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Property owner experiences and 
needs after disasters are numerous

Evacuation and housing
Health impacts and needs

Property damage, environmental testing and remediation
Insurance interactions

Trust, rebuilding actions, gardening, and more…

Resilience: 
The ability to bounce back from misfortune and change

Some of our prior community support efforts: 
2023 East Palestine Chemical Disaster, Ohio

2023 Lahaina and Kula Fires, Hawaii
2022 Eastern Kentucky Flood, Kentucky

2021 Marshall Fire, Colorado
2020 Almeda Fire, Oregon
2018 Camp Fire, California

2014 MCHM Chemical Disaster, West Virginia
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decisions…
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Eaton

Fire

Palisades

Fire
14,021 acres
18 Fatalities 

Structures Destroyed = 9,418
Structures Damaged = 1,073

23,707 acres
12 Fatalities

Structures Destroyed = 6,833
Structures Damaged = 973

180,000+ people were under evacuation, 1.4% of L.A. County  was burned.

Palisades

Fire

Eaton

Fire



Explicit warning: 

• Asbestos

• Heavy metals like lead

• Particulate



Damage

Physical damage

Contamination damage

• Chemical

• Microbiological

Fires can physically and chemically damage 
infrastructure and the environment

Risks

• Occupational safety

• Public safety

• EnvironmentalWhelton, Bollens, Ferrarezzi (2025).

Access FREE here ➔ https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/1/ 

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/1/


What is a Right of Entry

(ROE) form?

Who makes property 

cleanup decisions?

What will my 

insurance 

company do?

Where are checkpoints and

re-entry permits?

Is the daycare or school 

safe?

Should I worry about debris 

blowing from next door?
What PPE do I need to wear 

when I visit my home? Or go 

outside? 

Am I remediating 

correctly?

Utility Co.

interactions

Building Dept.

interactions

Why is the media 

gone? 

Why won’t FEMA give 

me $? 

What is a Disaster 

Recovery Center?

Should I throw away 

my “soft goods”?

Do I have enough $ to 

repair or rebuild?

Did my contractors 

test correctly?

Is my HVAC system

contaminated?

Is my plumbing

contaminated?

How do I keep my pets 

safe?

How do I clean my 

pool/spa?

Can my family and my pets use 

my drinking water normally?

Will or when will the power 

company cut my trees?

Where do I get 

emergency 

drinking water?

Is my garden safe?

Can I eat fruit from 

my trees?

Why won’t people remove debris 

from my property?

Is my soil 

contaminated?

Can I restore my 

garden?

Are my fruit trees 

contaminated?



1st Onsite Investigation: 

February 3-14, 2025





Plastic

waste

bin



Image: E. Bollens



January 30, 2025

“Throw away your soft goods” vs. do not do that

“Odor is not a health risk”, only ash and debris

“If the item doesn’t smell it is safe for use”

Some indoor Pb and As levels > 6,000 ug/sqft !!

No

Data!



Soil, Fruit, and Garden Safety
Sharps, combustion byproducts, metals

PFAS, microplastics, and more…



Table 1. Summary of past wildfires, debris removal, and soil testing metal contaminant results after wildfires

Year/ Fire
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2017 Detwiler Fire No 134 CalRecycle 133 66 35 26%
3/10 or 

3.6

As, Pb, Co, Cd, 

Hg
11 8% unclear

2017 Wind 

Complex Fire
Yes 317 CalRecycle 254 170 51 20%

3/10 or 

3.6
As, Pb, Co, Hg 26 10% unclear

2017 Tubbs (North 

Bay) Fire
Yes 5,636 U.S. ACOE 4,563 unclear unclear unclear 6 in. unclear unclear unclear unclear

