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Firefighters contain a brush fire near Redwood Valley along Highway 101 on Friday. Fire retardant dropped from an air tanker left the edge of the 
brush red. Climate change experts say the wildfire situation is only going to get worse.

Fire season stoked 
by climate change
Experts say harsher blazes, raging almost year-round, a new fact of life

Striding through the brown, sun-dried 
grass on a slope at Sugarloaf  Ridge 
State Park, Caitlin Cornwall stopped 

to touch a slender stalk of  blue wild rye, 
crowned by a tasseled seed pod.

The 3,900-acre park in the Mayacamas 
Mountains near Kenwood was largely 
overrun by the Nuns fire in October, and 
the signs of  recovery are abundant. Most 
of  the live oak, bay and madrone trees 
survived; smaller Douglas firs perished 
and are being dismantled by beetles and 
woodpeckers.

The grasslands are generally healthier 
than they were before last fall’s blaze and 
could readily burn again, said Cornwall, 
a biologist with Sonoma Ecology Center, 
which has managed the park since 2012.

“This is all a fire-created natural com-
munity,” she said. The park burned in 
1964, also by a fire named Nuns.

Indeed, fire shaped the drought-prone 
landscape for thousands of  years, as 
Native Americans used it to maintain 
meadows and forests that provided deer, 
elk and acorns for food as well as grasses 
for basketry.

But now, climate change has thrown the 
symbiosis of  humans, fire and the land-
scape into catastrophic disarray. Much of  
California is a year-round tinderbox, with 
fast-moving wildfires erupting so quickly 
this year that firefighters have rushed 
from one to the next, with the usual peak 
of  the fire season still to come.

“It just takes one spark,” said Scott 

McLean, a deputy chief  with Cal Fire, the 
state’s firefighting and forestry agency.

As heat-trapping gases continue to pour 
into the atmosphere and temperatures 
inch upward, drawing moisture from 
the soil and vegetation, the state’s vast 
landscape is growing increasingly volatile, 
costing lives and billions of  dollars in fire 
damage.

Compounding the menace of  climate 
change, experts say the wildfire situation 
is only going to get worse.

To say California is in a “new normal,” 
as Gov. Jerry Brown did last month, is 
misleading because it implies a steady 
condition going forward, said LeRoy 

Westerling, a management professor at UC 
Merced’s School of  Engineering.

Instead, the state faces increasing peril 
from climate change for several decades to 
come, he said.

“What we’ve been observing on the 
ground keeps outpacing what we predict,” 
Westerling said. “The new abnormal is 
constant change.”

California’s Fourth Climate Change 
Assessment, released last month, said 
the Golden State is “one of  the most 
‘climate-challenged’ regions of  North 
America,” with a historically variable 
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A sign near the entrance to Sugarloaf Ridge State Park advises visitors of current fire danger.
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When it comes to fighting 
the Trump administra-
tion’s immigration pol-

icies, California has two “resis-
tances.” There’s the official one, 
conducted by politicians, which 
includes the state’s landmark 
“sanctuary” law.

Then there’s the unofficial re-
sistance, which includes people 
like Ann and Kent Moriarty.

In July, the couple got a call 
from an immigrant advocacy 
group about an asylum-seeker 
who had spent seven months at 
an Irvine detention facility. The 
woman had just been granted a 
$15,000 bond and needed a place 
to stay. The Moriartys took in 
Veronica Aguilar, from El Sal-
vador, and showed her around 
their Bay Area neighborhood.

They taught her how to 
navigate public transporta-
tion, where to get health care 
and how to sign up for English 
classes.

Ann Moriarty said her 
religious faith compels her to 
welcome strangers. But she said 
President Donald Trump’s pol-

icies made it easier to do what 
she considered the right thing.

“We are responding to this el-
evation of  hatred and meanness 
that feels like it is allowed now 
in this administration,” she said. 
“It is unacceptable.”

Since June, nearly 800 peo-
ple around the country have 
pledged to offer housing through 
California-based Freedom for 
Immigrants. The organization 
has raised more than $100,000 
this year to bond 50 immi-
grants, including Aguilar, out of  
detention. Immigrants eligible 
for release from detention must 
provide the address of  a sponsor 

Immigrants find sanctuary with families
California residents open 
homes, legally sponsor 
those seeking asylum
By ANDREA CASTILLO
LOS ANGELES TIMES
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Veronica Aguilar, 35, right, of El Salvador, fled her home country after 
receiving death threats from local gangs. Aguilar lives with her sponsor 
family Moriarty Kent, 53, center, and wife Ann, 53, in Pinole.TURN TO SANCTUARY » PAGE A13

Texas authorities charged a 
U.S. Border Patrol supervisor 
with murder following what 
they called a two-week serial 
killing rampage around the city 
of  Laredo that left four female 
sex workers dead and ended 
when a fifth woman escaped at a 
gas station and found help.

Juan David Ortiz, 35, an in-
tel supervisor for the Border 
Patrol, was charged with four 
counts of  murder as well as ag-
gravated assault and unlawful 
restraint, Webb County District 
Attorney Isidro Alaniz said in a 
tweet.
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Agent 
arrested in 
4 killings, 
kidnapping
By SIMON ROMERO  
AND MANNY FERNANDEZ
NEW YORK TIMES

BORDER PATROL

Storm 
begins 
to move 
west

CONWAY, South Carolina — 
Florence, the powerful storm 
that has already left at least  
12 people dead and about 1 mil-
lion without power on the East 
Coast, continued to move in-
land at an ominously sluggish 
pace Saturday, fat with rain and 
threatening to deliver hardship 
and devasta-
tion far be-
yond the wind- 
battered coasts.

A Category 
1 hurricane 
when it plowed 
ashore near 
Wilmington, North Carolina, 
early Friday, Florence was down-
graded to a tropical storm hours 
later, and the damage of  the first 
blow along the coast was not as 
bad as many had feared. But an 
early Saturday report from the 
National Hurricane Center had 
it crawling west at 2 mph with 
maximum sustained winds of   
50 mph. It is likely to mow a path 
northwest across nearly all of  

Communities still reeling 
while others brace for 
rains from Florence 
By CAMPBELL ROBERTSON 
AND RICHARD FAUSSET
NEW YORK TIMES
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Typhoon heads 
to south China 
after killing 28 in 
Philippines  / B3


