
City of Placerville 
 

MEMORANDUM 
 

DATE: AUGUST 28, 2007  
 
TO:  CITY COUNCIL 
 
FROM: RANDY PESSES, PUBLIC WORKS DIRECTOR 
 
SUBJECT: CONDITION REPORT ON EMERGENCY FIRE GATES 

INSTALLED AT VARIOUS LOCATIONS THROUGHOUT THE 
CITY OF PLACERVILLE. 

 
 
RECOMMENDATION 
 
Receive and file a report from the Public Works Director on the current condition and 
characteristics of the existing fire gates installed at various locations throughout the City 
of Placerville, and provide direction to staff with respect to the scheduling of future 
hearings to consider options with respect to the upgrades, operation, or removal of the 
gates at these locations. 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
As part of the approval process for the Estey Estates subdivision, a condition was 
imposed that required the installation of an emergency access gate at the end of Monica 
Way, (a new subdivision street to be constructed as part of the Estey Estates subdivision 
improvements), where it intersects with existing Clark Street.  In addition, a prior 
subdivision approval in that same area had required the installation of a similar gate on a 
short connector street named Hillside Drive that connected the existing Bluebell Court 
with the newly constructed Estey Way.  Subsequent to the construction of these new 
subdivisions and the installation of the required emergency gates, the City received 
several requests from existing residents within the Clark Street area requesting that the 
gates be either permanently opened or removed so as to improve overall traffic 
circulation within the area, to improve emergency vehicle response times, and to provide 
additional escape routes to all nearby residents should it become necessary during a 
firestorm emergency. 
 
On May 8, 2007, the City Council conducted a public hearing to consider the permanent 
opening/removal of both of the fire gates located at Monica Way/Clark Street and at 
Estey Way/Hillside Drive.  At the conclusion of that hearing, the Council did not elect to 
remove those gates but requested that staff investigate the construction type, operation, 
and state of repair of all of the existing fire gates at various locations throughout the City 
and make a determination as to how those existing gates compared to current Fire District 



standards, which govern the new installation of emergency fire gates, and provide a 
report back to the City Council within 60 to 90 days. 
 
DISCUSSION 
 
This staff report and accompanying PowerPoint presentation are being provided to the 
City Council in response to the Council’s request.  The emergency fire gates that 
currently exist within the City are as follows: 
 

GATE 
LOCATION TYPE CONDITION OPERATION/ 

LOCK TYPE COMMENTS 

Carla/Highway 
49 

Forest 
Service Fair 

Manual 
padlock, no 
Knox box 

Does not meet Fire District 
standards 

Pino Vista Wrought Iron Fair 
Manual, no 

lock 

Does not meet Fire District 
standards.  Grape vines on one 
side, other side open 

Gold Street 
Forest 
Service Good 

Manual 
padlock, no 
Knox box 

Does not meet Fire District 
standards.  Separating Gold Street 
from Marshall Hospital Parking lot 
pad. 

Monica/Clark Wrought Iron New 

Manual 
padlock, no 
Knox box 

 Does not meet Fire District 
standards. New gate installed as 
part of Estey Estates subdivision 

Hillside/Bluebell Wrought Iron Fair 

Manual 
padlock, no 
Knox box 

Does not meet Fire District 
standards. Fire gate installed as 
part of Pinewood subdivision 

Eskaton Fire 
Road 

Wrought 
Iron  New 

Automatic, 
Knox box 

Meets Fire District standards.  Still 
under construction. 

 
Of the gates listed, the only one that meets current Fire District standards (copy attached) 
is the emergency access gate for the Eskaton project at Wiltse Road near Lumsden Park.  
This gate is currently under construction and will be automatically opening, with loops in 
the pavement that will open the gate whenever a vehicle approaches the gate from the 
Eskaton side wishing to exit onto Wiltse Road.  The gate is designed to stay in an open 
position as long as vehicles are driving through the gate area, and in the event of a power 
failure, it is designed to default to the open position.  It will have a Knox box that will 
allow the Fire District to access the key to manually override automatic controls, and it 
will have a feature similar to an automatic garage door opener that will allow Fire 
Department personnel to open the gate remotely from inside the fire truck.  The project 
developer has indicated that the cost to install this gate is approximately $22,500. 
 
