
S
t eve Matthews knows the
science of fire. He teaches
t h e r m o d y n a m i c s— t h e
relationship of heat to

other forms of energy—at Merr i t t
C o l l ege in Oakland, Calif. And 
17 years ago, he lost eve rything 
he owned in a wildfire. 

When Matthews and his wife saw
the fire coming, they grabbed a few
photo albums and fled. R e t u rn i n g
the next day, there wa s n ’t much they
could do but sift through ashes.
“The wheels on our new car we r e
gone—the rims were just puddles of
a l u m i n u m ,” he told C u r rent Science.
“And our house—there were bits

and pieces of recog n i z a ble things.
We found the steel frame of one 
of the beds.”

In 1991, many Californ i a n s
r egarded the Oakland fire, wh i c h
d e s t r oyed more than 2,800 homes,
as a freak occurrence. In recent
years, howeve r, massive wildfi r e s ,
l i ke eart h q u a kes, have become a
risk of living in Californ i a . In the
past four years, California has lost

0.6 million hectares (1.5 million
acres) to wildfi r e s .

Last October, Americans saw the
r aw power of those invigorated fi r e s
up close, on T V, as parts of Southern
C a l i f o rnia went up in flames. T h e
fires consumed 202,000 hectares
(500,000 acres) between Los
Angeles and San Diego, destroye d
2,000 homes, and killed nine people.

M a ny C a l i f o rnians can’t help bu t
wonder wh a t ’s feeding the sava g e
fires and whether anything can be
done to end them. 

FIGH T ING FIRE 

WITH FIRE

Tom Swetnam, a fire ecologist at 
the University of Arizona, says a 
disturbing combination of natural
and human factors has set Californ i a
aflame. The first fa c t o r, he says, 
is global wa rming. Temperatures 
in the We s t e rn states have risen 
1 degree Celsius (1.5 degr e e s
Fahrenheit) on average since 1987.
As the climate has wa rm e d, forests
h ave become drier and their
branches and leaves more com-
bu s t i ble. In the past 15 years, say s
S wetnam, Californ i a ’s fire season
has increased by about 78 days. 

S wetnam says the U.S. Fo r e s t
S e rvice deserves some blame as
well. For decades,  the gove rn m e n t
a g e n cy tried to stamp out eve ry 
forest fire, an approach called fi re
s u p p re s s i o n. But the move back-
fired. The We s t e rn forests became
p a c ked with fuel load ( l iving trees,
dense brush, logs, and pine needles).
“When fires occur, they ignite that
fuel load,” says Swetnam. “And after
100 years of fire suppression, there 
is a lot there to ignite. The fires get
ve ry intense and ve ry larg e .”

To reduce the fuel load, ecolog i s t s
h ave led a shift in A m e r i c a ’s policy.
N ow fi r e fighters set controlled fi r e s .
The idea is to clear the We s t e rn
forests of much of their brush so that
when mega fires arr ive, they quickly
die out from lack of fuel.    

Alas, says Swetnam, controlled
bu rns don’t work eve ry where in
C a l i f o rnia. The hills of Southern
C a l i f o rnia are ove rgr own with
ch a p a r ra l, dense thickets of shru b s
and dwarf trees that regenerate with
a l a rming speed. As a consequence,
controlled bu rns don’t work as we l l
there as they do in the ponderosa
pine forests of Arizona and New
M exico. “ With the chaparral land-
scapes of Southern California, 
controlled bu rns just aren’t practical.
Those forests are so dense, you can’t
r e a l ly walk through them. And if
you did bu rn them, it wo u l d n ’t 
create much of a barrier because
c h a p a rral comes back ve ry quickly,”
s ays Swetnam. “Ecolog i c a l ly, it just 
d o e s n ’t make sense.”

ILL WIND

Another contributor to the wildfi r e
p r o blem, says Vo l ker Radeloff, a
forest ecologist at the University 
of Wisconsin, is a lack of common
sense among developers. “ T h ey ’r e
building houses in places of dan-
ger—in the forests or right up
a gainst them,” he say s. In Californ i a ,
about 5 million people live in homes
in or near the wildlands.

“ With these most recent fires, and
the evacuation of a million people,
it should be clear: These wildfi r e s

are more than just a nuisance,” say s
R a d e l o ff. “They ’re a serious danger
and should be treated as such.”

S o u t h e rn Californ i a ’s fi r e fi g h t e r s
must also contend with the S a n t a
A n a winds. Those are strong bu r s t s
of dry air that bl ow east to we s t
from the high deserts of Neva d a
over the San Gabriel Mountains
and down the canyons into
C a l i f o rnia. The Santa Anas prov i d e
the mega fires with the oxygen they
need to thrive. And their powe r f u l
gusts, moving at speeds of up to 80
kilometers (50 miles) per hour, can
toss flaming needles and branches
into the distance, starting new fi r e s
as far as a mile from a mega fi r e .

Caught between ru n away deve l o p-
ment, global wa rming, and the Santa
Ana winds, Californ i a ’s fi r e fi g h t e r s
face a tough challenge, Radeloff
s ays. To keep the situation from 
getting worse, he says, communities
should forbid the construction of
houses in danger zones. A n d, he
adds, families would do well to edu-
cate themselves about forest fi r e s .

After the 1991 fire, Matthew s
s t a rted a community group to pro-
vide his neighbors with inform a t i o n
about wildfires. Understanding how
fires start and how they spread is a
f o rm of security, he says. “It’s impor-
tant to be prepared in case there’s
another fire down the road.” CS
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Why are wildfires so frequent 

in California—and can they be stopped?
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A b o v e : a house destroyed by fire
L e f t : A teenage boy sleeps in a stadium
after being evacuated from his home.
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Burn Ma r k s
Areas destroyed by October’s wildfires.


