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On 20th October 1991, some part of Oakland and Berkeley, California experienced a 
devastating fire causing 25 death and over 3,000 homes were lost. It has been 21 years since the 
fire and many houses have been reconstructed. The danger and causes of possible future fire 
have been identified and high emphasis has been placed on to the vegetation management of the 
area. Many improvements have been made not only by the local governmental to prepare for the 
situation and to raise the awareness of the resident, but also residents responded by meeting the 
regulation and standards that have been enforced by the local authorities.  

There is one plot of land, two and half acres of open field, owned by neighbors group. The 
community commons that were started in 1978 by putting money with some neighbors to 
purchase the neighboring unstructured open land to keep the surrounding environment from the 
residential development. They have been continuing to manage the land since then. The open 
field which contains trees and grasses that might become fuels for the fire is strictly inspected by 
the fire department.  

This paper explains how community commons is protected and managed to prevent from the 
future possible fire/disaster. The procedures and efforts of both the administration, namely local 
government and fire department, and the neighborhood organization are explained and analyzed 
from the community-based disaster management point of view. 
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1. Introduction 

The attention given to community-based disaster management (CBDM) has grown lately due 
to the increase in the number of natural disasters and the number of case studies reviewing such 
disasters.  Community-owned common land has been managed by local residents who are 
responsible to prepare for any kind of natural disaster.  All the community-owned common land 
has a history of establishment, at the same time coping with disasters in some ways.  

In order to achieve sustainable disaster preparedness in the community-owned common land, 
it is essential to understand the community’s effort for cg with disaster and to analyze the 
existing prevention mechanisms of both administration and community. However, neither has 
garnered much attention so far. Local residents or neighborhood groups have served for many 
years as the primary organization charged with managing the land and responding to disasters. 
Some common lands are maintained to keep the landscape that related to property value. In the 
disaster vulnerable area where needs to give special attention and care, the group is not only 
responsible for regular maintenance but also for disaster prevention. However, studies of these 
community-owned small scale property have been very limited and poorly documented.  



In the residential area of Eastbay, there are several small-scale community-owned properties 
that have been conserved and managed by the private groups. Many of these are not well known. 
In addition, they also experienced a large scale fire in 1991 that caused extensive damage. Since 
then, the city has faced the issue of how people should prevent from fire. 

After the 1991 Eastbay fire experience, how both administration and people establish the 
mechanism to deal with fire prevention? This paper reviews the Eastbay experiences of 
preventing fire after 1991 to understand the establishment of administrative mechanism and 
community effort and difficulties.  

 

2. Methodology 

For pursuing these objectives, the field survey was conducted in Oakland and Berkeley, 
California from October to November 2012, followed by literature review and collecting web-
based information. In order to understand the current situation and effort carried out by the 
community and local government, the case study selected one community where has a plot of 
community property. There are two dimensions on this study. First is to understand the fire 
prevention and management mechanism through activities of local government, including 
interviews with local government.  Second is to conduct key informant interview with a leader of 
community who manages the land.  

Attentions are given to the efforts and processes of both local government and community to 
prevent the chances of disaster, specifically fire. Also, it focused on the changes that have been 
made, for example policy, organization, monitoring system and community responsibility, over 
20 years after the 1991 Eastbay fire. 

 

3. Eastbay Fire in 1991 and Common property 

3.1 Oakland and Berkeley Fire in 1991 

The fire started on 20th October 1991, some part of Oakland and Berkeley, California. The 
experience was a devastating one causing 25 death and 150 injured. The fire burned down about 
6.2 km² and destroyed about 3,800 houses and apartments. It was recorded as one of the worst 
fire occurred in the urban area in recent years.  The fire occurred in the interface of densely 
developed hill side residential neighborhood and wild-land.   

Various reasons have been discussed that increased the damage, including non-native 
vegetation flammable was rested by the cold winter, steep terrain and narrow winding streets, out 
dated hydrant system with different diameter limited the help of other fire engine, wooden roofs 
and extensive balconies, and under rated the prevention and mitigation efforts.  Lessons learnt 
from the experience, intensive discussion and several improvements have been made over the 
years.  Of course, at the same time, many of them are not improved, for instance, street widening 
and managing vegetation to minimize the fire danger.  However, most of attentions are given to 
housing reconstruction and vegetation management.  

In Oakland, the taskforce was established and several recommendations were actually 
implemented such as Measure I was passed that was to raise $50 million at an average annual 
cost to property owners of $15 per $100,000 assessed valuation over 30 years, and long term 



vegetation management program was established for entire high fire hazard zone in the Oakland 
hills. 

