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Two years have passed since the Simi Hills caught fire on the evening of November 8, 2018. Driven by 60 
mile-per-hour Santa Ana winds, the fire grew westward and jumped Highway 101 the following day. The fire 
then spread unimpeded through Malibu’s dry chaparral hills for 28 miles until the fire reached the shores of 
the Pacific Ocean. Declared a federal disaster by President Trump, approximately 295,000 people were forced 
to flee their homes and stay away for at least five days until the evacuation order ended. The fire was not fully 
suppressed for another two weeks. 

The Woolsey Fire was the most damaging wildfire in Southern California history.1,2 The final toll was 97,000 
acres burned, 1600 structures destroyed, and losses in property exceeding $6 billion. Within the City of Malibu, 
488 homes burned to the ground. 

The greatest tragedy of the Woolsey Fire was the loss of three lives, namely Anthony Baklayan, Shoushan 
Baklayan and Alfred deCiutiis (Anthony Baklayan was a childhood friend of the author.) Three firefighters 
were also injured in the line of duty.

Although two years have passed, 
questions and problems arising from the 
Woolsey Fire still linger. The cause of 
the fire is currently being investigated 
for criminal activity by the California 
Attorney General’s Office and is the 
subject of other legal action.3,4 The 
Woolsey Fire was ignited on the grounds 
of the highly radioactive and chemically 
contaminated Santa Susana Field 
Laboratory. The California Environmental 
Protection Agency, investigated whether 
carcinogenic materials, in addition to ash, 
were sent into the air, affecting human 
health.5 The response of firefighters was 
the subject of a November 2019 report 
by Los Angeles County and Citygate 
Associates titled After Action Review of the 
Woolsey Fire Incident.6 Malibu resident, 
Robert Kerbeck, wrote a gripping book, 
Malibu Burning, which memorialized 

1 Emily Sawicki, “The Fire [A Brief Summary],” Malibu Times, November 14, 2020, http://www.malibutimes.com/article_13794e72-2609-
11eb-a075-b7b693f2fc23.html.

2 Josh Cain and Nikie Johnson, “Woolsey Fire Left Some Homeowners Fearful They Can’t Stay in LA County,” Daily News, November 8, 2019, 
https://www.dailynews.com/2019/11/07/the-woolsey-fire-hit-los-angeles-county-a-year-ago-and-left-some-homeowners-fearful-
they-cant-stay/.

3 Megan Diskin, “In Redacted Woolsey Fire Report, Authorities Blame Edison Equipment for Blaze,” Ventura County Star (Ventura County 
Star, October 30, 2020), https://www.vcstar.com/story/news/local/communities/simi-valley/2020/10/29/redacted-2018-woolsey-fire-
report-authorities-blame-edison-equipment/6057616002/.

4 “Woolsey Fire Lawsuit Help,” Woolsey Lawyers, October 28, 2020, https://woolseylawyers.com/.
5 “DTSC Interim Summary Report of Woolsey Fire,” Department of Toxic Substances Control, https://dtsc.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/

sites/31/2019/03/DTSC-Interim-Summary-Report-for-Woolsey-Fire-complete-12-18-18.pdf.
6 “After Action Review of the Woolsey Fire Incident,” County of Los Angeles, https://lacounty.gov/wp-content/uploads/Citygate-After-

Action-Review-of-the-Woolsey-Fire-Incident-11-17-19.pdf.

INTRODUCTION: WHY STUDY THE WOOLSEY FIRE?
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numerous firsthand accounts of Malibu residents feeling abandoned by the government, and taking fire-
fighting into their own hands.7 Los Angeles Emergency Preparedness Foundation released the report called 
The 2018 Woolsey Fire: A Catalyst For Change and concluded that the gap existing between the services of 
the public sector and the needs of the private sector led to citizens finding themselves abandoned and their 
critical needs unmet.8 A number of conferences examined the Woolsey Fire, including those organized by 
Climate Resolve and TreePeople.9 A new nonprofit, the Los Angeles Region Community Recovery Organization 
provided case managers for Woolsey survivors to guide them through their recovery process.10 And a new 
philanthropic organization, the Malibu Foundation, aided displaced service workers and is creating a resilience 
plan for the Malibu area.11

This report, Lessons from the Woolsey Fire, is not a rehash of these existing reports. We did not examine the 
performance of firefighting operations, nor review management practices of vegetation in the hills preceding 
the fire, nor did we inquire into the communications and warning systems or evacuation routes, nor appraise 
public health impacts from air contaminants, nor scrutinize the after-fire cleanup of debris and rebuilding 
process. All of these topics are worthy of consideration but they are not the focus of this report. 

THE FOCUS OF THIS REPORT:
Climate Resolve conducted an extensive 
literature review and numerous interviews to 
analyze the movement of people displaced by the 
Woolsey Fire, and evacuees’ impact on “receiving 
communities,” those cities and neighborhoods 
that provided them shelter. We further examined 
the plight of Malibu’s workforce during and 
following the fire. We also examined the timing 
of “repopulation” and the role of insurance in 
limiting loss of property in future wildfires.

Climate Resolve, a nonprofit organization, 
undertook this research to discover key lessons 
from California’s largest fire, with an eye on 
improving current wildfire and climate policy in 
California. To be certain: new policy is needed, 
as the Golden State has experienced nine of its 
ten largest fires in the past ten years.12 Scientists 
predict even more damaging wildfires in the 
future.13 

7 The book may be ordered here: https://robertkerbeck.com/.
8 Steven J. Jensen, Shirley Feldmann-Jensen, and Brent H. Woodworth, “The 2018 Woolsey Fire: A Catalyst for Change,” Los Angeles 

Emergency Preparedness Foundation, n.d., https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5d94c3a0d2066e75276ca3d8/t/5f3dd752c269a33
462b45844/1597888351139/A+Catalyst+for+Change+Report+%E2%80%93+Revised+August+2020.pdf.

9 “Wildfire Colloquium,” Climate Resolve, June 18, 2019, https://www.climateresolve.org/wildfire-colloquium/.
10 “Woolsey Fire Recovery,” Los Angeles Region Community Recovery Organization, https://larcro.org/woolsey.
11 “Malibu Foundation,” Malibu Foundation, http://www.themalibufoundation.org/.
12 https://www.fire.ca.gov/media/4jandlhh/top20_acres.pdf
13 Yuhan Huang et al 2020 Environ. Res. Lett. 15 104033; E. Scaduto, B. Chen and Y. Jin, “Satellite-Based Fire Progression Mapping: A 

Comprehensive Assessment for Large Fires in Northern California,” IEEE Journal of Selected Topics in Applied Earth Observations and 
Remote Sensing, vol. 13, pp. 5102-5114, 2020; and Yufang Jin et al 2015 Environ. Res. Lett. 10 094005



Page 6Climate Resolve  |  Lessons From the Woolsey Fire

A recent national survey placed Ventura County, where the Woolsey Fire began, as the nation’s sixth-most fire 
vulnerable county.14 

Insurance companies, faced with record breaking losses from paying homeowners for fire-related damage, 
declined to renew nearly a third more homeowners’ policies in 2019 than they did in 2018.15 The climate crisis 
has fully arrived in the Golden State.

LESSON #1: WOOLSEY FIRE’S IMPACT ON RECEIVING COMMUNITIES 
Following the 2018 fires in Northern California, 
communities that absorbed evacuees from fire-damaged 
communities (receiving communities), experienced a 
number of impacts.

A key question Climate Resolve sought to answer in our 
investigation of the Woolsey fire was whether Southern 
California’s receiving communities were dramatically 
impacted.

