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Executive Summary 
| PURPOSE 

The purpose of this report is to collect and share information from the Town of Paradise’s perspective 
regarding the response and recovery efforts of the Camp Fire. It documents both lessons learned from 
the Camp Fire as well as best practices in hopes that the Town and other jurisdictions will be able to 
apply these concepts and enhance their capacity for future responses. As the community continues to 
recover, this report will bolster their ongoing resilience efforts. While this report cannot change the 
outcomes of the incident, through sharing perspective, it can potentially save lives, protect property, 
and mitigate the impacts of future disasters. 

 

This After Action Report (AAR) highlights specific best practices from the perspective of responders and 
key stakeholders which could benefit the Town and other jurisdictions. The report organizes all findings 
into specific themes, generated from data collected on the response to and recovery from the Camp Fire 
through stakeholder interviews, an online survey, and group discussions. Each theme addresses both 
strengths and areas for improvement identified by Town staff and response partners. Specific 
recommendations for improvement are listed for each theme and are addressed in a separate 
document, the Corrective Action Plan (CAP).  
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| AFTER ACTION PROCESS 

This report was developed by Constant Associates, Inc. (CONSTANT) a third-party emergency 
management and public health preparedness consulting firm. CONSTANT provided a team of emergency 
management experts to collect data through documentation reviews, stakeholder interviews, surveys, 
and facilitated group discussions.   

 

Through a multi-pronged data collection and organizational process, CONSTANT analyzed the data 
collected and developed findings and recommendations for improvement in future disaster responses. 
This report focuses on a defined time frame and aims to capture the best practices and lessons learned 
from the Town of Paradise that were exhibited during the Camp Fire response and recovery efforts 
beginning November 8, 2018 and ending December 15, 2018.  

 

Recommendations for improvement have been captured and are listed within the Analysis of Findings 
section of this report. Recommendations have been developed to support continued and future action 
the Town will implement to enhance its preparedness, response, recovery, and mitigation capabilities. 
The most notable significant strengths and areas for improvement are highlighted in the following 
section. 

  



TOWN OF PARADISE  

AFTER ACTION REPORT  

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
4 

| SIGNIFICANT STRENGTHS 

The following were identified as the most notable strengths exhibited during the Town of Paradise Camp 
Fire response. 

 

 Town staff, CAL FIRE, and Paradise Police Department remained adaptable to a rapidly evolving 
incident. Town staff and Paradise Police Department continuously found ways to support the 
life-saving mission. Due to the progression of the fire within Paradise, CAL FIRE transitioned 
from fire-fighting to life-saving, sheltering residents in place during the evacuation with support 
from Paradise Police Department.  

 The entire community displayed an extraordinary capacity for heroism and came together to 
help the Town in various avenues, from evacuation to recovery. 

 Prior knowledge and socialization of the Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan proved helpful during 
evacuation, as the public was familiar with evacuation procedures such as contraflow. 

 Emergency Operations Center (EOC) training and experience in multiple previous disaster 
scenarios enabled staff to rapidly transition into emergency response and recovery roles. 

 The Town EOC successfully relocated to the alternate EOC in Chico as a result of pre-established 
relationships and agreements with City of Chico.  

 The Town’s relationships with neighboring jurisdictions and other related response 
organizations allowed for the implementation of best practices established through responses 
to previous disasters, such as search and rescue and missing persons operations, as well as 
access to resources which greatly expanded the Town’s overall capability. 
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| SIGNIFICANT AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

The following were identified as the most notable areas for improvement exhibited during the Town of 
Paradise Camp Fire response.  

 

 Due to the rapidly changing incident which caused the failure of communications systems, there 
was a lack of coordination between responding agencies concerning the mass notification 
process during the Camp Fire. This resulted in delayed or absent emergency notifications.  

 Due to the presence of ember-ignited spot fires throughout the Town and communications 
failures, it was difficult to maintain situational awareness between agencies and departments 
during evacuation and other immediate response operations.  

 There was insufficient information flow between the field and Town EOC Operations on the day 
of November 8th due to the rapid loss of communication infrastructure, the fast pace of the 
incident, and the evacuation of the Town EOC to the alternate EOC in the City of Chico.  

 Addressing public information needs throughout the Camp Fire was a challenge due to the 
continuously changing nature of the incident and an insufficient  number of staff trained as 
Public Information Officers (PIOs).  

 There were challenges associated with staffing response roles, as many of the Town staff were 
adversely impacted by the disaster themselves.  

 The current EOC does not have sufficient space or communications infrastructure to support a 
large, catastrophic emergency response.   
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Introduction 
| ACKNOWLEDGEMENT AND THANKS 

The Town of Paradise would like to extend their gratitude to their faithful residents for their support and 
resilience through these incredibly difficult times. Alongside the first responders, Butte County, and 
countless partner organizations and jurisdictions, the support that poured in through response and 
recovery efforts did not go unnoticed. The response to the Camp Fire ultimately required support from 
multiple county, city, state, and federal responders, hundreds of volunteers, and countless Paradise 
residents, all of which were instrumental in providing a helping hand to neighbors and community 
members.  

 

Despite the enormous tragedy, the response efforts seen from all individuals and groups highlighted the 
unity needed to aid in overcoming these difficulties. The commitment to help the community heal was 
universally recognized. For this, the Town of Paradise would like to thank everyone who offered his or 
her time, dedication, and determination during the event that changed the history of the Town of 
Paradise forever.   

 

| DEDICATION 

This report is dedicated to all the victims and survivors of the Camp Fire, those who lost their lives, their 
property, and their community. While the Camp Fire destroyed the Town, no disaster could wound the 
spirit of Paradise. This report recognizes the catastrophic and deplorable circumstances of the Camp 
Fire, but even more strongly emphasizes the resilience of the community and the potential for a Town of 
Paradise rebuilt to better withstand the impacts of disaster.  

   

| CONTRIBUTORS 

The Town of Paradise thanks all who contributed to the development of this report. A list of individuals 
who helped author this document, reviewed drafts, participated in interviews and discussions, and 
provided data is available in the appendix of this document. This report would not have been possible 
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without the assistance of these individuals. Their commitment to the Town is apparent through their 
contribution to this project and their role in the Camp Fire response and recovery efforts.  

 

This AAR was written and developed by CONSTANT, a third-party private sector emergency management 
and public health preparedness consulting firm contracted through donated emergency response funds 
(via Direct Relief) from the Camp Fire to compile this AAR/CAP. 

 

| SCOPE OF AFTER ACTION REPORT 

This AAR was written with the intent to comprehensively collect the best practices and lessons learned 
to enhance the capabilities of the Town of Paradise and to share their experiences with others. The 
scope of this report specifically covers the response efforts by the Town to the 2018 Camp Fire. The data 
gathered, analyzed, and reported in this process encompasses the response period through the Town’s 
re-opening. Specifically, this report focuses on the Town’s activities between November 8, 2018 and 
December 15, 2018.  

 

| METHODOLOGY 

This AAR has been compiled using a multi-pronged data gathering approach. This included a 
comprehensive review of existing plans and incident documentation, an online survey distributed to key 
stakeholders, group and individual interviews according to response roles, and a facilitated Hot Wash 
discussion with Town and partner response officials. Additionally, the data collected and synthesized 
was reviewed and approved through various Project Oversight Meetings. All data was reviewed and 
analyzed by a team of emergency management professionals to provide a fair and honest analysis of the 
response and the development of realistic and actionable improvement recommendations.  

 

| DOCUMENT REVIEW  

Experts from CONSTANT collected and reviewed established Town of Paradise policies and procedures 
to compile data for this report. Additionally, the team conducted a historical review of disasters and 
wildfires in the region and reviewed documentation developed during response and recovery to the 
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Camp Fire. Through this process, CONSTANT performed an analysis of activities performed during the 
Camp Fire response. A sampling of referenced documents includes but is not limited to: 

 

 Town of Paradise – Emergency Operations Plan  

 Town of Paradise – Evacuation Traffic Control Plan 

 Town of Paradise – Citizen Planning Guide for Disaster Preparedness 

 

| SURVEY 

An electronic survey was developed and distributed widely to collect individual responder feedback. 
Recipients of the survey include EOC staff, department representatives, responders, and other key 
stakeholders.  

 

Survey participants were asked to share what they observed as strengths as well as any areas for 
improvement regarding response and recovery efforts occurring within the scope of this document. 
Data from the surveys informed the construction of themes in this report. The survey provided a forum 
for all participants to have an opportunity to contribute their perspectives and experiences to this 
report. 

 

| INTERVIEWS  

One-on-one and group interviews were conducted to review major events that determined the critical 
issues and strengths related to the response and recovery efforts, to fill information gaps within 
research, and to verify information and key findings. These interviews allowed participants to outline 
critical preparedness activities that occurred prior to the incident, as well as list self-identified key 
strengths and areas for improvement relating to response and recovery efforts. 

 

Approximately 10 interviews were conducted to include interviews with participants on unique 
perspectives on efforts such as alert and notification, evacuation, repopulation, Town EOC Operations, 
and more. 
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| FACILITATED GROUP DISCUSSION  

A facilitated group discussion called a Hot Wash was conducted to engage Town stakeholders in 
dialogue concerning the successes and challenges faced during the Camp Fire. The Hot Wash was 
divided into two sessions: one outlining strengths and one focusing on areas for improvement. The 
sessions allowed CONSTANT to capture Hot Wash participants’ accounts of the Camp Fire response and 
initial recovery efforts. Additionally, CONSTANT distributed and collected Hot Wash participant 
worksheets that served as auxiliary notes from the meeting and as additional data points for 
substantiation of report findings.   
 

| ORGANIZATION OF REPORT 

This AAR aims to provide readers with an overview of the Town response and recovery efforts following 
the Camp Fire. Overall, this report provides context to the conditions, events, and factors that occurred 
during the incident.  This report is organized into an Incident Overview, Analysis of Key Findings, and 
detailed write-ups about the major themes of the Town response and recovery efforts. Those themes 
include evacuation, interagency coordination, Town EOC operations, repopulation, and others. Those 
themes share strengths and areas for improvement resultant from the data collection process. 
Corrective actions, which align with each individual finding, are included in the Analysis of Findings and 
are compiled with the CAP. 
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Incident Overview 
 

The Town of Paradise has historically been found to be at high risk for wildfire events. Since 1999, there 
have been 13 large wildfires that have burned through areas of the Northern California ridge and 
threatened the Town.1 The 2008 Humboldt Fire began on the opposite side of Town as the Camp Fire, 
yet favorable weather conditions helped to contain the spread before it could result in the devastating 
destruction the Camp Fire caused. The combination of the terrain and climate pose a unique threat to 
the Town of Paradise and the rest of the region, which has routinely resulted in EOC activations and 
multi-jurisdictional incident responses. Because of this history and susceptibility to wildfire, the Town of 
Paradise has focused on bolstering its preparedness through efforts such as evacuation zone planning, 
evacuation drills, and ready set go information dissemination.  

 

The Camp Fire was first reported to CAL FIRE at 6:33 AM on the morning of November 8, 2018. The 
brush fire started in the community of Pulga but rapidly spread to the Town of Paradise. It is not 
uncommon for fires to start in this same area, yet no previous fires had escalated at the rate 
experienced with the Camp Fire.2 Previous fires that started in the Pulga community were far less 
threatening and never reached the Town’s limits. On the morning of November 8, however, a fallen 
power transmission line paired with ideal meteorological conditions started the United States’ deadliest 
and most destructive wildfire in a century. Shortly after, the rush of fleeing residents and a massive 
evacuation effort became a race against time for the community to escape the Town before flames 
consumed it. In the end, it destroyed an estimated 95% of buildings and properties within the Town of 
Paradise, including fields, homes, businesses, and neighborhoods. 

  

 

 

1 Gafni, Matthias (December 2, 2018). "Rebuild Paradise? Since 1999, 13 large wildfires burned in the footprint of the Camp Fire". 
The Mercury News. 
2 Trinidad, Anna (December 11, 2018). "911 Camp Fire calls reveal confusing and chaotic moments" (Wildfires). KTVU. 



TOWN OF PARADISE  

AFTER ACTION REPORT  

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
13 

| DEVELOPMENT OF THE CAMP FIRE 

On November 6, 2018, because of forecasted conditions, the National Weather Service (NWS) issued a 
red-flag warning for the Northern California region. The forecast cited the development of dry, 
unseasonably hot temperatures and high velocity winds in tandem with a rapidly decreasing humidity 
index as cause for increased threat of wildfire.3 

 

On November 7, Pacific Gas and Electric (PG&E) notified the Town of Paradise that they were 
considering instituting a public safety power shutoff (PSPS) due to alarming weather conditions and high 
winds. In response, the Town prepared for the PSPS by activating their EOC to a level one activation. This 
preparation would allow the Town to communicate with citizens by various means during the shutoff. A 
final decision to shut off the power was to be made by PG&E at 4:00 AM on November 8. When that 
time came, PG&E decided not to shut the power down in the Town of Paradise.4 Later, on the morning 
of November 8, a PG&E power transmission line issue was reported near the community of Pulga, which 
is about seven miles east of Paradise. The first reports of a fire near Poe Creek Dam were made at 6:33 
AM and, by the time CAL FIRE arrived, the small brushfire that would come to be known as the Camp 
Fire had already spread to ten acres in size.5 

 

Town of Paradise officials had little time to react to news of the fire, as it spread so quickly it reached 
the town border by 7:45 AM. To make matters more severe, the weather conditions during the day and 
subsequent fire spotting made it nearly impossible to understand the progression of the fire. Sunrise 
visibility limitations and high velocity winds caused firefighting air resources to be delayed as the fire 
spread 19 miles across the local mountain range before assistance could arrive. In addition to delaying 
resource deployment, the strong wind gusts carried embers to multiple locations creating spot fires that 
rapidly spread throughout the Town.  

 

 

 

3 Newberry, Paige St John, Anna M. Phillips, Joseph Serna, Sonali Kohli, Laura. "California fire: What started as a tiny brush fire 
became the state's deadliest wildfire. Here's how". Latimes.com.  
4 Gafni, Matthias (November 9, 2018). "PG&E power lines may have sparked deadly Camp Fire, according to radio transmissions". 
The Mercury News. 
5 Johnson, Alex (January 13, 2019). "Head of California electric utility quits amid fallout from deadly wildfires". NBC News. 

https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-camp-fire-tictoc-20181118-story.html
https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-camp-fire-tictoc-20181118-story.html
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The Town EOC was activated by 8:07 AM on November 8, 2018. Staff that came in to perform their 
normal daily duties immediately shifted into EOC positions and emergency responsibilities.6 Some 
employees, working outside both their normal and emergency roles, assisted in the field with 
evacuation out of necessity. By 9:30 AM, due to imminent fire danger, personnel began evacuating the 
Town EOC, which is located at Town Hall, and relocated to the pre-established, alternate EOC in City of 
Chico, where they provided coordination support for the duration of the fire and the time following.7 By 
noon, the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services’ (Cal OES) State Operations Center (SOC) 
was activated to support local response efforts for the Camp Fire. 