 

3.2 Administrative effort  

The Fire Prevention Bureau is primarily responsible for fire safety education, fire cause 
determination, inspection of high hazard occupancies, fire code enforcement, hazardous 
materials regulation, and vegetation management. The Bureau provides plan checking services 
that assure the incorporation of proper life safety standards, as well as code compliance, in all 
new construction in the city. 

Under the Fire Prevention Bureau, Wildfire Prevention District (WPD) was established after 
1991 in City of Oakland.  WPD committee members take a full day to discuss Oakland’s 
vegetation management and education programs each year.  They shape policy, procedures and 
policies related to living along the urban-wilderness divide for the coming a few years.  This 
committee meeting is open to public. WPD offers several fire prevention effort such as 
inspection, roving fire patrols, maintenance of city property. Also, residents are able to have free 
chopping service, roadside treatment and public education.  Inspection is one of their tasks that 
deals with private property. WPD conduct approximately 26,000 public and private property 
inspection annually by fire fighter and vegetation management inspectors with in the WPD. The 
inspection identifies property that are out of compliance and needs to be brought into compliance 
as mandated by the City of Oakland and Sate of California.   

Community-owned common property is part of their inspection targets as same as vacant 
properties because they have more chances that trees and grasses are not property managed.  
WDP has been taking proactive approach to inspect the property and instruct property owners to 
manage their vegetation to prevent from the fire.   

It is clear that fire prevention needs joint effort of both administration and property owner. 
The processes of the inspections and community response takes following processes: 1) 
Information is provided by the fire department when they patrol the targeted property, 2) WPD 
inspector is responsible to double check the report and inspect based on the report to prepare the 
documents, 3) WPD send a notice to improve the situation to the owner. When the owner do not 
take actions, WPD can fine the owner, 4) The owner can appeal to the WPD to have explanations 
of the site and result of the inspection, and given instruction, 5) WDP double check whether 
measures are taken as instructed and situation has improved. 

 

3.3 Community-owned Common property and their efforts 

There is one plot of land, two and half acres of open field, owned by a neighbors group 
located in the 1991 fire affected area. Most of houses and properties got burned down in 1991 
fire but many families are back to the location to rebuild their houses.  

The community-owned common property was started in 1978 by putting money with 25 
neighbors to purchase the neighboring unstructured open land to keep the surrounding 
environment from the residential development. After the 1991 Eastbay fire, the owners of this 
common property put several efforts to continuing to manage the land.  The members have 
established a group testing goat grazing, learning about vegetation, and publishing the newsletter 



to share information and raise awareness of the people.  The open field which contains trees and 
grasses that might become fuels for the fire is strictly inspected by the fire department. In order 
to management the land, one of the owner started a private company to manage the property. In 
this case, vegetation is managed periodically and property, and residents need to share the cost of 
labor.  Many efforts have been made to manage the land properly since 1987 and even more after 
1991 but some owner feels tried to continue the efforts after 20 year passed from the large fire 
disaster. 

 

4. Discussion and Conclusion 

The community-owned common property that is represented at this study is located at the 
urban and the residential neighborhood has positive influence in surrounding environment 
(natural environment and living environment). However, small scale community property has not 
given attention and have very few recognition of common value that benefit local residents.  This 
means the sustaining the property management will face the difficult, especially disaster prone 
areas or properties that needs periodical care and special attention. Since the property does not 
have specific purpose and not often used by the residents, keeping eyes on the situation of the 
land is not an easy task, and management of the property has been more difficult by the aging of 
joint owners. 

In addition, the duties and tasks of the common property increases, and residents are started to 
question how far community has to take these responsibility; requirements are becoming higher 
but awareness are becoming lower. Administration is also anxious about awareness of the 
residence since large percent of residents who experienced 1991 fire have moved out and new 
residents who have never experienced actual fire moved in. Do they understand the importance 
and want to support the current administrative efforts and requirements? 

This paper focuses on community-owned community property and efforts to prevent fire by 
both the administration and the neighborhood group.  It explained briefly about each activities 
and efforts after 1991 Eastbay fire.  Continuing effort is necessary to prevent the fire but both 
administration and community are facing difficulty while memories of 1991 fire started to lose 
and residents are replaced by new residents who does not experienced the fire. 

 

Note: 
This study was partly founded by The Dai-ichi-life foundation. I appreciate the understandings 
and support of the foundation. 
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