As a model, we looked at displaced populations from the 
Camp Fire (2018), which spurred massive relocations 
from the towns of Paradise, Concow and Magalia to 
cities like Chico, Oroville and Sacramento (Cal State 
University Chico produced a superb map that tracked 
where Camp Fire evacuees fled, see “Mapping a Displaced 
Population”).16 In the aftermath of the Camp Fire, 
Paradise lost 90% of its population, dropping from a 
population of 26,800 to fewer than 2,034 people.17 Chico, 
the neighboring city, grew substantially. Prior to the 
Camp Fire, approximately 92,000 people lived in Chico.18 
After the fire, 103,000 people lived there. Photos of 
Chico’s Walmart parking lot became part of the national 
understanding on climate change and its impacts. Seana 
O’Shaughnessy, President/CEO of Chico Community 
Housing Improvement Program, reported that housing 
vacancies all but disappeared.19

Climate Resolve was curious to see if the Woolsey Fire similarly impacted its receiving communities. Our 
initial conclusion is no — we did not find Woolsey-adjacent communities negatively impacted. 

14 Daniel Cusick, “EXTREME WEATHER: This Is America’s Riskiest Place for Wildfires,” EXTREME WEATHER: This is America’s riskiest 
place for wildfires -- Thursday, November 19, 2020 -- www.eenews.net E&E News -- Start a free trial, 2020, https://www.eenews.net/
climatewire/stories/1063718889.

15 Kathleen Pender, “As California Wildfire Risk Increases, Insurance Nonrenewals Surge,” San Francisco Chronicle (San Francisco 
Chronicle, October 24, 2020), https://www.sfchronicle.com/business/networth/article/As-California-wildfire-risk-increases-
insurance-15659805.php.

16 Peter Hansen, “Mapping a Displaced Population,” Chico State Today, January 3, 2020, https://today.csuchico.edu/mapping-a-displaced-
population/.

17 “Town Of Paradise Has Lost 90% Of Its Population,” CBS Sacramento (CBS Sacramento, July 11, 2019), https://sacramento.cbslocal.
com/2019/07/11/paradise-camp-fire-population/.

18 American Community Survey, 2013-2017 (5 years) https://census.ca.gov/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2019/06/Chico.pdf
19 Electronic communication with Seana O’Shaughnessy, November 18, 2020

https://today.csuchico.edu/mapping-a-displaced-population/
https://today.csuchico.edu/mapping-a-displaced-population/
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We arrive at this conclusion not to minimize the suffering, financial loss and displacement experienced by 
Woolsey Fire victims. However, Southern California has a large population and such an abundance of short-
term lodging and housing that even in this time of housing shortages, no community disproportionately bore 
the burden of Woolsey’s refugees.

The Woolsey fire displaced approximately 295,000 people who needed emergency housing. Looking at hotel 
room availability, we compared areas around the Camp Fire in northeastern California, which had 4,810 rooms 
available across 94 hotels, with that of Ventura County, which had 40,950 rooms available across 420 hotels.20 
The contrast is stark. When one takes into account the entire Los Angeles area with 170,000 available hotel 
rooms, it is clear that the Southland has an abundance of short-term lodging.21 Even at peak need, during the 
mandated mass evacuation period, Ventura County hotels were never fully occupied. The thousands of people 
unable to return to their homes for weeks and even months found housing with friends and family, short-term 
rentals, and hotels. Unlike the Camp Fire, the Woolsey Fire did not create or exacerbate a housing shortage in 
receiving communities.

LESSON #2: MOST WOOLSEY EVACUEES HAD RESOURCES
To aid evacuees, the American Red Cross of Southern California quickly established four evacuation centers. 
They placed the shelters at California Lutheran University in Thousand Oaks, Palisades Charter High School 
in Pacific Palisades, and two sites in Woodland Hills at Pierce College and Taft Charter High School. While the 
San Fernando Valley and Conejo Valley sites provided for 3,000 overnight shelter stays, as well as 20,000 meals 
and 15,000 emergency provisions, beds at the Palisades facility went wholly unused.22,23  Studies of Facebook 
user locations also failed to show the Red Cross shelters as hot spots; instead Facebook data revealed that 
“displaced residents may have alternative options for temporary stay by exploiting their social connections in 
nearby communities.”24

To be clear—the 700-plus volunteers with American Red Cross Southern California did a superb job in aiding 
evacuees. The Malibu Community Emergency Response Team also did an exceptional job tending to those who 
remained in the city. However, it is important to note that the Red Cross provided services to only a fraction of 
the 295,000 evacuees. It is an inescapable conclusion that most Woolsey Fire evacuees possessed the financial 
resources to rent hotel rooms, or book shelter via Airbnb, or had family or friends with whom they could stay. 
In numerous interviews, evacuees told us that they stayed with friends, or at a hotel in either Santa Monica, 
Beverly Hills or downtown Los Angeles.25 

Hotel industry data confirms this analysis. The data shows higher occupancy rates immediately following the 
fire. According to Hospitality.Net, from November 7-23, the Oxford/Ventura market saw a 12.4% increase in 
rooms rented, resulting in an occupancy rate of 82%. (It’s interesting to note that the occupancy rate never 
reached 100%.) Room prices also rose an additional 8.0% to an average of $145 per night. During the same 

20 Claudia Alvarado, “California’s Record Wildfires Spur Demand, ADR Growth: CoStar,” California’s Record Wildfires Spur Demand, ADR 
Growth | CoStar, December 11, 2018, https://www.hotelnewsnow.com/Articles/291891/Californias-record-wildfires-spur-demand-ADR-
growth.

21 There is no single registry to obtain hotel room numbers for Los Angeles County. The City of Los Angeles lists 100,000 hotel rooms within 
the city proper: https://www.discoverlosangeles.com/media/facts-about-la. Beverly Hills, Santa Monica and Long Beach cumulatively 
add another 10,000 rooms. When taking into account the South Bay, San Gabriel Valley, Orange County, Ventura County, western San 
Bernardino and Riverside counties, 170k hotel rooms for the region is a conservative number.

22 interviews with David Englin and Joselito Garciaruiz (October & November 2019)
23 “Red Cross Commemorates One Year Since Woolsey Fire,” Red Cross Commemorates One Year Since Woolsey Fire, November 8, 2019, 

http://www.redcross.org/local/california/los-angeles/about-us/news-and-events/press-releases/red-cross-commemorates-one-
year-since-woolsey-fire.html.

24 Shenyue Jia et al., “Patterns of Population Displacement During Mega-Fires in California Detected Using Facebook Disaster Maps,” 
Chapman University Digital Commons, July 2, 2020, https://digitalcommons.chapman.edu/scs_articles/671/.

25 multiple interviews including Evelin Weber, Meghan Hayden (April 2020), Laura Rosenthal, Randy Olson and Robert Kerbeck (May 2020), 
Kraig Hill (October 2019), Mikke Pierson (January 2019), et al.
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period, increases in demand were experienced in other submarkets such as Santa Monica/Marina Del Rey 
(+9.3%), Los Angeles North (+8.9%) and Hollywood/Beverly Hills (+3.6%).26

One receiving community, the City of Santa Monica, an international tourist destination, proactively 
organized a hotline for evacuees to find available hotel rooms. As most evacuees traveled south on the Pacific 
Coast Highway to Santa Monica, that city’s effort helped mitigate confusion and disruption, according to the 
city’s Chief Resilience Officer, Lindsay Call.27

Climate Resolve hosted a wildfire colloquium 
in June 2019. Held in downtown Los Angeles, 
the event brought together 200 members of 
the public and featured speakers California 
Insurance Commissioner Ricardo Lara, Los 
Angeles County Fire Chief Daryl Osby, air quality 
scientist Scott Epstein, and representatives from 
the Governor’s office and impacted cities. 

