
 

 U. S. Department of the Interior 
 U.S. Geological Survey 
 Western Ecological Research Center 
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Chairman Patrick Kruer       22 January 2008 
ATTN: Mark Delaplaine 
California Coastal Commission 
45 Fremont Street, Suite 2000 
San Francisco, CA 94105-2219 
 
Dear Chairman Kruer and Members of the Commission: 
 
I am a research scientist with over 30 years experience in the study of fires in southern California 
shrublands and would like to comment on the potential impacts of the proposed extension of the Foothill 
toll road through the Rancho Mission Viejo and San Onofre State Beach.  
 
We live in a part of the world where humans play the dominate role in determining when and where fires 
occur. In southern California several studies have shown that fires are over-whelmingly tied to roads. In 
many parts of the region a map of where fires ignite is often nearly a carbon copy of a road map. These 
fires come about through both accidental ignitions such as sparks from catalytic converters as well as 
carelessness of discarded cigarettes. It is a well established fact that when new roads are established they 
bring with them a greatly increased incidence of fires.  
 
Although roads on the scale of the toll road have the potential for acting as a fire break, which diminishes 
fire spread, this is generally only true under moderate weather conditions. However, under the weather 
conditions that lead to our most destructive fires, roads and even major highways seldom act as a barrier 
to fire spread.  
 
In short, when considering projects such as this new road, it is important that the commission factor in the 
likelihood of increased fire incidence on the landscape and the costs this will likely have both on 
communities as well as the devastating impacts that frequent fires have on natural resources. 
 
Sincerely yours, 

 
Jon E. Keeley 
Research Ecologist 
&  
Adjunct Full Professor 
Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology 
University of California, Los Angeles 
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