It is important to emphasize that the design of this gate is such that any resident of the 
Eskaton project that chooses to utilize the emergency fire road will trigger the automatic 
opening of the gate at the approach of their vehicle.  This feature is critically important 
for a number of reasons, primary of which relates to human behavior in a panic firestorm 
situation.  Experience from past firestorms has shown that people will not risk using an 
escape route that they are not familiar with or that may be blocked by a locked gate.  



Therefore, even if an unfamiliar escape route will lead residents to safety, they will tend 
not to use it in favor of their more familiar routes of travel, even if those familiar routes 
will subject them to greater hazards.  To avoid this circumstance fire districts require the 
automatic opening of the emergency gates upon the approach of a vehicle, and they 
encourage residents of a development project to utilize that emergency escape route 
occasionally so that they become comfortable and familiar with the route should 
emergency escape be necessary. 
 
The other gates within the City are strictly manually operated; and, with the exception of 
the gate on Pinot Vista, are all closed with chains and padlocks.  The padlocks are all 
standard City locks, but there are no Knox boxes to provide keys to Fire Department 
personnel should it become necessary to open the gates.  It has been suggested that, 
should it become necessary to open the gate in a fire emergency, Fire Department 
personnel would utilize bolt cutters to cut the chains. 
 
It is estimated that the cost to upgrade the existing gates within the City to meet current 
Fire District standards would be approximately $25,000-$30,000 per gate.  This cost 
would include design costs and the cost to extend power to each gate location.  For the 
five existing gates, (with the exception of Eskaton), approximately $100,000 - $120,000 
would be necessary to complete the upgrades.  If it was determined that all existing fire 
gates were to be upgraded to current Fire District standards, it raises an interesting 
question as to which direction each gate should be designed to open automatically upon 
the approach of a motor vehicle.  The gate located at Monica Way and Clark Street was 
made a condition of approval of the Estey Estates subdivision to prevent added traffic 
from that development accessing Clark Street.  Now, the existing residents on Clark 
Street request the ability to access Estey Way, and the existing residents along that street 
are objecting to the opening of the gate on Monica Way because of the potential for 
added traffic through their neighborhood.  Should the gate open automatically when a 
vehicle approaches from Clark St. or when the vehicle approaches from Estey Way? 
 
Because the issue of added traffic was a broad concern to the residents that provided 
testimony at the public hearing as well as to members of the City Council, additional 
traffic counts were taken on Clark Street to complement the existing counts previously 
taken on Estey Way.  Recent counts taken on Clark Street near Monica Way indicate that 
the average daily traffic in that area is 125 trips per day.  The traffic counter placed on 
Clark Street near Pacific Street indicates that the average daily traffic in that area is 725 
trips per day.    Previous traffic counts taken within the Estey Estates subdivision during a 
test period when the gate was opened on Monica Way indicated that there were 
approximately 60 trips per day on Monica Way and approximately 316 trips per day on 
Estey Way near Benham Street.  These are very low volumes with respect to the 
reasonable carrying capacity of a residential street, and it is clear from the traffic count 
information that, if the City Council elected to remove the gate at Monica Way, it would 
not significantly impact either neighborhood. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
FISCAL IMPACTS 
 
No action is requested in connection with this agenda item; however, if in the future the 
City Council elected to upgrade the existing fire gates within the City to meet current Fire 
District standards, the City could incur costs of approximately $120,000 or more to 
accomplish these upgrades. 
 
 
 
Prepared by:      Reviewed for Fiscal Impact by: 
 
 
_____________________________   ______________________________ 
Randy Pesses      Dave Warren 
Public Works Director    Director of Finance 
 
Approved for Submittal to City Council: 
 
 
 
  
John Driscoll, City Manager/City Attorney 
 