For the agenda and slide decks, visit: https://
www.climateresolve.org/wildfire-colloquium/

Sharing economy apps and services apparently also played a role in finding emergency housing. Uber and 
Lyft offered free rides to evacuation centers.28 Airbnb offered free accommodation to essential workers and 
displaced individuals; home providers could either offer rooms or beds without being paid or were reimbursed 
by Airbnb.29

It is also important to note the role of 211 Los Angeles County, the emergency assistance calling service, 
which was activated by the LA County Office of Emergency Management on November 10, which provided 
24/7 information to those in need. Their services included:

• information, clarification and explanation of evacuation areas, shelter locations, safe evacuation 
routes, and emergency transportation

• service navigation, and referrals for trauma/PTSD/mental health resources, financial assistance, 
power outages, FEMA registration, debris removal, & recovery resources

• active social media and web presences with verified information and rumor control
• staffing the Disaster Assistance Center (DAC) in Agoura Hills and Malibu from November 17 to 

December 15, 2018
• facilitating the Woolsey Fire United Way Assistance Fund Hotline from November 30, 2018 to 

February 16, 2019. The Hotline supported callers in completing WF-UWAF form to see if they 
were eligible to receive financial assistance in recovering from the Woolsey Fire.

26 “Hotel Demand Jumps In Areas Affected By California Wildfires,” Hospitality Net (Hospitality Net, December 12, 2018), https://www.
hospitalitynet.org/news/4091233.html.

27 phone interview (June 11, 2020)
28 Mike Roe, “Free Rides And Free Housing For Fire Victims In SoCal,” LAist, December 2018, https://laist.com/2018/11/12/airbnb_and_

other_corporations_offer_help_to_woolsey_hill_fire_victims.php.
29 https://www.airbnb.com/openhomes/disaster-relief/venturacounty, https://www.airbnb.com/openhomes/disaster-relief

https://www.climateresolve.org/wildfire-colloquium/
https://www.climateresolve.org/wildfire-colloquium/
https://www.airbnb.com/openhomes/disaster-relief/venturacounty
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In total, they handled 7,144 calls, assisting with 15,691 individual needs, helping residents file over 800 
damage reports, provided service to 1,200 households served at the Disaster Assistance Center, and helped 
436 people fill-out assistance fund forms which may have lead to emergency recovery dollars from Ventura 
County, United Way, California Community Foundation.30

Although 211 Los Angeles provided essential services to many thousands of households, it was a relatively 
small number once compared with the overall need of 295,000 evacuees, and thousands more who stayed 
behind. This is unfortunate. We conjecture that the 211 brand is not well known. The County should elevate 
this service so it is better known.

211 LA County’s “heat map”—see graph—demonstrates that the vast majority of the early calls were coming 
from the Malibu and Conejo Valley area, but subsequent calls, seeking assistance with recovery, were dialed-in 
from all over Los Angeles County.31

30 Interview with Maribel Marin, January 27, 2020; and 211 Los Angeles County, Hill/Woolsey Fire Incident Report, 526 W. Las Tunas Drive, 
San Gabriel, California 91776, www.211LA.org

31 211 Los Angeles County, Woolsey Fire Dashboard, https://public.tableau.com/profile/211.la.county#!/vizhome/WoolseyFireDashboard-
2views/Story
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When the evacuation order was lifted on November 13, most evacuees were able to return home. But not 
all residents could do so. Some evacuees had to wait an additional week, while others, whose homes burned 
down, are waiting to this day. Chapman University researcher Shenyue Jia used anonymized Facebook data to 
track the location of Woolsey Fire evacuees.32 She found that displaced residents of Agoura Hills and Westlake 
Village quickly returned to their homes. However, residents of Calabasas and Hidden Hills took an extra 
week to repopulate. Malibu residents were in another category altogether; generally, Malibu residents did 
not repopulate by the time Facebook closed its data gathering services on November 19. We were unable to 
locate quality data on when Malibu residents returned home, which is the subject of a key recommendation for 
future action.33

LESSON #3: LONG TERM HOUSING NEEDS ARE SUBSTANTIALLY 
DIFFERENT FROM EMERGENCY NEEDS
With close to 500 destroyed homes, many Malibu residents, as well as those living in unincorporated county-
managed areas, were in need of long term housing. Climate Resolve operated on the assumption that most 
fire-impacted residents would prefer to live near their original home in order to remain close to schools, work 
and friends. Interviews and other evidence confirmed that displaced Malibu residents and those living in 
adjacent unincorporated areas mainly relocated to other parts of Malibu or to the Conejo Valley. 

Unfortunately, there is no official data on home occupancy, neither before nor after the Woolsey Fire. Nor are 
there reasonable data on leasing occupancy, so we turned to other sources. 

According to the Malibu office of Sotheby’s International Realty, the post-fire inventory of homes for sale 
dipped 20-30% from previous years. However, Sotheby’s identified “one bright spot” in the market: leased 
homes. The post-fire demand for housing resulted in a surge in lease transactions. Leases nearly doubled in 
2019 over the number of homes leased in 2018—realtors assume there were even more homes leased than 
reported, as fire victims struck deals before homes became listed.34 In a move to protect consumers, Malibu 
proactively instituted an anti-price gouging policy on rental properties.35

Further inland, according to the Conejo Valley Housing Market Forecast, the Woolsey Fire didn’t have a 
downward effect on the real estate market,36 which would also suggest that displaced Malibu residents created 
enough demand to keep housing prices high in the Conejo Valley.

Yet some communities had no housing to offer. The City of Oxnard reported that they didn’t experience an 
increase in population after the Woolsey Fire because all available housing had already been rented  due to the 
previous year’s Thomas Fire.37

32 Jia S, op. cit.
33 phone interview with Shenyue Jia (June 26, 2020)
34 Michael Novotny, “How Malibu’s Real Estate Market Is Doing One Year Post-Woolsey,” Malibu Magazine (Malibu Magazine, February 19, 

2020), https://www.malibumag.com/home-real-estate/how-malibus-real-estate-market-is-doing-two-years-post-woolsey.
35 Sharon McNary, “Woolsey Fire Victims Say They Are Facing Escalating Rents,” Southern California Public Radio, December 20, 2018, 

https://scpr.org/news/2018/12/20/87588/woolsey-fire-victims-say-they-are-facing-escalatin/.
36 Michael Rice, “December 2018: Monthly Market Update,” Conejo Valley Guy Michael Rice, April 30, 2019, https://www.conejovalleyguy.

com/december-2018-monthly-market-update/.
37 Interview with Katherine Mallory (June 24)
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Homeowners also leased mobile homes or trailers and then “camped” on their burned property. According 
to some accounts, some homeowners negotiated with their insurance company to allocate Additional Living 
Expenses (ALE) in the form of a mobile home parked on site. Most insurance policies have a monetary cap on 
ALE disbursement, so a trailer parked on the homesite was considered a superior option in lieu of spending all 
ALE funds for hotel rooms or an expensive home over the course of months or years.

