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ABSTRACT 

 
Firewise is not a specific risk reduction activity, but rather it is a democratic social process under 
which people in a community are organized, educated, supported, motivated, and rewarded for 
their efforts in reducing wildland fire risk at homeowner and community levels.  Firewise 
improves safety in the wildland/urban interface by organizing functional community groups and 
individuals to share responsibility for reducing wildland fire risk.  These local partnerships 
organize people and resources for the purpose of integrating wildland fire risk reduction 
strategies and tactics into community disaster mitigation planning and execution.  Foresters, with 
their wildland fire training and experience, may be most helpful to a community by identifying 
wildland fire risks to a community, advising the community on shaping solutions to solve their 
interface/intermix wildland fire problems, providing many of the professional services necessary 
to solve those interface/intermix problems, and providing motivation to keep the process moving 
during maintenance. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Firewise is not a specific risk reduction activity, but rather it is a democratic social process under 
which people in a community are organized, educated, supported, motivated, and rewarded for 
their efforts in reducing wildland fire risk at homeowner and community levels.  While property 
owners strive to reduce risk on their property, Firewise informs, engages, and empowers 
communities and neighborhoods to plan, coordinate, and execute risk reduction strategies and 
tactics that support and enlarge homeowner efforts. 
 
Risk reduction activities, inappropriately labeled defensible space, are primarily the 
responsibility of the property owner.  However, there is much that can and should be done to 
reduce risk that is not within control of a property owner alone but affects the wildland fire 
environment in the community or neighborhood surrounding individual property.  
 

RISK REDUCTION 
 
There are many resources available to the property owner advising him or her of actions that may 
be taken to reduce risk of wildland fire affecting their property and lives.  One such resource is a 
newsprint supplement titled Living with Fire: A Guide for the Homeowner produced by Ed 
Smith of the University of Nevada Reno.  It, like many other print, video, internet, and audio 
materials, help property owners consider risk reduction activities such as: the three R’s of risk 
reduction (Removal, Reduction, Replacement), steps to reduce risk, firescaping (fire risk 
reducing landscape design), and what to do when an evacuation order comes (Smith date 
unknown). 
 
Reducing risk in the wildland fire environment, for property owners, is broadly targeted at four 
areas a property owner has control of changing.  These four areas are: 
 

1) Retrofitting existing home or constructing new home with fire resistant siding, eaves, and 
decks. 

2) Upgrading existing home or constructing new home with fire resistant roofing material. 
3) Modifying landscape in vicinity of structure(s). 
4) Providing acceptable access for emergency vehicles (National Fire Protection 

Association 2002). 
 

FIREWISE GOALS 
 
There is much in a neighborhood and community that a property owner has only limited, or 
indirect, control over when it comes to directly reducing risk to property and life. 
 
Firewise addresses these areas of limited, or indirect, control through formation of effective 
partnerships designed to resolve community growth problems in hazardous wildland/urban 
interface/intermix areas.  The benefits of partnerships include sharing of ideas, combining 
expertise and knowledge, and sharing responsibilities in fire protection and community 
development (Firewise Communities 2001). 
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“Communities designed with Firewise concepts help preserve homes, cherished lifestyles, 
natural settings for wildlife and recreation, and incredible vistas.  Firewise designs are good for 
business.  Protecting collateral and investments, reducing exposure to loss, and avoiding loss will 
generally increase property values.  Firewise communities are safer places for people to live and 
benefit the landscape and wildlife as well.  Being Firewise means leveraging fire protection and 
maximizing community and property owner’s values” (Firewise Communities 2001). 
 
Firewise supports three goals that compliment and leverage individual property owner efforts in 
reducing risk to wildland fire.  These are: 
 

1) Improve safety in the wildland/urban interface by learning to share responsibility. 
2) Create and nurture local partnerships for improved decisions in communities. 
3) Encourage the integration of Firewise concepts into community and disaster mitigation 

planning (Firewise Communities 2001). 
 

FIREWISE PROCESS 
 
Communities in the United States will likely continue to experience damaging wildland fires in 
the wildland/urban interface until people work together to solve basic community development 
planning issues at the local level (Firewise Communities 2001). 
 
Interdisciplinary, cooperative problem solving across land ownership is part of the solution 
(Firewise Communities 2001). 
 
“To help alleviate wildland fire, and other disaster affects to health, safety, and financial risks 
and promote a better quality of life, appropriate community-based planning is needed” (Firewise 
Communities 2001).  To be most effective, the process needs involvement from people 
representing these twelve functions: community officials, developers, planners, architects, 
bankers, fire personnel, insurance representatives, Realtors, disaster planners, property owners, 
law enforcement, and landscape architects (Firewise Communities 2001). 
 
Firewise is used at many scales from interface areas of urban development to isolated smaller 
communities that are effectively an island surrounded by wildland.  To develop an appreciation 
of the many scales Firewise operates in refer to the book Firewise Communities, Where we live, 
How we live (Firewise Communities 2003).  Contained within this book are examples of large 
communities such as Santa Fe, NM; Reno, NV; Bend, OR; and many smaller communities such 
as Timber Ridge, AZ; Jemez, NM; and the Black Hills of South Dakota. 
 

