Community Vulnerability to Forest Fires

Who suffers the most from the catastrophic fires? Is it specific
industries or individual communities? With the dramatic headlines that the
2017 fires in northern California generated, it was presumed that the famous
wine industry would suffer greatly. But realistically, fewer than 20 of the 900
or so wineries in the Napa and Sonoma counties suffered significant damage,
in fact, Napa Valley in 2018 had an 8.9% increase in tourism and was even
able to expand its economy'.

So who was the real victim of these fires? Evidence shows that
while larger industries become more resilient to these recurring fires, it’s
minority communities that are left at a loss. In fact, minority communities such as Black, Hispanic, and Native Americans
experience a 50% greater vulnerability to fires when compared to other communities. Native Americans, specifically those
living on reservation land, were six times_more likely to live in areas facing both fire and recovery risks". And while Latinos
make up 71% of the workforce at vineyards and other agricultural businesses and more than 40% of the workforce in the
tourism and hospitality industry, many were displaced by the fires while others did not qualify for federal support due to their
immigration status, leaving them without a home or a job''.

What factors make these communities especially vulnerable to the fires? Studies have shown that there are specific
characteristics that make people particularly vulnerable to these fires, including socioeconomic status, location, language,
housing, transportation, and demographics'.

Language plays a significant role in an individual’s vulnerability fires. In 2017, as fires raged through Napa County,
most, if not all emergency messages were delivered in English even though 30% of the county is Hispanic. There was only
one radio station_updating information in Spanish for the thousands of Napa and Sonoma residents that were displaced by the
fires¥. Thus showing that at the institutional level there is a general lack of funding, and limited knowledge and limited
collaborations with these diverse communities.

Minority communities are not only more vulnerable to fire but also less likely to recover quickly. When affected,
these communities find it more difficult to access specialized Disaster Relief Services, due to a lack of familiarity with
available resources, not having access to translated materials or interpreter services, and an overall mistrust in government
related to fear of discrimination or deportation.

Beyond inadequate access to relief services, there are also long-lasting health issues that affect racial minority
groups disproportionately. Asthma and respiratory infections are strongly correlated to fire smoke. Psychological issues such
as trauma, PTSD, anxiety, or overall avoidance will also shadow individuals impacted by the fires. Furthermore, studies have
explained that minority groups are less likely to have adequate health insurance or access to health providers and are often
treated and prescribed differently by their providers'Vii,

So how do we help these communities? Firstly, we should start by reducing health impacts during and after fires.
This includes treating symptoms, having more health specialists available in these communities, and having long-term health
care. Secondly, it’s important to start engaging with these diverse communities and including them when planning for
emergencies. Along with that, it’s important to start providing evacuation notices in multiple languages and information on
the science of climate change, its impacts, and the strategies to address it. Finally, it’s important to implement and fund
technology solutions that improve fire/smoke monitoring in these at-risk communities and invest in fire prevention
techniques. The Center for Ecosystem Climate Solutions is currently developing cutting edge fire and fuel models that will
turn into easy to use tools to predict fire probability and severity. Through these solutions, and the added support of local
policies and programs that will not only invest in these communities but will require that these risk management strategies
are thoroughly implemented, and followed, we will be well into addressing the inequities that put these communities in
harm’s way.

Questions? Center for
Project Email: ecosystemclimate@ess.uci.edu
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