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ABSTRACT

Building collapses, gas leaks, and a large fire made
the Marina District the primary focus of emergency re-
sponse in the city of San Francisco. A total of 7 Marina
District buildings collapsed, and 63 more were declared
unsafe to enter or occupy. Police and emergency medical
services were not generally overwhelmed, despite tempo-

rary loss of computer-aided dispatch. A fire that grew to
near-conflagration proportions demonstrated both the
strengths and weaknesses of emergency response. The fire-
boat Phoenix, the San Francisco Fire Department’s Porta-
ble Water Supply System, and the tactics and training for
using them were critical in controlling the fire. In contrast,
the city’s Auxiliary Water Supply System was poorly uti-
lized because of overwhelmed procedures for emergency
operations, communication, and command and control.

INTRODUCTION

The earthquake severely tested the preparedness of emer-
gency-response services throughout the San Francisco Bay
area. San Francisco itself sustained moderate to strong
ground shaking, with intensities ranging from VI to IX on
the modified Mercalli intensity (MMI) scale (Benuska,
1990). The most severe damage occurred in the Marina
District, an area of approximately %2 mi? with 14,000 resi-
dents at the end of the San Francisco peninsula. This area,
assigned an MMI of IX by the U.S. Geological Survey,
became the focus of the city’s most intensive police and
fire-service involvement. This report discusses the effec-
tiveness of police, fire, and ambulance emergency services
in the Marina District during the early hours after the
earthquake. We first briefly review the setting of the Mari-
na District and San Francisco’s emergency-response capa-
bilities before the earthquake, and we then describe police,
ambulance, and, especially, fire-service response. We con-
clude with a summary of the lessons learned.

THE MARINA DISTRICT
BEFORE THE EARTHQUAKE

San Francisco’s Marina District, located at the north end
of the San Francisco peninsula (fig. 1), is primarily a resi-
dential neighborhood, bounded on the north by San Fran-
cisco Bay; on the south by Lombard Street, a major transit
corridor; on the east by Fort Mason; and on the west by
the Palace of Fine Arts and the Presidio of San Francisco
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(figs. 1, 2). The land that composes the Marina District
was reclaimed from San Francisco Bay, filled in stages
during the years 1869 to 1917 (Bonilla, 1990). The 1915
Panama-Pacific International Exposition was held on the
site of the Marina District; afterward, streets and lifeline
services were installed, and the land was auctioned for
housing. A typical Marina District apartment building is a
1920’s-era wood-frame structure of one to three stories
above a ground-level garage. Walls are typically construct-
ed of stucco over straight wood sheathing, although some
buildings have unreinforced-masonry or reinforced-con-
crete first stories.

SAN FRANCISCO POLICE DEPARTMENT

On October 17, 1989, the San Francisco Police Depart-
ment (SFPD) employed 1,768 officers, of whom approxi-
mately a third were on duty at 5:04 p.m. P.d.t. (Lt. Harper,
oral commun., 1991). Officers operate out of nine police
stations, or districts (fig. 3). Above the district level are

MARINA DISTRICT

three commanders, each in charge of three police districts;
the Marina District is contained within the SFPD’s North-
ern District.

The SFPD is responsible for emergency telephone (or
911) service. All calls to the 911 exchange are received at
the Hall of Justice (fig. 1) at 6th and Bryant Streets. A
dispatch officer determines whether the emergency is po-
lice related; if not, the call is routed to the appropriate
municipal unit, such as the fire department or the para-
medics, using a transfer line routed through Pacific Bell’s
central office on McCoppin Street. If the emergency is po-
lice related, the dispatch officer uses a computer-aided-dis-
patch (CAD) system to order the appropriate police
district to respond.

SAN FRANCISCO FIRE DEPARTMENT

On October 17, 1989, the San Francisco Fire Depart-
ment (SFFD) employed approximately 1,300 firefighters
and officers, not including staff at headquarters, training
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Figure 1.—Sketch maps of San Francisco Bay area and city of San Francisco, showing location of the Marina
District (shaded area). CFAS, Central Fire Alarm Station.
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center, and other support services. San Francisco’s 41 fire
stations are divided among 10 battalions of three to five
stations each (fig. 4); each battalion is commanded by a
battalion chief. The 10 battalions are organized into four
divisions under the command of a division chief: three
within the city of San Francisco and one at San Francisco
International Airport. Department Chief Frederick Postel
was out of town at the time of the earthquake. Three depu-
ty chiefs, Michael Farrell, John Boscacci, and Frank
Scales, report to Chief Postel; Deputy Chief Farrell was
the acting chief in Chief Postel’s absence. The units in ser-
vice at 5:04 p.m. included 41 engine companies, 18 truck
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companies, 2 rescue companies, 1 air-service company, 1
fireboat company, and 1 equipment unit.

The SFFD typically responds to a 911 call as follows.
When the call is received, the caller speaks first to a police
dispatch officer. If the emergency is within the purview of
the SFFD, the call is transferred to the SFFD’s communi-
cations center at the Central Fire Alarm Station (CFAS,
fig. 1) in Jefferson Square Park, on Turk Street between
Gough and Laguna Streets. The caller then speaks to an
SFFD dispatcher, who directly contacts the appropriate re-
sponding units. In an emergency such as an earthquake,
the SFFD’s communications center is designated the city’s
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Figure 2.~—Marina District, showing street grid.
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Figure 3.—Sketch map of San Francisco, showing locations of SFPD districts and areas of most extensive
damage (shading). Map courtesy of SFPD.
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Figure 4.—Sketch map of San Francisco, showing locations of SFPD battalions and fire stations.