 

The Town-wide evacuation was a massive undertaking riddled with complex challenges. Due to the fire 
conditions, Town residents and officials did not have access to the information they needed in order to 
optimally execute the evacuation plan. Some officials stated that they relied on the news media and 
residents themselves to update them on where the fire was, as information flow proved difficult due to 
damaged communications infrastructure.8 

 

Due to the rate of spread of the fire, all major evacuation corridors quickly became extremely 
congested, causing delays and standstills. With the primary fire from the east (Pulga) and spot fires 
developing from the north (Magalia) and west (Butte Creek Canyon), evacuees fled from all directions to 
a confluence point at the intersection of Skyway and Pearson Road.9 Public Works staff, recognizing 
they were needed in the field to help direct traffic, worked in coordination with first responders to 
optimize the flow of traffic at this critical intersection. This was done by managing traffic queues full of 
cars, which were each being threatened by flames from the Pentz Road corridor and the upper Skyway 
corridor. Staff at this intersection funneled traffic outbound down Skyway, south of this intersection 
(five-lanes wide) to absorb three lanes from fleeing upper Skyway traffic and two lanes from fleeing 
Pearson Road traffic.10 This technique was effective and provided a continuous flow of traffic towards 
the edge of Town Limits. At no time during the evacuation event was the intersection of Skyway and 
Pearson a critical “bottleneck”, limiting the flow of traffic. Free-flow speeds were never achieved by the 

 

 

6 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
7 Stakeholder Interview 
8 Stakeholder Interview 
9 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
10 Stakeholder Interview 
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evacuating public until they were either outside of Town Limits (free from imminent danger) or having 
reached the heavily impacted City of Chico transportation network.  

 

The community banded together to propel evacuation efforts in the midst of communication failures. 
Town staff and council members cite extensive emergency planning and training which helped to create 
a community that was prepared, even if they were not able to handle the magnitude of the Camp Fire. 
As the fire appeared on their doorsteps, neighbors informed one another of the looming danger and 
offered evacuation assistance. Staff and residents took on jobs outside of their normal scope to assist 
with the evacuation effort. In the midst of escaping, many had stopped to pick up those who were stuck 
without transportation, or whose cars had run out of gas or were ignited by the fire. 

 

Due to spot fires and the rapid spread of the wildfire, response priorities focused on evacuation rather 
than fire suppression. As fire resources were sent to Pulga and Concow to initially suppress the fire, 
resources encountered heavy traffic getting back into the Town of Paradise, as cars trying to get out of 
Town blocked the access of emergency service vehicles.11 Neighboring jurisdictions including the Chico 
Police Department stepped in to assist with evacuation efforts. There were not enough resources to 
stop the spread, so first responders were diligent in directing their rescue efforts toward saving as many 
lives as possible. While evacuation gridlock slowed resource procurement, many first responders and 
Town staff drove around the town pulling as many people as possible to points of protection, such as 
local churches and shopping center parking lots. All the while, their own homes were possibly being lost 
in the chaos.  

 

The community banded around the Town’s large senior citizen population and persons with disabilities 
and others with access and functional needs (DAFN). They were aided by fellow community members, 
who offered to drive them to safety. Schools, hospitals, and other large facilities were quickly evacuated 
in large part with the help of their own faculty and staff, who stayed behind to coordinate those efforts 
before evacuating themselves. Those “in the moment” decisions made by residents, volunteers, and 
staff in the field have been cited as having saved countless lives.12 

 

 

11 Ravani, Sarah, "California wildfire: Destructive Camp Fire grows to 70,000 acres", San Francisco Chronicle (November 9, 2018) 
12 Stakeholder Interviews 
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The planned and trained use of contra-flow (one-way evacuation) along Skyway between Neal Road and 
the City of Chico was the single most effective tool deployed for evacuating the public. Although first 
responders were aware the public was being evacuated to a corridor, which at times, was actively 
burning, this was the best course of action available and was critical in the success of the evacuation. 
CAL FIRE utilized air-attacks, dropping loads of water over areas threatened by the spread of fire, hoping 
to slow the fire’s progression. 

 

Trained staff including Police, Public Works, mutual aid responders, and other volunteers like Town 
Council Members completed management of traffic at critical intersections. Due to the size, speed, and 
reach of the event, coupled with the geographical layout and existing infrastructure of the Upper Ridge 
and transportation capacity of neighboring communities, little more could have been done given the 
resources and personnel available to achieve more favorable outcomes. A university study projected 
that it would take eight hours under “blue-sky” normal traffic conditions to evacuate the entire Town of 
Paradise and over five hours with the immediate contraflow of Skyway between Neal Road and the City 
of Chico.13 During the Camp Fire, Paradise achieved a Town-wide evacuation in less than six hours. 

 

In the coming days, resources from all over the Western United States would be sent to Paradise to 
assist in the fight to contain the fire. By November 10th, this included 5,596 firefighters, 622 engines, 75 
water tenders, 101 fire crews, 103 bulldozers, and 24 helicopters.14  At the same time, fire departments 
in Southern California were fighting the Woolsey Fire and resources from 17 other states were provided 
to help both regions.  

  

 

 

13 Stakeholder Interview 
14 "Camp Fire". InciWeb Incident Information System, United States Forest Service. 
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| AFTER THE FIRE 

On November 25, after 17 days of burning, CAL FIRE reported that the Camp Fire had finally reached 
100% containment. In Chico, a Disaster Recovery Center (DRC) was opened on November 16 to help 
residents access services provided by the local, state, and federal agencies throughout the recovery 
process. With reports that the fire destroyed 95% of buildings within the Town of Paradise, it has caused 
a major housing crisis in the Town and region. Individuals remained in shelters until the last one was 
closed in February 2019, while others waited to procure temporary housing units provided by the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), some of which took more than six months to receive. 

 

With more than 20,000 people moving into the City of Chico since the fire occurred, their population has 
swelled by 20%. Since then, many residents have moved completely, with a large number moving out of 
state because of the high cost of living and lack of available and affordable housing in the area. Debris 
management and cleanup has taken up a considerable amount of resources, as the Camp Fire resulted 
in one of the largest hazardous material cleanup operations in the state’s history. Recovery efforts 
continue to this day alongside efforts to rebuild in a manner that mitigates the impact of future 
disasters. Yet Town leaders remain hopeful for the future, with one Council Member stating, “I don’t 
know any other community that could survive and come back from this”. 
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Analysis of Key Findings  
| SUMMARY 

The following sections of the report detail the strengths and areas for improvement regarding response 
and recovery efforts for the Camp Fire by the Town of Paradise. These findings were developed through 
a comprehensive analysis of resources provided by the Town and further research by the CONSTANT 
team. The data and information collected to inform these findings included stakeholder interviews, 
documentation review, facilitated group discussions, and online surveys. Patterns which emerged from 
the data collection process helped to inform the identification of overarching themes, which are 
presented below.  Each theme contains a summary which provides an overview of efforts specific to the 
section theme made during the Camp Fire response. Following this summary, specific findings which are 
organized into strengths and areas for improvement, are presented with substantiating data to support 
each finding. Lastly, recommendations, which align with each finding, are provided to outline corrective 
actions which the Town may pursue to better prepare for future disasters.  

 

The following themes have been identified for this AAR: 

 

 Notification, Alert, and Warning 

 Evacuation 

 EOC Operations 

 Interagency Coordination 

 Public Information  

 Continuity of Government 
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Notification, Alert, and Warning 
| SUMMARY 

The rapid pace at which the Camp Fire 
incident evolved on the early morning 
of November 8, 2018 was truly 
unprecedented and had historic, 
catastrophic impacts. Despite the 
planning and preparedness actions 
initiated by the Town of Paradise 
prior to the Camp Fire, the complexity 
of the incident deeply challenged the 
Town’s ability to protect those who 
live, work, learn, visit, and do business 
there.   

 

In accordance with section 2.3 of the 
Town of Paradise Emergency 
Operations Plan (EOP), Town officials 
were monitoring weather reports and PG&E updates on November 7.15 Due to impending high wind conditions 
over the next 24 hours, the Town took proactive steps to prepare for a PSPS.  

 

Town leadership set up phones with a preset message about the high wind advisory and instructed Town staff to 
fuel up their vehicles by nightfall. The Town published information regarding the potential PG&E PSPS on its 
Facebook page to alert Facebook followers of the potential PSPS event. Staff had undergone prior training in 
setting up the EOC and understood the roles they would play once the EOC was activated.  

 

 

 

15 Town of Paradise. Emergency Operations Plan, November 2011 (page 33) 

Town of Paradise Facebook Post on PG&E PSPS on November 2. 

Source:  https://www.facebook.com/townofparadise/ 
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Town staff received the first notification about the fire around 7:15 AM on November 8. At that time, the fire 
was still miles east of Paradise in the Pulga community. The fire was not yet presenting a threat to the Town of 
Paradise. Within the same hour, the conditions of the fire changed very rapidly, aggressively, and unpredictably, 
presenting Town officials with a barrage of challenges.16  

 

As the Camp Fire incident unfolded, it was extremely difficult for the 
Town to establish and maintain a common operating picture. 
Evacuation orders were typically made through the EOC in close 
coordination with field-level response leadership. Due to the 
extreme speed of the fire and in an effort to save as many lives as 
possible, a town-wide evacuation was requested by CAL FIRE Incident 
Commanders. The Paradise Police Department immediately began to 
implement CAL FIRE’s request to evacuate the Town. Police 
communications personnel advised Police Command Staff and all 
Police personnel in the field. Police personnel began advising any 
citizens they contacted that they needed to evacuate immediately. 
Police Command Staff notified the EOC Director of the immediate 
evacuation order by phone. Lessons from past fires indicated a need 

for orderly evacuations by zones that are limited in scope to allow for traffic to flow instead of creating traffic 
jams caused by too many vehicles on the roads at any one time. Since no fire department representative was 
able to be present in the EOC, upon notification of CAL FIRE’S request to evacuate the Town, the EOC Director 
attempted to confirm the request with the Paradise Fire Chief. This led to a delay between the time the Police 
Department advised the EOC of CAL FIRE’s request to evacuate the Town and when the appropriate mass alert 
and warning messaging was triggered.  

 

The Town notified its personnel and formally activated the EOC, but it was apparent that the fire was moving 
faster than the Town’s leadership could effectively react.17 At 8:13 AM, the Town used its official Facebook page 
to publish an immediate evacuation order, which included the Town evacuation map, for evacuation zones 3, 8, 
14, 2, 7, and 13. At 8:44 AM, the Town used its mass notification system, CodeRED, to send its first mass alert.18 
It was later discovered that large portions of the Town did not receive the alert. While the system will 

 

 

16 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
17 Stakeholder interview 
18 Los Angeles Times Public Record Request November 30, 2018 

OVERCOMING COMMUNICATION 
HURDLES 

 

“There seemed to be a 
communication breakdown. 

Everyone did the best they could 
under the circumstances.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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automatically send alerts to AT&T landlines in Town, residents must voluntarily sign up in advance in order to 
also receive emergency alert notifications by cell phone, text message, and email.  Further complicating the 
matter, the Camp Fire spread at such an alarming rate that its flames consumed the communications 
connections of many of the cellular towers that serviced the area, causing massive network and systems 
failures.19 

 

Early on, CAL FIRE shifted its efforts from a fire suppression mission to a life-saving mission. Realizing the 
insurmountable technology failures, Town staff, first responders, and community members alike began going 
door to door alerting residents of the fire and assisting people who needed assistance getting off the ridge.20  

 

| STRENGTHS 

Strength 1: Town of Paradise staff remained adaptable to the rapidly evolving incident and found ways to 
overcome communication challenges in support of the life-saving mission.21   

It was emphasized during the Town of Paradise’s Camp Fire Hot Wash how impressive it was to see the Town’s 
staff sticking together, remaining flexible, and focusing on saving the Town’s residents from the catastrophic fire 
amid the information gaps and the communication system failures. The dangerous dynamics surrounding the 
Camp Fire presented insurmountable challenges to the Town. The perfect execution of even the best planning 
and preparedness efforts would not have completely shielded the Town from the impacts of this life-threatening 
incident. Hot Wash participants expressed that, while not all decisions were executed to perfection during the 
response, there was an overall sense of unity and cooperation across the team with regards to saving lives.   

 

Recommendation 1: Town of Paradise leadership should identify strategies for building upon and investing in its 
cultural foundation of collaboration through workshops, trainings, and exercises. Outcomes of these events 
should be documented and incorporated into the Town’s annual training and exercise program. 

     

 

 

19 NPR – Officials Assess Response To Camp Fire In Northern California  https://www.npr.org/2018/12/10/675210407/officials-assess-
response-to-camp-fire-in-northern-california 
20 Stakeholder interview 
21 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash  

https://www.npr.org/2018/12/10/675210407/officials-assess-response-to-camp-fire-in-northern-california
https://www.npr.org/2018/12/10/675210407/officials-assess-response-to-camp-fire-in-northern-california
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Strength 2: Town of Paradise notification processes for EOC staff worked according to plans. 

It was expressed during the Hot Wash and through online surveys that the notification of EOC personnel was 
organized and seamless, and that it functioned in accordance to previously established training standards. The 
steps the Town of Paradise took to activate its EOC in response to the Camp Fire showed that EOC staff were 
prepared and that activation protocols had been well exercised.  

 

Recommendation 2: Using the Camp Fire as a case study, the Town should discuss and identify best practices 
related to notifying key personnel of an EOC activation. Further, the Town should document those best practices 
and incorporate them in the planning and execution of quarterly notification drills for all key personnel. 

 

| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT  

Area for Improvement 1: Butte County and the Town of Paradise demonstrated a lack of coordination 
regarding the mass notification process during the Camp Fire. 

Incident documentation and stakeholder interviews highlight the fact that the Butte County Sheriff’s Office 
(BCSO) and the Town of Paradise were both sending mass notifications to Town of Paradise residents using two 
completely separate CodeRED accounts. There was no apparent coordination of these messages. This lack of 
coordination could have caused major confusion and further compromised the safety of Paradise residents.    

     

Recommendation 1a: The Town of Paradise should initiate a meeting with the BCSO to develop an effective 
strategy for coordinating mass notification efforts facing the Town of Paradise. This coordinated process should 
eliminate the potential for duplication of effort and should promote the health and safety of Paradise residents. 
Further, the process should be documented and reflected in all relevant policies, plans, and procedural 
documents at the Town and the County levels. 

