
Burned After Reading
Revisiting the report that highlighted the county’s wildfire risk six weeks 
before the devastating CZU Lightning Complex ignited BY JACOB PIERCE

reported by GT (“Turning Up the 
Heat,” 7/15). One of those reports 
highlighted reasons the county was 
at risk for a serious wildfire.

Goldberg will be the first to admit 
that it’s too early to know whether 
the issues highlighted by the Grand 
Jury contributed to the devastating 
CZU Lightning Complex fire.

“I would never engage in ‘I 
told you so,’” says Goldberg, who 
watched the evacuation orders 
closely and was relieved not to be 
one of the 77,000 forced to leave. 
“But clearly, these issues are going 
to be top of mind going forward.”

So far, firefighting crews 
have contained 43% of the CZU 
Lightning Complex fire, which has 
charred 85,218 acres as of Tuesday 
morning. The fire has burned 1,453 
structures, making it the ninth-
most destructive blaze in California 
history, and investigators are still 
surveying the damage.

HOT SEAT
In an era when hot temperatures and 
drought conditions are spreading 
wildfire more rapidly than ever, fire 
departments are relying on new 
technology for a helping hand.

R
ich Goldberg has several air 
filters running at full blast 
in his Santa Cruz Mountains 
home, but that hasn’t been 

enough to stop him from developing 
a cough from the CZU Lightning 
Complex fire nearby.

Goldberg, foreperson for the Santa 
Cruz County Civil Grand Jury, predicts 
that people will be talking about how 
to reduce fire risk long after crews 
extinguish the current blaze.

This past June and July, Goldberg 
and his fellow grand jurors released 
10 reports, including two on the 
topic of fire safety, as previously 

FIRE STRAITS The CZU Lightning Complex fire, which has charred 85,218 acres, has burned 1,453 structures, 
making it the ninth-most destructive blaze in California history. PHOTO: CAL FIRE CZU

NEWS
FEELING THE STRAIN
Santa Cruz County service 
providers scramble to manage 
two crises at once
By Todd Guild

The CZU Lightning Complex fire has so 
far destroyed more than 900 homes and, 
at its peak, forced some 77,000 people to 
evacuate from their communities, flooding 
evacuation centers throughout the county.

The destruction and displacement 
from the fire, coupled with the Covid-19 
pandemic that has upended the economy, 
have posed a particular challenge for the 
organizations tasked with keeping people 
on their feet in times of crisis.

This includes Second Harvest Food Bank 
(SHFB) and Community Bridges, both of 
which are headquartered in Watsonville.

SHFB normally provides parcels of food 
to be cooked at home, but it has had to 
shift that focus to help displaced people 
who do not have access to a kitchen.

The food bank is therefore trying to 
provide readily consumable, “grab-and-
go” food such as peanut butter, crackers 
and tuna with pop-tops, says SHFB Chief 
Development Officer Suzanne Willis.

“The nature of food need has changed 
rapidly with these rapid evacuations,” Willis 
says. “Our community is so generous. So 
many people have been displaced, and 
it’s one more stressor on people who have 
already been stressed. This is one more 
thing that nobody could really have been 
prepared for.”

To make matters worse, the U.S. National 
Guard members that had been assigned 
to help meet the food bank’s increased 
activity during the Covid-19 pandemic 
have been reassigned to help with fire 
suppression efforts, Willis says. In addition, 
many citizen volunteers wary of working 
during the pandemic—and in the smoky 
conditions—have stopped helping during 
the busy Friday food distribution.

That trouble was eased somewhat by a 
team of last-minute volunteers mobilized by 
Twin Lakes Church, Willis says.

“We had amazing support from the 
people from Twin Lakes,” she says. “The 
community is willing to support us, and we 
really need that support at our Friday drive-
thru distribution.”

