Understanding Uncertainties Following the 2025 Los Angeles Fires through Resident Perspectives
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RESEARCH PROBLEM AND PURPOSE
	In January of 2025, the Palisades and Eaton fires simultaneously devastated the Los Angeles (LA), California area. These fires, henceforth referred to as the LA fires, became some of the deadliest and most destructive in California’s history, collectively resulting in the loss of over 16,000 structures [1-2]. Beyond the immediate dangers and destruction of the fires themselves, the burning of homes and other infrastructure resulted in environmental contamination due to the material composition of urban structures, including paints, plastics, vinyl flooring, and electronic components [3-5]. For example, soil tests revealed elevated lead levels on properties downwind of the Eaton fire [6]. Given the unique challenges posed by environmental contamination, it is imperative to improve our understanding of the uncertainties faced by residents during the post-fire recovery process in order to understand information needs and guide effective recovery efforts. 
Post-fire recovery is a complicated process dictated by many stakeholders, including government agencies, community groups, insurance agencies, contractors, and residents. Residents, in particular, must often make consequential decisions based on their understanding of available information [7-8]. Information can be confusing or limited, leaving residents with uncertainties about the actions they need to take [8]. In the case of the LA fires specifically, there has been much conflict over remediation responsibilities. In February 2025, for example, the United States Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) declined to conduct soil testing after debris removal [9]. It wasn’t until May 2025 that LA County announced a soil testing program, though the program only tested for lead [10]. The piecemeal response to environmental contamination systematically redistributes the burden of addressing contamination to individuals. Further, there are no agency-mandated standards in the region for soil or home testing [11], leaving residents with limited information to navigate contamination from testing to interpretation of results. 
This issue of sampling and testing is just one example of the confusion surrounding the LA fires recovery process. To parse out the questions that remained post-disaster, we seek to understand people’s uncertainties regarding fire impacts and recovery following the LA fires. To do so, we conducted a survey (n = 1,229) of affected residents four to six months after the LA fires. We qualitatively analyzed a subset of participants’ open-ended responses following an inductive approach to characterize uncertainties regarding the post-fire recovery process [12-13]. Although these types of uncertainties are sometimes known anecdotally, this systematic analysis reveals residents’ specific needs for information and support in the post-fire recovery process, guiding future recovery efforts.

METHODS
	We conducted a community survey to understand household experiences, perceptions, and needs during and after the LA fires [14]. The survey was reviewed by Human Subjects in Research Ethics Boards at the participating educational institutions. The survey was conducted online via Qualtrics in both English and Spanish between April 3 and June 17, 2025, capturing resident experiences and perceptions four to six months following the LA fires [15]. To recruit participants, we shared a QR code on the Community Action Project Los Angeles (CAP.LA) website and encouraged participants to share the survey themselves [16]. 
In this study, we focus on analyzing responses to one open-ended question: “What unanswered questions do you still have about the fire impacts and recovery? Please feel free to explain.” The question received responses from 690 participants, though a lack of response should not be interpreted as a lack of uncertainty. We applied an inductive qualitative analysis approach to the responses, coding by emergent categories rather than predefined theories [12-13]. Coding was completed by one researcher, validated via in-depth review by additional researchers, and reconciled to achieve coding consistency. Responses were coded using non-mutually exclusive thematic codes, such that multiple codes could be assigned to the same response.

KEY FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS
The resultant, emergent coding dictionary is shown below in Table 1. Table 2 below presents a frequency table of the uncertainties expressed by respondents. Frequencies represent the number of responses assigned to each code, which were not mutually exclusive; therefore, percentages do not sum to 100%. 
Table 1. Coding dictionary for responses about remaining questions
	Code
	Definition
	Example

	Health & Safety
	Uncertainties about safety of environment, homes, and other structures, such as potential contamination pathways, health impacts and risks for people and pets due to contamination, risks of future fires, and safety of fruits and vegetables grown on properties.
	“What will the long-term health impacts be for those of us that cannot afford to move elsewhere for a variety of reasons?”

	Cost & Affordability
	General uncertainties about cost and affordability at any stage of the process, excluding future insurance costs.
	“What will be the final cost and can we afford to rebuild what we had before?”

	Timeline
	Uncertainties about when recovery actions will happen and how long they will take, including delays (e.g., in permitting).
	“How long will it take for utilities to be up and running? How long will it take to rebuild my house? How long will it take to rebuild the neighborhood?”

	Insurance
	Uncertainties about the insurance process, such as how to navigate insurance, how much insurance covers, future insurance availability, legislation, and cost.
	“How much more rent will insurance pay for?”

	Government
	General uncertainties about any level of government or elected official’s role and decisions in the recovery process, excluding financial support. Often includes questions of why agencies are taking certain actions, delaying certain actions, or proposing alternate actions compared to previous disasters.
	“Why aren't we guaranteed soil testing at our properties, funded by the government, and why isn't the government in general doing more to ensure a safe and secure return to Altadena?”

	Other Financial Support
	Uncertainties about financial support other than insurance, such as government assistance (including FEMA disaster assistance), fundraised money, and loans.
	“Where did all of the fire aid money go?”

