San Carlos Wildfire Community Meetings
Questions from Participants and Answers (Q&A)
Awareness/Future Meetings
Q: Can you give a presentation at the Brittan Heights condo association?
•

A: Yes, at the request of the association. However, past meeting videos and
materials are available on the City’s website at www.cityofsancarlos.org/wildfire.

Q: What were the findings and preparedness plans from the meetings held in the
past?
•

A: Meeting recordings, summaries, and resources are posted on the City’s
website: www.cityofsancarlos.org/wildfire. Additionally, a Wildfire Action Guide
was mailed out to each resident in 2019 and is available on the website.

Clearing Vegetation/Fuels Management/Urban Interface
Q: Is there a City/County ordinance that makes property owners take care of unsafe
vegetation? I have a complaint about a defensible space violation on my neighbor’s
property, which puts my property at risk. How do I request the proper authority to
inform them that they are violating the law?
•

A: The fire code requires the establishment of defensible space. Call the Fire
Department and report a violation at (650) 780-7400. A Fire Prevention Officer will
inspect and enforce as appropriate.

Q: Are shake roofs dangerous?
•

A: Older construction known as legacy construction, including shake roofs, is more
prone to catching fire, so should be replaced. However, shake roofs constructed
prior to 2008 are compliant with the fire code.

Q: If I am not in charge of managing landscaping since I live in a condo, how can I
get the Homeowners Association (HOA) to work together with the Fire Department
to manage the defensible space? Do you inspect these properties?
•

A: HOAs are responsible for being compliant with the fire code. The Fire
Department will inspect any violations of the fire code and enforce them as needed.

Q: Does the Fire Department conduct regular fire safety/vulnerability assessment
of all canyon-facing properties with recommendations for fuel management and
follow-up actions/assessment?

•

A: The Fire Department conducts Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) inspections and
enforces the fire code as needed. Private property owners whose property lines
extend into canyon areas are required to clear 100 feet from their structures.

Q: How do you request a wildland urban interface (WUI) inspection?
•

A: The Fire Department conducts these inspections every year; no request is
needed. If a violation is found, the property owner will be contacted for correction.
If the owner is not contacted, no code violations were noted.

Q: We respect the fact that City/Fire Dept. focus is on public land. What
help/direction is available to support prevention efforts on private open space (e.g.,
Devonshire Canyon)?
•

A: Many resources are available on the Fire Department website at
www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire. There are also private companies that can inspect
and provide direction for a fee.

Q: How do we clean up open space property?
•

A: Property can only be cleared by the property owner or legal occupant. The City
of San Carlos cleans up its open space areas.

Q: Is there a public land fuel-clearing plan by area and timetable?
•

A: The City works on all areas annually, the goal is to continue to reduce annual
grasses, thin vegetation along the perimeter of open spaces, and raise the tree
limbs to slow or stop the spread of fire in those areas. This is an ongoing endeavor
funded by the City and grants when available.

Q: Would it be beneficial to clear a fire break—or even build a fire road—on the
Cranfield right of way?
•

A: We believe that normal defensive space in this area is sufficient.

Q: Please discuss coordination efforts with surrounding agencies for managing
vegetation in open space areas that are adjacent to San Carlos boundaries.
•

A: The Fire Department is continually in contact with neighboring jurisdictions on
this issue and is a member of the San Mateo County Fire Safe Council.

Q: What agencies are responsible for fire prevention/suppression in Pulgas Ridge
Open Space Preserve and Devonshire Canyon?
•

A: That area is San Mateo County Fire’s (CalFire) area of responsibility. Contact
CalFire at (650) 345-1612.

Q: How can land around homes be prepared to reduce flammability? We have
already had weeds removed. Is there something that can be sprayed on the
remaining cut grasses?

•

A: Visit www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire for information and resource on preparing
your home to reduce flammability.

Q: How are dead trees or dead palm fronds removed along the creeks? Who is
responsible?
•

A: Property owners are responsible for vegetation management on their property.

Q: What are the rules and guidelines on eucalyptus trees in San Carlos?
•

A: Property owners with eucalyptus trees are expected to follow our local municipal
code and maintain trees, vegetation debris, and ensure trees are at least 10 feet
from a chimney.

