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What Happened October 25, 2003?

Began in the Cuyamaca Mountains south of Ramona within the Cleveland National Forest. 1st reported 
5:37 p.m. Within 10 minutes the U.S. Forest Service deployed 10 fire engines, 2 water tenders, 2 hand 
crews and 2 chief officers. Within 30 minutes, 320 firefighters and 6 fire chiefs were en route. A County 
Sheriff's ASTREA helicopter was rescuing a hunter (Sergio Martinez) spotted the fire at about the same 
time as the first phone report was received and called for an air response. Another sheriff's helicopter 
equipped with a Bambi Bucket was dispatched to drop water on the fire. When the helicopter was only 
minutes away from the fire, a Forest Service fire chief cancelled the water drop because policy required 
the cutoff of aerial firefighting 30 minutes before sunset.  A a decision later severely criticized by 
everyone!



Where in Scripps Ranch Effected?



Sunday, October 26th in the Early Morning



Just How Big the Cedar Fire Was



Cedar Fire Wall of Flame



Cedar Fire was Deadly and Extensive
◦ Between the time the fire started and midnight the fire burned approximately 5,319 acres. By 3:00 a.m., 62,000 

acres burned.  12 people living in Wildcat Canyon and Muth Valley died.  In only a few hours, the fire pushed 

southwest over 30 miles and burned over 100,000 acres at rate  of 6,000 acres/hour.  The fire also crossed 

several large highways, including Interstate 15, and by October 26, the fire  burned 312 homes in Scripps 

Ranch.  

◦ City of San Diego City Council and Mayor Murphy choose not to fund a fire fighting helicopter for the 2004 

Fiscal Year.  

◦ Burned 273,246 acres. Destroyed 2,820 buildings (including 2,232 homes) and killed 15 people, including one 

firefighter.  No one in Scripps Ranch was injured or killed. The fire was the 4th-most destructive wildfire in state 

history, causing just over $1.3 billion in damages.  No one in Rancho Bernardo’s 2007 Witch Creek Fire died. A 

testament to the San Diego Fire Rescue and San Diego Police Department!

◦ Firefighters achieved full containment on November 3 (11 days) and completely under control on December 5 

(7 weeks).



Federal Prosecution of Sergio Martinez
◦ Investigators determined that the fire was started by Sergio Martinez of West Covina, a novice hunter who had been hunting 

in the area and had become lost.  Martinez initially told investigators that he had fired a shot from his rifle to draw attention 

and that the shot had caused the fire, but he later recanted and admitted he started the fire intentionally to signal rescuers. 

After gathering sticks and brush together, Martinez lit the brush and quickly lost control of the fire because of the heat, low 

humidity and low moisture content of the surrounding vegetation.

◦ Martinez was charged in federal court in 2004 with setting the fire and lying about it. In November 2005, a federal judge 

sentenced Martinez to six months in a work-furlough program and ordered him to complete 960 hours (40 days) of 

community service. He also was sentenced to five years' probation and to pay $9,000 in restitution.  As part of the plea 

bargain, prosecutors dropped the charge of lying to investigators.



SRCA Project Phoenix
◦ Immediately began organizing a recovery effort Sunday, October 26th making phone calls while evacuating on Pomerado Road. 

◦ Within 24 hours assembled and distributed accurate list of damaged and destroyed homes

◦ One Stop Recovery Center created by City Councilmember Brian Maienschein in conjunction with the SRCA at the Scripps Ranch 
Recreation Center.  SRCA volunteers staffed ambassadors to assist fire survivors navigate fire recovery resources and various agencies 
and organizations. Now the FEMA model.  

◦ Fire Survivor Resource and Community Gate Keeper.  “We banged our heads on the wall, so fire survivors didn’t have to!”  We vetted 
individuals, organizations and businesses who wanted us to turn over fire survivor contact information and had monetary ulterior 
motives.  At the end of the day, we know our residents and will be here long after those who offered help are long gone.  “Teach us to 
help ourselves”.  “We live with our displaced residents; and we have to live with the results of our efforts”.

