their 
decision-making processes, the Santa Barbara Independent filed a California Public 
Records Act request that asked for any and all materials related to their internal 
deliberations.  
 
The county violated the Records Act by delaying its response without explanation, so the 
Independent pressed the matter and received a portion of the materials it had asked for, 
though they mostly incomprehensible. The county claimed to be experiencing technical 
problems that prevented it from sharing the information in a clear and organized manner. 
Upon further insistence by the Independent, and unable to provide legal justification for 
withholding the information, the county provided the full package of requested materials 
in a readable format. 
  



 
The Independent also successfully recognized and exposed public misinformation 
presented by the county. For instance, Sheriff Brown falsely claimed the majority of 
victims lived in Montecito’s “mandatory” evacuation zone when in fact 19 of the 23 
victims lived in its “voluntary” zone. He also said federal geologists predicted the debris 
flow would remain in the mountains and not reach neighborhoods. The geologists were 
made aware of Brown’s statement in an interview with the Independent, prompting them 
to publically request that he “stop misrepresenting our science.” 
 
Through our reporting, we found Santa Barbara officials failed to heed the predictions of 
state scientists about where the debris flow was likely to originate and travel, they 
disregarded the advice of federal geologists on how to explain the dangers of debris 
flows to the public, and they issued confusing and conflicting evacuation orders. 
 
This series of 10 stories begins with two online reports published days after the disaster 
that started exploring these issues, and it progresses with deeper analyses of the 
decision-making processes authorities used to craft their public messages. It concludes 
with clear evidence that critical errors were made. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Tyler Hayden, Senior Editor 
Santa Barbara Independent 