GENESIS AND EVOLUTION 
 
Firewise was first rolled out in the United States as several three-day workshops strategically 
placed in areas with wildland interface/intermix communities.  These large gatherings of people 
were organized into groups with representatives from each of the twelve functional areas 
previously identified.  One of the objectives of these workshops was to demonstrate that 
collaborative planning is effective in accomplishing the goals of Firewise.  A second objective 
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was to encourage people to use the workshop model in their respective communities as a way to 
begin dialogue toward solving wildland fire issues. 
 
Holding these large workshops was a creative and noble effort to get the Firewise process 
introduced across the country, however, structural and wildland fire personnel were mostly 
working with existing neighborhood organizations lacking most of the twelve functional areas.  
These personnel saw the value of and desired to use the Firewise model while helping 
neighborhoods organize and work on wildland fire issues at their level.  Florida designed the first 
model of a one-day workshop to be taken to a local community.  Texas and New Mexico soon 
followed.  Presently, grass root Firewise efforts are scattered throughout the United States. 
 
People attending national level three-day workshops were encouraged to return to their 
community and begin integrating workshop information into wildland fire planning efforts.  
Sometimes this meant delivering the information via a one-day workshop in that community.  
Usually, someone was attending from an adjacent community who then requested that the 
workshop be delivered in their community as well.  In this fashion, the workshop and its 
information on wildland fire risk reduction diffused through many areas of the country. 
 
Upon securing the presentation of a one-day workshop for their area, the community contact 
usually organized a local Firewise steering committee.  This committee handled workshop 
logistics which included arranging meeting space, finding local facilitators to lead workshop 
exercises, arranging for speakers, and finding sponsors to provide lunches and snacks for 
workshop attendees.  Usually land management agency or fire department personnel provide  
computers and projectors for the exercises, train local people to facilitate and lead workshop 
exercises, and attend workshop exercises to assist facilitators when needed. 
 
Following the one-day workshop a land management agency or fire department person remains 
attached to the local Firewise committee as a community advisor.  This community advisor 
assists the community create an organization to lead their community’s Firewise planning efforts 
including: designing and performing an assessment to discover potential wildland fire risks, 
deciding actions that need to be taken to reduce risk from wildland fire, executing identified 
community risk reduction activities, and making application for Firewise/USA recognition. 
 

WORKSHOP DETAILS 
 
National level three-day Firewise workshops used a standard agenda.  The agenda, day-by-day 
was as follows: 
 

1) Day One. 
 

Firewise Introduction Video 
Keynote Address 
Various Stakeholder Perspectives 
Introduction to the Structure Ignition Assessment Model 

 
2) Day Two. 
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Interactive Planning Process 
Role Identification 
Team Building 
Exercises 1 - 4 

 
3) Day Three. 

 
Group Exercise Presentations 
Summary/Closure/Commitment 
Conclusion 

 
The audience for a typical one-day workshop changes from the twelve functional areas to 
homeowners and their neighbors.  Therefore, the structure of a one-day workshop may change 
from one location to the next. 
 
To start a one-day workshop, people are put into teams and complete the first two exercises used 
at the three-day training.  These exercises identify problems participants will likely face when 
retrofitting an existing community and puts the participants into a frame of mind as members of a 
community who work together to solve a common problem – wildland fire risk. 
 
Later in the day, participants are introduced to a new model of fire protection emphasizing fire 
protection as everyone’s responsibility and the resulting benefits of reducing wildland fire risk in 
their community. 
 
Topics are delivered that address how they might organize themselves for their new role and 
responsibility, advantages and disadvantages using incentives and regulations to accomplish 
reduce community risk, typical speed and direction in which change may occur, vision of an 
aesthetic and sustainable community in the wildland fire environment, warning about vegetative 
response to disturbance that may increase fire intensity and spread, and recognition that continual 
maintenance will be necessary. 
 
Exercises one and two are very useful in this one-day workshop because exercise one allows 
participants to study an existing community, with similar wild fire risks they are experiencing.   
Participants assess several characteristics of the community and discover wildland fire risk is 
extreme.  Community characteristics evaluated to arrive at the risk rating included access, 
vegetation types and loading, vegetation location, topography, roofing materials, home 
construction characteristics, availability of fire protection, and placement of utilities found in the 
community (Firewise Communities 2001). 
 
Once the assessment in exercise one is complete, participants are asked to reduce the simulated 
community risk rating to moderate in exercise two.  Some solutions are low-cost and short-term, 
while other solutions are high-cost and long-term.   In some cases, the community may need to 
form partnerships from outside the community to reduce the risk of the condition. 
 
The following table ranks potential simulated community improvements, workshop participants 
usually identify for reducing risk, by relative length of time versus relative cost to accomplish. 
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The table also identifies conditions which typically need community attention to solve. 
 