Still, the food bank is always 
looking for volunteers, Willis says. > 16> 1814
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Wildfire detection cameras 
can keep an eye on forests, often 
catching fires as soon as they start. 
One problem, as noted by the Grand 
Jury report, is that the Cal Fire San 
Mateo-Santa Cruz Unit (CZU) only 
had one such camera for Santa Cruz 
County. Perched in Bonny Doon, 
the camera faced toward San Mateo 
County, not Santa Cruz County, and 
it was not capable of rotating to scan 
the area.

Cal Fire CZU Chief Ian Larkin 
says he isn’t sure if the crews 
got any good information off the 
camera in the early days of the 
current conflagration, while the 
fire started and spread. That fire 
quickly destroyed the camera on 
Wednesday, Aug. 19. The last image 
it took was a red blur, as flames 
engulfed the tower where the 
camera stood.

Since then, Cal Fire has added 
two new ALERTWildfire cameras, 
and Larkin says he can rotate them 
remotely to scan the mountainside. 
Plus, he says Cal Fire has initiated 
conversations with the city of Santa 
Cruz about placing a wildfire camera 
on the Municipal Wharf, facing back 
toward the mountains, to watch for 
future incidents.

The Grand Jury report also 
revealed that many local fire 
districts need to improve their 
response times, and additionally, 
it laid out the ecosystem of 10 
separate fire districts in Santa Cruz 
County—home to about 273,000 
residents. Other counties, like 
Contra Costa and Los Angeles, have 
one unified fire chief for their entire 
region. The report argued that 
Santa Cruz County’s more complex 
framework creates a confusing web 
of bureaucracy, an unclear chain of 
command, various inconsistencies 
and little accountability.

Larkin, who disagrees with those 
findings, says there are many ways 
to organize fire departments, and he 
doesn’t believe Santa Cruz County’s 
arrangement is inefficient or 
problematic.

He stresses the unprecedented 
nature of the situation. The state 
of California saw more than 10,000 
lightning strikes—many of them 
unaccompanied by rain—over the 

course of three days, according to 
Gov. Gavin Newsom. The strikes 
started several large fires on the 
Central Coast and in the Bay Area. 
(The second- and third-biggest 
wildfires in state history are 
still burning in counties nearby.) 
Firefighters were already fighting a 
fire in southern California, leaving 
them thinly stretched across the 
state. “It delayed us getting any 
resources to us because they simply 
weren’t available,” Larkin said.

The Grand Jury requires written 
responses from 16 government 
agencies, officials and elected 
bodies. It’s requesting responses 
from nine more. All those responses 
are due Oct. 1.

A report from Joe Serrano, 
executive officer of Santa Cruz Local 
Agency Formation Commission 
(LAFCO), agrees with many Grand 
Jury findings about the inefficiencies 
and limited oversight among the 
county’s fire agencies. LAFCO is 
planning a comprehensive service 
review of all fire districts in Santa 
Cruz County due in October of 2021. 

LAFCO will discuss the Grand 
Jury’s findings on Wednesday, Sept. 
2 at 9am.

BURNING POINT
The Grand Jury report didn’t 
lay blame solely at the feet of 
government officials. The general 
public in the county, the report 
argued, was woefully unprepared 
for the fire risk and did not show an 
appropriate level of concern about 
the havoc that wildfires can wreck.

It’s a topic that Cal Fire officials, 
like Larkin, have hammered home 
over the past two weeks. Larkin 
says it has been much easier to save 
houses where residents cleared dead 
brush and flammable objects from 
being anywhere near their homes.

Larkin says he’s seen homes 
where the owner took proper 
precautions to protect their homes 
interspersed with those that did 
not. Oftentimes, he says, those who 
protected their homes also protected 
their neighbors. But at the same 
time, those who ignored rules about 
clearing flammable material, he 
adds, endangered the homes of their 
neighbors.

“You have the house that didn’t 
do defensible space burn down; it 

burned down the house that did all 
the work; and the house that did all 
the work protects the house next to 
it that doesn’t have the defensible 
space,” he says. “And there are many 
examples of that throughout the 
community that are affected by that 
now.”

