Chapter 14 Multi-Hazard Summary
Any of the hazards that threaten Santa Cruz County could happen in combination with another hazard.
In fact, there is a high likelihood that a major earthquake on the San Andreas or other faults would
unleash secondary hazards that could be as disastrous to Santa Cruz as the earthquake itself. A
reference point for the Bay Area is the devastating fire in 1906 that burned down San Francisco, causing
significantly more destruction than the earthquake that sparked it.
Earthquake shaking can start fires in numerous ways, such as tipping over appliances with pilot lights or
damaging electrical equipment leading to sparks. Ruptured gas lines, both underground and where they
connect to houses, or spilled flammable chemicals can cause post-earthquake fires to spread quickly.
Efforts to fight fires after an earthquake are often severely hampered by non-functional water systems,
damaged electrical systems that are needed to provide energy to pump water, or roads blocked by
debris or landslides. These problems coincide with fire personnel being required for search and rescue
activities and other disaster response activities.
Santa Cruz County may also experience landslides during the next earthquake, particularly if the
earthquake occurs during rainy winter months. Small aftershocks could continue to cause slides for
weeks after a quake, blocking roads and damaging homes. In addition, the next earthquake may cause
significant damage to the county’s water supply (some of which is located in a mountainous slide prone
area) and storm drain systems.
Although the risk is very low, an earthquake has the potential to cause dam failure. Breaks in the dams,
levees and stream culverts could lead to catastrophic flooding in areas that have not seen floodwaters
previously.
Drought increases the risk of wildfires, and wildfires increase the risk of landslide and flood. When all
supporting vegetation is burned away, hills become destabilized and prone to erosion. The charred
surface of the earth becomes hard and absorbs less water during rainfall, leading to increased runoff
resulting in more rapid coastal erosion.
Many mitigation activities reduce risk from more than one hazard. However, there are some mitigation
activities that reduce risk from one possible threat while increasing it from another. One example is
placing utility lines underground. Underground utilities are less damaged by a major fire than those
aboveground. In an earthquake, under-ground utilities in areas prone to landslides or liquefaction are
susceptible to damage and are more costly and time-consuming to repair than aboveground utilities.
Another example of a mitigation activity with positive and negative impacts is vegetation removal for
wildfire risk reduction. Trees and other established plants play a key role in securing hillsides and
reducing landslide risk. They also reduce erosion and slow rain runoff time, which reduces flood peaks.
It is important to remember all of the implications of any risk reduction steps when planning mitigation
activities.
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