FLOODS AFTER FIRES
WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT
ALLUVIAL FANS AND WILDFIRES
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If you live or work on an alluvial fan you could be at
risk from potentially dangerous debris flows and floods,
especially if you are near a recent wildfire burn area.
What is an alluvial fan?

Wildfires and flooding

Alluvial fans are broad, gently sloping, fan-shaped landforms
made of sediment and debris deposited when a stream emerges
from steep hillslopes onto a wide, flat valley. Because these
streams drain upland areas, alluvial fans are more prone to floods
and debris flows. These sudden events can be catastrophic. Debris
flows roar down into valleys, sweeping away everything in their
path, including huge boulders, homes, and cars.

Wildfires change the
properties of soils, causing
water to run off more easily.
The lack of vegetation also
means rain can fall directly
onto the ground. This leads to
increased flooding.

What makes alluvial
fans so dangerous?
Steep hills

Currently active
stream channel
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Alluvial fans are always
changing and often have
several active and inactive
stream channels. The streambed
that is currently filled with water
may not be the active channel
after a flood. A previously safe
structure could quickly become
inundated following a major
storm. A home far from a
stream channel could suddenly
be right in the path of a surging
wall of mud and debris.
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How do I know if I live or work on an alluvial fan?
Look for large piles of cobbles
and boulders on and around your
property that may have been
dropped by previous floods.

Fans are seen most clearly on lidar maps, which
you can view on our Lidar Portal (https://lidarportal.
dnr.wa.gov/). Look for broad fan shapes at the
edges of valleys.

Explore our Landslide Inventory
on the Washington Geologic
Information Portal (https://
geologyportal.dnr.wa.gov/)
Look for streambeds near you that
seem to originate from a canyon or
gully higher up.

What should I do if I live or work on an alluvial fan?
Watch for impending storms and be
prepared with an emergency plan in
case you need to evacuate.

Buy flood insurance if warranted.
Your insurance agent can help you
make this decision.

Walk your property and identify
potential flood pathways. Move
outdoor items like furniture, barbeques,
and cars to a safer location if they are
in a potential hazard zone.

Identify stream channels and culverts
in and around your property that
may become blocked during a flood.
Remove nearby debris, such as rocks,
vegetation, and loose garbage.

Work with your neighbors and
emergency manager to identify
evacuation routes.

Visit these websites for more information:
https://www.dnr.wa.gov/wildfire-debris-flows
 https://afterthefirewa.org
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