◦ Clothing donation center created at Saint Gregory the Great Church and SR Swim Club.  American Red Cross and Dixieline Lumber 
donation distribution site on Rue Touraine.

◦ Provided guidance and assistance to Tierrasanta fire survivors as well as to County of San Diego fire survivors

◦ Meetings with City of San Diego Building Department regarding foundations presumed unsuitable

◦ Organized and hosted fire recovery community meeting Wednesday, October 29th at Saint Gregory the Great Church

◦ Demolition contractor meetings and pilot demonstration event

◦ Created Demolition Contractor Truck Route Map (Not done previously for any fire recovery in California)



SRCA Project Phoenix Demolition Truck 
Route Map



SRCA Project Phoenix
◦ Provided regulation guidance and pollution control stormwater runoff supplies (straw waddles)

◦ Took photos of every destroyed home and posted to SRCA website

◦ In depth phone meetings with Laguna Hills and in-person Oakland Hills fire survivors and recovery organizers.  

◦ Communication with the community and fire survivors by newsletter, email 50 at a time and/or website only! No social 

media, Zoom, or cell phone video capabilities.  Having personal relationships with fire survivors and city staff was critical. 

◦ Advocated and passed City of San Diego building code upgrade ordinance so fire survivors can use insurance coverage

◦ Organized meetings with fire survivors for presentations by qualified homebuilders and demolition contractors. Advocated 

for competition to combat exploitation and sought to create economies of scale.  

◦ Hosted Town Hall BBQ with State Insurance Commissioner John Garamendi. 2/3rds of insureds underinsured by 1/3rd

◦ Arranged State Insurance Commissioner and State of CA Contractors License Board unlicensed contractor stings

◦ Hosted Anatomy of Homeowners Insurance Policy 101 presentation and subsequently organized fire survivors by 

insurance carrier groups (Not well received by the insurance companies and claims adjusters)

◦ Passed “Homeowners Insurance Bill of Rights” Legislation Reform (4 out of 6 proposed bills signed into law)



SRCA Project Phoenix
◦ Used now SRCA Community Center (formerly Community Service Center) as a local building permit processing center

◦ Filled hundreds of sandbags at Jerabek Park

◦ Resident and Contractor Only security check points

◦ Hillside and storm drain cleaning on UCSD property behind Crown Pointe HOA

◦ City of San Diego hydroseeding of city owned open space fire impacted areas

◦ Fire Survivor Verification and Courtesy Discount Card

◦ Cedar Fire Cookbook

◦ Fire Survivor Recovery File Tote System (Also provided to Witch Creek and Tubbs Fire survivors)

◦ Over 250 community volunteers – A Team Effort!

◦ Scripps Ranch fire recovery accomplished in two years what took ten years to do in Oakland Hills! First Scripps Ranch 

home rebuilt in nine months!



SRCA Project Phoenix

◦ Project Phoenix continues until last home is rebuilt (11795 Handrich Drive)

◦ Others paid it forward to us; we will continue to pay if forward!

◦ Scripps Ranch Emergency Evacuation Map with Scripps Ranch Fire Safe Council and City of San Diego Homeland 

Security

◦ Organized and assisted 2007 Witch Creek Fire Recovery

◦ Scripps Ranch needs a second fire station (37A)

◦ Insurance issues

◦ Non-Renewal and cancellation community forums and advocacy

◦ Application for Scripps Ranch to be a Firewise Community

◦ Rules to Make Informed Decisions for Disaster Recovery Survivors (We customize it for every incident and jurisdiction)



SRCA – Rules to Make Informed Decisions



Scripps Ranch Fire Safe Council
◦ Scripps Ranch Fire Safe Council began as The Chimney Canyon Fire Safe Council, a group of concerned homeowners following the 

devastating Cedar wildfire that swept into San Diego on October 26, 2003.  Our neighborhood borders a city-owned canyon that was 
filled with mostly dead and dying Eucalyptus trees and a 25-year accumulation of dry volatile ground fuel.  We were extremely 
fortunate.  Firefighters stopped the fire within 70 feet of entering our canyon. The name Chimney Canyon came from a local firefighter 
who, three days after the fire who said if the fire entered the canyon 200 more homes would likely have been destroyed.