 

Recommendation 1b: The Town of Paradise and the BCSO should jointly develop a mass notification system test 
schedule to include the dissemination of coordinated messaging from one central system to the Town of 
Paradise residents. In addition, both entities should jointly spearhead a public outreach campaign to ensure the 
whole community is clear on how messaging works and is familiar with what agency will be disseminating 
messaging under specific disaster circumstances.  
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Area for Improvement 2: The overwhelming speed of the fire and the lack of situational awareness created a 
delay for officials to trigger a Town-wide evacuation order and initiate its alert and warning process. 

It was underscored during stakeholder interviews that the lack of timely, accurate, and consistent information 
from the field significantly challenged the ability of Town leadership to determine the appropriate course of 
action in the immediate response to the fire. It was noted that senior leadership within the Paradise Police 
Department had contacted the EOC Director to request a full evacuation of the Town based upon the rapidly 
worsening fire conditions. It was further noted that the EOC Director, due to a lack of situational awareness and 
inconsistent information, opted to first verify the recommendation with the Fire Chief before triggering such a 
response. While the Town’s Evacuation Plan and the process for activating it had been well established, trained 
to, and exercised, the plan largely accounts for a zone-by-zone evacuation model. It was not anticipated that an 
immediate, Town-wide evacuation would be required. The lack of situational awareness as well as the 
catastrophic magnitude of the Camp Fire’s scope quickly overwhelmed the Town’s preparedness efforts, which 
led to the dissemination of conflicting information early in the incident and a delay in triggering the alert and 
notification process for a Town-wide evacuation. 

 

Recommendation 2a: Town of Paradise leadership should coordinate a meeting with Paradise Police 
Department and CAL FIRE leadership to review and discuss thresholds for issuing evacuation orders on behalf of 
the Town. Special attention should be given to the necessary thresholds and processes for determining the need 
for a Town-wide evacuation. Processes identified and agreed upon should be documented and incorporated in 
all relevant policies and plans.  

 

Recommendation 2b: In conjunction with the BCSO, the Town of Paradise should review, refine, and harden the 
systems it has in place for managing its mass notification process in the face of catastrophic incidents. This effort 
should also include a thorough evaluation of the capacity of Paradise Police Department dispatch personnel to 
effectively and simultaneously manage high volumes of 911 calls and the Town’s mass notification process 
during incidents like the Camp Fire.    

 

Area for Improvement 3: During the Camp Fire, the Town of Paradise lacked redundant mechanisms for 
alerting its residents about the fire and prompting immediate evacuations.  

As described during stakeholder interviews, when the cellular towers and power went down, Town staff, first 
responders, and community members went door-to-door in an effort to alert residents of the pending danger, 
encouraging them to immediately evacuate. While these efforts were heroic and saved many lives, it is 
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important to note that there was no planned process for emergency notifications beyond the technology that 
failed. 

 

Recommendation 3: In conjunction with the BCSO, identify and implement at least two redundant methods for 
alerting Town residents of their need to evacuate. Document the methods in all relevant policies and procedures 
at the County and Town levels. Further, incorporate the use of these methods in the Town’s annual training and 
exercise program. 
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Evacuation 
| SUMMARY 

On the day of November 8, 2018, the Town of Paradise 
experienced a catastrophic fire that was exacerbated by 
high wind and extremely dry conditions. The fire was so 
severe that it overwhelmed the Town's emergency 
preparedness and planning efforts as well as the Town’s 
infrastructure. With a fire that at some points spread as fast 
as the length of 80 football fields per second, expeditious 
evacuation was necessary to save the lives of the Town’s 
residents.  

 

The already perilous fire combined with communication 
failures, posed extreme challenges to the evacuation of the 
Town. However, Town of Paradise staff, first responders, 
and the community came together to ensure the safety of 
the Town’s residents and successfully evacuate the entirety 
of Paradise. First responders were quick-thinking and innovative, deviating from established plans and protocols 
and sheltering residents in place to save lives when evacuation was not possible.  

 

Previous preparedness efforts in socializing and testing the Town Evacuation Plan proved advantageous, even 
during a disaster of such a severity, as the community knew how to safely evacuate and did so in a calm manner. 
Good samaritans helped persons with DAFN or those who had no mechanism for evacuation due to vehicles 
being engulfed in flames. Overall, the entire Town of Paradise was successfully evacuated thanks to the Town’s 
planning efforts, the heroism of the entire community, the support by regional partners, the innovative actions 
and quick-thinking performed by first responders, and the resilient culture of the Town of Paradise.   

 

  

EVACUATION 

 

“Field personnel worked with each other and 
mutual aid partners as well as they could, 

with the limited communications capabilities 
available, to adapt to the ever changing 

situation. This included utilizing non-
traditional routes, impromptu assembly 

points and innovative tactics to assist those 
entangled in traffic to survive the fire until it 

had passed, and they were able to evacuate.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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| STRENGHTS 

Strength 1: The entire community, first responders, civil servants, and the public alike, showed heroism and 
came together to evacuate the community. 

Without the heroic actions performed by not just those 
responsible for emergency response, like civil servants and 
first responders, but also the public, the consequences of 
the Camp Fire may have been far more severe. The whole 
community came together to save the lives of Town of 
Paradise residents. Normal citizens risked their own lives 
helping neighbors and community members evacuate, 
Town staff took action outside their normal job 
responsibilities, and first responders self-deployed and 
took courageous action to shelter residents in safe areas 
as the fire blazed around them. The display of bravery and 
commitment to the Town of Paradise was remarkable and 
was perhaps one of the greatest strengths of the entire 
Camp Fire response. Perhaps spawned by the Town’s 
experience with previous disasters, the Town of Paradise 
has a strong culture of resiliency, exemplified by not only 
its response to the Camp Fire but the many disasters the 
Town has overcome. 

 

Recommendation 1: Continue to cultivate a strong sense of community in the Town of Paradise and honor the 
Camp Fire annually through a community event which acknowledges the victims, thanks the heroes, and 
promotes emergency preparedness.  

 

Strength 2: Socialization and exercising of the Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan proved helpful during the 
Camp Fire evacuation.  

Due to socialization of the Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan and evacuation exercises, the community was well 
versed in how to properly evacuate the Town of Paradise. The plan was shared extensively with Town of 
Paradise residents, and there was general consensus by Town staff that the community understood the 

Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan Excerpt. Source: 
https://www.townofparadise.com/index.php/residents/
emergency-services-information 
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Evacuation Plan.22 Additionally, Town staff noted that the Evacuation Plan had been tested and practiced on 
numerous occasions with community members. All of these actions contributed to the successful evacuation of 
the Town of Paradise, as Town residents were knowledgeable about evacuation practices and performed 
evacuation calmly during the Camp Fire. For instance, Town residents, upon direction by first responders and 
Town staff directing traffic, began contraflow, using both street lanes to move traffic out of the Town.  

 

Recommendation 2: Develop and implement an ongoing, comprehensive preparedness campaign for the Town 
of Paradise, which includes further socialization of the Evacuation Plan. Develop performance metrics and track 
the success of the campaign. Make continuous improvements based on performance outcomes.  

 

 

Strength 3: The Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan helped to expedite decision-making during the evacuation. 

CAL FIRE personnel leading the initial response and evacuation noted that the Evacuation Plan, specifically the 
predetermined evacuation zones, expedited decision-making during the response.23 Because of the pre-
established zones, those responsible for determining which areas should be evacuated were able to easily and 
expeditiously suggest the evacuation of specific zones as opposed to determining evacuation guidance based on 
street names or neighborhoods. At the speed the fire was spreading, this was critical in providing quick and 

 

 

22 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
23 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 

STORY OF HEROISM 

“As the flames came closer and eventually reached the Adventist Health Feather River Hospital in Paradise, 
caregivers went to work to quickly evacuate every last patient. As a nurse in the ICU, Allyn Pierce was one of 
the caregivers that stayed to ensure every last patient was safely evacuated. Then he hit the road with two 

colleagues and quickly got stuck in gridlock. The flames were outside his car. Nearby vehicles caught fire. He 
left a goodbye message for his family. Then a bulldozer appeared and cleared a path. Allyn finally had room 

to move — and he didn’t head to safety. Instead, he went back to Feather River Hospital, where new 
patients had arrived looking for help. He and his colleagues got back to work caring for patients.” 

Source: Our Health California. “Wildfire Heroes in Paradise.” Feb 13, 2019. 
http://www.ourhealthcalifornia.org/blog/article/wildfire-heroes-in-paradise/ 
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easily understood evacuation guidance that would ultimately be communicated to the public. The evacuation 
zones expedited the decision-making process and allowed evacuation guidance to be reported more quickly 
from CAL FIRE to BCSO and Paradise Police Department. Each first responder entity understood what geographic 
areas were included in each evacuation zone and were able to use these zones as common language to expedite 
the evacuation process.  

 

Recommendation 3: Work with Butte County and Operational Area stakeholders to ensure that the zone 
evacuation system is understood and standardized throughout the Operational Area. 

 

Strength 4: When necessary, first responders transitioned from firefighting to life saving, sheltering citizens in 
place when evacuation was not possible, saving many lives.  

The Camp Fire necessitated that first responders almost immediately 
transition from firefighting to life saving, and with this came the need to 
shelter evacuees in place. Under such extreme circumstances, sometimes 
evacuation is not feasible or poses more danger than sheltering in place 
until hazardous conditions resolve. First responders showed extreme 
leadership in rallying together groups of people in immediate danger, 
finding a location hardened against fire, and monitoring the situation until 
flames receded. While not ideal, this saved many lives and was the correct 
and only feasible decision.   

 

The Town of Paradise prepared residents for these extreme circumstances 
by defining in their Evacuation Plan that a public assembly point is “a 
temporary assembly area that provides a safe haven for evacuees to 
assemble until conditions subside and evacuation routes are accessible” 
and that a shelter in place order “advises people to stay secure in their 
current location by remaining in place as evacuation will cause a higher 

Town of Paradise Evacuation Zones 

Source:https://www.townofparadise.c
om/index.php/residents/emergency-
services-information  
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potential for loss of life.”24 While evacuation is the most ideal option during such emergencies, the Town 
recognizes the high threat profile that it exists in and prepared its residents for these extenuating circumstances. 
Overall, shelter in place during the Camp Fire was a major strength of the response, saving the lives of first 
responders and Town residents. 

 

Recommendation 4a: Hold a conversation 
with CAL FIRE, the County, and other relevant 
stakeholders regarding the successes and 
areas for improvement associated with 
shelter in place activities during Fires. 
Incorporate findings into the Evacuation Plan, 
Town EOP, and a Town-wide evacuation 
education and preparedness program. 

 

Recommendation 4b: Pre-identify new public 
assembly areas to protect against fire and 
harden these locations. Stockpile critical 
resources such as personal protective 
equipment (PPE) at these locations.  

 

Strength 5: Measures taken the day of 
November 7 to prepare for a high fire 
danger level and a potential public safety 
power shutoff aided in the success of the 
evacuation.  

On the days leading up to November 8, fire conditions grew more severe, and the Town prepared accordingly, 
telling staff to fuel vehicles, pre-scripting emergency messages for the anticipated PSPS, setting up hot lines for 
the public, hardening radio channels with backup batteries, and taking other preparedness actions.25 These 

 

 

24 “Town of Paradise & Upper Ridge Wildfire “Ready, Set, Go” Evacuation Plan.” Town of Paradise. 
https://www.townofparadise.com/index.php/forms-and-documents/fire/1756-2017-paradise-ur-evacuation-plan-brochure/file 
25 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash  

PGE Warns of Potential Public Safety Power Shutoff on November 7, 
2018.  

Source:https://www.pge.com/en/about/newsroom/newsdetails/ind
ex.page?title=20181107_pge_continues_to_closely_monitor_weath
er_conditions_ahead_of_possible_public_safety_power_shutoff_in
_parts_of_eight_counties 
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preparatory initiatives situated the Town to easily transition into response once the fire began impacting the 
Town of Paradise. First responders and Town staff were anticipating and closely tracking emergency conditions, 
but what was to come was far more severe than they ever expected or experienced, as high fire danger 
conditions are common to the area. These preparedness actions aided in and allowed for a smoother initial 
response, for some actions which would have needed to be performed the day of the fire were carried out in 
advance.  

 

Recommendation 5: Develop a “High Fire Danger Preparation Plan” using the best practices and lessons learned 
from the Camp Fire, including activation thresholds for the plan, defined roles and responsibilities, etc., to 
ensure preparatory action that occurred on November 7 which supported Camp Fire response is performed 
under high fire hazard conditions in the future.  

 

Strength 6: First responders were innovative in the ways in which they communicated during the evacuation, 
overcoming communication challenges. 

Despite immense communications challenges, first responders found innovative ways to support 
communications during the evacuation. As the fire began, cellular communications were at best, inconsistent, 
and as the fire progressed, burning cables and cell towers, cellular communications were quickly lost. Radio and 
person-to-person communications were left as the only way to share critical incident information. However, 
portions of the Town radio infrastructure relied on the telephone system to pass traffic from the field to 
transmitters. Once the phone system failed, communications only reached so far, so maintaining situational 
awareness over the entire Town of Paradise proved extremely difficult. Town of Paradise Police could not hear 
radio communications from one side of Town while positioned on the opposite side, and they could not utilize 
other frequencies because many first responders were already facing extreme communications overload.  

 

To address this challenge, in an attempt to maintain some line of communication, one individual from the Town 
of Paradise remained in the middle of Town. Positioned as such, this officer could hear radio communications 
from both sides of Town. This Officer relayed information from one side of the Town to the other in what was 
described as a game of makeshift “telephone”.26 While this approach was less than ideal, it allowed police 
officers to maintain some level of situational awareness over the entirety of Paradise. This quick-thinking and 

 

 

26 Stakeholder Interview  
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adaptability by first responders was a cornerstone of the Camp Fire response and a large part of the evacuation 
success.  

 

Recommendation 6a: Document the innovative processes utilized to communicate during the Camp Fire in a 
comprehensive Crisis Communications Plan.  

 

Recommendation 6b: Harden communications infrastructure in the Town of Paradise and ensure redundancy is 
in place and functional under emergency conditions.  

 

Strength 7: Town of Paradise Public Works assisted in traffic management during the evacuation alongside 
first responders.  