While our focus was on receiving communities, wildfires are especially tough on those cities directly impacted 
by fires. Fires can especially devastate municipal budgets. The largest source of revenue for cities comes 
from property taxes. It’s hard to collect taxes on a home that’s in ashes. It’s also hard to collect sales taxes 
when revenues are down due to fewer customers. According to the City of Malibu, the Woolsey Fire flattened 
property tax revenue and other tax revenues.38 The current Malibu budget, FY 2020-2021, anticipates the 
City spending more than it receives, with expenditures exceeding revenue by $7 million.39 The pandemic has 
further delayed Malibu’s economic recovery, given the city’s dependence on tourism.

The financial fallout of fires extends to school districts as they receive federal and state compensation for each 
student registered. In the aftermath of the Woolsey Fire, Malibu High School lost a shocking 45% of its student 
body, with a corresponding decrease in government dollars.40 Interviewees suggested that students transferred 
to private schools in Los Angeles and in the Conejo Valley, like Westlake Village’s Oaks Christian School.

LESSON #4: COUNTERINTUITIVELY, WILDFIRES MAY ACTUALLY 
BENEFIT RECEIVING CITIES
The influx of people living in an area will contribute 
to sales tax. In 2019, the City of Chico experienced 
a tax windfall of $7 million.41 Seana O’Shaughnessy 
noted how the City of Chico benefitted from the new 
influx of people. “There was definitely more revenue, 
particularly via sales tax. The other part of the story is 
that ultimately, through advocacy, all of Butte County 
was designated as impacted under the Community 
Development Block Grant Disaster Recovery Program 
(CDBG-DR) so Chico and other cities in the area could 
apply for and receive infrastructure and housing 
dollars.”42 Similarly, school registrations in Chico 
increased, resulting in additional allotments of 
governmental funding.43

It is possible that receiving communities in the Conejo 
Valley, as well as other parts of Los Angeles and 
Ventura counties, may have similarly experienced a 
“receiving communities bump.”

38 “Comprehensive Annual Financial Report,” City of Malibu, n.d., https://www.malibucity.org/DocumentCenter/View/25834/FY-2018-
2019-CAFR.

39 “Adopted Budget ,” City of Malibu, n.d., https://www.malibucity.org/ArchiveCenter/ViewFile/Item/255.
40 Ed-Data, http://www.ed-data.org/school/Los-Angeles/Santa-Monica--Malibu-Unified/Malibu-High.
41 Ashiah Scharaga, “Tax Windfall,” Chico News & Review, January 2, 2020, www.newsreview.com/chico/content/tax-windfall/29530256/.
42 text exchange with Seana O’Shaughnessy (November 18, 2020)
43 Ed-Data, http://www.ed-data.org/school/Butte/Chico-Unified/Chico-Junior-High.
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LESSON #5: INSURANCE IS CRUCIALLY IMPORTANT AND LITTLE 
UNDERSTOOD BY HOMEOWNERS
Losing a home to wildfire is a crippling event. Given the loss of one’s property, what’s the best way to bounce 
back? The ideal recovery would start with a comprehensive insurance policy, properly priced at the current 
market value of the home, along with a healthy premium for Additional Living Expenses, so one could stay in 
comparable accommodations while one’s home is quickly being rebuilt.

For hundreds of fire-impacted homeowners this ideal scenario did not take place. Two years in, as of January 
2021, of the 488 homes lost to the Woolsey Fire in the City of Malibu, only 19 rebuilt homes are currently 
rebuilt and occupied.44 In unincorporated lands adjacent to Malibu, of 397 homes lost, only 7 have been 
rebuilt.45 While some of the delays are attributable to byzantine permitting processes, some homeowners 
simply did not have the money to rebuild.

In numerous interviews, we learned that homes were chronically underinsured, having been assessed at 
the time of purchase—perhaps decades ago—and not realistically reappraised since. There is a tendency to 
under-insure. Homeowners figure, perhaps my home will never burn or suffer smoke damage. They might 
even view their insurance payments as wasted. People try to save money by paying less for insurance because 
they believe they’ll never need to rebuild. Inflation can also contribute to underinsured homes. Even homes 
insured at their current market value may also be insufficiently covered. The State of California and local 
municipalities routinely update building codes, often for excellent reasons such as mandating new fire-
protective measures. Yet code amendments invariably add to the cost of rebuilding, and these additional costs 
are unlikely to be accounted for by the homeowner and their insurance broker. According to Forbes’ financial 
advisor, “you want your dwelling coverage to keep pace over time with the changing costs to rebuild the 
house.”46 Unfortunately, most homeowners’ insurance policies do not keep pace.

Most policies assess property based on the Actual Cost Value (existing value of the home) unless the 
homeowner purchases a more expensive Replacement Cost Value (RCV) policy. The California FAIR plan, the 
fire insurance policy of last resort, does not allow for RCV policies for homes twenty-five years or older, except 
under special circumstances. Moreover, the FAIR plan offers little guidance to the homeowner. The FAIR plan 
does not estimate the fair market value of property or rebuilding costs.47 Additionally, smoke
 damage is excluded from most FAIR plans.48 It’s up to the homeowner to determine the right amount of 
coverage and most homeowners do not calculate correctly. Insurance is an arcane business. Most consumers 
do not master its nuances. Homeowners rarely know what incidents are covered and what are excluded, and 
whether their primary homeowners policy covers all risks. It is important to note that the vast majority of 
homeowner policies do not cover all potential incidents, including earthquakes and floods.

Unsurprisingly, we heard multiple stories of homeowners who did not have the financial resources to rebuild 
their homes and ended up selling their blackened lots and relocating. 

We also heard of homes being wholly uninsured, as there is no law mandating the purchase of homeowners 
insurance—albeit there is a major financial incentive to do so. In order to obtain a mortgage to finance the 

44 “Woolsey Rebuild Stats,” City of Malibu, https://malibupermits.ci.malibu.ca.us/WoolseyRebuildStats.aspx#.
45 Emily Sawicki, “Woolsey Rebuilds: A Tale of Two Cities,” Malibu Times, November 21, 2020, http://www.malibutimes.com/news/article_

bc745150-29da-11eb-aa26-7b41e29fdc60.html.
46 Jason Metz, “What To Know About Wildfire Insurance,” Forbes (Forbes Magazine, October 21, 2020), https://www.forbes.com/advisor/

homeowners-insurance/wildfires/.
47 Barbara Burke, “What Happens Now?,” Malibu Magazine (Malibu Magazine, August 9, 2019), https://www.malibumag.com/community-1/

what-happens-now-aenrb.
48 Judy Abel, “Disaster Guide: How Fire Scores Impact Fire Insurance Rates,” Malibu Times, October 17, 2019, http://www.malibutimes.com/

news/article_e681d3dc-f1a5-11e9-913d-ef751c98fa77.html.
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purchase of a home, lenders universally require homeowners to procure homeowners insurance. However, 
when the mortgage is fully paid off, some homeowners decide to save money and drop their homeowners 
insurance. It is difficult to say just how many Woolsey homeowners went this route but one calculation by the 
California Department of Insurance places uninsured losses for the Woolsey Fire at $2.7 billion.49 

Another peculiar situation to Malibu were the large number of unpermitted structures used for habitation. 
Unpermitted living quarters may be a legacy of Malibu’s past. Malibu only became a city in 1991. For decades, 
Malibu was part of unincorporated Los Angeles County, managed thirty miles away from downtown Los 
Angeles. Bureaucratic neglect resulted in garages and tool sheds being outfitted with beds and bathrooms. 
A vardo wagon was used as primary residence. The Woolsey Fire destroyed or damaged many of these 
unconventional dwellings. Because these structures were unpermitted, they were also uninsurable, at least 
for the purposes they were being used. We do not know precisely how many people living in unpermitted 
buildings were displaced by Woolsey, particularly service workers, including ranch hands and housekeepers, 
but the number is not insignificant.