◦ Determined to find a way to reduce the fire danger we were living with; we soon discovered the California Fire Safe Council. We 
formed the first urban chapter of the FSC in San Diego County. Our initial mission was to clear the ground fuel and create a firebreak 
for our neighborhood. Early in 2004 incorporated as a 501(c)(3) charitable organization. This qualified for Federal fire prevention 
grants and to employ the services of the California Conservation Corps – a State youth organization formed to train Junior Foresters 
and First Responders for disasters such as wildfires, floods, and earthquakes. In August 2004 awarded two U.S. Forest grants to assist 
in providing a neighborhood with a 100-foot firebreak.

◦ In January 2005 teamed with the Scripps Ranch Civic Association, changed the name and extended the mission to include all of 
Scripps Ranch. In July 2005, formed an Alliance with 12 Federal, State, and civic organizations to promote fire prevention in Scripps 
Ranch. Established firebreaks in over 650 homes. In addition, cleared six recreational trails, removed 340 dangerous trees, and 
planted 165 new trees.



SRCA – SRFSC Evacuation Map



SR Fire Safe Council Fire Prevention Expo

◦ Sunday, October 29th

◦ 2 pm to 5 pm

◦ West side of Hoyt Park located on Aviary Drive and Canyon Lake Drive

◦ Fun and free event

◦ Fire extinguisher presentation and fire blanket giveaway

◦ SDGE

◦ Burn Institute

◦ California Department of Insurance



Profound Community Appreciation
◦ San Diego Police Department command staff, patrol officers, RSVP and Crisis Interventionists

◦ San Diego Fire Rescue Department command staff and fire fighters

◦ Former City of San Diego City Councilmember (now State Assemblymember) Brian Maienschein, Lance Witmondt, Clint Carney, Rob Knudsen, and Christine 
Millay

◦ City of San Diego Building Department Thinh Tran

◦ Kimberly Layton (San Diego Chargers) and Mariano Diaz (San Diego Foundation) for $30,000 donation

◦ State of California Insurance Commissioner (now US Congress Representative) John Garamendi and Gary Gartner

◦ American Red Cross ($8m) and Dixieline Lumber

◦ Project Phoenix Team – Bob Ilko (Chair), Col. Bob Dingeman, Marc Sorensen, Gloria Tran, Ed Mann, Gordon Boerner, Jim Paterniti, Janie Anderson, Bob 
Cavanagh, Brian Allman, Peter Wulff, Mike/Dean Asaro, Bill Barnsley, Bev Cassity, Brian Mooney, Claude Braunstein, Craig Jones, Elissa Barber, Oren 
Patashnic, Scott Crider, Steve Wolff, Virginia Bigler-Engler, Greg Minter and more than 250 community volunteers

◦ Scripps Ranch Fire Safe Council – Jerry Mitchell, Kristi Young-Rayder, Karen Herreros, Jesse Gates, Sandy Wetzel-Smith, Chad Smith and Dave Mason

◦ Four South of Pomerado Homeowners Associations and North of Pomerado Fire (the Un-HOA)

◦ 2003 Cedar Fire Survivors and their families

◦ Burn Out Sisters

◦ Scripps Ranch Old Pros lead by Mike Shaw, Bob Camacho, Randy Saffel and Dennis Downs - “Beer, Sandbags, and Burrito Brothers”

◦ Later Day Saints Mormon Church Elders and Missionaries



City of San Diego City Councilmembers Marni 
von Wilpert (District 5) and Kent Lee (District 6)



San Diego Police Department and San 
Diego Fire Rescue Department



Our Dedicated First Responders!



Thank you for attending!
◦ Scripps Ranch Civic Association

◦ www.scrippsranch.org

◦ president@scrippsranch.org

◦ Scripps Ranch Fire Safe Council

◦ https://srfiresafe.org/

◦ The SRCA collects

◦ used eyeglasses for the Rancho Bernardo Lions Club

◦ used cell phones/tablets for a national domestic violence non-profit  

◦ 24/7 Drop off 10247 Rue Touraine (92131)
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