California’s defensible space 
laws are especially strict for the 10 
yards surrounding each home. For 
starters, California law requires 
that homeowners remove dead or 
dry leaves and pine needles from 
your yard, roof and rain gutters, 
and within 30 feet of their houses, 
homeowners should remove 
dead plants, grass and weeds. To 
firefighters, all this is considered 
fuel for a potential blaze. There are 
many other regulations, some of 
them extending to a 100-foot radius 
surrounding each house.

Cal Fire CZU, in its capacity 
as the Santa Cruz County Fire 
Department, does local defensible 
space inspections throughout the 
year. Larkin says he and other local 
Cal Fire leaders have determined 
that it’s best to deal with violations 
by working with the homeowner. 
Issuing citations doesn’t do much 
good, he says.

“If you look at the areas that 
don’t have defensible space, I think 
it would overwhelm the DA’s office 
with a bunch of misdemeanor 
fines,” he says. “We try to just gain 
compliance through the inspections 
and working with the communities. 
But I’ll be honest, I think we can do 
a better job. And after this incident 
is done, I think it’ll be a rude 
awakening for a lot of folks. We 
have fire here. We have a history of 
fires here.”

Many observers over the past 
couple weeks have pointed out the 
perfect storm of fire conditions—dry 
lightning strikes accompanied by 
heavy wind. But lest anyone assume 
this is a once-in-a-generation event, 
it’s worth considering that recent 
fire conditions could have been even 
worse—or at the very least that 
Santa Cruz County could be primed 
for a perfect storm of entirely 
different conditions in the future.  

For instance, although the initial 
days of the CZU fire were hot and 
free of fog, a heavy marine 
layer did eventually set in, 
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“It’s just a big challenge,” she says.
It is still too early to tell how the evacuations 

will affect the Food Bank, Willis says, since six 
agencies located in the evacuated area that 
distribute food have temporarily closed. In fact, 
the numbers during the weekly distribution at 
the Santa Cruz County Fairgrounds on Friday 
were unchanged. But she points out that 
distribution took place alongside a village of 
evacuees.

Rebuilding process 
Community Bridges CEO Ray Cancino 
says that the organization is continuing its 
services during the crises, although Covid-
19 has made employees more fearful of 
working around large numbers of people. 

Now, with the fire compounding the 
crisis caused by Covid-19, the organization 
is looking to bolster its team of caseworkers 

The organization runs Mountain 
Community Resources in Felton, which 
Cancino describes as “the heart of all 
our services up in the valley and the 
mountains.”

The center normally helps low-income 
residents of the San Lorenzo Valley and 
the mountain communities with such 
services as food and family nutrition and 
case management. But because it lies in 
an evacuated area, it is only being used as 
a post for a local Community Emergency 
Response Team and by a group of ham 
radio operators.

The center also provides supplies such 
as tents and sleeping bags for homeless 
people, a resource that is now being 
diverted to evacuees, Cancino says.

Community Bridges is now working 
with the county to be able to provide large 
donations of supplies.

Many clients, Cancino says, are asking 
for help filling out forms to receive 

who will be tasked with helping the 
displaced residents get back on their feet.

“This is a huge incident response,” 
Cancino says. He adds that on top of the 
tens of thousands of people displaced 
locally by fire, there are “the thousands of 
people that lost their jobs or have not been 
able to work since being evacuated.”

“There is a huge economic impact that 
this is going to have, that we don’t have the 
resources to address,” he says.

While Community Bridges has been 
working with the Community Foundation 
of Santa Cruz County to get some financial 
help for the recovery effort, residents were 
already falling behind on their rent due to 
the pandemic, Cancino says.

“This is going to be just an additional 
pressure,” he says. “We’re just trying to 
do the best we can and get the resources 
that we need to be able to address all the 
community needs that we’re seeing across 
the county.”
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EMBER ENDING  Damage from the CZU Lightning Complex fire on Summit Drive off Highway 9 north of Boulder Creek. PHOTO: TARMO HANNULA

financial help from the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency, a number that he 
says will continue to increase.