Our interviews revealed that cancellations and increases in homeowners insurance have substantially 
increased in all wildfire zones.

LESSON #6: INNOVATIONS IN GOVERNANCE AND INSURANCE ARE 
NEEDED
Insurance is the primary means of managing risk in American society. Based on our examination of the 
Woolsey Fire, as well as engagement with the California Department of Insurance and lessons from Climate 
Resolve’s five-session course on insurance and climate change, Insurance 101 for Climate Activists50, Climate 
Resolve explored developing new insurance products.

In June and July 2020, Climate Resolve 
organized a five-part online course titled, 
Insurance 101 for Climate Activists, to 
explore basic concepts of insurance and how 
the industry currently responds to climate 
change. The classes were led by insurance 
industry vetreran, Wendy E. Nystrom. 
She led the course on such topics as risk, 
exclusions and how insurance premiums are 
priced. Each class had about 50 participants 
in attendance, who ranged from climate 
activists to government staff to academics 
to insurance industry lobbyists. Video 
recordings of the classes are available online 
at www.climateresolve.org/insurance101/

The first insurance product we investigated was whether a few municipalities could pool resources to 
purchase a special kind of fire insurance that would help receiving cities with emergency funds for shelter, 
food and medicine. We concluded that the Woolsey Fire was not a model for such an insurance plan as the 

49 If total losses exceed $6 billion, and if the insurance companies regulated by the California Department of Insurance report $3.3 billion in 
insured losses, then, conservatively, there was $2.7 billion in uninsured losses, see

50 “Insurance 101: A Course for Climate Activists,” Climate Resolve, July 22, 2020, https://www.climateresolve.org/insurance101/.
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impacted populations of Malibu, Agoura Hills, Calabasas and Thousand Oaks had the resources to handle 
most emergency needs. But what about less affluent communities that are located in California’s Fire Hazard 
Severity Zones?51 Communities such as Sunland-Tujunga, Lakeview Terrace, Sylmar, San Dimas, Castaic and 
El Sereno—how would evacuees fleeing fires from these areas affect receiving communities? We feel this is an 
area worthy of further study, but modeled on what would likely transpire in less affluent communities hit by 
fire, as well as model an influx of evacuees on neighboring low-income receiving communities. Would these 
communities benefit from an insurance mechanism that provides resources to care for displaced populations? 
Perhaps a local academic institution could pursue this question.

The second insurance product we investigated was the creation of a multi-hazard insurance policy for Los 
Angeles County, covering a wide range of potential disasters. By spreading risk across multiple impacts—flood, 
wildfire, heat waves, sea level rise, and seismic events—fiscal impacts would similarly be spread across the 
years. We concluded that a “hazard agnostic” approach on disaster assistance is worth exploring. Further, 
Los Angeles County may not need to purchase an insurance product on the open market but could create 
its own “captive insurance policy,” run and operated by the County itself, just as many states pool insurance 
coverage.52 A County-operated insurance product should be investigated.

Climate Resolve explored a third alternative, that of mutual aid compacts which are enacted between agencies 
to provide tangible support in times of need. For example, as Superstorm Sandy bore down on New York State, 
the Los Angeles Department of Water & Power and Southern California Edison sent hundreds of linemen 
and dozens of trucks to Long Island to restore felled power lines.53 Similarly, during the Woolsey Fire, cities 
sent firemen and trucks to assist the Los Angeles County Fire Department. Due to other fires, like the Camp 
Fire, mutual aid cities only sent half of the requested firefighters to Malibu. Malibu Burning provides dramatic 
accounts of outside-jurisdiction fire units not engaging but awaiting orders while homes burned down.54 
County officials counter that so many Malibu residents stayed behind that firefighters had to be deployed 
to save human life instead of taking action on structure fires. This report has no opinion in this dispute, but 
instead asks the question if mutual aid agreements might be used for evacuation and recovery purposes.

The answer is yes, because an act of mutual aid took place during the Woolsey Fire. When the City of Malibu 
lost its ability to operate out of its own city hall, the City of Santa Monica let Malibu use their facilities. For 
three weeks, Malibu was a government in exile, but was able to continue on thanks to its neighbor to the 
south.55

Mutual aid is already widely used for short-term recovery services. In fact, California already has a robust 
mutual aid program. The California Emergency Services Act operationalizes mutual aid compacts for a variety 
of purposes.56 And California is further associated with the national Emergency Management Assistance 
Compact, which streamlines the movement of services across state lines.57 Mutual aid compacts today provide 
medical services, help manage fire and hazardous materials, supplement local law enforcement and restore 
water, electric and telecommunications infrastructure. Also, short-term care is also being well-managed by the 
American Red Cross and other relief organizations.

51 FHSZ Viewer, https://egis.fire.ca.gov/FHSZ/.
52 “Mission Statement,” NLC Mutual Insurance Company, https://www.nlcmutual.com/our-mission.html.
53 “LADWP, SoCal Edison Prep to Aid in Superstorm Sandy Recovery,” Southern California Public Radio, November 1, 2012, http://www.scpr.

org/blogs/news/2012/10/31/10817/ladwp-socal-edison-prep-aid-superstorm-sandy-recov/.
54 Kerbeck, R., (2019), Malibu Burning; the real story behind LA’s most devastating wildfire. Malibu, CA: MWC Press.
55 “Malibu City Hall Reopens, Offers Dedicated Woolsey Fire Rebuild Counter,” Malibu Surfside News, November 27, 2018, https://www.

malibusurfsidenews.com/f/news-city/malibu-city-hall-reopens-offers-dedicated-woolsey-fire-rebuild-counter.
56 “California Disaster And Civil Defense Master Mutual Aid Agreement,” Cal OES, https://www.caloes.ca.gov/LegalAffairsSite/Documents/

Cal%20OES%20Yellow%20Book.pdf.
57 “Emergency Management Assistance Compact,” Emergency Management Assistance Compact, https://www.emacweb.org/
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Could there also be a mutual aid system for long-term recovery? We doubt the political viability of a compact 
for this purpose. There are displaced individuals who will need housing assistance for months or even years, 
and some people will need long-term healthcare services due to the impact of wildfires or other disasters. 
However, we believe long-term assistance may best be provided by the federal government or through a new 
insurance initiative.

The California Department of Insurance has been investigating the role of insurance in reducing risk from 
extreme heat and wildfire. In 2018, Governor Jerry Brown signed Senate Bill 30, championed by Climate 
Resolve and The Nature Conservancy, authorizing the Insurance Commissioner to convene a working group 
to:

Identify, assess, and recommend risk transfer market mechanisms that, among other things, promote 
investment in natural infrastructure to reduce the risks of climate change related to catastrophic events, 
create incentives for investment in natural infrastructure to reduce risks to communities, and provide 
mitigation incentives for private investment in natural lands to lessen exposure and reduce climate risks 
to public safety, property, utilities, and infrastructure.58

Initial findings from the Department of Insurance climate working group include a report titled Insuring 
Extreme Heat Risks.59.60  The authors suggest that insurance may play a role in mitigating climate impacts, but 
acknowledge that there is a long path to get there. Public policies and extensive research need to precede the 
development of insurance coverage. Local governments first need to develop a comprehensive local extreme 
heat plan, including a locally-determined heat vulnerability index. Research is needed to quantify the financial 
implications of heat impacts as well as estimated savings achieved through mitigation measures. Only with 
these policies and research in place could a municipality work with an insurance company to create a unique 
policy with payouts linked to clearly identified indicators that would trigger payment. A municipality may 
even need to provide incentives and subsidies to get such a policy established. The Mexican state of Quintana 
Roo created a similar policy to protect the resort towns of Cancún and Playa del Carmen from the effects of 
hurricanes.61 A similar mechanism could be created to address wildfires.

