Post-Fire Activity

Sonny Fong

Elissa Lynn: Welcome to the DWR Aquacast, a short podcast produced by the Department of Water Resources. It starts with a question, and we get the answer from the experts here at DWR. Sit back and enjoy the sound stream.

Zack Cunningham: Thanks for tuning in to the Aquacast. Once again this is Zack Cunningham, and today I’m here with Sonny Fong, the Emergency Preparedness and Security Manager here at DWR. Thanks for joining me, Sonny. 

Sonny Fong: Thank you for having me today. 

Zack Cunningham: Well, I think one of the things that everyone in California noticed was all the wildfires this summer, and now that we’re coming into the wet season there’s a lot of post-fire activity that DWR has a prominent role in dealing with. You have a very broad title, you do a lot here at DWR, but what’s your role here in the post-fire activity season?
Sonny Fong: Well, you know, it is pretty broad as you stated, but in relation to these fires, I guess just a really brief history on how the department got engaged in these fires is one: back in 2007 there were some very large fires down in Southern California, so we formed some really brand new teams that were the first in State Government, to go out and do assessment of these burned watersheds. This year we had over 2000 lightning-caused fires, and now that we’re into the flood season, we have the propensity to have mud and debris flows and subsequent flooding in these burned watersheds. We formed the state teams again, and since then we’ve launched over 10 teams successfully.  
Zack Cunningham: What kind of techniques do you guys use to try to mitigate these post-fire areas when there’s a potential for mudflows and debris flows?   
Sonny Fong: Well, with the state teams that go out, we don’t actually do the work; it’s always a local responsibility. What the teams will go out and do is make those recommendations for the type of measures that need to be implemented. What it comes down to is just looking at what measures we can put into place based on weather patterns, and if that weather necessitates putting in some immediate measures such as mud and debris walls or diversions, the typical sandbagging to prevent flood damage, but then the really biggest thing is the evacuations. Having early warning systems in place, making sure that the local government or the officials that are responsible have the emergency action plans in place and know where to evacuate. 

Zack Cunningham: It’s great that we have such an advanced multi-agency response team in California where we’re really able to deal with these kinds of situations. 

Sonny Fong: It’s paid big dividends because a lot of this work is traditionally behind the scenes, and a lot of hours, a lot of effort because of the coordination. If anything, the unsung heroes are those people who sacrifice their family lives to go out and do this in the interest of the public. I’m very proud of our staff for stepping up, and that’s to protect the lives and the infrastructure. 

Zack Cunningham: Well thank you, Sonny, for joining me to talk about this. 
Elissa Lynn: Thanks for listening to the DWR Aquacast. Got a question for us? Send it to dwrwebcomment@water.ca.gov. Maybe you’ll here the answer on the next DWR Aquacast.