Town of Paradise Public Works personnel provided traffic management support during the evacuation. Because 
of the Public Works Department’s familiarity with the street layout of the Town, their deep knowledge of the 
Evacuation Plan, and their experience in previous disasters, Public Work’s personnel contributed greatly to the 
evacuation effort. Beyond just altering the streetlight pattern to necessitate contraflow and the effective 
movement of cars out of Town, Public Works was able to use previous disaster knowledge to anticipate where 
traffic chokepoints and bottlenecks were likely to arise. With this knowledge, they preemptively took measures 
to prevent and mitigate congestion in these areas.  Public Works personnel displayed their dedication to the 
Town by supporting law enforcement in their evacuation mission through the entirety of the evacuation.27  

 

Recommendation 7: Address areas where evacuation traffic typically bottlenecks and determine a plan of action 
for proactively preventing traffic congestion in these areas. Incorporate these findings and processes into the 
Evacuation Plan.  

 

Strength 8: While the notification process to dispatch first responders to the incident worked as intended, 
first responders still self-deployed, showing dedication to the community.  

 

 

27 Stakeholder Interview; Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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First responders’ dedication to the Town of Paradise was exemplified in their willingness to self-deploy, even if 
they were not on shift or had just gotten off shift. First responders for both Paradise Police Department and CAL 
FIRE deployed on their own upon text messages and calls from colleagues depicting the seriousness of the 
incident. While normal notification procedures worked as intended for first responders on duty, it became 
quickly apparent that there was a need for more help. Without formal orders, first responders reported to the 
fire-impacted areas and helped evacuate Town residents. This dedication to the Community of Paradise and the 
County of Butte was evident throughout the Camp Fire response and recovery and should be highlighted as a 
great strength.  

 

Recommendation 8: No recommendations.  

 

Strength 9: Dispatchers, for CAL FIRE, Paradise PD, and Butte County Sheriff’s Office alike contributed greatly 
to the evacuation.  

Dispatchers across first responder agencies performed heroically during the Camp Fire and contributed greatly 
to the evacuation. On November 8, dispatchers across agencies took thousands of emergency calls, with 
dispatch systems being so overwhelmed that calls would many times route to another dispatch agency already 
facing the same level of exhaustion. However, dispatchers continued to work tirelessly to take, many times, 
heart-wrenching calls from residents trying to escape the flames. Despite the obvious mental health effects of 
these experiences, dispatchers remained dedicated to the cause. In addition to emergency calls, dispatchers 
relayed information between first responder agencies and managed hundreds of resources. In a study done on 
the Camp Fire, they claim that on November 8, Butte County Dispatch experienced 2,800 calls and from the 
period of November 8 through the 30, there was a total of 30,000 calls.28  Dispatch of all involved agencies 
played a critical role in the Camp Fire evacuation efforts and the incident as a whole.  

 

 Recommendation 9a: Determine a staffing augmentation mechanism (including the integration of trained 
volunteers, mutual aid, and additional equipment) for dispatchers and document this mechanism in plans; 

 

 

28 Comfort et al. “Collective Action in Communities Exposed to Reoccurring Hazards”. Natural Hazards Center. 
https://hazards.colorado.edu/quick-response-report/collective-action-in-communities-exposed-to-recurring-
hazards?utm_source=NHC+Master+List&utm_campaign=e865cf3f09-
EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2019_01_31_09_35_COPY_01&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_dabc309806-e865cf3f09-
54434313#fn:Casey%20et%20al.,%202017 
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include in the plan a process for quickly requesting extra support for dispatch upon incident initiation or 
anticipation of an incident where dispatch is likely to be overwhelmed.  

 

Recommendation 9b: Ensure dispatch has mental and behavioral health 
resources available to them during and following a disaster response in which 
sensitive calls are likely to have been received.  

 

Strength 10: The entire Town of Paradise was evacuated effectively and 
efficiently.  

Despite the catastrophic conditions, the entire Town of Paradise was 
effectively evacuated, and it was done so in an expeditious manner. In an 
evacuation simulation performed by Old Dominion University, the simulation 
results claimed that under “blue-sky conditions”, it would take eight hours 
under the normal traffic pattern to evacuate the entire Town and over five 
hours with the immediate contraflow of Skyway between Neal Road and the 
City of Chico.29 Despite the extremely dangerous conditions and the 
communications failures, the Town of Paradise was completely evacuated in 
less than six hours according to Public Works personnel,who assisted during 
the entire evacuation.30 This was a huge success given the circumstances and 
can be attributed to the preparedness actions taken by the Town to educate 
residents of what to do when evacuation is necessary and the entire community coming together to accomplish 
the mission and save lives.  

 

Recommendation 10: Document successes and incorporate into plans, procedures, training, exercises and 
education programs.  
 

 

 

29 John et al. “Must Reads; Here’s How Paradise Ignored Warnings and Became a Deathtrap.” LA Times. 
https://www.latimes.com/local/california/la-me-camp-fire-deathtrap-20181230-story.html 
30 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 

Town Contraflow Graphic.  

Source:https://www.townofpara
dise.com/index.php/residents/e
mergency-services-information  
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Strength 11: The County and regional partners provided immense support to the evacuation, even long after 
the day of November 8.  

The County provided immense support to evacuation efforts. From assisting with evacuating Town residents to 
issuing evacuation orders via the County emergency notification system, and from securing the evacuated zone 
to providing resources to jurisdictions sequestered within evacuated areas, the County led actions on behalf of 
the Town and worked with the Paradise Police Department to accomplish the mission. Because the Town was so 
overwhelmed with disaster response, and because many Town of Paradise first responders and Town staff were 
disaster victims themselves, the County helped take some of the disaster burden off of the Town. This support 
was invaluable and necessary to effectively manage all the challenges associated with evacuation on the day of 
November 8 and beyond. Further information regarding the County’s role in evacuation can be found in the 
Butte County Camp Fire County-Wide AAR.  

 

Recommendation 11: Continue to cultivate a strong working relationship with Butte County and continue to 
improve disaster response coordination through joint Operational Area and Region planning, trainings, and 
exercises for region-wide disasters.  

  

STORY OF HEROISM 

“Huggins [a Paradise Police Department dispatcher] answered calls and dispatched into the night (15 
hours straight) between two centers—first at Paradise and then, when public service personnel were 

evacuated, at Chico where Paradise emergency dispatchers worked for the first days of the fire before being 
moved over to the BCSO dispatch center. By then, Paradise was not the same place Huggins had left a 

relatively short time earlier.” 

Source: The Journal of Emergency Dispatch. “Not Their Place to Run.” Jan 29, 2019.  

https://iaedjournal.org/not-their-place-to-run/ 
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| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT  

Area for Improvement 1: Situational awareness during 
evacuation was difficult to maintain.  

Due to the speed in which the fire spread and high winds 
creating dozens of spot fires, situational awareness 
surrounding the fire itself was difficult if not impossible to 
maintain.31 Coupled with the failure of communications 
infrastructure and the evacuation of the Town EOC in the 
midst of the chaos, it was with great difficulty that Town staff 
and first responders attempted to remain aware during the 
evacuation. This lack of situational awareness greatly 
impacted the ability of first responders and Town staff to 
effectively respond.  

 

Recommendation 1: Explore new technologies for 
maintaining situational awareness of evacuation efforts 
during fast-moving fires which are effective given the specific 
geographic characteristics and threat profile of the Town of 
Paradise; implement these technologies and processes into the Evacuation Plan and ensure these processes 
have feasibility under circumstances where the EOC must be evacuated and relocated to the alternate EOC.  

 

Area for Improvement 2: There was a disruption in the flow of information regarding evacuation orders.   

Due to communication challenges and the fast-paced movement of the fire, evacuation orders were not 
following the normal, pre-established flow of information. Normally, CAL FIRE makes evacuation 
recommendations and reports the guidance to the law enforcement liaison of the affected jurisdiction in the 
Incident Command Post (ICP). Then, this information is typically transmitted to appropriate staff at the EOC. Due 

 

 

31 Wuerthner, George. “Learning from the Camp Fire Six Months On.”  Earth Island Journal. 
https://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/articles/entry/learning-from-the-camp-fire-paradise/ 

Aerial, Infrared image of Camp Fire.  

Source: http://www.deercreekgis.com      

https://www.earthisland.org/journal/index.php/articles/entry/learning-from-the-camp-fire-paradise/
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to the nature of the incident, location of the ICP, and the failure of communications infrastructure, this flow of 
information was disrupted.  

 

Recommendation 2: Town of Paradise, 
Paradise Police Department, BCSO, and CAL 
FIRE should meet to agree upon how 
information should flow from the field to the 
Town EOC regarding evacuation orders. This 
plan should include redundancies for when 
typical communication outlets fail. This 
process should be formalized and 
documented in plans.  

 

Area for Improvement 3: Evacuation was 
negatively impacted by the flow of traffic in 
the surrounding areas to which Town of 
Paradise citizens were evacuating.  

There was a lack of regional planning regarding the evacuation of the Town of Paradise. The Town of Paradise 
Evacuation Plan makes references to getting Town residents out of Paradise but does not plan for what happens 
once residents leave the geographic boundaries of the Town. While there have been preliminary discussions at 
the regional level about managing traffic, there was never an expectation that 50,000 people would need to be 
evacuated at once. As such, the cascading consequences of a mass evacuation, like the need for traffic 
management in the surrounding jurisdictions where evacuees evacuate to and the subsequent impacts of this 
on the actual evacuation of the Town of Paradise, were not considered during evacuation planning. During the 
Camp Fire, congestion in surrounding areas due to a lack of regional evacuation coordination led to a major 
slowdown in evacuation traffic.32 In addition, the location of American Red Cross evacuation centers at the 
bottom of the ridge may have also contributed to traffic congestion, as cars piled up in these locations and 
prevented the flow of traffic higher up the ridge. While the Town of Paradise still expeditiously evacuated given 
the circumstances, regional coordination regarding mass evacuations would have lent to an even more 
successful evacuation.  

 

 

32 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash  

EVACUATION ORDERS 

 

“Receiving the most current and correct information is key 
when we are relaying this information to the public. I was 

still telling residents that we were evacuating by zone, 
telling some residents that their zones were not under 
evacuation orders when they called in. Meanwhile the 
News Organizations were broadcasting that everyone 
needed to evacuate immediately…The communication 

process needs improvement, with proper backup in place.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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Recommendation 3: The Town of Paradise should continue to participate in efforts to convene Operational Area 
and regional stakeholders to develop an Operational Area and regional Evacuation Plan.  Stakeholders should 
include the County, Operational Area stakeholders, Cal OES, Mutual Aid Coordinators and contiguous 
Operational Areas, local first responder agencies, relevant non-profit organizations, and California Highway 
Patrol.  

 

Area for Improvement 4: Evacuation and the provision of emergency services were negatively impacted by 
fallen debris and burning and abandoned cars. 

There were many obstacles that blocked evacuation routes and prevented the efficient flow of traffic out of the 
Town of Paradise. Fallen debris, such as trees, and inflamed and abandoned cars narrowed or completely 
blocked the evacuation route, preventing residents from escaping the inflamed Town or slowing the movement 
of traffic. In some dire circumstances, bulldozers were able to clear the road of debris to allow cars to pass, but 
this was impromptu heroism as opposed to planned response operations. In addition, because of congested 
transportation routes and due to debris in the roads, emergency service vehicles could not get up the ridge to 
provide support. Through mitigation measures, the amount of debris with potential to block transportation 
routes during a fire could have been reduced, and through educational efforts, evacuees could have been 
educated to, when feasible, safely pull their car as far off the road as possible prior to abandoning vehicles.33  

 

Recommendation 4: Within the updated Evacuation Plan, the Town should include multi-disciplinary 
mechanisms and resources for ensuring the provision of emergency services to areas under evacuation including 
emergency clearance of evacuation and emergency response routes. 

 

Area for Improvement 5: Many of the residents of the Town of Paradise do not have the ability to evacuate 
themselves, which presented challenges during the Town of Paradise evacuation. 

The Town of Paradise, commonly referred to as a retirement community, is known to have a large elderly 
population with many assisted living and skilled nursing facilities. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 25.8% of 
the Town of Paradise population is over the age of 65 and 15.9% of people under the age of 65 have a 
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disability.34 As such, many residents need assistance evacuating. In fact, some people who live outside the Town 
will come into town to evacuate their family member who lives in Paradise.35 Evacuating persons with DAFN 
posed challenges in the evacuation. Wheelchairs had to be abandoned as elderly were bussed to safety, and 
those on oxygen assistance feared emptying tanks as they waited to get out of the Town. With the special 
demographics of the Town of Paradise, evacuation of the entire community poses unique challenges which 
presented themselves during the Camp Fire evacuation.  

 

Recommendation 5a: Within the preparedness campaign, ensure specific action is taken to engage persons with 
DAFN as to better situate them to evacuate successfully.  

 

Recommendation 5b: Update the Town EOP, Evacuation Plan, and all other emergency plans to ensure that 
persons with DAFN are sufficiently addressed.  

 

Area for Improvement 6: Because of exposure to many past disasters, the Town of Paradise may have 
underestimated the speed at which a fire could spread; this resulted in Town officials verifying town-wide 
evacuation orders through multiple sources, delaying town-wide evacuation messaging in an attempt to 
ensure valid information was disseminated to the public.  

While a major strength exhibited during the Camp Fire was the Town’s ability to quickly scale up and respond 
due to their extensive experience with previous disasters, the Town of Paradise may have leaned upon lessons 
learned during the 2008 wildfires, where over-evacuating zones caused evacuation routes to become 
unnecessarily clogged, during the Camp Fire evacuation due to the unknown threat of the fire and the 
assumption that the fire could not be as severe as the actual circumstances. Largely due to the lack of timely and 
accurate communication, this may have negatively impacted the disaster response and evacuation, as many 
were unaware of how dire the situation was. It was expressed during the Hot Wash and stakeholder interviews 
that fires which had started similar to how the Camp Fire begun, were common.36 So upon initial notification of 
the Fire in Pulga, many thought the Town had more time to prepare for the incident than was actually the case. 
Furthermore, the messaging received from fire personnel was explicit that the fire location was in Pulga without 
an imminent threat to the Town. Overall, due to the Town’s over exposure to natural disasters and the incident 

 

 

34 United States Census Bureau. “Quick Facts”. https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/paradisetowncalifornia? 
35 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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information received, the Town may have 
underestimated the speed at which a fire could spread,  
causing Town officials to question the legitimacy of a 
town-wide evacuation order.  

 

Recommendation 6: Exercise the “worst case scenario” 
for different disasters yearly to keep Town staff aware 
of the potential for and consequences resultant of a 
catastrophic disaster. Establish multi-agency 
communication protocols in real-time which enable an 
informed support staff for incident management. 

 

Area for Improvement 7: The Evacuation Plan was not 
intended for an evacuation of the scale, severity, and 
speed of the Camp Fire.  