The insurance policies noted above are intended to help people recover from a disaster, but what about using 
insurance to blunt the impact of disasters?

The California Earthquake Authority (CEA) operates a grant program for homeowners to brace-and-bolt their 
homes as a means of limiting damage from seismic events.62 CEA makes these investments because they 
believe they’ll see reduced payouts in the future. Could a similar insurance scheme be applied to curbing 
wildfires and other extreme weather events?

Current voluntary efforts are not encouraging. California’s largest homeowner insurance provider, State 
Farm, who manages 28 million fire policies nationwide, has a wildfire prevention program that awards select 
homeowners $500 grants to make fire-suppression improvements on their property. How many State Farm 
policyholders in California received a grant in 2020? A grand total of 36.63

58 “Bill Text,” Bill Text - SB-30 Insurance: climate change., https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_
id=201720180SB30.

59 “Insuring Extreme Heat Risks.” Berkeley Law, December 1, 2020. https://www.law.berkeley.edu/research/clee/research/climate/
california-climate-action/insuring-extreme-heat-risks/.

60 Climate Resolve was interviewed for the report. And Climate Resolve’s legislative consultant, Louis Blumberg, was one of the authors.
61 “World’s First Coral Reef Insurance Policy Triggered by Hurricane Delta,” The Nature Conservancy, December 7, 2020, https://www.

nature.org/en-us/newsroom/coral-reef-insurance-policy-triggered/.
62 “CEA - Brace and Bolt Grants,” California Earthquake Authority, https://www.earthquakeauthority.com/Prepare-Your-House-

Earthquake-Risk/Brace-and-Bolt-Grants.
63 “NFPA and State Farm® Support Wildfire Community Preparedness with Awards to 150 Communities and Tips to Reduce Risk,” State 

Farm & NFPA team up to support wildfire prevention, April 23, 2020, https://newsroom.statefarm.com/2020-wildfire-community-prep-
day-awards/.
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In 2020, California Insurance Commissioner Ricardo Lara backed a bill, AB 2367,64 that would compel 
insurance companies to offer reduced rates for those homeowners that voluntarily reduce flammable 
materials from around the home and install ember-catching filters. The legislation was opposed by insurance 
companies, citing the lack of good science in this method of factoring wildfire risk scores.65 

The bill died. Lara now plans to use his department’s regulatory powers to create a program that incentivizes 
California homeowners to take mitigation measures.66

Related, after Woolsey, the City of Malibu hired its own Fire Safety Liaison to advise homeowners on 
techniques to keep fires away from the home.67 To date, close to 200 homes have been audited for 
improvements.
 

LESSON #7: TO PROTECT CALIFORNIANS FROM WILDFIRE, NEW 
REVENUES SOURCES ARE NEEDED
Funding for fire prevention and post-fire recovery can come from sources other than insurance. The last two 
years have seen a number of resilience bonds proposed by the state legislature. In 2020, Governor Newsom 
sought legislative approval to place a $4.75 billion climate resiliency bond on the ballot. COVID-19 changed 
those plans.68

The COVID curveball. The COVID-19 pandemic not only 
sapped the California budget of climate preparedness funds 
but complicated how fires could be contained. Vulnerable 
groups might also be more at risk of health effects from 
wildfire smoke due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This 
further complicates questions of resilience and recovery. 
In the early months of the pandemic, Climate Resolve 
compiled and placed online an annotated bibliography, 
composed of studies, government guidance and news 
stories from around the globe to help practitioners address 
our new multi-hazard reality. We heard from academics, 
policymakers and journalists who appreciated our service. 
Climate Resolve also tracked wildfire related legislation 
introduced in 2020. These datasets can be found here: 
https://www.climateresolve.org/wildfire-in-southern-
california/. Climate Resolve’s research in this area has led 
our team to partner with UCLA Fielding School of Public 
Health on several wildfire initiatives, including evaluating 
mental health impacts from wildfire and interviewing 
community-based organizations on how their members 
survived the 2020 wildfire season.

64 “Bill Text AB-2367 Residential Property Insurance: Wildfire Resilience.,” California Legislative Information, https://leginfo.legislature.
ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201920200AB2367.

65 Kathleen Pender, “As California Wildfire Risk Increases, Insurance Nonrenewals Surge,” San Francisco Chronicle, October 20, 2020, 
https://www.sfchronicle.com/business/networth/article/As-California-wildfire-risk-increases-insurance-15659805.php.

66 James Bikales, “Can ‘Fire Hardening’ Solve California’s Home Insurance Crisis?,” CalMatters, December 9, 2020, https://calmatters.org/
environment/california-wildfires/2020/12/homeowners-insurers-fire-science/.

67 https://patch.com/california/malibu/malibu-hires-new-fire-safety-liaison
68 desertsun.com/story/news/environment/2021/01/09/gov-gavin-newsoms-new-budget-includes-billions-environment/6602270002
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In the governor’s budget, released in January 
2021, Newsom announced a wildfire initiative 
in the amount of $1 billion, “to support a 
coordinated forest health and fire prevention 
strategy.”69 If approved, the funds will be largely 
spent in the Sierra Nevada and Cascades regions 
of California, with comparatively little spent 
for fire prevention in Southern California—see 
attached table. In Addition, the Governor’s 2021 
budget did not prioritize protecting Californians 
from extreme heat events. In 2020, California 
broke the world record for heat with 131°F  
recorded in Death Valley. On the same day, 121°F 
was recorded in the City of Los Angeles. Heat 
waves have a greater impact on human health 
than all other weather events.
    
A new climate resilience bond, SB 45,70 is being 
proposed for 2021-2022, but insiders believe, 
given COVID, there is no appetite to move a 
climate resilience bond forward at this time.

With the State unwilling to substantively invest 
in climate resilience in the Southland, Los 
Angeles County may wish to independently 
pursue its own bond measure for the purpose 
of protecting against extreme weather events. 
Climate Resolve firmly believes this idea should 
be explored.

We wish to highlight one highly realizable funding option: the creation of a local tax district in wildfire hazard 
zones. While there are a multitude of varying types of tax districts, most work by attaching a small fee to 
property taxes. Once financed, these funds in aggregate can provide fire-prevention benefits to homeowners 
and publicly-owned spaces. Also known as tax-increment financing (TIF), Climate Resolve is currently working 
with the City of Los Angeles and Los Angeles County to create a California-specific TIF toolkit for wildfire-
prone areas.

LESSON #8: SOME PEOPLE WERE SHAMEFULLY FORGOTTEN
In the course of Climate Resolve’s research, it became apparent that vulnerable members of the community—
people who work as caretakers, day laborers, farm hands, landscape specialists and housekeepers—were 
neglected during the Woolsey, Hill and Thomas fires.

Climate Resolve heard numerous stories of these individuals who lived and worked in the areas affected 
by local fires that lost their livelihoods and had to navigate their day to day after the emergency without 
a job, proper access to healthcare or emergency financial resources. Undocumented laborers are left 
particularly vulnerable to the impacts of wildfires. There is an existing distrust for the government and 

69 ibid.
70 “Bill Text SB-45 Wildfire Prevention, Safe Drinking Water, Drought Preparation, and Flood Protection Bond Act of 2022.(2021-

2022),” California Legislative Information, December 7, 2020, https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_
id=202120220SB45.
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government authorities within the community 
due to their immigration status. In addition, 
local governments are failing to outreach 
and communicate effectively about wildfire 
procedures and this is especially true with the 
undocumented community, whose languages 
consist of not only Spanish but also indigenous 
languages like Mixteco, Triqui and Chatino. The 
cultural and language barriers were amplified 
during the fires. The undocumented community 
was not adequately notified of evacuation and 
safety procedures. 