Q: Are pine trees and other flammable vegetation located less than 5 feet from a
structure a fire hazard? Meaning, would they fuel a wildfire onto the structure?
•

A: If any flammable vegetation is within 10 feet of a chimney, it is a fire hazard. It
is recommended that no vegetation be over hanging a roof.

Q: Because of fire danger, are we allowed to top off or trim dry oak trees on our
unused and not maintained hillsides?
•

A: Property owners have the right to maintain their property. Permission must be
obtained from a property owner prior to any trimming or removal of vegetation from
another property.

Q: How do private property owners locate/access funds for fuel management?
•

A: We are not aware of any funding source for private property maintenance.

Q: We live in Brittan Heights and look out over Pulgas Ridge. From Pulgas Ridge
to our deck is a thick jungle of oak trees and we worry that a fire could swoop up
from Pulgas Ridge to our deck and destroy our condo and 11 other condos in its
path. We worry that sparks from the oaks or our roof could pass to some tall
eucalyptus trees at our driveway that would cause them to come crashing down
and block our escape route.
•

A: We suggest you work with the HOA to address your concerns about trees on
your property and contact Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District at (650)
691-1200 about trees and vegetation in Pulgas Ridge.

Q: Is there someone in the Fire Department who could come to our home to assess
the preparedness of the home and surrounding area to protect against fire and to
recommend actions to take?
•

A: The short answer is no, we do not have the capacity to conduct such
assessments. However, we will respond to reports of fire code violations. For more

guidance, visit www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire for information and resources on
preparing your home to reduce flammability.
Q: Is there an entity that can reduce fuel loads in the canyons? I have lived in this
area all my life and I haven’t seen the brush or trees trimmed in the common areas
(not owned by homeowners) and canyons in San Carlos or Belmont. I am talking
about bushes and trees, not grasses.
•

A: The City is currently engaged in fuel reduction work on City property, including
Eaton Park, Big Canyon Park, Highlands Park, and Crestview Park. Each entity is
responsible for managing fuel on its property.

Q: What tree trimmers are certified by PG&E?
•

A: PG&E doesn’t have a list of certified trimmers. You can ask tree trimmers if they
are certified to work around high voltage lines.

Evacuation
Q: What is the most basic step a family can take to prepare for possible fire
evacuation? It feels a bit overwhelming to consider every aspect, but perhaps a
single first step will help people focus on completing the rest.
•

A: Start with a plan basic evacuation plan for your family and build from there.
Resources are available at www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire.

Q: How do I pack an evacuation kit?
•

A: Our website www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire has resources on how to prepare for
an emergency, including an evacuation kit checklist. Some basic items to include
in your evacuation kit are:
o important files
o medications
o identifying information
o cash/credit cards
o cell phones and chargers
o food and water
o flashlight with batteries
o seasonal clothing
o toiletries
o N-95 masks, or an equivalent

Q: Does the Fire Department have any safety kit give away for free or for fee?
•

A: Not at this time.

Q: Is there a central place to go to when evacuated?

•

A: The safer area of town should be along the El Camino corridor. As you prepare
your family plan, you should select a meeting place that works for you. It will be
unknown if evacuation shelters will be set up until a fire event happens. We
recommend you sign up for SMC Alert to be advised of options in an emergency.

Q: How long do we usually have to evacuate once we have been notified?
•

A: The expectation is that you will evacuate with your prepared go-bag once an
order has been given. An evacuation warning will typically be given before an
evacuation order to give you notice to prepare to leave. You do not need to be
given an evacuation order for you to evacuate your neighborhood. We encourage
you to leave early and stay safe.

Q: How do I find more information about my evacuation route?
•

A: Predetermining an evacuation route in the event of a wildfire can be difficult
since wildfire location and weather conditions can change. Early evacuation and
complying with evacuation orders are important.

Q: Is there any technology in use that would be able to help direct through Google
or Apple Maps the quickest exit routes in case of a fire? It would overlay so people
can see where the fire or hazard is and step-by-step directions to get the person to
safety from where they are.
•

A: Not yet, but there is some new technology being developed. We will inform the
community when this becomes an option.

