
https://headwaterseconomics.org

Community Planning to Reduce 
Wildfire Risks

Kimiko Barrett, Ph.D.
Research & Policy Analyst

House Interim Committee on Natural Resources
Dec. 15, 2020

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hello, my name is Kimi Barrett and I’m a Research & Policy Analyst with Headwaters Economics. Headwaters Economics is an independent, non-partisan research group based in Bozeman, MT and we work with communities across the country on a variety of complex issues- everything from public lands issues, to energy development, to the area that I led, which is our wildfire research. Through our wildfire work, we manage the Community Planning Assistance for Wildfire program, which I’ll be talking about more later in this presentation. 
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Wildfires are 
inevitable...

…but wildfires 
disasters don’t 
have to be. 

Dr. Jack Cohen
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…are inevitable. They are going to occur. And to assume that we can suppress all wildfires is a costly and deadly mistake. However, I assure you that despite their inevitability...



We know how to build homes and 
communities...

Jack Cohen
Montana, 2003
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We do have the science and research to know how to build homes and communities better equipped to not just withstand a wildfire, but…



…to survive a wildfire.

Jack Cohen
Montana, 2003
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…to truly survive a wildfire. And that’s what I’ll be talking about today- what are the mechanisms and opportunities at the local level to make a community more resilient and adapted to wildfire.
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I’m going to give you a preview of what I’m talking about – what you’re looking at here is a duplex that’s been built in a large laboratory hanger by our research partners at the Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety. On the left side of the structure, you’re looking at a version of the home built with traditional building materials and products you would see common, certainly here in SW Montana, but also throughout much of the intermountain West. Alternatively, on the right side, that version of the home is built with ignition resistant building materials.
Both sides of the home are being exposed to these large ember columns, which are projecting thousands and thousands of tiny embers—with the same velocity and intensity at both sides of the home—and they’re testing to see which components and features of the home ignite first; in other words, what are the most vulnerable components of a home to wildfire. Let’s take a look at what happens…
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Wildland-urban fire
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But the wildland fire starts to grow and move downslope with predominant winds and terrain.
Very quickly it starts to threaten the most immediate structures adjacent to wildland vegetation. It is now considered a wildland-urban fire or a wildland-urban interface fire. 
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Because unlike popular media narratives, most wildfire disasters do not occur as a result of a large wave of flames that comes through a community. It is in fact, the much less conspicuous embers that are the real culprit behind a majority of home loss during a wildfire.
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For example, this scene right here in all reality, actually looks much more like this during a wildfire…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
…it’s an ember storm. Similar to what you saw in the video demonstration, there are thousands and thousands of fire balls being hurled through the air ahead of a wildfire.
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So imagine what’s considered a flammable surface of a home…it’s certainly the home itself—which is nothing more than a bunch of petroleum based products wrapped in chemically treated wood, insulated with highly flammable plastic, and placed inside a dry, overstocked forest—not to mention the propane tank and firewood stored on the deck, the bark mulch, the junipers and other vegetation against the home, and the trees, grasses, and shrubs that are part of the property landscape. Make no doubt about it, homes are nothing more than a fuel bomb waiting to go off. 

Once one home ignites, the radiant heat from that home, coupled with fast moving surface fire and embers, is going to threaten each surrounding home and the entire neighborhood. 

We have seen this evidenced over and over in post-fire analyses…



Almeda Fire, 2020

Green 
vegetation
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In nearly all wildfire disasters, you see completely destroyed homes surrounded by unburnt vegetation. 

In other words, flying embers landed on flammable surfaces and burned while unflammable surfaces survived.



Reducing home ignition vulnerabilities is crucial 
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Reducing home ignition vulnerabilities is therefore essential in breaking the sequence of events that results in an urban conflagration and wildfire disaster. Here’s the crux though…



Sleepy Hollow Fire (2015), Wenatchee WA

~2 miles
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Planning for Fire-Adapted Communities
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…Land use planning tools can help. And by land use planning tools, I’m talking about the tools that are already part of the land use planning toolkit that can be used to integrate wildfire mitigation into the development and planning process.

Things like a WUI Code, regulations, bonuses, standards, and ordinances that determine how, where, and under what conditions homes are allowed to be built in high wildfire hazard areas. Options that allow a community to develop alongside the inevitability of wildfire occurring on that landscape.
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Three Examples

State of California | Pop: ~40 Million
Building Code

Missoula County | Pop: ~116,000
Homeowner-Insurance Mitigation Program

City of Austin | Pop: ~1 Million
WUI Code
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Building Code (Chapter 7A) 

• Adopted in 2008

• Applicable to fire hazard severity zones
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

Roof
• Class A, B or C
• Mesh screened 

vents
• Gutter covers

Exterior Walls
• Ignition-resistant
• Multi-pane 

windows
• Non-combustible 

doors

Decks
• Ignition-resistant 

surface material

Near-Home 
Landscaping
• Vegetation 

management



Wildfire Resistant Construction

Paradise, CA (2019)
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And we’ve been doing it with wildfire resistant buildings too. This is a home built with ignition resistant products and design in Paradise, CA. It survived while 14,000 of its neighbors burned down. We do know how to solve this problem… we do know how to build safer and smarter homes and communities to adapt to wildfire.

We also know that there are tens of thousands of communities that need our help and your… we hope you can join us. Thank you.
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Fastest growing city in the 
country

• 61% of homes located in high-risk 
areas

• Legacy of racial segregation has 
placed some populations at 
higher risk
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Prescribed burns

• Strategic open space
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Prescribed burns

• Strategic open space
• 2020 City adoption of a 

WUI Code
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Ignition resistant 
construction materials
 Eaves
 Siding
 Roofs
 Exterior doors

• Tempered windows

• Attic vents must be 1/8” or 
smaller

• Defensible space

• Includes accessory 
buildings
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State of California Missoula CountyCity of Austin

• Adopt county-wide 
hazard mapping via 
Community Wildfire 
Protection Plan (CWPP)

• Focus on parcel-level 
risk

• Homeowner-insurance 
mitigation program
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• Focus on the home

• Pass and enforce regulations 

• Adopt mapping to determine risk

• Build trust and work closely with 
local partners

• Requires a multipronged approach

• This is a solvable problem

Best Practices
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Contact

Kimiko Barrett, Ph.D.
Research & Policy Analyst

P: 406.224.1837
E: kimi@headwaterseconomics.org
Website: https://headwaterseconomics.org
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