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Lake Hodges @ ~295 ft: What It Means for Decreasing Wildfire Risk & Fire-Insurance Pressure in Tierrasanta
Briefing for the Tierrasanta Community Council (TCC) — Sept 2025
1) Executive summary
· Raising Lake Hodges toward ~295 ft (while the new dam is planned) would cover currently exposed lakebed weeds/grass, re-establishing a continuous water/fuel break along shorelines, reduce ignition opportunities, and improve local drafting/relay water for engines and helicopters during Red Flag/Santa Ana events. Together, those measures decrease wildfire probability and impact for Tierrasanta at the margin. CAL FIRE
· The City and CAL FIRE identify large areas of San Diego—incl. parts affecting Tierrasanta—as Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones (VHFHSZ) where wind and ember exposure dominate risk; shoreline fuel continuity is one of the few levers the region can shift quickly. San Diego+1
· On insurance, California’s Safer from Wildfires regulation requires insurers to offer premium discounts for verified mitigation (home hardening, defensible space). A community-level action that reduces local exposure(fuel continuity, faster suppression water access) strengthens the case for individual discounts and can help moderate FAIR Plan reliance over time when paired with parcel-level hardening. California Department of Insurance+1
2) Current risk snapshot (Tierrasanta context)
· Hazard mapping: CAL FIRE/OSFM FHSZ modeling and the City’s VHFHSZ map show high hazard driven by fuels + topography + fire-weather (wind/embers). Tierrasanta has been impacted in past regional wind events (e.g., Cedar 2003, Witch 2007). San Diego
· Ember reality: Wind-borne embers commonly travel up to ~1 mile (and farther in extremes), igniting receptive fuels and structures. That’s why Zone 0 (0–5 ft) and defensible space are mandated/encouraged statewide. Ready for Wildfire+1
· Lake status: DSOD has directed the City to restrict Hodges to ~280 ft while long-term replacement proceeds, which maximizes shoreline exposure (seasonal weeds/grass) and removes a natural water barrier. San Diego
3) How raising Hodges reduces wildfire probability & consequences
A. Break the fuel continuity
· CAL FIRE explains that fuels-reduction/fuel breaks work by interrupting horizontal & vertical fuel continuity—water is the ultimate non-combustible break along a shoreline. Raising the pool submerges flammable lakebed vegetation that otherwise supports fast-moving surface fire, especially in grass/forb fuels. CAL FIRE
B. Increase suppression effectiveness (water on the hill)
· With Hodges higher and connected to the Olivenhain–SDCWA system, responders have more proximate drafting/relay water and operational flexibility. That shortens refill cycles and improves odds of initial-attack success, which is the biggest driver of community outcomes. (The Hodges–Olivenhain facilities are built to move water both ways and provide emergency storage.) San Diego County Water Authority+1
C. Respect the ember problem—and harden homes
· A higher lake does not stop embers. During Santa Ana events, ember cast can reach neighborhoods; that’s why the Council should pair the lake action with Zone 0 + defensible space + home-hardening outreach (vents, roofs, decks, fences). Ready for Wildfire+2Ready for Wildfire+2
4) Insurance implications (how risk reduction can show up in premiums)
· Regulatory framework: The CA Department of Insurance’s Safer from Wildfires rule requires carriers to file discounts for verified mitigation steps (structure/hardening & defensible space), and to recognize community-scale risk reduction in rate filings. California Department of Insurance+1
· Community signal: TCC action to support raising Hodges (restoring a water/fuel break and improving suppression water access) plus a TCC-led home-hardening & Zone-0 campaign creates verifiable mitigation residents can use when requesting discounts, and may ease non-renewal/FAIR Plan pressure at the margin. (Insurers weigh local hazard, exposure, and mitigation in rating/underwriting.) California Department of Insurance
5) Concrete actions for the TCC (next 90 days)
1. Resolution of support: Endorse raising Lake Hodges toward ~295 ft, contingent on City/DSOD safety protocols, to restore shoreline water/fuel break and suppression benefits while the new dam is advanced. Cite City DSOD order and SDCWA facilities as context. San Diego+1
2. Map & message: Publish a VHFHSZ map clip for Tierrasanta + a one-paragraph explainer on why shoreline fuel continuity matters and why embers require home hardening. Link to CAL FIRE VHFHSZ and Ready for Wildfire pages. San Diego+1
3. Home-hardening drive: Partner with local CSD/City to host Zone 0 yard-walks, vent/roof screen demos, and green-waste days. Promote Safer-from-Wildfires checklists so residents can document mitigation for insurers. California Department of Insurance+1
4. Responder coordination: Ask SDFD/CAL FIRE how a higher Hodges level could support drafting locations and pre-positioning during Red Flag warnings; publish a short FAQ with refill times, access points, and helicopter dip sites (as appropriate). CAL FIRE
5. Track outcomes: Create a simple dashboard: (a) number of homes verified for Zone 0/defensible space; (b) insurer discount uptake; (c) Red Flag pre-position notes; (d) shoreline fuel coverage (lake elevation).
6) What success looks like (12–24 months)
· Risk: Fewer ignitions and slower surface spread around the lake margin during non-extreme days; improved initial-attack success due to proximate water access. CAL FIRE
· Insurance: Measurable discount uptake under Safer from Wildfires among Tierrasanta households; fewer non-renewals as parcels document mitigation. California Department of Insurance+1
· Public understanding: Residents can articulate that water restores a fuel break, but embers still threaten, so home hardening is non-negotiable. Ready for Wildfire

Appendix A — Key references
· City of San Diego: Hodges FAQ (DSOD-ordered 280-ft restriction while replacement advances). San Diego
· CAL FIRE / City VHFHSZ: City VHFHSZ page & map. San Diego+1
· Fuel breaks & fuels reduction: CAL FIRE program overview; SoCal fuel-break effectiveness study (USFS, 2023). CAL FIRE+1
· Ember travel & mitigation: CAL FIRE Ready for Wildfire (Zone 0/defensible space, ember distance); USFA/NIST on ember travel; IBHS and recent reporting on wind-driven ember spread. AP News+4Ready for Wildfire+4Ready for Wildfire+4
· Water-system operations: SDCWA Lake Hodges–Olivenhain facilities (two-way flows, emergency storage). San Diego County Water Authority+1
· Insurance discounts: CA Dept. of Insurance Safer from Wildfires program & FAQ (discount requirement in rate filings). California Department of Insurance+1

Appendix B — Talking points the Council can use verbatim
· “Water as a fuel break: Raising Lake Hodges toward ~295 ft reduces shoreline fuel continuity—one of the few rapid levers we can pull locally.” CAL FIRE
· “Embers are the main structure-ignition threat: They can travel ~1 mile; that’s why we’re pairing the lake action with Zone 0/home-hardening outreach.” Ready for Wildfire
· “Insurance alignment: California now requires insurers to discount verified mitigation. We’re helping residents qualify by documenting Zone 0/defensible space and by reducing neighborhood-level exposure where we can.” California Department of Insurance+1
· “Regional readiness: A higher Hodges improves local drafting/relay options and operational flexibility during Red Flag events.” San Diego County Water Authority
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