The Evacuation Plan for the Town of Paradise is tailored to the transportation infrastructure present and was 
never intended to support an immediate, Town-wide evacuation. In fact, in exercises and real-world events 
where specific zones of the Town were required to evacuate, the Evacuation Plan succeeded in efficiently and 
effectively evacuating residents.37 The plan was created on the premise that evacuations could occur in multiple 
zones at a time for the most threatened areas of Town.  Due to the constraints of the Town’s transportation 
infrastructure and topography, an “all-at-once”, Town-wide evacuation scenario was not explicitly identified in 
the Evacuation Plan.  

 

Recommendation 7: Update the Evacuation Plan to accommodate an evacuation of the entire Town of Paradise 
at one time and coordinate it with an Operational Area/Regional Evacuation Plan. 

 

 

 

37 Stakeholder Interviews  

EVACUATION PLANNING 

 

“While the evacuation plans were designed to 
manage traffic in zones, the process of 

evacuating the entire Town as requested by 
CAL FIRE at 0802, is more than the physical 
infrastructure of the Town and surrounding 

areas can support. In response to this 
challenge, field personnel fluidly directed and 
redirected evacuating traffic as routes clogged 

with traffic or were overwhelmed by fire.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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EOC Operations 
| SUMMARY 

The Camp Fire was an unprecedented disaster of such 
speed and ferocity that it overwhelmed plans, systems, 
resources, and personnel. Despite the challenges of this 
disaster, the Town EOC rapidly activated, and staff 
performed critical coordination and decision making 
functions, thereby seizing order out of a chaotic situation.  

 

Preparedness, training, planning, and dedication were keys 
to the EOC surmounting challenges and carrying out its 
critical response and recovery coordination functions. 
Preparedness was demonstrated in setting up the EOC in 
advance in preparation for the forecasted wind event and 
PSPS, speeding up activation of the EOC for the fire. 
Training enabled staff to quickly assume their emergency 
roles and apply their experience from previous events. 
Planning supported the rapid call out to staff for EOC 
activation and the required successful relocation of the 
Town EOC to the designated Alternate EOC in Chico. Staff, 
all of whom were directly impacted by the fire to varying 
degrees including losing their homes, exemplified 
dedication.  

 

Throughout the disaster, the EOC staff overcame multiple challenges and successfully conducted action 
planning, interagency coordination, resource ordering, public information dissemination, and the transition from 
response to recovery. In keeping with their commitment to continuous improvement, Town response staff 
identified the following areas of strength and improvement for future Town EOC Operations. 

  

EOC OPERATIONS 

 

“Local jurisdictions activate their local EOC 
based on the magnitude or need for more 

coordinated management of the emergency. 
When activated, local EOCs help form a 

common operating picture of the incident by 
collecting, analyzing and disseminating 

emergency information. The local EOC can 
also improve the effectiveness of the response 

by reducing the amount of external 
coordination of resources by the Incident 
Commander by providing a single point of 

contact to support multiagency coordination. 
When activated the local EOC notifies the 

Operational Area lead that the local EOC has 
been activated.” 

- Emergency Operations Plan Excerpt 
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| STRENGTHS 

Strength 1: The EOC was activated quickly and Town staff rapidly assumed emergency response roles. 

Due to the extreme weather conditions and the anticipated PSPS, the Town prepared the EOC for a potential 
activation on November 7 in advance of the fire. This preparation was beneficial to the EOC activation on 
November 8, expediting the activation process. Ensuring the EOC was situated to promptly activate and run 
effectively beforehand made for a seamless activation upon notification of the Camp Fire.  

 

In addition, training and previous disaster response experience aided in a quick transition to fulfilling emergency 
duties. Luckily, because of the timing of the fire, most staff were already on their way to work, further 
expediting the EOC activation. Staff were notified of the fire using pre-established notification processes or were 
already at work when they began to receive word of the fire. Notification processes worked as intended and 
allowed for staff to be successfully notified of EOC activation. Upon notification and reporting to the EOC, staff 
easily transitioned to performing emergency responsibilities.38 Roles were clearly defined, and each staff 
member knew what their role was in the emergency response. This can be attributed to the extensive 
experience Town staff have in responding to emergencies and the training staff members have received.  

 

Recommendation 1a: Examine lessons learned from the Camp Fire to refine the documented criteria for 
advance EOC set up in response to forecasted events and other potential disasters. Incorporate the refined 
criteria into relevant plans, procedures, training, and exercises. 

 

Recommendation 1b: Develop an ongoing, progressive EOC training program, including just-in-time EOC 
training, based upon lessons learned from the Camp Fire and other emergencies/disasters; ensure that the 
training program is integrated into a Multi-Year Training and Exercise Plan with sufficient resources committed 
to carry out regular and continuing training and exercises.  
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Strength 2: There was a good flow of information from the EOC to the PIO, which supported communication 
of essential response and initial recovery information to the public. 

The Town quickly overcame public information challenges, recognizing the need for a full-time PIO early in the 
incident. Normally, the Town does not have a full-time PIO. This posed challenges in the beginning of the 
disaster, as the Town was quickly overwhelmed with the need to receive, vet, craft, and disseminate information 
to the public. However, the Town addressed this challenge quickly and utilized mutual aid to fill the PIO position 
for the Town. Information flowed well from the EOC to the PIO and allowed the PIO to effectively disseminate 
disaster-related public information. Multiple mutual aid personnel ended up staffing the PIO position and this 
allowed for information to be provided through as many channels as possible as quickly as information could be 
obtained, confirmed, and shared. Overall, the PIO and EOC worked in coordination to accomplish the public 
information mission. 

 

Recommendation 2: Examine and document the lessons learned relative to the EOC-to-PIO information flow 
during the Camp Fire and incorporate them into relevant plans, procedures, and training materials. The Town 
should also regularly exercise this process. 

 

Strength 3: The relationship between the County and Town facilitated 
coordination between EOCs.  

The County and the Town have a strong relationship, which has 
developed through their coordination during past emergencies and is a 
result of the close-knit culture of Butte County and the communities it 
encompasses.  The unique threat environment Butte County and the 
Town of Paradise face requires extensive coordination to properly 
prepare and build response infrastructure for disasters. The relationship 
between the County and the Town added great value to the Town’s 
ability to respond to the Camp Fire. The Town EOC was able to coordinate 
with the County EOC because of pre-established relationships. The 
Directors of both EOCs were in contact via phone and resources were 
shared between levels of government.39 For example, “The County of 

 

 

39 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Butte, Town of Paradise, and CAL FIRE partnered to develop a variety of maps to provide evacuation information 
and assist property owners in determining the status of their property.”40 Town personnel consider the County, 
BCSO, and CAL FIRE personnel not only colleagues but friends, and these personal relationships made 
coordination more fluid during the Camp Fire. 

 

Recommendation 3: Engage County Office of Emergency Management (OEM) and Operational Area 
stakeholders in developing joint procedures and mechanisms to support and further facilitate inter-EOC 
communications and coordination. Regularly exercise these procedures. 

 

Strength 4: Relocation of the EOC to the Alternate EOC in Chico, while presenting challenges, was carried out 
successfully. 

While the evacuation of the Town EOC to the alternate EOC in the City of Chico negatively impacted the 
situational awareness of EOC staff during the evacuation period, the relocation was necessary, and the 
transition to the alternate EOC was a great success. Upon notification to City of Chico, city personnel began 
setting up the alternate EOC for Town of Paradise EOC staff. The start-up of EOC operations at the alternate 
location was prompt and worked seamlessly, for when EOC staff arrived it was ready for use. City of Chico had 
set up computers and phones and had IT staff ready to assist upon the Town’s arrival. Because the location of 
the alternate EOC was predetermined at the City of Chico Fire Training Center and a pre-existing agreement with 
the City of Chico was in place, this allowed for a swift transition to the Town operating their EOC out of the City 
of Chico.41 The City of Chico’s support was crucial for the Town due to the circumstances surrounding the fire 
and the extended evacuation period. Town of Paradise was able to function out of the alternate EOC for as long 
as was necessary. 

 

Recommendation 4: Document and incorporate lessons learned from EOC relocation into plans, procedures, 
and training and regularly exercise this process. 

 

 

 

40 Town of Paradise, Butte County. “Maps”. https://buttecountyrecovers.org/agencies/maps/ 
41 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Strength 5: Requesting Emergency Management Mutual 
Aid (EMMA) provided supplemental staffing depth, 
support, and expertise which permitted the Town EOC to 
function while giving Town staff much needed 
opportunities to attend to family needs and other issues. 

The Town of Paradise could not have successfully operated 
its EOC without the support of EMMA. Through EMMA, the 
Town was able to fully staff its EOC, bringing in trained EOC 
personnel to support response and initial recovery 
operations on behalf of the Town. With so many of the 
Town staff being Camp Fire survivors themselves and Town 
of Paradise being a small jurisdiction, this staffing support 
enabled the Town to manage the disaster response, allowed 
Town staff to address personal loss, and situated the Town to begin to address continuity of government (COG). 
EMMA personnel were invaluable assets to the Town, as they staffed the EOC through almost the entirety of 
Town EOC operations. In addition, EMMA staff developed a framework for incident documentation, setting the 
Town up to successfully submit insurance claims and submit applications for FEMA public assistance.42 

 

Recommendation 5a: Advocate for a joint planning process with OEM, Cal OES, and other regional EMMA 
stakeholders to devise a shared strategy that facilitates early requests for pre-identified EMMA resources. All 
participating jurisdictions and agencies should incorporate this strategy into their relevant plans and procedures. 

 

Recommendation 5b: Establish a Town EMMA Coordination Unit that can work in close coordination with OEM, 
Cal OES, and regional EMMA stakeholders during EOC activations. Incorporate the activation of this unit in plans, 
training, and exercises. 

 

 

 

 

42 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 

EMMA  

 

“The Town EOC personnel overcame the shock 
and the immensity of the incident and realized 

how extremely overwhelmed the Town's 
ability to operate an EOC at the required scale. 

The EOC then began to utilize mutual aid 
resources to fill the necessary roles and staff 

to the level needed to continue the response.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Area for Improvement 1: Information flow between the field and the Town EOC was initially insufficient. 

Due to the nature of the fire, communications failures, and the location of the ICP, information did not 
effectively flow from the field to the Town EOC. The ICP was initially established in Yankee Hill, which was 
appropriate due to the point of origin of the Fire. However, this hindered the ability of Paradise Police 
Department to report to the ICP, which did not occur until later in the day on November 8. CAL FIRE may need to 
revisit initial ICP and Town EOC communication flow when activated to ensure that Paradise Police Department 
and local EOC personnel are able to receive information, even when the ICP is located in a rural area.  

 

Once the ICP was moved to Butte College, Paradise Police Department was able to establish representation at 
the ICP. This initial lack of representation negatively impacted the flow of information between BCSO, CAL FIRE, 
and Paradise Police Department, which was compounded by communications system failures. In addition, law 
enforcement (Paradise Police Department and BCSO) did not have a common radio frequency or a protocol for 
monitoring specific frequencies for managing resources from other regions or agencies.43 Paradise Police 
Department, CAL FIRE, and Public Works all utilize their own channels, but at one point Public Works began 
using the Paradise Police Department channel to try and gain some situational awareness of who was in the 
field. Usually, the Town Public Works Manager and Director is located within the Town EOC with a radio, but the 
situation was so dire on the morning of the fire, that the Public Works Manager and ultimately Public Works 
Director were in the field helping to direct traffic. All of these factors, failing communication infrastructure, lack 
of interagency radio frequencies, and lack of ICP/EOC communication flow, led to multiple miscommunications 
or gaps in information during evacuation efforts. 

 

Furthermore, the evacuation of the Town EOC during the most rapidly evolving time of the fire negatively 
impacted communication. There is a plan to evacuate the Town EOC, and to the greatest extent feasible, this 
plan was implemented successfully. However, due to traffic congestion, the evacuation of the Town EOC and the 
reestablishment of the EOC in the City of Chico took far longer than it would under more typical emergency 
circumstances. This posed significant challenges to those attempting to manage the incident, disrupting 
decision-making and impeding the critical function of the EOC. This created a gap in the communication process 
for requesting resources critical in the first hours, as Paradise Police Department had no way to request 
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resources directly through the Town EOC until the next day. There were also some assumptions made about 
communication flow which hindered the process; CAL FIRE personnel provided limited situational updates to 
BCSO or to Paradise Police Department, and then assumed those updates were being sent into the Town EOC 
when they were not. Overall communication between CAL FIRE, BCSO, Paradise Police Department, and the 
Town EOC should be revisited to standardize reporting procedures between the ICP and the Town EOC.  While 
information sharing was improved later in the incident through the implantation of retired fire chiefs at the ICP 
and EOC to act as liaisons and conduits for information sharing, the disruption in information sharing in the 
initial, most critical hours negatively impacted the response.44 

 

Recommendation 1a: Revisit ICP and Town EOC communication flow pathways with CAL FIRE, BCSO, Butte 
County OEM, and Town personnel. Define standard reporting pathways, mechanisms, and redundancies. 
Document these in a checklist or relevant plan.  

 

Recommendation 1b: Continue to utilize and deploy CAL FIRE Liaisons to facilitate communication between the 
ICP, the Town EOC, and the County EOC. Consider revisiting the triggers for activating these liaisons.  

 

Area for Improvement 2: Despite the total dedication of staff, the demands of the disaster and personal 
impact of the disaster on Town staff exceeded the Town’s capacity to fully staff the EOC while attending to 
the real needs of staff who were disaster survivors.  

In a small jurisdiction, there are simply not enough staff available to handle major or catastrophic disasters. 
Many Town staff fill multiple positions.  This leaves the Town with a critical shortcoming of Town staff to fill 
emergency roles.45 While EMMA was successfully utilized to augment EOC staffing, EMMA is dependent upon 
assistance from unimpacted jurisdictions arriving in time. In a more-widespread disaster, it is quite possible that 
surrounding jurisdictions will be activated in response to the incident and will be unable to provide mutual aid 
assistance. A multilevel, staffing system is needed to ensure adequate EOC staffing levels. 

 

 

 

44 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
45 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash  
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Recommendation 2: Develop, in conjunction with County OEM, Operational Area stakeholders and Cal OES, a 
resilient staffing system including but not limited to utilizing trained, community volunteers, retired Town staff, 
and pre-designated EMMA teams. 

 

Area for Improvement 3: The Town EOC facility is not hardened against disasters and has inadequate space, 
layout, and communications capability to support the level of coordination and communications required in a 
large-scale emergency/disaster. 

The existing Town EOC is insufficient and does not situate 
the Town to effectively respond to common disasters. While 
the Camp Fire damaged county-wide communications 
infrastructure, disrupting wireless communications and 
internet and compromising information sharing at every 
level, the EOC is not equipped to facilitate emergency 
communications, even under far less severe emergency 
conditions. The worn condition of the EOC as well as the 
location of the EOC itself makes it very susceptible to fire 
and increases the likelihood that the EOC will need to be 
evacuated, disrupting EOC operations and incident 
coordination.  