2017 Thomas Fire Yes 1,063 CalRecycle 670 519 109 16%
3/10 or 

3.6

As, Pb, Hg, Cd, 

V, Co, Cu, Sb
14 2% unclear

2018 Woolsey Fire Yes 1,643 CalRecycle 1,666 1,252 414 25%
3/10 or 

3.6

Cd, Co, As, Pb, 

Hg, Cr, Sb, Zn
98 6% unclear

2018 Camp Fire Yes 18,804 CalRecycle 10,907 8,192 3,496 32%
3/10 or 

3.6

Pb, As, Co, Hg, 

Ni, Cu, Cd, Sb, 

Zn

655 6% unclear

2023 Lahaina Fire Yes 2,207 U.S. ACOE 1,549 unclear unclear unclear 6 unclear unclear unclear unclear

2023 Kula Fire Yes 23 U.S. ACOE 23 unclear unclear unclear 6 unclear unclear unclear unclear

2024 Mtn View Fire No 243
County of 

Ventura
133 98 35 26%

3/10 or 

3.6
unclear 9 7% N/A

U.S. ACOE = U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; CalRecycle = State of California government agency; Unclear = Could not find evidence to support these results; 1 Number of structures destroyed, and parcels remediated 
are not equal. The preliminary destroyed structural numbers gathered just after the fire have an error rate of + 5 to 15%, whereas remediated parcels have a right to enter (ROE) form signed by an owner; 2 "Structures" 
include homes, outbuildings (barns, garages, sheds, chicken coops, etc.), and commercial properties destroyed; The number of parcels that declined participation in the government cleanup program and their soil 
testing results were not found.

April 30, 2025    Andrew Whelton, Ph.D., awhelton@purdue.edu 

mailto:awhelton@purdue.edu


Our REBUILD Household Survey: 
Recovery Efforts by Uniting Individuals, Listening, and Discovery (REBUILD)  

Our Study Goal: 

To better understand 

household attitudes, 

experiences, and needs 

so that community and 

elected leaders can 

better address gaps 

pertaining to health, 

economic security, and 

rebuilding.

Household Impacts 

Evacuation & Displacement

Property Impacts

Environmental Safety 

Concerns 

Mental Health Impacts

Property Testing & 

Remediation

Trust & Looking to the 

Future

Insurance & Rebuilding 

Access free report here ➔ https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/2/ 

September 2025

https://docs.lib.purdue.edu/red/2/


Some Major Events and Survey Design

Jan. 7-31, 2025: Eaton and Palisades Fires started and contained

Jan. 2025: Briefed water utilities and helped LA county public works with stormwater

Feb. 3-14, 2025: First onsite LA area household support visits

April 2025: Briefed LA County DPH about historical post-fire soil sampling practices

April-June 2025: Deployed online Qualtrics household survey

❖ English and Spanish versions

❖ Adult participants, 18 years or older, own or rent

❖ Some optional questions

July 2025: Briefed LA County DPH

Sept. 2025: Early REBUILD survey results publicly shared

Oct. 2025: Household sampling and testing guidance issued

Sept.-Oct. 2025: Webinar series: Pools, soil, mental health, and more

October 2025: Briefed California Dept. of Insurance

2025 Los Angeles Fires 

Public Health Response - 

Purdue University

↓ More ↓

https://engineering.purdue.edu/PlumbingSafety/project/LA-fires
https://engineering.purdue.edu/PlumbingSafety/project/LA-fires


Who responded to the survey?

Race
Palisades 

Fire (%)

Eaton 

Fire (%)

Black 0 5

Asian 8 8

White 85 71

Latina/o 1 3

Multiple races 7 13

Education
Palisades 

Fire (%)

Eaton Fire 

(%)

Some high school or less 0 0

High school diploma or GED 1 1

Some college, but no degree 5 5

Associates or technical degree 1 4

Bachelor’s degree 30 34

Graduate or professional degree 63 56

Prefer not to say 1 1

1,229 verified responses: 37.9% Palisades Fire vs. 62.1% Eaton Fire

Male:  29 to 35 %

Female: 63 to 69 %

U.S. Census Palisades Altadena

Female 53% 52%

White 82% 47%

Bachelor's degree or higher 79% 52%



When mapped by 

zipcode, most 

households lived 

INSIDE a fire 

perimeter

94.2 % 

Palisades Fire

vs. 

73.4 %

Eaton Fire
n = 1,226



Who responded to the survey?

Nearly all households had insurance before the fires

98.8 % Palisades vs. 99.0 % Eaton Fires (n= 924)

About two-thirds of the households had pets, which is 

similar to the 66% 2023 U.S. national average reported 

by the American Pet Products Association.

