
The Politics of Fire
Prepared by David Shirk, Department of Political Science & International Relations



Overview
• Brief Review
• Student Presentation
• Wildfires
• Local Responses
• Discussion



Brief Review
Thinking About the Effects of Extreme Weather Conditions

http://images.nationalgeographic.com/wpf/media-live/photos/000/475/cache/science-extreme-weather-haboob-dust-storm_47509_600x450.jpg



•  Causes: Average global 
temperatures have risen 
0.9°F (0.5°C), primarily as 
a result of greenhouse 
gases in the atmosphere. 

•  Casualties: Worldwide 
extreme weather and 
associated hazards (e.g., 
flooding) cause numerous 
deaths and enormous 
damage. 

Extreme Weather
Since 1970, rising temperatures resulting from greenhouse gases have 
increased the chances for severe heat waves, drought, and other forms of 
extreme weather. 



Extreme Weather
“46% of deaths from extreme weather in the U.S. from 1993-2006 were 
from excessive cold, 28% from excessive heat, 10% from hurricanes 7% 
from floods, and 4% from tornadoes.”  (Indur M. Goklany)

http://wattsupwiththat.com/2011/08/27/hurricane-fatalities-1900–2010-context-in-these-stormy-times/



•  Frequency: Roughly 1,000 
tornadoes in the United States 
each year. Less than 1% of U.S. 
tornadoes account for 2/3 of 
fatalities.

•  Vulnerability: Mobile home 
dwellers account for less than 
10% of population, but 43% of 
U.S. tornado deaths.

•  Casualties: There are around 50 
people killed each year in the 
United States. Roughly 5,000 
people have been killed since 
1950.

Tornadoes
A tornado is a rapidly moving air system that has the ability to destroy 
solid structures and carry heavy debris.



Major U.S. Tornadoes Since 1950

http://www.wunderground.com/blog/JeffMasters/caribbean-disturbance-slow-to-develop-5-ef5-tornadoes-this-year-conf



Tornado Deaths



•  Frequency: Year round there are 100s 
of tropical depressions, 70-100 
named tropical cyclones, and 40-60 
hurricane strength storms. 

•  Seasons: May-October in the East 
Pacific and June-November In the 
Central Pacific, Atlantic, Caribbean, 
and Gulf of Mexico

•  Casualties: An estimated 10,000 
people die each year from tropical 
cyclones world wide, with 15,000 
people killed in the United States 
during the past century. 

Tropical Cyclones
A tropical cyclone with a low-pressure center, rains, and strong wind 
storms (over 118 km/hour). Draws energy from warm ocean water.



Distribution of Storm Conditions 
There are three major areas that are subject to cyclical severe storm 
systems, and these conditions reflect dynamics related to the earth’s 
rotation and the movement of warm air and water currents.



Flood Deaths (Worldwide)
Floods: Global Deaths and Death Rates, 1900–2008.

http://www.thegwpf.org/indur-m-goklany-global-death-toll-from-extreme-weather-events-declining/



Comparing Haiyan to Other Storms
Haiyan is one of the strongest and 
deadliest storms on record, surpassing 
Thelma, which struck the Philippines in 
1991. 

Other Major Storms
• Thelma (1991): 5,100 dead
• Bopha (2012): 1,000 dead
• Katrina (2007): 1,800 dead, $125 billion
• Sandy (2012): 286 killed, $80 billion 


http://www.ibtimes.com/philippine-gdp-growth-forecast-cut-2013-typhoon-haiyan-rebuilding-efforts-give-2014-economic-boost



International Responses
The United Nations has issued a 
call for over $300 million in 
international assistance.
Offers of disaster aid from foreign 
countries and international 
organizations have varied widely, 
causing controversy in some 
cases (e.g., China). Relief efforts 
include medical missions, search 
and rescue aircraft and 
equipment, as well as food and 
other supplies. 

Sources: Unofficial reports from various news reports.

Some Int’l Aid Estimates:
• United Kingdom: $100+ million
• Japan: $50+ million
• Norway: $30+ million
• Canada: $30 million
• United States: $20 million
• Australia: $10 million
• Saudi Arabia: $10 million
• China: $1.6 million




Disaster Relief Initiatives
Fraud, waste, and corruption are 
frequent problems when 
disaster strikes. When donating 
to disaster relief efforts it is 
important to seek credible 
charities, ideally with a proven 
track record. For example, help 
in identifying reliable charities, 
check out the website for 
Charity Navigator 
(charitynavigator.org). 

http://www.concordmonitor.comhttp://www.slate.com



Melanie Sitzer, 2/18/2014
Student Presentation: 2003 San Diego Cedar Fire



•   October 25 - November 4 
•  Largest fire in CA history 
•  Extremely dry season
•  Some parts of Southern 

California went 6 months 
without rain 

•  Santa Ana Winds
•  Beetle-infested Trees 
•  Cedar fire started by lost 

hunter who started a fire as a 
distress signal 

•  2003 “Fire Storm”
•  12 fires; 750,000 acres 

burned 

Causes & Conditions



•  CAL Fire
•  Lacking a unified, 

county-wide fire 
department 

•  Lack of adequate 
personnel and fire-
fighting resources 

Response Structure



•  Fire-fighters were sent to fight 
the fire, but not much was able to 
be done during the first few hours