Climate Resolve interviewed71 Oscar Mondragón 
of the Malibu Community Labor Exchange,72 
who described the experiences of local workers, 
hired by local homeowners, who were placed in 
danger while suppressing fires at multi-million 
dollar homes. Undocumented laborers like 
agricultural workers were also forced to continue to work despite the dangers from wildfire smoke.73 In other 
instances, domestic workers, like gardeners, were recruited to stay behind to protect their employers’ homes 
from the fire.74 We learned of workers at a horse stable who were left to take care of the horses while the owner 
evacuated the area. As the flames of the fire came closer to the stable, the workers had to evacuate with the 
horses to Zuma Beach in order to save their own lives.75 

Worker safety provisions often go unenforced, especially for undocumented laborers. These workers are 
exposed to the harmful smoke and particulate matter from wildfires, yet are expected to continue working, 
even in these dangerous conditions. Additionally, many workers often do not have access to protective 
equipment to stay safe while working. Many workers commute to Malibu and environs but live in areas with 
existing high levels of air pollution. The added exposure to wildfire smoke makes them even more vulnerable 
to respiratory illness, a condition made more dangerous by COVID-19. 

Post-Woolsey, many undocumented laborers experienced loss of employment and many families reported 
they were left without electrical power in their home due to the fire, causing food to spoil.76 Many families had 
to pay for childcare as schools closed down, an expense they could not afford. Despite economic devastation 
caused by wildfire, undocumented residents are ineligible for any disaster relief aid.

71 Conference call interview, July 9, 2020
72 “Home,” Malibu Community Labor Exchange, https://www.malibucommunitylaborexchange.org/.
73 “About,” 805 Undocufund, https://805undocufund.org/about/.
74 Cotsirilos, Teresa. “When Fires Burn Though Neighborhoods, Some Immigrants Workers Become First Responders.” KAWL, February 

27, 2020. https://www.kalw.org/post/when-fires-burn-though-neighborhoods-some-immigrants-workers-become-first-
responders#stream/0.

75 Katy Clifton, “Celebrities Are Calling out a Famous Malibu Winery after It ‘Failed to Evacuate Animals,’ Including a Beloved Giraffe,” 
Business Insider, November 12, 2018, https://www.businessinsider.com/california-fires-celebrities-call-out-malibu-winery-evacuate-
animals-2018-11. and Maddie Stone, “Meet the Heroes Who Saved Malibu’s Horses From a Fiery Inferno,” Earther (Earther, November 12, 
2018), https://earther.gizmodo.com/meet-the-heroes-who-saved-malibus-horses-from-a-fiery-i-1830404767.

76 Anna Maria Barry-Jester, “Smoke And Power Outages Near California Wildfires Hit Farmworkers Hard,” NPR (NPR, October 29, 2019), 
http://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/10/29/774506880/smoke-and-power-outages-near-california-wildfires-hit-
farmworkers-hard.



Page 19Climate Resolve  |  Lessons From the Woolsey Fire

The Malibu Foundation aided displaced workers after the fire—80 percent of their funding went to displaced 
workers living in Malibu. American Red Cross also aided undocumented workers—but these ad hoc efforts 
only highlight the gaps in the government’s ability to respond the Southern California’s uniquely vulnerable 
populations.

These experiences of the forgotten people of the Woolsey Fire led Climate Resolve to seeking advice and 
direction on theories of social cohesion and connection. In times of need, it is essential for neighbors to come 
to the aid of neighbors, regardless of race, creed, sex or immigration status. Resilient Cities Catalyst connected 
Climate Resolve with Northeastern University professor Daniel Aldrich.77 With his counsel we explored these 
theories and researched nascent efforts in California to foster closer social connections.

LESSON #9: SOCIAL MEDIA CAN HELP TRACK THE MOVEMENT OF 
EVACUEES 
In addition to examining the long term impacts of population displacement from the Woolsey fire, we 
surveyed available datasets and tools. We looked in-depth into Facebook Data for Good initiative, Facebook 
Disaster Maps (FBDM) tool, which provides population displacement information every 8 h in a 1 km grid 
during any major natural disaster across the globe. We were able to obtain membership to the platform, but 
unfortunately FBDM only retains data for 90 days after the crisis has ended per Facebook’s data policy. 

After some research, we were able to identify and connect with Shenyue Jia, a researcher from Chapman 
University, who obtained data from FBDM during the Woolsey Fire, who shared with us important findings 
from their analysis.78 Significant findings from her team’s research include using FBDM to identify 
neighborhoods with quick returns (Agoura Hills, Thousand Oaks, and Westlake Village), slow returns 
(Calabasas, Hidden Hills, and Malibu), and no evacuations (Camarillo, Moorpark, and Simi Valley). They also 
theorized that densely populated regions can be evacuated faster than scarcely populated ones, possibly due 
to better access to transportation. 

Data from FBDM was also used to identify receiving communities from the Woolsey Fire. Thousand Oaks was 
a popular destination for displaced people, as it was the closest population area not affected by the Woolsey 
Fire. Unfortunately, a major limitation of the tool is that it only collects data for 90 days after a crisis, so we 
are unable to use the tool to identify long term (6+ months) receiving communities. 

Datasets like FBDM can be utilized in the future to improve actions by decision-makers and first responders 
to enhance outcomes during a wildfire event, as it provides users with near real-time population movement 
information. Future improvements to FBDM should aim to track population movement longer than 90 days to 
improve disaster preparedness response in receiving communities.

77 Video conference interviews on March 5 and April 1.
78 Shenyue Jia et al., “Patterns of Population Displacement during Mega-Fires in California Detected Using Facebook Disaster Maps,” 

Environment Research Letters 15, no. 7 (July 2, 2020), https://doi.org/10.1088/issn.1748-9326.
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STRENGTHS, WEAKNESSES, 
OPPORTUNITIES, THREATS 
DERIVED FROM RESEARCH
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Climate Resolve studied the Woolsey Fire with an eye on finding ways to better protect Californians. One 
way to highlight our findings is to place them in a SWOT matrix, to help us identify strengths and weaknesses 
of existing operations and methods, as well as identify new opportunities and threats related to evacuation, 
recovery and insurance. The opportunities section is more robust than the other categories; here we 
suggest new opportunities for policy innovation.

STRENGTHS OF EXISTING EVACUATION AND RECOVERY PRACTICES
• During the evacuation and immediate recovery period, the American Red Cross Southern California 

and other emergency service providers rendered their services promptly and effectively. 211 Los 
Angeles County also provided super service.

• For the most part, people in the Woolsey Fire zone had money and friends to see them through hard 
times

• Social media can track the movement of evacuees, which has the promise of better serving 
evacuees in the future

• Evacuees were not a burden. In fact, receiving communities may actually benefit from people 
relocating to their communities

• Southern California has an abundance of short-term housing (long-term housing is another matter)
• Insurance companies responded quickly. They brought vans and mobile offices to Malibu to help 

policyholders process claims
• Insurance companies were innovative in allowing ALE benefits to apply towards buying mobile 

homes and trailers that homeowners could then place on their property
• Malibu proactively protected consumers by enacting an anti price-gouging policy
• Santa Monica helped Malibu maintain continuity of governance
• New nonprofit agencies came to the fore to help wildfire victims.
• The Resilient Cities Catalyst program led Climate Resolve staff to be invited into important 

programs, including a migration study by the Urban Institute and a partnership on resilience hubs 
with the Urban Sustainability Directors Network.