 

In addition, the Town EOC does not have access to sufficient phone or data connections and is not outfitted with 
proper radio infrastructure, as there are no permanent base station radios, portable radio reception is spotty at 
best, there is no way to access other public safety frequencies, and it is difficult to hear and understand radio 
communications due to the layout of the facility.  Because of the layout, when different sections of the EOC are 
working simultaneously, the ambient noise in the facility makes it difficult to hear and understand phone 
conversations and radio traffic.  Lastly, the ability to display incident information visually across EOC sections is 
lacking in the EOC, making it more difficult to maintain situational awareness. Overall, the current location of the 
Town EOC cannot support a robust emergency response.46 
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THE TOWN EOC 

 

“A consolidated EOC, hardened against 
common disasters; properly designed; and 

sufficiently equipped with capacity, 
technology and supplies to survive and 
continue operations through common 

disasters is absolutely critical.” 

- Hot Wash Participant 



TOWN OF PARADISE  

AFTER ACTION REPORT  

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
48 

Recommendation 3: Develop strategies and a plan to ensure that the Town EOC will remain survivable and fully 
functional in an all-hazards environment, including engaging Butte County OEM and Operational Area 
stakeholders in developing strategies for joint or shared all-hazards, hardened, and fully mission capable EOC 
facilities throughout the County. 

 

Area for Improvement 4: Record keeping for disaster cost recovery needs to be refined.  

Documentation is a critical part of incident response as it allows for reimbursement of disaster costs at a later 
time. During the Camp Fire, there was confusion and disorganization surrounding record keeping of Incident 
Command System (ICS) forms. For instance, the Paradise Police Department staff filed ICS 214’s at the ICP as 
opposed to filing the forms at the EOC. Because Paradise Police Department was operating out of the ICP and 
not the EOC, all forms were submitted in the field. With the location of the Town EOC in Chico, it was 
burdensome to submit incident documentation to the EOC. This posed challenges in the long-term, as recovery 
of these forms was difficult. While this challenge seemed confined to operations outside of the EOC as it was 
noted that resource tracking of personnel and equipment in the EOC was successful, the misfiling of these forms 
created challenges for Town of Paradise.47  

   

Recommendation 4: Review and update procedures and systems for documenting all emergency/disaster costs 
with the EOC Finance and Administration Section. Integrate these procedures and systems into training 
programs and regularly exercise them. 

 

Area for Improvement 5: The Town Manager and Town EOC personnel were quickly overwhelmed with phone 
calls on the morning of the fire. 

Because of the timeframe in which the fire occurred (early morning) most individuals were not yet at work or on 
their way to work. This meant that most people were using cell phones for communication back and forth on the 
morning of the fire to reach Town EOC personnel. The Town Manager’s cell phone was quickly overwhelmed 
because so many people were calling her directly from outside agencies to offer support rather than utilizing 
more traditional communication channels.  
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The Town Manager and the EOC could have benefited from assigning a support person to screen calls and 
should also consider establishing formal Town EOC phone numbers (or cell phones) for official communications 
to free up personal cell phones for outgoing calls if and when needed.  

 

Recommendation 5a: Publish the official Town EOC phone numbers for response partners and outside agency 
contacts to readily access during EOC activations. Socialize the use of the official EOC phone numbers rather 
than personal cell phone numbers during training and exercise events.  

 

Recommendation 5b: Establish a team of EOC support personnel who can “screen” phone calls during EOC 
activations to provide immediate assistance to callers and prevent the Town Manager, acting as the EOC 
Director, from becoming inundated.  
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Interagency Coordination 
| SUMMARY 

Despite the size, scope, and speed of the Camp Fire, a 
majority of stakeholders and survey respondents within the 
Town of Paradise cited interagency coordination as a major 
strength of the Town’s response and recovery efforts. The 
strengths far outweigh the areas for improvement, partially 
due to the culture of the community as well as to the 
relationships built over years of responding to wildfires and 
other emergencies in the area. The Town of Paradise was 
able to rely on neighboring cities, Butte County, and state 
and federal agencies for mutual aid and guidance as soon as 
the scale and severity of the fire was understood. CAL FIRE’s 
role in handling fire operations for the Town of Paradise helped streamline efforts to quickly scale up 
operations. Neighboring jurisdictions and agencies proactively reached out to offer assistance and resources. 
Overall, the strength of day-to-day relationships between the agencies and organizations involved certainly 
helped to save lives in the immediate aftermath and also made the Town of Paradise feel supported during the 
long processes of search and rescue and repopulation. 

 

| STRENGTHS 

 

Strength 1: The culture of the Town of Paradise and Butte County lends itself to coordination between 
agencies and partners, due to pre-existing relationships and past emergency responses.   

Part of living in a small, rural town like Paradise involves building relationships with agencies and partners both 
professionally and personally to ensure response efforts are coordinated quickly. The Town of Paradise had the 
benefit of previous experience with fire responses, which meant that Town personnel were already familiar with 
who to reach out to for help and assistance. The Town began communicating immediately on the morning of the 
fire with Butte County. Butte County personnel reached out proactively to Town personnel to ask what was 
needed and how they could assist. Neighboring cities (Chico and Oroville) reached out as well to assist in any 

NOTES FROM THE FIELD 

 

“The most impressive work [during the 
response was the partnership and 

collaboration between all agencies involved – 
county, state, FEMA, Paradise, Chico, Oroville, 

and more.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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way possible. Many regional partners did not wait for the call to give support or activate resources but knew 
where support would be needed and activated resources accordingly. Some resources streamed into the Town 
very quickly on the morning of the fire due to the strength of these pre-existing relationships between city and 
county departments and agencies, even though other resources could not be sent into the Town due to the 
danger of the fire (e.g., personnel to assist with traffic control). Due to the speed of the fire, these strong, pre-
emergency relationships likely saved lives that morning by saving valuable time that, in other response, has been 
spent in tracking down the appropriate contact and making resource requests.  

 

Recommendation 1: Continue to celebrate and maintain the strength of interagency relationships within the 
Town of Paradise and with external partners by prioritizing annual opportunities for Operational Area and 
regional exercises and training.  

 

Strength 2: Interagency coordination between the Paradise Police Department and BCSO was very smooth 
and reflected strong working relationships day-to-day.  

In the words of a Paradise Police Department representative, “there was a gap in communication but never in 
coordination” and everyone’s mindset was “what is the next biggest problem that needs to be solved, and who 
needs to be there to help it?” 48 BCSO deployed immediately to assist before any requests for assistance could 
come in from Paradise Police Department. Day-to-day, if Paradise Police Department asks for help, BCSO 
provides assistance without any hesitation, and the law enforcement community as a whole has historically 
been very good about working well across departmental lines.49  

 

Recommendation 2: Document lessons learned and successes from the Camp Fire relative to the coordination 
between the Paradise Police Department and the BCSO. Incorporate the lessons learned into plans, procedures, 
and training and continue to exercise the coordination process. 

 

 

 

48 Stakeholder interview 
49 Stakeholder interview 
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Strength 3: The contractual agreement between the 
Town of Paradise and CAL FIRE streamlined response 
procedures and ensured quick access to mutual aid 
resources and funding, allowing response efforts to scale 
up immediately on the morning of the fire.  

The Town of Paradise contracts CAL FIRE to manage its 
fire services. The Town pays CAL FIRE for use of their 
personnel while it maintains its own fire stations, fire 
engines, and equipment. CAL FIRE has four staff members 
who rotate as Duty Chiefs for the Town of Paradise who 
are responsible for fire operations in the Town. Because 
CAL FIRE already had authority to respond, they did not 
have to route approval for action or for additional 
resources through the Town or through Butte County. As 
such, they were able to move quickly to scale up resources immediately that morning. Instead of the Town and 
the County requesting 50 strike teams, for example, CAL FIRE was able to immediately initiate those resource 
requests. The CAL FIRE and county Incident Management Team (IMT) handled a lot of public information, 
staffing decisions, search and rescue functions, and recovery planning. Five IMTs have been deployed in the last 
five years in the County, so they had the benefit of previous experience and knowledge of the area. Financially, 
this also allowed the State of California to fund the costs of CAL FIRE efforts and response, saving the Town of 
Paradise and Butte County much needed financial resources for other functions. CAL FIRE’s authority, 
experience, and role in the Town of Paradise were instrumental to securing the necessary resources for such an 
immense fire emergency. 

 

Recommendation 3: Regularly review and update the Cooperative Agreement as well as document successes 
into plans and procedures. 

 

Strength 4: The Town of Paradise felt well supported by state and federal agencies, from assembly members 
and congressmen to FEMA and Cal OES personnel.  

State and federal agency personnel deployed to the area and were a visible presence in the Town. Seeing state 
and federal representatives as “boots on the ground” helped the Town to feel supported when most of the 
Town’s staff was still reeling from the personal impacts of the fire on their lives and their community. It also 
helped that FEMA and Cal OES personnel reiterated the unprecedented nature of the fire, and that “they had 

CAL FIRE members responding to the Camp Fire. 

Source: CAL FIRE 
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never seen anything like this.”50 During repopulation efforts as well, the Town worked very closely with Cal OES 
and FEMA to manage debris removal, and FEMA helped to enforce local health ordinances to ensure individuals 
were not moving back onto property that was still deemed hazardous.  

 

Recommendation 4: Coordinate with Butte County OEM, Cal OES, and FEMA before and in the immediate 
aftermath of future events or emergencies to promote effective coordination in accordance with the 
Standardized Emergency Management System (SEMS). 

 

Strength 5: The Town was able to rely on CAL FIRE, BCSO, and search and rescue mutual aid to handle search 
and rescue functions. The Town had a minor role in oversight and coordination, freeing them up to 
concentrate on other tasks.  

Search and rescue operations were ongoing for more than three weeks. This was an enormous undertaking but 
was well coordinated under law enforcement leadership with search and rescue mutual aid support. The 
Paradise Police Department requested mutual aid through the BCSO, who is the local law enforcement mutual 
aid coordinator, for coordinating search and rescue operations. Due to the size of the effort required, Town and 
county capacity would have been completely overwhelmed, and mutual aid offered the resources needed to 
handle search and rescue under one coordinated structure. There were no issues between competing Town and 
county efforts since everything was handled as part of one response effort. In addition, coroner efforts were 
partnered with search and rescue to streamline death investigations.   

 

Recommendation 5: Establish a sustainable framework and document the process for leveraging the search and 
rescue mutual aid model in support of the Town of Paradise during future disasters.  

 

Strength 6: The interagency, methodical process used to repopulate the Town of Paradise was a success.  

BCSO led a systematic repopulation effort for evacuated areas. Convening an interagency team, which consisted 
of first responders, Butte County and Town of Paradise staff, and utility agencies, BCSO led a methodical 
approach to repopulation that successfully allowed for the safe return of residents to the Town of Paradise. 

 

 

50 Online Survey 
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Meeting daily, this group examined each evacuation zone for health and safety threats that may threaten 
repopulation. At each meeting, each stakeholder would brief on progress and risks and the group would discuss 
challenges such as the cascading impacts of reopening one zone on the repopulation of other zones. Using 
mapping and a coding system, each geographic area was marked with an “O”, which indicated that the area was 
not ready for repopulation; once every party present at the repopulation meeting agreed it was safe to 
repopulate an area, the circle was colored in with blue and marked with an “X”.51  

 

While the repopulation effort was complex, the process led by BCSO was effective and allowed the Town of 
Paradise to successfully repopulate. In addition, the Town of Paradise Evacuation Plan served an important 
purpose for repopulation. The repopulation working group used each evacuation zone defined in the Evacuation 
Plan as a geographic zone for consideration of repopulation. The fact that each zone was defined in advance 
prevented the repopulation working group from having to spend time determining zones post disaster. This 
greatly expedited decision-making, as the working group immediately had compartmentalized areas of the Town 
of Paradise to focus on.52 Under circumstances where the local government was under immense pressure to 
repopulate evacuated areas, any measure which helped expedite decision-making was much appreciated by 
both the public and the repopulation working group. The evacuation zones delineated in the Evacuation Plan 
served multiple purposes across the Camp Fire response and recovery. They not only expedited decision-making 
during evacuation, but they helped the interagency repopulation working group immediately address critical 
issues as opposed to spending time determining how to best compartmentalize the evacuated area.    

 

Recommendation 6a: Document the process utilized to repopulate the Town of Paradise in a formal 
Repopulation Plan, working with BCSO and the County, and include tools such as check lists and maps to assist 
when the plan is activated; jointly exercise this capability. 

 

Recommendation 6b: Formalize the process of using evacuation zones for the purposes of repopulation in the 
Repopulation Plan. 

 

 

51 Byik, Andre. “We don’t want a tragedy upon a tragedy”: Inside the Camp Fire repopulation effort.” Enterprise-Record. 
https://www.chicoer.com/2018/11/27/we-dont-want-a-tragedy-upon-a-tragedy-inside-the-camp-fire-repopulation-effort/ 
52 Stakeholder Interview 
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Strength 7: CAL FIRE was able to represent the Town of 
Paradise in much of the repopulation effort to allow the 
Town to focus on continuity of operations.  

CAL FIRE, due to the pre-established cooperative 
agreement with the Town of Paradise, was able to 
support response and recovery efforts on behalf of the 
Town of Paradise. Because the Town of Paradise was so 
overwhelmed by the incident and because many Town 
staff were disaster victims themselves, CAL FIRE helped 
represent the Town of Paradise for much of the 
repopulation effort.53 CAL FIRE supported different 
efforts related to repopulation. In addition to 
participating in the general repopulation working group, 
CAL FIRE was a part of task forces which addressed 
environmental challenges that stood as roadblocks to 
repopulation. For instance, CAL FIRE served as part of the 
Camp Fire Watershed Emergency Response Team 
alongside California Geological Survey, State of California 
Department of Water Resources, California Water Board, 
US Forest Service, and US Geological Survey.54 

 

Recommendation 7: Formalize and document the roles in which CAL FIRE will act on behalf of or in coordination 
with the Town of Paradise within the previously mentioned Repopulation Plan.  

 

 

 

53 Stakeholder Interview  
54 California Watershed Emergency Response Team. “Camp Fire Watershed Emergency Response Team Final Report.” 
https://www.waterisac.org/system/files/articles/WERT%20Report%20-%20Camp%20Fire.pdf 

 

CAL FIRE Twitter Update. 

Source:https://twitter.com/CAL_FIRE?ref_src=twsrc%5E
google%7Ctwcamp%5Eserp%7Ctwgr%5Eauthor 
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Strength 8: The Town benefited from the County’s leadership in 
and support to repopulation efforts.  