•  Lack of aircraft use
•  Bureaucratic obstacles
•  Military Assistance 

•  Inadequate communication 
•  Evacuation
•  Emergency responders 

experienced difficulty 
communicating across 
agencies

•  Lack of fire representation in 
the Emergency Operations 
Center hampered the county’s 
ability receive

Government Response



•  2,323 Residential buildings
•  22 Commercial Buildings 
•  566 “other” buildings lost
•  14 Fatalities 
•  273, 246 acres lost
•  Suppression Cost: $29,880,826

Economic and Social Cost



•  In the days following the blazes, President George W. Bush 
declared the affected counties federal disaster areas, providing 
federal funds to help the state recover and rebuild. 

•  Governor Davis, working with Schwarzenegger, appointed a 
commission to study the wildfires and figure out ways to prevent 
them in the future. 

•  Mudslide Prevention
•  Feinstein has introduced the Fire Safe Community Act, which 

rewards local governments who use fire-resistant building 
materials and techniques. 

•  The area is well known for its “fiscal conservatism,” and 32 of 
the last 50 San Diego ballot measures to raise money for fire 
protection have been defeated. 

Long-Term Response





"Burned Out. (Cover Story)." Current Events 103.12 (2003): 1. Academic Search 
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http://www.countynewscenter.com/sites/default/files/news/SD-Wildfire-
PrepResponse.pdf
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Sources



The Politics of Fire
Managing Man’s Red Flower

Picture of Wildfire at Night



•  Frequency: Worldwide there are 
millions of unintentional fires each 
year, including over 100,000 wildfires.

•  Location: 85% of U.S. fires occur in 
households (350,000+ annually).

•  Casualties: Year round tens of 
thousands of people die from fires, 
including about 1 every two hours in 
the United States (3-4K deaths / 
17,5000 injuries). Estimated $5-10 
billion in U.S. fire damages caused 
every year, including $1-2 billion from 
wildfires.

Fire as Hazard
Fire is a naturally occurring and a technological hazard, and one that 
frequently occurs in conjunction with other hazards. 



Wild Fires Around the World
Title of Figure

MAP OF FIRES AROUND THE WORLD



Wild Fires in the United States
“In 2012 the United States had 67,774 total wildfires that burned 9,326,238 
acres of land (an average of 138 acres per wildfire). The U.S. Federal 
Government spent $1,902,446,000 to suppress these fires.”

San Bernardino, CA, 2003 



Which is Worse: Humans or Lightning?
Out of 67,774 wildfires in 2012, an estimated 9,443 were caused by 
lightning, burning over 6.8 million acres. This compares to an estimated 
58,331 wildfires started by humans, which burned 2.5 million acres.

http://wildland-fires.findthedata.org/l/53/2012



•  When: Home structure fires peak 
around dinner time (5:00-8:00pm), but 
the 20% occurring at night kill the 
most people (50% of deaths).

•  Where: Over 40% of reported home 
fires start in the kitchen, causing 
about 16% of deaths and over one-
third (38%) of fire injuries.

•  Why: Cooking is the leading cause of 
home fires, but smoking is the factor 
most associated with home fire 
deaths (followed by heaters).

Home Fires in the United States
The National Fire Protection Association’s (NFPA’s) 2012 report shows that 
U.S. fire departments responded to an estimated annual average of 
366,600 home structure fires from 2007-2011. 

















Deadliest U.S. Single Structure Fire
In 1903, a fire in the Iroquois Theater in Chicago, IL killed at least 605 people 
during a sold out performance of Mr. Bluebeard to 1,000+ people, in the 
deadliest single structure fire in U.S. history, thanks to a lack of sprinklers, 
alarms, and extinguishers.

Iroquois Theater
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Deadliest U.S. School Fire
“A 1937 explosion caused by a natural gas leak an an electrical trigger at a 
school in New London, Texas, caused the structure to collapse and killed 
approximately 300 people in the worst school disaster in U.S. history.

New London, TX School Explosion
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Deadliest U.S. Night Club Fire
A 1942 fire in Boston’s Cocoanut Grove Nightclub occurred when a match lit 
paper palm tree decorations, spreading fire and panic that killed 492 people. 
Problems: 1,000 people in the club (max occupancy=460), no fire sprinkler 
system, doors locked or opened inward, main exit had a revolving door, etc.

Cocoanut Grove



Worst U.S. Night Club Fire Ever
A 1942 fire in Boston’s Cocoanut Grove Nightclub occurred when a match lit 
paper palm tree decorations, spreading fire and panic that killed 492 people. 
Problems: 1,000 people in the club (max occupancy=460), no fire sprinkler 
system, doors locked or opened inward, main exit had a revolving door, etc.