	Sampling & Testing
	Uncertainties about what to test for, testing procedures, how contamination will be monitored in the long-term, testing policies or lack thereof, and presentation of results.
	“Do I need to test ourselves and or our environment regularly for lead or other toxins?”

	Remediation
	Uncertainties about the remediation process, including, for example, how to remediate certain items and remediation of standing homes with infiltration issues.
	“Should I dispose of my couches/ clothes/ other soft goods?”

	Rebuilding
	Uncertainties about the rebuilding process including how resources—such as materials and labor—will be managed, the permitting process, and how tariffs will impact rebuilding efforts.
	“Will there be enough contractors? Will there be enough labor? Will I be able to get materials and appliances?”

	Mitigation
	Uncertainties about mitigation of future fires, such as burying power lines, managing invasive vegetation, changing building codes, enacting policy for future fires, and rebuilding and updating homes for fire safety.
	“The new rebuilt homes will likely have fire-safe protections. How will those of us with homes still standing be able to ensure that our homes are also fire-safe?”

	Long-term Community Recovery
	Uncertainties about long-term community-level issues, such as changes in community makeup, effects of redevelopment, and changes in property values and taxes.
	“Will there be grocery stores, doctor's offices, schools, post offices, library and other necessities to return back to?”

	Guidance & Information
	General uncertainties about guidance and information that is or may become available, including a lack of clear information or too much information to process.
	“Will there be any legitimate guidelines to let us know if we should move or other precautions (not gardening, filtering or not drinking water) we should take? Why are we on our own crowdsourcing the information of varying reliability?”



Table 2. Frequency table of uncertainties expressed by respondents.
	Code
	Number of Responses (Relative Frequency)

	Health & Safety
	283 (41%)

	Remediation
	91 (13%)

	Sampling & Testing
	79 (11%)

	Timeline
	78 (11%)

	Insurance
	73 (11%)

	Government
	64 (9%)

	Cost & Affordability
	58 (8%)

	Guidance & Information
	49 (7%)

	Rebuilding
	48 (7%)

	Long-term Community Recovery
	38 (6%)

	Mitigation
	37 (5%)

	Other Financial Support
	32 (5%)



Our analysis shows that, unsurprisingly, uncertainties regarding health and safety were the most frequently mentioned (41% of respondents who answered the question). Among these responses, residents often expressed uncertainty about the nature of the contamination itself and the health effects of exposure to contamination, particularly in the long-term. Although thousands of homes were lost in the fires, many other residents’ homes survived with potential contamination. Those with “standing homes” face particularly unique challenges to recovery. These were sometimes expressed by respondents as health and safety uncertainties, especially for those who had returned to their homes but remained uncertain about contamination. Uncertainties regarding remediation were the next most frequently observed. Residents were uncertain about how to address contamination, often articulating the need for clear and specific guidance. Uncertainties regarding timelines, insurance, and sampling and testing were observed as well. These included uncertainties about the timing and duration of recovery efforts, the insurance process and future insurance availability, and testing availability and procedures. All other uncertainties were observed in less than 10% of responses. Though less frequent, these uncertainties still represent gaps in information that are beyond the scope of this abstract. 
Code co-occurrence was examined using conditional percentages derived from a binary response × code matrix, indicating the proportion of responses containing a given code that also contained each other code. Over half (51%) of responses indicating timeline uncertainties also included health and safety uncertainties, indicating that timeline uncertainties might appear as a specific articulation of health and safety uncertainties. That is, many respondents appear to be concerned with not only health and safety issues themselves, but also when such issues may be addressed or resolved. The same pattern is observed between rebuilding uncertainties and health and safety uncertainties; again, many respondents appear to be concerned with not only health and safety issues, but how the rebuilding process may interact with such issues. This is particularly relevant for residents with standing homes, who were concerned about ongoing contamination during recovery efforts.
Recovery from the LA fires has been marked by confusion, as stakeholders and residents navigate their roles, responsibilities, missions, conflicts, and more. Although the recovery process for every fire is unique, the LA fires represent a type of disaster that is increasingly important to understand given the rising frequency of urban fires and the particular contaminants they yield. The insights from this analysis therefore can guide resident-centered recovery efforts in LA and beyond. This analysis fills a gap in the literature by systematically analyzing residents’ perspectives, providing a foundation for transforming the post-fire recovery process.

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS
	Our results reveal uncertainties residents had regarding recovery from the LA fires. This analysis elucidates residents’ needs for information and support during recovery. These findings can inform communication efforts and resource allocation as recovery continues in LA, as well as guide such processes following future fires to reduce uncertainty. Specifically, health and safety concerns were frequently cited by participants, often linked with other concerns such as timeline uncertainties, underscoring the need for a systematic and efficient approach to address post-fire environmental contamination. Future work will further explore the uncertainties observed in this analysis, creating a hierarchical coding framework that uses the coding dictionary from this analysis as parent codes. This will allow us to give more detailed recommendations for actions that stakeholders can take to remedy residents’ uncertainties during the recovery process. We will also compare uncertainties by fire to identify the most important, overarching themes to address in broader fire recovery. Additionally, we will conduct semi-structured interviews with affected residents whose homes remain standing, as they face unique challenges in addressing environmental contamination. These interviews will deepen understanding of residents’ post-fire recovery experiences and yield resident-centered changes that can improve the recovery system. 
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