60.5 % Palisades vs. 69.5 % Eaton Fires (n= 1,206)

Less than half of the households had children, which 

is similar to the 2024 U.S. Census national average of 

39%.

35.2 % Palisades vs. 41.1 % Eaton Fires (n= 973)



Property Impacts

n= 1,229

Condition of 

Home

Palisades 

Fire (%)

Eaton 

Fire (%)

Burned and 

fully 

destroyed

45.9 42.8

Partially 

burned, not 

destroyed

13.1 9.8

Not burned, 

not 

destroyed

41.0 47.4

0 20 40 60 80

Plants

Trees

Fences

Building(s)

Bins

Mulch

Vehicle(s)

Solar panels

Artificial turf
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Environmental Safety Concerns

Response
Palisades 

Fire (%)

Eaton 

Fire (%)

Yes, advisory was 

still in place
8.2 5.9

Yes, but advisory 

no longer in place
68.6 70.5

No 9.8 11.9

Other 13.4 11.7

n= 1,118

Status of drinking 

water safety 

advisories 4-6 

months after the 

fires



Uncertainty about Environmental Safety

Many of the households believed they 
had experienced anxiety, stress, or 

depression associated with damage to…

n= 1,073

Response
Palisades 

Fire (%)

Eaton 

Fire (%)

Outdoor air 75.4 84.0

Soil 72.9 84.9

Indoor air 68.7 74.6

Natural places like 

parks, hiking spots
70.4 77.3

Drinking water 51.2 60.3

More than three of every 
four households were 
concerned that debris 

removal pollution would 
affect the safety of 
schools (n= 1,073)



Strongly agree

“
I am confident that it is safe for my 

pets to go on a walk or play in the 

yard around my home. 

– The REBUILD Survey ”

Concern for Pet Safety and Mental Health

78% 

Disagree

n= 681

Strongly 

disagree

56% 

Neither agree nor 

disagree 8%

Somewhat 

agree 10%

Somewhat 

disagree 

22%

Strongly agree 4%



Property Testing and Insurance

n= 1,073

“ Was environmental testing conducted on your property for 

fire-related contamination? – The REBUILD Survey ”

Palisades Fire

44% Yes

39% No, but want it

11% No

6%   Not sure

Eaton Fire

36% Yes

49% No, but want it

9%   No

6%   Not sure

Palisades Fire

20.5%

Eaton Fire

17.8%

“ Do you believe your insurance company will provide you 

enough money to rebuild your home to what it was 

before the fire? – The REBUILD Survey ”n= 541

Policyholders were 

financially stressed

Policyholders 

wanted testing, but 

were not getting it



Most common actions:

Discarded pillows, mattresses and fruit

Cleaned clothing, and appliances 
n= 524

Clothing

Pillows

Mattresses

Stuffed animals

Window blinds

Carpets

Rugs

HVAC filter

Pet bedding or pet crate

Children’s plastic toys

Electronics

Appliances

Fruit from outdoor plants

Fruit from indoor plants

Other

Respondents explained what was done with a 

variety of their household items

Property Remediation



Fruit indoors

Matresses

Fruit outdoors

Pillows

Pet bed/crate

Stuffed animals

Other

Carpets

HVAC filter

Children's plastic toys

Fabric couches & chairs

Rugs

Window blinds

Appliances

Nonfabric couches & chairs

Electronics

Clothing

Books, paintings, pictures

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
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Percent Households Responding

Discarded all Discarded some Cleaned Used normally



Environmental Test Result Study for Households 
Impacted by the 2025 Eaton Fire and Palisades Fire

Andrew Whelton, Ph.D., Cristiane Ferrarezzi

Created as a direct result of households asking for assistance navigating the complexity of home 
environmental testing and guidance provided by contractors. 
• Households can participate and upload their reports here: Home Environmental Test Result Study. 
• Results are being compiled, anonymized, and summarized. We are individually interacting with 

households about their reports and company experiences.

https://purdue.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eg338czfsedtZ7E
https://purdue.ca1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eg338czfsedtZ7E


Andrew Whelton, PhD

awhelton@purdue.edu

Additional guidance and 
results can be found at 

www.PlumbingSafety.org

Thank you

Lessons from the L.A. Fires
The REBUILD Survey and More

mailto:awhelton@purdue.edu
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