WEAKNESSES IN EXISTING EVACUATION AND RECOVERY PRACTICES
• Three people died in the fire. Three people too many
• Governmental agencies and the public at-large possess an enormous blind-spot when it comes 

to service workers. Their health, and their needs, were not merely ignored but their goodwill and 
humanity were taken advantage of

• No state program currently tracks the movement of evacuees
• The fate of renters has gone unexamined. There is no government or insurance industry effort to 

quantify how many renters lost property and valuables, insured or uninsured
• Cities, regional agencies and schools districts lost revenue from Woolsey Fire
• Unpermitted dwelling structures in Malibu (as well as parts of unincorporated County) were 

numerous, and once lost could not be replaced
• Mutual aid compacts are less successful when there are multiple disasters at the same time, as 

fewer services are then available 
• Voluntary efforts by insurance companies did little to limit damage ahead of the Woolsey Fire.
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OPPORTUNITIES TO ENHANCE PUBLIC SAFETY
• Extreme events like the Woolsey Fire have solidified Californians’ views about climate change. Public 

opinion is today primed for action. This moment of opportunity should not be wasted
• The California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services is developing long term recovery 

preparedness plans. Los Angeles County is involved in a similar effort. Advocates should help 
develop these policies

• Climate Resolve is developing new tax-increment financing plans with the cooperation of the City of 
Los Angeles and Los Angeles County. A larger cooperation agreement with other agencies is in the 
works

• Federal dollars may become available for climate resilience projects. Yet, in the current State 
of California budget, climate resilience funds for Southern California are paltry. Advocates may 
consider developing a Ventura or Los Angeles County-specific climate adaptation bond measure, or 
tax, for the November 2022 ballot. The California Supreme Court recently ruled that if the revenue 
measure is citizen-driven, then the approval threshold is only 50%79

• Working people must be better protected. New policies should be enacted to ensure their health and 
safety:

• In areas affected by the Woolsey Fire, workers lost their source of income. A next step 
for advocacy may be to develop a government fund to support workers against job loss 
during climate-fueled natural disasters, especially those workers who are not eligible for 
unemployment insurance

• During the Woolsey Fire, workers were exposed to dangerous conditions. A next step 
for advocates would be to prod local governments to develop a better communications 
program, one that alerts working communities in Spanish and indigenous languages

• During Woolsey and other fires, workers did not receive warnings to stay away from 
dangerous smoke levels or did not have an option to lose a day of income. New protective 
policies can be created to protect workers in unavoidable dangerous situations.

• The next California Climate Change Assessment could perform much needed research. The next 
assessment should be promptly and fully funded. Research topics may include:

• Scenarios planning of wildfire events, especially those taking place in low- and moderate-
income communities. Such planning could help with evacuation, recovery and receiving 
community impacts

• The Department of Insurance’s recent efforts on climate adaptation are a great start. More research 
into insurance tools is now needed. Such topics could include:

• Can counties (or a consortium of cities) develop captive insurance policies to help in the 
recovery stages of a disaster? If so, what would those policies look like?

• Is there a way for the Department of Insurance to help consumers avoid being 
underinsured against fire risk?

• Related, the California public should gain a better understanding of insurance, how it works and how 
to decrease risk. These skills are crucial in a riskier climate change-impacted world. Perhaps there 
could be courses taught in high school or college. Perhaps combined with a course on civics, or how 
to maintain a household budget. Californians can no longer afford to remain dumb in the face of 
climate change

79 “California Superior Court Rules San Francisco’s Voter-Approved Commercial Rent Tax and Homelessness Tax Are Legal,” Ernst & Young, 
https://taxnews.ey.com/news/2019-1382-california-superior-court-rules-san-franciscos-voter-approved-commercial-rent-tax-and-
homelessness-tax-are-legal.
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• Cities should do a better job of code enforcement. Unpermitted dwelling units may not only harm the 
occupant but the property owner as well

• For the next wildfires, the State of California or academic institutions should track where evacuees 
go by using social media tools, such as Facebook’s Data for Good program. Facebook should further 
extend the period of tracking. Such data could inform long term recovery planning. The US Postal 
Service can also track where forwarded mail is being sent. Researchers could use these datasets to 
better understand where people relocate

• Other online technologies like Airbnb hold much promise in helping displaced populations. CalOES 
should consider putting more resources into building relationships with Silicon Valley firms

• Groups like 211 Los Angeles County should be better known and better resourced. They are 
especially adept at serving people with disabilities. Curiously, the City of Los Angeles is not a 
member of the 211 family of assistance providers; they should join

• Due to past disasters in California, the State has been awarded a large amount of FEMA hazard 
mitigation dollars. Currently, only projects that are virtually shovel-ready, with environmental 
documentation secured, are eligible for funding. Plus, FEMA dollars may only supplement other 
funds and cannot supply the total needed. There is an opportunity in working with cities, counties 
and advocates to channel hazard mitigation funds toward excellent climate protective projects 

• The Las Virgenes-Malibu Council of Governments (Las Virgenes COG) published its FEMA required 
hazard mitigation plan only a few months prior to the Woolsey Fire.80 Unfortunately, the COG now 
needs to update it to incorporate lessons from the Woolsey Fire. The plan should further be updated 
to ensure compliance with SB 379. Fortunately, the Malibu Foundation is conducting a Santa Monica 
Mountains-wide resilience plan. COG cities and Los Angeles County should coordinate with this 
nascent resilience planning effort

THREATS TO PUBLIC SAFETY
• The Federal Emergency Management Agency has calculated the risk for every county in America for 

18 types of natural disasters, such as earthquakes, hurricanes, tornadoes, floods, volcanoes and even 
tsunamis. And of the more than 3,000 counties, Los Angeles County has the highest ranking in the 
National Risk Index.81

• Wildfire is part of the natural ecosystem of Southern California – yet with climate change wildfires 
are becoming more deadly, more damaging and more costly.

• In 2018, support from mutual aid compacts support fell short due to demands from competing 
fires. And in 2020, the United States experienced multiple society-shaking impacts at once: from 
massive wildfires to social unrest to the COVID-19 pandemic. Americans will continue to experience 
compounding, even cascading impacts, into the future. Disaster planning needs to mature in order to 
prepare for multiple threats at once

• Bureaucracies protect themselves. It’s the nature of things. However, if an agency is shielded from 
criticism it cannot learn from its mistakes. And when it comes to tragic events like earthquakes and 
wildfires, the stakes are so high that society must pursue facts, regardless of consequence. Perhaps 
after major events, Los Angeles County could create an ad hoc position of public ombudsman 
to issue a report or create a full-time Controller position who could do performance reviews of 
agencies.

80 “City of Agoura Hills, CA,” City of Agoura Hills, CA, http://www.agourahillscity.org/services/emergency-services/las-virgenes-malibu-
council-of-governments-multi-jurisdictional-hazardous-mitigation-plan.

81 Seth Borenstein, “Watch out LA: Feds Calculate Riskiest, Safest Places in US,” The Washington Post (WP Company, January 2, 2021), 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/health/watch-out-la-feds-calculate-riskiest-safest-places-in-us/2021/01/02/ea4230a2-4d0c-11eb-
97b6-4eb9f72ff46b_story.html.