Q: Seems like evacuation in the hills will be a huge problem. What are the plans?
•

A: The plan is to educate community members so that they can form their own
individual plans in advance. If a wildfire begins, we will notify the community as
quickly as possible through SMC Alert and share the most current information on
location and direction of travel of the fire. This will allow residents to use their family
plan and leave the area.

Q: Will we be given evacuation area codes? I saw a map on NextDoor that said
ours is SC E002.
•

A: The County is developing a countywide evacuation plan that San Carlos is a
part of. Through this plan, there will zones established. There will be a public
outreach and education about know your zone in advance. We will notify the
community when this is further developed.

Q: What about pets?
•

A: Your pets should be part of your family emergency plan. If shelters are
established for an emergency evacuation, each may have its own rules.

Q: Should we leave cars at home and walk to evacuate?

•

A: Our recommendation would be to use one car to evacuate if possible. If cars
cannot make it through, the situation may call for you to evacuate on foot.

Q: What is the status of the locked gate that prevents flow of traffic between
Crestview and Hallmark Roads?
•

A: The gate located at Hallmark and Crestview is on property owned by the City
of Belmont. San Carlos does not have the authority to alter or remove it. The land
and the gate are owned by the City of Belmont and the Belmont City Council has
sole responsibility and authority to replace, move, or open the gate. The Belmont
City Council has, in the past, considered making changes to this gate, but
ultimately approved opening it only in the event of an active emergency to permit
public safety vehicle access only.
The City of Belmont agreed to the placement of an additional lock that is “daisy
chained” to the existing lock on the gate. The San Carlos Public Works
Department, San Carlos Fire Department, and the Sheriff Department have keys
to access this lock for use in an evacuation or public safety emergency. Though
the gate is narrow, it is wide enough to permit the access of emergency vehicles.
The City is satisfied with the “daisy chain” solution currently in place as it allows
San Carlos staff to open the gate in case of an emergency.

Q: What about the westernmost fence at the watershed, which has barbed wire? If
there is an emergency and we throw a blanket over the SF Watershed barbed wire
to head west, would we be fined?
•

A: If Club Drive is blocked at Crestview and Melendy, this could be the last resort
for evacuation. We cannot prohibit private property owners or other agencies from
fencing in their property, but if your life is in imminent danger, you should do
whatever you need to do to survive. We doubt that fines will be levied for
trespassing by those fleeing a fire.

Q: I live on Winding Way, which is a narrow road and with only one exit. What are
your recommendations in the event of a fire?
•

A: With limited options for evacuation, early evacuation is key.

Q: How do we deal with cars parked on the road during an evacuation? How would
the Fire Department handle big engines and narrow streets like Eaton Avenue with
big SUVs parked on both sides of the street?
•

A: Narrow roads do present a problem here in San Carlos. Unfortunately, in many
neighborhoods, expanded red zones would have a very negative impact. Early
evacuation is key to getting out in areas such as these. Fire Department trucks are
normally able to get through narrow streets. If truly blocked, we have smaller
vehicles and aircraft available for firefighting.

Q: The hilly areas of the City have streets that are narrow and winding. Should the
City be considering no-parking areas to assure a certain clear width for travel in
case of emergency?
•

A: The Fire Department evaluates streets for sufficient evacuation safety, street
width, and areas where fire hydrants are frequently blocked by parked cars on a
case-by-case basis. During a major incident when an evacuation is occurring, we
will have difficulty, but we can also use some of our smaller engines or aircraft to
fight the fire. There are considerable drawbacks to creating additional red curbing
for the purpose of evacuation. Because the path of a fire is unpredictable, it may
be unwise to identify an evacuation route in advance of an emergency. Painting
curbs red on one street does not guarantee that it is the safest or recommended
evacuation route, and as such, implying that it is by painting the curbs red may
create confusion and safety concerns.

Q: In addition to the narrow street considerations, are you looking at other traffic
choke points? I am worried specifically about the Crestview/Brittan and
Crestview/La Mesa 4-way stops, where traffic backs up to Crestview during
commute hours.
•

A: In the event of an evacuation, we may have Sheriff’s Deputies staff at
intersections to keep the traffic moving. Evacuating early can help alleviate some
traffic issues.