The County led, in coordination with the Town of Paradise, many 
efforts, which contributed to the repopulation and recovery effort. 
For instance, the County and the Town jointly developed the Butte 
County Recovers website, which provided extensive information to 
the public regarding initiatives such as debris removal and right of 
entry.  The County and the Town worked together to execute 
hazard tree removal, ensure septic tanks were safe, issue urgency 
orders for temporary housing, among many other initiatives. In 
addition to these efforts, the County provided public health support 
to the actual repopulation effort. During repopulation, the County 
had mental and behavioral health support available for survivors 
and provided residents with PPE and the Health Officer order 
regarding the toxic ash prior to residents sifting through the 
remains of their homes. Without county support, the Town of 
Paradise would not have been able to accomplish repopulation as 
effectively or efficiently.  

 

Recommendation 8a: Define and document a process for working with Butte County following an incident to 
expeditiously activate a “Buttecountyrecovers.org” web page.  

 

Recommendation 8b: Work with the County and other relevant agencies to develop an Environmental Recovery 
Plan, which includes topics such as watershed protection and cleanup, debris removal, septic tank management, 
etc.  

 

Strength 9: Interagency task forces created to address specific issues within the repopulation effort effectively 
managed diverse challenges. 

Multiple agencies came together to create many multi-disciplinary task forces to address roadblocks to 
repopulation. For example, a hazard tree task force was quickly created to address trees which blocked 
roadways and were a fall hazard, posing a threat to the cleanup effort. This was one of the first priorities of the 
repopulation working group, as hazard trees had to be cleared to begin to address other issues such as utilities 

Septic System FAQ 

Source:https://Buttecountyrecovers.org 
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restoration.55 Other task forces were also created which addressed issues such as water contamination due to 
toxic ash runoff. In addition to the task forces created at the local level, at the state level, Cal OES created 
multiple task forces in response to both the Camp Fire and the Southern California Woolsey fire. These task 
forces focused on specific aspects of the response and recovery including schools, housing, debris removal, 
watershed, volunteer and donations management, utilities, and more.56  

 

Recommendation 9: Continue to convene the task forces created during the Camp Fire quarterly to discuss long-
term recovery efforts and preparedness initiatives to better prepare for future disasters. 

 

| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Area for Improvement 1: While shelter operations were the responsibility of Butte County and were executed 
quickly on November 8, the Town of Paradise was not able to communicate initially with the sheltering 
branch at the County EOC to get updates.  

The Town EOC initially had trouble communicating with the County EOC regarding where shelters were being 
setup, how to direct residents to shelters, and how quickly the shelters would be activated. This is partly a factor 
of the speed of the response efforts required on the morning of November 8; the County had to operate very 
quickly to activate shelters and shelter personnel to handle the immediate influx of evacuees. Updates and 
communication with Town EOC personnel lagged behind the shelter setup operations at the County level. 
Shelters filled up quickly, requiring new shelters to open and further delaying information flow.  

 

Recommendation 1: Facilitate a discussion with Butte County departments regarding communication pathways 
for shelter updates between the County EOC and affected towns and cities.   

 

 

 

55 Stakeholder Interview 
56 Federal Emergency Management Agency. “State and federal partners respond to the California wildfires.” https://www.fema.gov/news-
release/2018/11/17/4407/state-and-federal-partners-respond-california-wildfires 
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Area for Improvement 2: Animal emergency response operations were not coordinated and lacked central 
leadership and standard operating procedures.  

Through mutual aid, animal emergency response was 
coordinated through Butte County Public Health. 
Unfortunately, there were significant gaps in 
communication and coordination regarding animal rescue 
efforts between the Town and the County. From the 
beginning, there was a lack of planning in Butte County to 
accommodate a large animal rescue and sheltering 
operation of the scale and duration of the Camp Fire. There 
were not enough resources in the County to handle large-
scale evacuation and sheltering. This led to numerous, 
independently-run volunteer groups organizing their own 
response efforts. There was no central leadership to 
organize and unite the efforts being made by these smaller groups, who often refused to work with each other 
and bred animosity and competition for resources. There were also no standard operating procedures or 
regulatory guidelines to enforce ordered, legally legitimate animal response efforts. Volunteer animal rescuers 
were continuously able to penetrate security blockades and take animals out of the Town without proper 
documentation or tracking. Such a large area during a huge fire is difficult enough to secure and public 
information could have assisted in preventing these issues. It should be noted, however, that both University of 
California Davis’s Veterinary Program as well as the North Valley Animal Disaster Group (NVADG) were 
tremendous assets who helped during the initial response by providing invaluable expertise and technical 
assistance.57 Overall, the Town of Paradise should coordinate closely with Butte County Public Health to develop 
additional Town ordinances related to animal authorities during an emergency. The Town of Paradise should 
also continue to advocate for more support for the County’s animal control resources.  

 

Recommendation 2a: Coordinate with Butte County Public Health and Animal Control personnel to develop 
draft Town ordinances related to animal authorities for institution during an emergency.  

 

Recommendation 2b: Continue to advocate for more resources for the County’s animal control resources.  

 

 

57 Stakeholder interview 

ANIMAL RESPONSE 

 

“The animal rescue response was not 
anticipated and insufficient support for this 
function through all levels of the response 

continued for many months after the 
incident.” 

- Survey Respondent 
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Public Information 
 

| SUMMARY 

The primary disaster response mission for the Town of 
Paradise on November 8, 2018 was to work hand-in-
hand with local and state mutual aid resources and CAL 
FIRE to execute a coordinated, safe, and effective Town-
wide evacuation. Support came from every direction as 
response agencies and residents alike joined forces on 
behalf of the Town to safely get people off the ridge.  

 

The Town states in its EOP that emergency public 
information is a priority of utmost importance during 
disasters. The EOP further outlines that it is the primary responsibility of the Town to provide accurate and 
timely information to the public regarding conditions, threats, and protective measures surrounding disasters. It 
also denotes that operating within a centralized and coordinated fashion among all involved jurisdictions, 
agencies, and organizations is optimal for promoting unified messaging and avoiding confusion.58 

 

A vast majority of Town residents lost everything they had in the Camp Fire. The weeks and months that 
followed the incident left them working to slowly put the pieces of their lives back together again. Beginning the 
day before the fire, Town officials crafted and disseminated a message via Facebook to alert residents of the 
potential PSPS event due to the expected high wind conditions. During and after the fire, Town officials 
continued to disseminate pertinent information to Paradise residents and the public. Specifically, they continued 
to push messages regarding the evacuation orders as well as shelter information via the Town’s social media 
channels. They produced press releases, participated in daily press conferences, fielded countless media 
inquiries, promptly responded to requests for information, and more. 

 

 

58 Town of Paradise Emergency Operations Plan, November 2011, Section 5.4 (page 54). 

HIGH DEMAND FOR INFORMATION 

 

“People were chomping at the bit to get back in 
to check on their property. This became the 

biggest public information need.” 

- Stakeholder interview 
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While the Town did assume a proactive posture with regards to public information, there were still some 
notable challenges. It was highlighted during stakeholder interviews that, on November 8, the Town’s two 
trained PIOs faced a myriad of challenges in seamlessly covering the Town’s public information needs. Due to 
the nature of the disaster and the EOC evacuation on the morning of November 8, the Town PIOs were forced to 
perform their job functions using personal cell phones and borrowed laptops and tablets for a week following 
the fire. It was also noted that Town officials eventually began to work outside of the Joint Information Center 
(JIC) framework in an effort to more swiftly get accurate information to Town residents. While this may have 
been perceived as the Town separating themselves from the JIC and opting to operate in their own silo, it was 
their best effort to manage their responsibility of providing timely and relevant disaster-related information and 
updates to the residents and to the public.59  

 

In the days following the incident, the Town was completely closed. For health and safety reasons, residents 
were not allowed to return to their properties which created a growing sense of angst among Town evacuees. 
Despite the Town officials’ continuous and redundant efforts to push out the most critical information to the 
public as fast as they could, Town residents and the public continued to demand more. It was observed that, 
where there was a perceived lack of information, community members began to make assumptions and develop 
their own accounts of what was and was not being done in the Town.  

 

| STRENGTHS 

 

Strength 1: The launch of the Butte County Recovers website was extremely helpful in providing visibility for 
disaster survivors.  

An EMMA PIO from Sonoma County provided a framework that Sonoma County had previously used for a 
recovery website which was used to stand up the Butte County/Town of Paradise recovery site - Butte County 
Recovers.60 The website served as a great resource for disaster survivors and helped streamline the critical 

 

 

59 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
60 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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information they had been requesting such as information regarding their property, critical disaster recovery 
resources and support, and regular Camp Fire updates.    

 

Recommendation 1a: Work with Butte County 
partners to assess the effectiveness of the Butte 
County Recovers website. Work collaboratively 
with county personnel to develop an action 
plan for making any identified improvements to 
the website to include a more robust section 
specific to the Town of Paradise. As needed, 
provide support to the County in maintaining 
the website as a means of offering ongoing 
disaster recovery support and resources.   

 

Recommendation 1b: Work with Butte County partners to devise a strategy for quickly standing up a website 
like Butte County Recovers in the immediate aftermath of significant disasters. Further, the Town of Paradise 
and the County of Butte should document the strategy and incorporate it into relevant disaster recovery plans.  

 

Strength 2: The Town was forward-leading in providing ample information to residents regarding the Town’s 
reentry.   

It was emphasized during stakeholder interviews that the Town delivered outstanding public information 
surrounding the reentry process.61 On Tuesday, November 27, days before the Town allowed residents to return 
to their properties, the Paradise Town Council hosted a meeting in the Chico City Council chambers to brief the 
public on its plan for reentry.62 They identified the specific evacuation zones they would reopen access to first 
and emphasized the safety precautions residents would be asked to take as they returned to Town. Working 
alongside its Butte County partners, the Town continued to communicate reentry expectations and prepared 

 

 

61 Stakeholder interview 
62 Paradise Post, Town updates residents on Camp Fire recovery. https://www.paradisepost.com/2018/11/29/town-updates-residents-on-
camp-fire-recovery/ 

Butte County Recovers Website Homepage. 

Source:https://Buttecountyrecovers.org 

https://www.paradisepost.com/2018/11/29/town-updates-residents-on-camp-fire-recovery/
https://www.paradisepost.com/2018/11/29/town-updates-residents-on-camp-fire-recovery/
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materials for reentry checkpoints where residents received reentry kits. These kits contained pertinent health 
and safety information as well as PPE provided by the County.63 

 

Recommendation 2: The Town of Paradise should examine lessons learned and document findings from the 
open and transparent posture it assumed surrounding the Town’s reentry. The lessons learned should be 
carefully weighed and, as appropriate, adopted as best practice for community engagement and public 
information in the aftermath of future disasters.  

 

| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Area for Improvement 1: The Town of Paradise did not have a sufficient roster of trained PIOs to support the 
Town’s public information needs throughout the Camp Fire.  

It was underscored during stakeholder interviews that, at the time of the Camp Fire, the Town’s full time PIOs 
were overwhelmed by the rapidly moving fire which quickly exhausted the Town’s ability to seamlessly keep 
information flowing64.  

 

Recommendation 1a: The Town of Paradise should identify at least three of its full-time staff (1 primary and 2 
backup) who it will support through the completion of basic, intermediate, and advanced PIO training.  

 

Recommendation 1b: The Town of Paradise should spearhead a public information work group to share best 
practices with other Town officials and department leads. The objective of this Work Group is to build 
awareness and proficiency around basic PIO skills. 

 

Recommendation 1c: Develop PIO staffing augmentation plans and mechanisms utilizing trained volunteers and 
mutual aid. 

 

 

63 Stakeholder interview 
64 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Area for Improvement 2: There was a lack of unity across the Town’s leadership regarding public information. 

It was highlighted during stakeholder interviews that, days after the Camp Fire was fully contained, Town 
residents began to express an increasing demand for timely and accurate information about the status of their 
properties. Further, it was noted that voluntary posts from a Town leader’s personal Facebook page raised 
concern because they posed a risk of being misconstrued by the public as official guidance from the Town. The 
level of confusion grew and was made evident when news stations started bypassing the Joint Information 
Center and reaching out directly to the Town leader as a trusted source of information from the Town65.  EOC 
staff took the necessary steps to address this concern as the lack of unity in public messaging had potentially 
devastating impacts on the Town and its residents. 

 

Recommendation 2a: The Town should review and, as needed, update all applicable social media policies and 
other related policies pertaining to Town staff and elected officials to ensure that unity of public messaging can 
be maintained and enforced.    

 

Recommendation 2b: The Town should plan and host an internal public information workshop for all Town staff 
and elected officials to discuss the impacts of unified verses disjointed public information.  

 

Recommendation 2c: The internal public information workshop should also be leveraged to review the updated 
social media policies or other related policies. 

  

 

 

65 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Continuity of Government  
| SUMMARY 

The Town of Paradise, despite the catastrophe they experienced on November 8 and the lasting impacts of the 
incident, ensured fundamental government services remained operational in the period following the Camp 
Fire. COG was prioritized immediately after life safety, as the Town took action to ensure the government could 
maintain its administrative and policy-making functions. Town staff and elected officials all exemplified their 
commitment to the Town as they continued to operate while displaced and dealing with the personal impacts of 
the disaster.  

 

Overall, the Town of Paradise was able to successfully maintain COG throughout the devastation. Through the 
pre-established agreement with the City of Chico, the Town was not only provided an alternate location to 
conduct EOC operations but also utilized City of Chico council chambers to conduct Town Council meetings. By 
requesting EMMA, the Town was able to fully staff the EOC, and this allowed Town staff to continue to execute 
normal roles and responsibilities. As the town transitioned from the response to the recovery phase, staff made 
every effort to continue government operations as seamlessly as possible given the severity of the situation.  

 

| STRENGTHS 

Strength 1: Utilizing EMMA to staff the EOC allowed Town staff to handle personal matters and resume 
normal roles and responsibilities.  

The utilization of EMMA was a huge success in the Camp Fire response and recovery effort by the Town. Not 
only did staffing of the EOC with EMMA personnel bring immense subject matter expertise to the Camp Fire 
response, it also allowed Town staff to address their own loss resultant of the Camp Fire and to more quickly 
transition back to performing their normal duties. The staffing of the EOC with EMMA personnel was critical to 
maintaining government operations. Without EMMA staff, the Town would not have been able to perform 
normal government services, as all staff would have been overwhelmed with disaster operations.  

 

Recommendation 1: Formalize the process of immediately requesting EMMA staffing support upon a high-level 
activation of the EOC in the Town EOP and Continuity of Government/Operations(COG/COOP) Plan. 
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Strength 2: The Town Manager handed off their role as EOC Director, which allowed the Town Manager to 
focus on ensuring the Town continued to run.  

