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Do you know what it takes to survive wildfire?
Southwest Oregon at risk
In the fire-adapted ecosystems of Southwest Oregon, it is not a matter of “if” wildfire is going to occur, but “when.”
Unfortunately, many residents living in Josephine and Jackson counties and beyond are not prepared for wildfire.
Neither are their homes.
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Faced with the growing potential for loss of human life
and property due to wildfire, southwest Oregon’s
firefighting agencies and Oregon State University’s
Cooperative Extension have come together to promote
an integrated approach, melding Firewise Community
concepts of on-the-ground fuels management with the
larger community interaction and landscape-wide fire
resilience in a Fire-Adapted Community concept. They
believe this is the best opportunity to decrease the
wildfire threat.

When a wildfire is threatening your community, the time
to prepare has passed. However, there are steps that
homeowners can take to improve personal safety and
home survival before a wildfire occurs. The purpose of
this publication is to promote and teach these steps.
Once implemented at the neighborhood level, these
recommendations will assist communities in becoming
fire-adapted.

Fire starts in Josephine and Jackson counties for 2015.
Credit: U.S. Forest Service

Credit: © Oregon State University

Who wins, who loses
Why do some houses survive a wildfire, while others are destroyed?
Research shows that house survival during wildfire is not random,
miraculous or dumb luck. Rather, it is the features of the house, the
characteristics of the adjacent vegetation and other fuels, and
routine maintenance that often determine which houses burn and
which survive. These types of actions are called “prefire activities.”
Prefire activities improve the survivability of people and the home.
The winners will be the people who implement prefire activities.
When everyone in the neighborhood completes their prefire
activities, they start becoming a Fire-Adapted Community.
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What are Firewise and Fire-Adapted Communities?
Living in fire-prone Southwest Oregon means your home is at risk of being caught in a wildfire. Firewise and Fire-
Adapted Communities offer effective preparedness steps to help every level of the community survive a fire; from
homes and neighborhoods to the larger landscape. Read more below and take action.

“Homes properly prepared are exponentially better protected when neighbors proactively develop and maintain
defensive strategies as a community. These efforts increase the effectiveness and efficiency of limited fire
resources.”

— Lang Johnson, Deputy Chief, Grants Pass Fire/Rescue

Firewise Communities/USA Program
This program provides a flexible template for residents of neighborhoods and
homeowners associations to improve their wildfire readiness. Firewise communities
develop action plans that guide their residential risk reduction while engaging and
encouraging neighbors to become active participants in making their homes and
properties more resistant to fire. The five steps to becoming a Firewise Community
are:

1. Obtain a wildfire risk assessment as a written document from your state forestry
agency or fire department

2. Form a board or committee, and create an action plan based on the assessment
3. Conduct a “Firewise Day” outreach and educational event
4. Invest a minimum of $2 per capita in local Firewise actions for the year.
5. Submit an application to your state Firewise liaison

Credit: Firewise USA -NFPA

Fire-Adapted Communities
A fire-adapted community is a living concept, not a program. A fire-adapted
community accepts the risk of wildfire and works towards being more resilient when
an event occurs. A fire-adapted community takes a larger look at the landscape and
what it means to be prepared for fire within and beyond its own neighborhood. This
means that all players in the community are responsible, including homeowners, fire
departments, businesses, local government and schools. Fire-adapted communities
may:

Develop a Community Wildfire Protection Plan•
Become a nationally recognized Firewise community•
Be prepared for an evacuation and understand the Ready, Be Set, GO! program•
Adopt building codes that address fire-resistant building materials and landscape
vegetation

•

Create healthy forests and watershed resiliency•

Contact your local fire department to get involved or visit the Firewise
(www.firewise.org) and FireAdapted (www.fireadapted.org) websites.
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Credit: © Oregon State University

The elements of a fire-adapted community
HEALTHY FORESTS/LAND MANAGEMENT
Landscapes are managed to reduce the threat of wildland fires and their spread into communities. Landowners and
land managers (public and private) understand wildfire risk and implement management practices to reduce risks in
all forests and wildland areas.

INTERNAL SAFETY ZONES
Neighbors work with neighbors to reduce ignition risks around their homes and communities, is in the Firewise
Communities/USA Program. There is a commitment to maintain defensible space and cleared home ignition zones.

GOVERNMENT PARTICIPATION
Local government officials are engaged in wildfire issues, providing leadership, supporting community preparedness
and participating in preparation of local Community Wildfire Protection Plans. