
Minutes of BDPNN meeting  

10 May 2012  

  

  Norine Smith welcomed everyone and explained the basics about the BDPNN and its 

goals.  She also updated everyone on the status of the grant, which is that we should hear any 

day now whether the Network will receive any funding.  The Network is also working with Public 

Health on some ongoing projects.  Norine then introduced the staff members and what they are 

working on.    

  Sandy Miarecki spoke about the upcoming Berkeley citywide exercise on 19 May from 

911 am.  Most people in the room had heard about it, and most were planning on participating.  

She explained the basics about how everyone from individuals to organized groups can 

participate.  All the details can be found on the City's website, including a slide presentation that 

covers the basics.  http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/ContentDisplay.aspx?id=79540  

  Then Norine introduced Dan Green of the Berkeley Fire Department (BFD).  He has 

been a fire fighter in Berkeley for over 10 years, with 8 years prior experience as a fire captain 

for the forestry service.  He spoke about what we can all do in advance to prepare for fires and 

what to do if a fire happens during a disaster.  His main focus is to find out what BFD can do for 

the citizens, to find out what people need.  He gave the example of the 1991 Oakland Hills fire 

when everyone came together to help, both fire departments and citizens alike.  Then there was 

the example of the San Diego fires, when everyone was evacuated and the fires were finally 

extinguished, but then untouched homes burned down a few hours later because hot embers 

were able to get into the attic vents during the main fire and smolder until new fires restarted.   

This is where the prevention phase comes into play.  

  Generally speaking, if the fire is so bad that you cannot fight it, your best action is 

evacuation.  But what about when the fire is less than this?  What can we do?  First, we need to 

prevent the fires or minimize their impact.    

• The Fire Prevention Division has several programs that may help homeowners.  Check out 

their website for more details:  http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/ContentDisplay.aspx?id=7192.    

• The Forestry Department takes care of trees and brush in the parks:  

http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/ContentDisplay.aspx?id=8826.    

• If you see a hazard in your neighborhood, you can make a report to the above agencies about 

a neighbor's property.    

• In the flat lands of Berkeley, there are many things people can do to minimize fire hazards, 

such as pruning trees, keep shrubs under control, removing dead plants, keeping debris to a 

minimum, and don't plant oily trees and shrubs.  Make sure there is access to the house in 

case of emergency.  

• BFD recommends earthquake shutoff valves for the gas meters in every home.  This will shut 

off the gas if a quake above a certain value occurs (if the home feels a quake above a 5.0, for 

example).  If a fire occurs, at least it won't be fed by gas as well.    

• We should work together as neighborhood teams to make sure we take care of each other.  

• Get the CERT Fire training when it is offered.  It will teach you many valuable things about 

how to fight fires and what you can do to prevent a larger one from spreading.  

• Basics to keeping a large house fire from spreading:  Close the windows and drapes of all the 

nearby homes to keep hot embers from getting into the house.  Set up ladders against the 

roofs of the good houses.  Hook up the garden hoses and nozzles, if water is available.  Spray 

the roofs of the good houses (don't waste any water on the bad house that is burning) and in 

the air space between the good and bad houses to keep the air cool and avoid the good  



houses from spontaneous igniting.  If possible, catch the water coming off the good houses in 

buckets and keep using it to fight the fires.  

• Realize that in some neighborhoods the house water supply is the same as the hydrant water 

supply.  Do not use house water for non-emergency purposes after a quake because you will 

deplete the pressure for the hydrants needed to fight the fires.  

• BFD has an emergency above-ground water supply system that can be deployed to bring 
water from the bay up to the hills to fight fires.  The main pipe is 12 inches in diameter, and it 
also has feeder offshoots to provide water to the flats as well.  It will take a few hours to 
deploy, if needed.  Also, the hose would likely be deployed up University Avenue, but it 
wouldn't block all traffic because the system comes with ramps so vehicles can cross over the 
hose.   

• BFD's initial response immediately after a quake is to dress for a fire and get out of the fire 

stations in their vehicles to start the damage assessment.  Each fire station has a set route to 

use to try to complete the assessment, and they will report what they see to the EOC for 

prioritization.  If they find a significant threat to the city along the way, they will stop and help, 

which will put the damage assessment on hold.  It will be up to the citizens of the community to 

accurately report the hazards that they see to the EOC.  

• When delivering messages to the EOC in the first 3-4 hours of the disaster, it is important to 

keep these messages to critical emergencies.  Once the first few hours are over, then citizens 

should start sending all other emergency messages to the EOC as well.  For example, critical 

emergencies would be fires, power lines, gas lines, water main breaks, or events affecting 

large numbers of people.  Other later messages would include lists of wounded, needed 

medical supplies, collapsed homes, and smaller emergencies.    

  

People asked many questions on a variety of topics.  Here is a summary:  

  

• The BFD priority after a big quake is to catch the fires early so that they can make the most 

impact with the least amount of resources (which is similar to the CERT mantra of "help the 

most people in the shortest amount of time with the fewest resources").  This is the Cal Fire 

model which is used to train fire departments.  http://www.fire.ca.gov/    

• "Stay and Defend" is a philosophy that was started in Australia but essentially involves ranch 

owners that demanded the right to stay on their property during a fire, that they could help the 

fire department fight the fire.  This is now extending into the US where citizens have the right 

to stay and help since it's their property.    

• There are "filter hoods" available to minimize the effects of smoke inhalation.  Dan talked 

about how most of these are not very reliable or effective or not certified.  If you get a good 

brand, they are to be used for escape only and not for fire-fighting.    

• When you are fighting a fire, remember that the fire extinguisher is your first action, and many 

people working together with multiple fire extinguishers can be very effective even against 

bigger fires than we normally talk about (such as fires as big as a trash can or a door).  If you 

work as a team, you can minimize fires very effectively.  In addition, sometimes you have to 

prioritize what to use your resources on.  If a bush is on fire, and it probably won't catch 

anything else on fire, then it's probably best to let it burn and save your resources for fires 

involving more valuable things.    

• It is important to know who the elderly and special needs individuals are in your neighborhood.  

Make sure your neighbors all know who these people are and where they live, and ensure that 

everyone knows to check on them frequently after the quake.    



• Recommended equipment for neighborhoods:  1 fire extinguisher minimum per home, and 

garden hoses with nozzles.    

• Remember that Berkeley Emergency Network Service (BENS) would be activated for an 

evacuation due to a fire, so make sure you sign up for the program:  

http://www.ci.berkeley.ca.us/ContentDisplay.aspx?id=25416  

• The CERT program is currently starting up a Damage Assessment program so people can 

assist the BFD with the assessment part of their mission after a quake.    

• After the quake, the best source of information will be 1610 AM radio (the city's emergency 

radio frequency).  It is running 24/7, but it will take at least a few hours to change the message 

to something appropriate to the situation.    

• Ham radio operators are highly encouraged to participate in the NALCO program to ensure 

emergency information is passed to the fire stations and the Emergency Operation Center 

after the quake.  Radio operators should check out this website:  http://nalco-ares-races.org/  

• There are small fire hoses called "pencil hoses" which roll up very tightly and are easy to store 

and use.  They are available in a variety of sizes, from 5/8-inch to 1-inch diameter.  Some 

neighborhood groups have these hoses.  One company in the area that carries them is L.N. 

Curtis in Oakland.  http://www.lncurtis.com/  

• The largest hose size that untrained individuals would be able to handle is the 1-1/2 inch or 1-

3/4 inch hoses.  Don't bother buying anything larger than that.  

• Typical garden hoses are 3/4-inch hoses, but they are bulky to store and use.  

• Dan recommends a product called a "hot stick" which can detect voltage in a wire from a 

distance.  If you are doing CERT search and rescue and want to make sure a wire is not hot, 

you can use the hot stick to determine if it's safe to proceed.  This would work on power lines 

as well as internal home wiring.  http://www.hotstickusa.com/faq.html  Obviously is the wire is 

sparking and moving, it's hot, so you don't need to go near one of those to figure this out.  

• We have been told that, if you have an emergency in Berkeley and call 911 using a cell phone, 

the call will be routed to Vallejo first, then to Berkeley.  The delay might complicate the 

emergency.  Thus, we are advised to call directly to the Berkeley emergency hotline at 

510981-5911.  However, there is talk about Berkeley switching to a system where 911 calls 

made on cell phones within the city limits will be switched directly to Berkeley, but we are 

confirming that information now.  

• BFD has a new interoperable radio system that is almost ready for full deployment.  It will 

probably be ready at the end of the year, and thus all fire fighters and fire vehicles will be able 

to talk to all other California-based responders in the area instead of going through 

dispatchers, which is what is happening now.    

• The City Council is considering a measure on reducing the fee for installing a gas shutoff 

valve.  If you have 2 or more households installing at the same time, the total fee would be 

only $50.  If you like this idea, please let your council member know.    

• The BFD fire engines have FRS radios on them, but the fire fighters won't know how to contact 

neighborhood groups directly until after each group reports its frequency to the EOC after the 

quake.  So make sure you include that information in your Neighborhood Status Reports.  

• Remember that, if the normal 911 system is down, you need to get your emergency messages 

to the EOC either by runners to the nearest fire station (or EOC), or through ham radio 

operators in your neighborhood, who can contact the EOC directly if they have been trained.  If 

you have a ham radio operator in your group that wants training, contact NALCO.  

http://nalcoares-races.org/  

  