Approximately one week after the fire, the Town Manager who first filled the role of EOC Director, recognized 
the need to hand off the EOC Director responsibility. This transition allowed the Town Manager to address 
issues concerning COG and facilitated the transition to recovery. The new EOC Director showed commitment to 
the community, stepping up to fill the role and providing Town-specific guidance to the EOC, which was staffed 
with personnel from outside the Town of Paradise who were not familiar with Town policy and procedure. While 
this handoff benefited continuity of government, the Town must establish formal lines of succession to ensure 
those that fill positions have the appropriate training.  

 

Recommendation 2a: Formalize lines of succession and triggers for the handoff of the EOC Director position 
from the Town Manager to another Town staff member in the EOP and/or COG/COOP.  

 

Recommendation 2b: Ensure that personnel expected to fill the EOC Director role and all other EOC positions 
have adequate training to carry out their respective roles and responsibilities.  

 

Strength 3: The pre-established agreements in place with City of Chico allowed the Town to continue to 
operate to some extent, providing necessary facilities, office space, and technology.  

City of Chico provided invaluable support in helping the Town continue to operate. The City of Chico housed the 
Town’s alternate EOC and provided technology, such as phones and computers, so EOC operations could be 
stood up. In addition, the City of Chico allowed the Town of Paradise to host their normally scheduled Council 
Meetings in the City of Chico council chambers. This allowed Town Council to continue to hold meetings and 
address issues critical to the Camp Fire recovery. Overall, the City of Chico aided the Town’s continuity of 
government efforts in that they supplied facilities, resources, and immense support.66 

 

 

 

66 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Recommendation 3: Continue to foster a collaborative relationship with City of Chico through joint training and 
exercise.   

 

Strength 4: Council members continued to perform 
responsibilities through the response, despite the 
personal impact of the fire on elected officials.  

Even though all council members lost their homes in the 
Camp Fire, they held steadfast in their commitment to 
the Town, immediately addressing issues resultant of 
the disaster and providing leadership to the 
community.67 Many of the council members, once 
evacuated, reported to the EOC to see where they could 
assist in the evacuation. Council members visited 
shelters and handled media requests on top of their 
normal duties. Council members showed immense 
dedication to their positions and the Town, working in 
their cars, and doing what they had to do to overcome 
the extenuating circumstances.68 Overall, the elected 
officials within the Town of Paradise acted as leaders 
through the Camp Fire response and recovery.  

 

Recommendation 4: Clearly define the role of council 
members following a disaster and provide them with 
appropriate training to carry out their defined roles, 
such as media training.  

 

 

 

 

67 Large, Steve. “Rebuilding Paradise: City Council Holds First Meeting Since Camp Fire Wiped the Town Out.” CBS Sacramento. 
https://sacramento.cbslocal.com/2018/11/13/rebuilding-paradise-city-council/ 
68 Stakeholder Interview 

Meeting Minutes from November 13th Council Meeting 

Source:https://www.townofparadise.com/index.php/our
-government/agendas-and-minutes 
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Strength 5: The town successfully executed its administrative and policy functions following the Camp Fire. 

Even with the catastrophe at hand, the Town of Paradise continued to execute its administrative and policy 
functions. Through the response and recovery efforts, the Town still responded to numerous requests for public 
records under the California Public Records Act. In addition, the Town continued to make policy decisions in 
support of the disaster response. For example, the Town issued an urgency ordinance for temporary housing.69 
While this ordinance had to be amended for purposes of health and safety, the issuance of the ordinance 
exemplifies the Town’s commitment to policy making in support of recovery following the Camp Fire and 
underscores the Town’s success in COG.  

 

Recommendation 5: Take lessons learned from the Camp Fire in maintaining essential services and incorporate 
those lessons into the EOP and/or a formal COG/COOP plan.  

 

| AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Area for Improvement 1: While the arrangement with City of Chico helped the Town have some of the 
necessary infrastructure in place to continue to operate, the Town did not have sufficient technological 
resources or pre-established processes to ensure that it could function at full capacity.  

The extended evacuation of the Town posed extensive challenges to Town of Paradise government operations. 
While the relocation of the EOC and the provision of the City of Chico Council Chambers as a location to hold 
Town of Paradise Council Meetings greatly assisted in the continued operations of the Town, the Town still faced 
disruption due to a lack of access to technological resources. Completely uprooted from physical government 
offices, Town staff could not access data easily. There was no contingency in place for this process so access to 
databases was limited, if not nonexistent. The City of Chico and the County showed endless support and tried to 
provide assistance here, even if it was out of their purview, but the Town still struggled to access critical data.70 

 

Recommendation 1: Establish formal processes for accessing critical information following a disaster under 
circumstances where the Town is displaced. Ensure that redundancies are in place.  

 

 

69 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
70 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
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Area for Improvement 2: Some staff were unable to locate housing immediately following the fire due to 
emergency responsibilities related to their position.  

Following the evacuation of the entire Town of Paradise, soon came a massive housing shortage in the 
surrounding areas. As Town staff were busy staffing the EOC in the initial days following November 8, prior to 
the acquisition of EMMA staff to fill EOC roles, some Town staff missed the window for securing available 
housing, as housing quickly became a very scarce resource. This posed long-term challenges for some of the 
staff, as they had to continue to execute normal and emergency job duties without any temporary housing for 
themselves and their families. This placed additional stress on already overwhelmed and exhausted Town 
staff.71 

 

Recommendation 2: Establish a memorandum of agreement (MOA) with local housing providers in surrounding 
jurisdictions that can be activated to provide temporary housing to Town staff to lessen the burden on Town 
staff to try and find emergency housing following a disaster.  

 

Area for Improvement 3: Staff burnout was immense, as staff attempted to handle emergency response, 
normal operations, and deal with the personal impact of the disaster.  

Because of the severity of the incident, the sheer amount of work that had (and continues) to be completed 
because of the Camp Fire, and the fact that Town staff were disaster victims themselves, Town of Paradise 
government personnel face extreme burnout from the Camp Fire. While their commitment to the Town 
continued through the disaster response, the physical (i.e. exhaustion) and mental (i.e. trauma) effects of the 
incident took a toll on Town staff. This burnout and trauma are an ongoing consequence of the disaster that the 
Town of Paradise has to continue to manage.72 

 

Recommendation 3: Ensure mechanisms are in place to relieve staff of duty when feasible and to provide 
mental and behavioral health resources for handling trauma following disaster.  

  

 

 

71 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 
72 Town of Paradise Camp Fire Hot Wash 



TOWN OF PARADISE  

AFTER ACTION REPORT  

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
69 

Final Thoughts 
 

The unprecedented speed and ferocity of the Camp Fire overwhelmed existing plans, procedures, systems, and 
resources. Despite the overwhelming impact of the Fire, Town staff and residents rose to the occasion and 
responded effectively, and often heroically, to the challenges of this disaster. Commitment to the whole 
community was exemplified in a complete evacuation under near impossible conditions, coordination of 
emergency response and initial recovery operations while having to relocate the EOC to another city, provision 
of effective public information, expeditious Town repopulation under the circumstances, and continuation of 
government services. This commitment is further exemplified by the Town leadership commissioning and 
participating in the developing of this AAR and CAP. 

 

The Town AAR/CAP shows a way forward for the Town, capturing lessons learned from both strengths as well as 
areas needing improvement exhibited during the Camp Fire. These documents situate the Town to incorporate 
these findings into emergency planning, training, and exercise programs that will improve the Town capability to 
respond to future emergencies/disasters. In addition to reflecting Town commitment to continuous 
improvement, this AAR/CAP provides critical experience-based lessons and recommendations that will 
contribute to knowledge and preparedness of other jurisdictions as they plan for future emergencies.  

 

As the Town of Paradise continues the ongoing, complex, and lengthy path to recovery, the spirit of 
commitment and dedication to the people of Paradise reflected in this document will continue to both guide 
future preparedness actions as well as honor those lost and those who sustained losses during the Camp Fire. 
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Appendices 
| ACRONYMS 

AAR After Action Report 

BCSO Butte County Sheriff’s Office 

Cal OES California Office of Emergency Services 

CAP Corrective Action Plan 

COG Continuity of Government 

COOP Continuity of Operations  

DAFN Disabilities and Access and Functional Needs 

DRC Disaster Recovery Center  

EMMA Emergency Managers Mutual Aid 

EOC Emergency Operations Center 

EOP Emergency Operations Plan 

FEMA Federal Emergency Management Agency 

ICP Incident Command Post 

ICS Incident Command System 

IMT Incident Management Team 

JIC Joint Information Center 

MOA Memorandum of Agreement 

NVADG North Valley Animal Disaster Group 

NWS National Weather Service 

OEM Office of Emergency Management  

PG&E Pacific Gas & Electric  
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PIO Public Information Officer 

PPE Personal Protective Equipment 

PSPS Public Safety Power Shut off 

SEMS Standardized Emergency Management System 

SOC  State Operations Center 
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| SURVEY DATA SUMMARY 

 

An electronic survey was developed and amongst Town of Paradise officials to collect feedback from individuals 
involved in the response and recovery efforts of the Camp Fire. There were 21 total respondents to the survey. 
The survey was designed to both paint a picture of the holistic response and procure information on specific 
operational facets of the incident, with some questions asked to all survey respondents and some questions 
asked to those who indicated they filled a speci9fic role during the incident. The survey responses were 
collected from March 15, 2020 to April 12, 2020. 

 

 

The survey was confidential, and both multiple choice and open-ended questions were asked, providing a means 
for both quantitative and qualitative data analysis. The results of the survey are delineated below. Quantitative 
data is graphically depicted and is supported by qualitative information received through open-ended responses.  
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The following information was procured through open-ended survey questions asked to all survey respondents.  

 

Question 13: How has the Camp Fire affected your Department/organization as a whole? Summary and Notes 

Every respondent answered that in some way their department or organization are still recovering nearly a year 
and a half later. They believe that everything has changed completely with many people having to adjust to a 
new normal including either taking on heavy workloads or having to adjust to new duties they did not have prior 
to November 2018. Over half of respondents (13 of 21) cited that population decrease, loss of homes, and the 
fire itself caused some form of staff cuts with most reporting that multiple people either willingly or were forced 
to leave their position. They believe that their day to day operations have completely changed their 
departments and argue that communities like Paradise are not properly prepared for the climate change and 
other natural disasters. However, over a third of respondents did note that their team has become closer knit 
due to the fire and response activities.  

 

Question 14: Did you observe or experience any notable strengths in the response actions taken on the day of 
the Camp Fire that should be documented and built upon?  

Only two respondents answered that they did not experience or observe any notable strengths meaning that 
91% of respondents did find a strength. These strengths can be boiled down into three major themes: Followed 
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Emergency Plans previously created, employees showed up to do their job despite the chaos, and those in the 
field were able to adapt in the moment making decisions that saved lives. Respondents stated that employees 
“knew what to do”, adequately “filled their roles according to training”, and stated the “Emergency 
Management Mutual Aid was a lifesaver”. 62% of respondents stated in some variation that all staff showed up 
and performed their duties despite the magnitude of the situation. They also stated that by showing up the staff 
“showed strength and bravery” and that it led to an immense amount of cooperation and coordination between 
departments and jurisdictions. A third of respondents also stated that the individual decision making and the 
ability to adapt to changing situations (likely due to training and everyone showing up) saved countless lives 
throughout the entire ordeal. Given the unprecedented nature of the Camp Fire it is likely that staff had not 
been trained for an emergency of this magnitude, but they were able to step up.  

 

Question 15: Did you observe or experience any notable strengths in the EOC-related operations during the 
initial recovery phase that should be documented and built upon? 

The respondents were less likely to be a promoter of the EOC’s actions following with recovery as their main 
complaints were that the EOC was “out of touch” and that the proximity to the EOC mattered. Only 6 responses 
were complimentary with most citing that planning paid off and the EOC was able to immediately recognize how 
overwhelmed staff was and used mutual aide to fill in needed gaps. However, the same number of respondents 
stated that the EOC’s priorities were not aligned with “line-level” employees and others cited that the proximity 
to the EOC and their staff was crucial in both receiving information and having their opinion heard. There were 
also a number of skipped responses, active “no comments”/ “N/A”, or strengths that didn’t actual focus on 
operations.  

 

Question 16: Did you observe or experience any areas for improvement in the response actions taken on the 
day of the Camp Fire that should be addressed through a corrective action plan? 

A little over one third (38%) said that they did not have any room for improvement suggestions and that they did 
the best they possibly could under the circumstances. However, the major room for improvement suggestion 
was to strengthen communications with 48% citing some communication failures. These include improper and 
cluttered radio usage, redundant communication systems, and other ways to have mass alerted the town. One 
respondent stated that they didn’t have the access to the most current evacuation order and told people that 
they were safe to shelter in place when the news had informed them, they were in the evacuation zone 
(Respondent 19). This person cited feeling an immense amount of guilt and that they may have caused some to 
lose their lives if they had given them the wrong information. Other suggestions include better coordination of 



TOWN OF PARADISE  

AFTER ACTION REPORT  

    

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 

highway traffic, Worst Case Scenario disaster training, and a consolidation of who is able to make evacuation 
orders.  

 

Question 17: Did you observe or experience any areas for improvement in the EOC-related operations during 
the initial recovery phase that should be addressed through the corrective action plan? 

52% of respondents either skipped this question or responded “no” either, but whether this is because they 
were not located at the EOC or simply didn’t have any suggestions is unclear from their responses. Of the 10 
responses that were received 6 of them cited a better need for communications from the EOC regarding initial 
recovery. Local businesses, law enforcement, and internal communications were all cited as being unclear 
during this time with one suggestion for better emergency communications through private vendors. Two 
respondents cited that the staff was not properly considered during this time and that the town did not 
adequately allow them to deal their personal loss or take breaks/rest.  

 

Question 18: What innovative strategies and tactics did you observe or help implement during the day of the 
Camp Fire during the initial recovery phase? 

Again one-third skipped the question or responded that they did not observe or help implement any innovative 
strategies and tactics. While another third of respondents referenced collaboration and communication with 
groups such as EMMA, private citizens, and even the water company as innovative examples. They believe that 
without the communication many more lives would be lost, and the communication by those on the ground 
should be the was a complete success. 3 respondents cited innovative traffic decision as innovative and “life-
saving”. There was also an overt mention of creating/updating the Town’s EOP and that there needed to be a 
“more comprehensive plan based on experiences of those involved that will only help future generations when 
an issue like this arises again”. Using this to state an EOP creation as a suggestion may be prudent for both the 
Town of Paradise and CONSTANT’s continued relationship.  
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