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By Marianne Napoles

Fires in and around the
Chino Hills State Park are
becoming larger and more
frequent, according to a fire
study produced by Hills for
Everyone, the non-profit or-
ganization that created the
State Park.

“Though fires are a natural
part of the ecosystem, there
is nothing natural about the
size and frequency of the
fires destroying our wildlands
year after year,” said Claire
Schlotterbeck, executive di-
rector of Hills for Everyone.
“Too many fires are burning
too often in this area.”

The report, called “A 100-
year History of Wildfires
Near Chino Hills State Park,”
tracked perimeters, points of
origin, causes, and weath-
er conditions for fires that
burned in or around the park
between 1914 and 2011.

The park sits at the juncture
of four counties: Los Angeles,
Orange, Riverside, and San
Bernardino. After more than
30 acquisitions since 1981, it
encompasses 14,100 acres.

The two-year study showed
that more than 100 fires oc-
curred, most of them since
1977.

Although the organiza-
tion spent two years poring
over data from fire agen-
cies including the California
Department of Forestry and
Fire Protection, the Orange
County Fire Authority, the
Chino Valley Independent
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Fire District, newspaper ar-
chives, and the California De-
partment of Parks and Rec-
reation, not every fire was
documented for study. Few
data were produced about
how range fires started be-
cause historic record-keep-
ing wasn’t as complete as it is
now, Ms. Schlotterbeck said.

“Our data is incomplete
because there are a lot more
fires that we just don’t know
about,” she said. “We're not
going after a doctorate or
seeking peer review, we just
wanted to get a handle on
what was happening.”

Freeway Complex

She said the Freeway Com-
plex Fire in 2008 prompted
the study when 187 homes
were destroyed, 131 homes
were damaged, 95 percent of
the State Park was burned,
and 30,000 acres were
charred in four counties.

The data showed that ar-
eas that have burned repeat-
edly include the 91 Freeway
corridor between Anaheim
and Corona, Carbon Canyon
in Brea, and the Rim Crest
entrance to the park in Yorba
Linda.

Ms.  Schlotterbeck said
Santa Ana winds come in
from the east and blow west,
increasing speed as they fun-
nel down through tight can-
yons. The increased speed
creates ember storms, blow-
ing embers into attics and
vents of homes.

The top three causes of
range fires in the study area
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Range fires more frequent, severe, study

were arson, power lines, and
automobiles.

Factors influencing the in-
creased frequency of fires
are roadways, the growing
interface  between range
lands and urban lands and
the proliferation of flammable
non-native vegetation such
as palm trees and arundo.

“If there are lessons to be
learned, it seems that juris-
dictions should revisit how
their communities grow and
where the most appropriate
place for housing develop-
ments should be located,”
Ms. Schlotterbeck said.

An example of good plan-
ning is the Vista Del Verde
project in Yorba Linda, where
a golf course was built be-
tween the range and the
houses, and cactus was
planted to keep coyotes out
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as well as provide habitat for
the cactus wren, she said.

When cities increase the
density of a housing develop-
ment but do not increase the
road capacity on arterials,
evacuations during a fire-
storm are difficult and poten-
tially disastrous, Ms. Schlot-
terbeck said.

Cites and homeowners
associations must maintain
defensible space and not al-
low it to become overgrown,
she said.

California Parks and Rec-
reation Environmental sci-
entist Alissa Ing stated in
the study that Chino Hills
State Park is an example of
a landscape that has been
modified by fire, where the
dominant coastal sage scrub
and chaparral is changing to
highly flammable non-native
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annual grasses.

These grasses reproduce
and go to seed immediately
after a fire, as happened in
the State Park after 95 per-
cent of it burned, making it
difficult for chaparral to come
back.

Recommendations
Among the expected rec-
ommendations such as in-
creasing fire agency pres-
ence and patrols during high
wind days, others include:
“hardening” the edges of the
91 Freeway that abut natural
lands with K-rails, incorporat-
ing a frequent maintenance
program for power lines,
requesting that Caltrans im-
prove consistency on fuel
clearance along Carbon
Canyon Road and spray
plants when they are small
to make hand crew removal

finds

Claire Schlot-
terbeck shows a
map of the 100-
year history of
fires in the area
of the Chino
Hills State Park
during the
Wildfire Aware-
ness Fair held in
May.
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easier and less expensive,
and placing fire agencies that
serve Chino Hills, Brea, and
Yorba Linda at the bottom of
the list for sending mutual aid
to others areas on high fire
hazard alert since they may
have their own fires to tend.

Ms.  Schlotterbeck said
power lines are the second
highest cause of fires. “There
needs to be a regular main-
tenance of power lines and
enforcement procedures in
place,” she said.

Hills for Everyone will take
the study “on the road” and
present it to city councils and
agencies.

The study can be seen at
the Hills for Everyone web-
site:  HillsForEveryone.org.
Information on the data for
this study: FireStudy@Hlills-
ForEveryone.org.
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