 Low-cost High-cost 
S T 
h  e 
o  r 
r  m 
t 

• Add street signs. (C) 
• Education programs (C) 

• Widen road. (C) 
• Risk reduction within 100 feet of 

structures. (I&C) 

L T 
o  e 
n  r 
g m 
 
 
 
 
 

• Thin trees. (I&C) 
• Organize response resources. (C) 

• Additional access. (C) 
• Treat slash. (I&C) 
• Class A roofing. (I) 
• Noncombustible/fire resistant siding, 

eaves, and deck. (I) 
• Pressurized water source. (C) 
• Fixed fire protection. (I) 
• Underground Utilities. (C) 

         I = individual responsibility   C = community responsibility 
 
Some areas of concern that are identified may not be changeable.  In possible, indirect mitigation 
methods may need to be employed to reduce risk.  Those items in the simulated community that 
cannot be reasonably changed are identified in the following table. 
 

Items that cannot be reasonably changed 
Existing road location on ridge top between homes. 
Subdivision location on ridge top. 
Topography (slope) and topographic features (saddle). 
Area fire history. 
Distance between structures. 
Lack of building setback from slopes >30%. 
 
Advice is easy, but time and cost are not. Some projects are low-cost and quick to accomplish, 
while others may take many years, and lots of money, to accomplish.  Unfortunately, the 
exercises don’t allow enough time for much more than identification of risks with possible 
mitigation.  Communities, however, will need to produce a schedule of mitigation actions and 
prioritized those needs with expected resources. 
 
Exercise three is usually used only in the three-day workshop.  Its objective is to identify 
potential risk reduction measures for a subdivision that is planned, but not yet constructed. 
 
Exercise four is also usually used only in the three-day workshop.  Its objective is to identify 
potential risk reduction measures for a property that is vacant and is being considered for some 
future use. 
 
Besides learning how to solve community problems collaboratively, the lesson to be learned 
from these last two exercises is that it is easier, and less expensive, to solve risk problems before 
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a community is built than to retrofit an existing community. 
 

FORESTERS ROLE IN FIREWISE 
 
Because of training and experience, some foresters have the knowledge, skill, and ability to help 
a community reduce its wildland fire risk.  Specifically, there are four areas where the expertise 
of a forester may be beneficial to a community with wildland fire risk.  A forester can: 
 

1) Identify the wildland fire risks to a community. 
2) Advise or consult with the community as they shape solutions to solve their 

interface/intermix wildland fire problems. 
3) Provide many of the professional services necessary to resolve interface/intermix 

problems. 
4) Provide motivation to keep the process moving through long-term maintenance activities. 

 
Foresters, more than any other single group, may be able to guide risk reduction planning and 
operations for creation of an aesthetic and sustainable community. 
 
The problem is easy to identify, but not easily communicated or particularly motivating.  People 
don’t naturally believe an outsider about something they have heard for the first time, but the 
process must begin at some point. 
 
Foresters need to take the time to find community change agents (not the elected officials, but 
the people who got those people elected).  They need to also identify people who quickly accept 
change or are early adopters of new things (easy to spot with their new toys).  These are the types 
of people who need to hear the risk reduction message, because they are more likely to take 
action to solve identified problems.  If they accept the assessment of the problem, they will move 
mountains to make necessary changes in their community.  At his point a forester just needs to 
step aside, offer advice, and encourage community people as the risk reduction train rolls down 
the tracks of change. 
 
There are six important themes that foresters should take to any community at risk of wildland 
fire.  They are: 1) lives are more important than property, 2) houses are fuel to fire, 3) risk of loss 
is reduced when there is no direct flame impingement to the structure and fire radiation 
temperatures are below building material ignition thresholds, 4) any chain of combustible 
material leading to the house must be broken, 5) fire resistant roofing is essential, and 6) the 
community must solve their wildland fire risk problems together.  
 
Foresters are essential for helping communities shape solutions to their wildland fire risk 
problem because they have the skills and tools, or know someone who does, to: 
 

1) Assess the physical, biological, and social environment. 
2) Identify alternative means of reducing the risk. 
3) Know when planned disturbance will actually be worse than the current situation, 

because of succession.  One solution is not applicable to all ecosystems! 
4) Pictorially display the future today with dynamic modeling (Farsite, FVS-FFE). 
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5)  Keep future maintenance as part of the complete solution. 
 
After all the talking, negotiating, and planning are done someone needs to do the on-the-ground 
work.  This work includes doing an ecosystem assessment, writing treatment prescriptions and 
plans, obtaining work and burn permits, doing vegetation manipulation, monitoring the changed 
ecosystem, maintaining the new vegetation structure after it is created created, and writing the 
reports.  

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Firewise improves safety in the wildland/urban interface by organizing functional community 
groups and individuals to share responsibility for reducing wildland fire risk.  These local 
partnerships improve community decisions and integrate wildland fire risk reduction concepts 
into community disaster mitigation planning.  Foresters, with their wildland fire training and 
experience, may be of assistance to a community by identifying wildland fire risks to a 
community, advising the community on shaping a solution to solve their interface/intermix 
wildland fire problems, providing many of the professional services necessary to solve those 
interface/intermix problems, and providing motivation to keep the process moving during 
maintenance. 
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