General Preparedness
Q: What is the single most important thing San Carlos can do as a community to
decrease our collective vulnerability to wildfire?
•

A: San Carlans can decrease the community’s collective vulnerability to wildfire by
continuing to learn about the importance in preparing for and responding to wildfire.
The City will continue to have community meetings and update our website to
provide information to the public on wildfire preparedness. The more educated and
prepared the community is, the safer we all will be.

Q: Is there anything we can do to prevent our houses from burning down? What
things are impactful to do? What things are not impactful?
•

A: Preventative measures early are very impactful. Defensible space and proper
building materials will have the biggest impact. However, your life is more valuable
than property, which can be replaced. Early evacuation is key. Staying behind to
save your home or personal belongings is never recommended.

Q: Are there foam pretreatment kits for home use?
•

A: We are not aware of any.

Q: Where to buy a safe escape ladder for a balcony?
•

A: The Fire Department does not make purchasing recommendations. Make sure
you have enough working smoke detectors to enable you to evacuate safely.

Q: When it is said to “have a plan and practice”, are there instructions on how to
practice? Q: How many minutes should people be tracking to in their practice to
ensure it is a realistic plan?
•

A: Develop your plan and then practice the process you have developed to see if
it will work in a real world emergency. Then practice periodically and adjust if
needed. Visit www.cityofsancarlos.org/fire for more information.

Q: We have a fire hydrant in front of our house on a cul de sac and there is no hose.
How can we get all neighbors to fund the hose?
•

A: We would not recommend residents use the hydrant for firefighting. We
recommend that you evacuate the neighborhood.

Q: Are there any cost incentives towards upgrades to home improvement projects
to incorporate less fire combustible materials?
•

A: We are not aware of any. There may be insurance incentives for changing roof
material. Consult with your insurance provider.

Q: What direction do the dangerous winds come from that impact San Carlos?
•

A: During a typical fire season, winds come from east and southwest that are hot
and dry. Onshore winds tend to bring moisture and cool air that help suppress
wildfire. However, due to climate change, weather has become more difficult to
predict.

Q: Will results or further information regarding exploration of fire cameras be
shared in the future?
•

A: A countywide wildfire camera system is being evaluated and as more
information becomes available we will update City Council and the community.

Q: Do you have any updates on the timing of the fire cameras being placed on the
Peninsula? Do we have remote cameras in the canyons?
•

A: Not at this time.

Notifications
Q: In the event of a wildfire (or, especially, multiple wildfires), what is the best
source of up-to-the minute information about safe evacuation routes?

•

A: SMC Alert (register to receive alerts at www.smcalert.info). Other options to
consider are reverse 911 calls, door-to-door notifications, TV and radio alerts, and
social media.

Q: If I don’t have a smart phone, would my cell phone still get a warning?
•

A: SMC Alert has the ability to provide a recorded message notice in addition to
text and email alerts.

Q: Can you work with cell phone companies to have them ring in case of an
emergency even when on Do Not Disturb?
•

A: This is already in place as long as emergency notifications are not disabled on
your phone.

Q: On average how many red flag warning days occur in our area each year?
•

A: Red flag warnings are infrequent in our community. However, climate change
has caused difficulty in predicting weather.

Q: How do we get text updates for red flag warnings?
•

A: Sign up for SMC Alerts at www.smcalert.info. We send out SMC Alerts on red
flag days.

General Information
Q: What is the likelihood of San Carlos be engulfed by fire?
•

A: Due to climate change, it is difficult to predict the likelihood of San Carlos being
impacted by wildfire.

Q: What are fuel breaks?
•

A: The removal of combustible vegetation to stop the advancement of fire.

Q: What fuels a fire more--homes or vegetation/trees?
•

A: It is hard to compare since both are fuel for fires.

Q: Will cities adopt stricter codes regarding building materials that are fireproof?
•

A: Possibly. The City adopted the current fire code in 2008, which requires fire
resistive material in the high fire danger area.

Q: What are the plans for fire east of the Alameda?
•

A: The Fire Department addresses all concerns about vegetation in this area. We
do not consider this area to be a part of the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI).
However, the same resources are available if needed.

Q: Preparedness to treat fire on Black Mountain if it were to occur?
•

A: This area will be treated just like any other in the San Carlos community.