Cocoanut Grove
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It’s the Smoke, Not the Fire
A majority of fire victims are not killed by heat or burns, but by toxic smoke 
and gases. In 1980, the MGM Grand had an electrical fire that spread to all 
26 stories due to PVC piping, wallpaper, plastic mirrors, unprotected vertical 
shafts, hazardous wall and ceiling materials, and no automatic sprinklers. 
Smoke and toxic fumes caused most of the 87 fatalities and 700 injuries.

1980 MGM Grand Fire





When Cost Gets in the Way…
“The total construction cost of the hotel was $106 million and apparently 
the owners deemed the $192,000 cost for the sprinkler installation not to be 
feasible….The building director… [overruled the fire marshall and decided] 
the fire sprinkler requirements in their codes did not apply to the hotel and 
casino.”

1980 MGM Grand Fire



Having An Exit Strategy
The 2003 Station Nightclub Fire in West Warwick, Rhode Island caused by 
the pyrotechnic show by the band Great White spread to the backstage and 
ceiling, causing smoke and a stampede to the front door that killed 100 of 
the 400 people at the club. 

Station Nightclub



Terrible Injuries
“Joe Kinan, 43, was discharged from Massachusetts General Hospital on 
Oct. 25, 2012, after receiving a hand transplant. It was the first procedure of 
its kind at Massachusetts General Hospital.”—Boston Globe, 2012

Station Nightclub



Fire as a Development Issue
According to the World Heath Organization, around 3 billion mostly poor 
people use solid fuels, open fires, and crude stoves to cook and heat their 
homes, exposing 2 million to illness and pulmonary diseases.

“Cooking kills, and it doesn’t have to. It’s the fifth-biggest killer in developing countries.” 
—Radha Muthiah, director, Global Alliance for Clean Cookstoves



Fighting Fire
Fire Departments, Fire Insurance, & the Politics of Fire

1808 London Fire Fighters



•  Organization: The earliest fire 
watches and brigades date back to at 
least Roman times. 

•  Regulation: Officials have long 
established edicts regarding building 
materials (e.g., thatched roofs).

•  Engines: The earliest fire wagons 
probably date to the 17th Century. 

•  Technology: Water pumps and other 
technologies have long been used to 
fight fires for centuries.

•  Insurance: Brigades developed 
insurance systems to protect the 
homes of their clients for a fee.

A Brief History of Fire-Fighting
Since humans have used fire, they have devised ways to mitigate the 
potential hazards of its use.



Fire Fighting as a Private Good
Early fire brigades provided their services based on fees provided by 
property owners, often negotiated during the blaze.

Marcus Licinius Crassus 
used his fire brigades to 

extort money from owners



•  Better Exit Signs: The ubiquitous exit 
signs we see in buildings were a 
result of post-Iroquois codes.

•  Better Doors: Codes requiring that 
exit doors open outward.

•  Better Handles: Salesman Carl 
Prinzler, who missed attending the 
performance, invented the panic bar 
with neighbor Henry Dupont & boss 
Henry Vonnegut.

Three Good Things From the Iroquois Fire
“In the aftermath of the fire, Chicago enacted new regulations to protect 
patrons from being trapped in public buildings during a fire… 
[R]egulations adopted by the City of Chicago became a model for the rest 
of the nation, and their impact, revolutionary at the time, is now taken for 
granted.”

“How Regulation Came to Be: The Iroquois Theater Fire,” http://www.dailykos.com/
story/2009/02/22/700564/-How-Regulation-came-to-be-The-Iroquois-Theater-Fire#

Von Duprin Model 88 Panic Release Bar, 
Invented in 1908



Why Mitigate Risk
“[T]hree months after the fire, the state's building and fire codes were 
revised to have the most stringent fire sprinkler and life safety requirements 
in the country. All hotels taller than 55 feet were required to be retrofitted 
with fire sprinkler systems.” Did altruism win?

1980 MGM Grand Fire



Fire Fighters as Political Actors
As state and local governments wrangle with fiscal constraints, there is a 
frequent temptation to cut costs in service provision. Firefighters are 
among the top 50 Labor PACs in U.S. politics, contributing 500K+ in 2011. 




The Rise of Fire Insurance in the United States
Schneiberg, Marc; Bartley, Tim. “Regulating American Industries: Markets, Politics, and the Institutional 

Determinants of Fire Insurance Regulation.” American Journal of Sociology. Jul2001, Vol. 107 Issue 1, 
p101-146. 46p. 5 Charts, 1 Graph, 1 Map.



Concluding Observations
The Politics of Fire



•  Fire as Hazards: Fire is one of 
the most dangerous threats 
to human life, and frequently 
occurs in combination with 
other hazards.

•  The Politics of Fire 
Departments: Fire fighting is 
one of the most venerable 
public safety measures in 
the world, and fire 
departments can play a 
pivotal role in politics. 

Concluding Observations





El Niño vs. La Niña Years
“In El Niño years, the Atlantic tends to be less active than usual, while 
parts of the central and northeast Pacific is busier than usual. During La 
Niña events, there is a tendency for more activity in the Atlantic than the 
Pacific.”