“We’ve been working to address the 
needs as they come up, and as people 
experiencing this crisis are informing us 
about what they need,” he says.

Cancino predicts that Scotts Valley and 
other evacuation sites will take a long time 
to repopulate. Until then, he says, many 
people who were already dealing with 
economic troubles will need ongoing help.

“We know that once things open up, the 
most vulnerable people we’re going to have 
to address are the people living up in the 
mountains of San Lorenzo Valley, Felton, 
Boulder Creek, Ben Lomond,” he says. “It 
was already a very rural, marginalized part 
of the county with limited resources, and 
the community is going to look to us to help 
them rebuild.”

Cancino tipped his hat to Community 
Bridges employees, and to the county 
residents at large, for the overarching 
response to the dual crises.

“It’s been beautiful to see the 
community come together,” he says. “I’ve 
had our staff working basically 10-12 hours 
a day, seven days a week since the start of 
the incident, trying to meet the needs of 
the most impacted.”

Feeding community
Second Harvest Food Bank hosts drive-thru 
through food distributions on Fridays from 
9am–1pm, alternating between the Santa 
Cruz County Fairgrounds in Watsonville and 
the Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk in Santa 
Cruz.

Anyone who has been evacuated, or is 
hosting family or friends who have been 
evacuated, can get food assistance at the 
distributions.  

Residents of Santa Cruz County with 
an ID or proof of residency are eligible. A 
representative of each family must attend.

Distribution schedule:
• Sept. 4: Santa Cruz County 

Fairgrounds
• Sept. 11: Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk
• Sept. 18: Santa Cruz County 

Fairgrounds
• Sept. 25: Santa Cruz Beach Boardwalk

To make a donation to Second Harvest Food 
Bank, or to volunteer, visit thefoodbank.
org/volunteer, call 831-662-0991 or email 
foodhotline@thefoodbank.org. To make a 
donation to Community Bridges, visit com-
munitybridges.org or call 831-688-8840. For 
information on how to volunteer for other 
organizations providing relief, visit scvolun-
teercenter.org/events-2/lightning-fire-2020.
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helping with the fight against the 
fire on the ground—a cooling event 
that can’t always be counted on.

Not only that, but the Grand 
Jury report notes that most Santa 
Cruz County residents live in 
what’s known as the wildland-
urban interface (WUI), which 
is at particular risk for wildfire. 
That means that wildfire risk isn’t 
confined to Bonny Doon and to 
Boulder Creek, where much of the 
current CZU fire is burning. The 
WUI stretches throughout the 
entire region. Santa Cruz County is 
the only county in the state with 
the majority of its land in the WUI. 
Also, according to a joint analysis 
by USA Today and the Arizona 
Republic, several local communities 
have very high wildfire risk—the 
highest among them being Lompico, 
which was spared from the nascent 
flames and which recently had its 
evacuation orders lifted.

Even the city of Santa Cruz—most 
of which is not in the WUI—is not 
immune from threat. It is home to 
several large groves of non-native 
blue gum eucalyptus trees, known to 
be particularly flammable, as noted 
in the report. The city has, however, 
made investments in clearing out 
fuel buildup in overgrown areas, like 
DeLaveaga Park, in recent years.

In general, Larkin stresses that 
it’s important to remember that 
Santa Cruz County does have the 
potential to burn.

“We don’t have that frequency of 
large fires. We have a lot of small 
fires that we’re able to contain,” 
Larkin says. “We meet our mission 
of keeping them under 10 acres 
90% of the time. We get the nice 
Mediterranean climate. We get 
the cooling coastal influence, but 
people don’t realize that this area is 
primed to burn. We are in a drought 
situation, and we haven’t had 
significant rainfall in our winters for 
many years. And even when we’ve 
had significant rainfall, we’ve still 
had fires those years. We dry out 
very quickly here.”

For information on LAFCO’s Oct. 2 meeting, 
visit santacruzlafco.org.
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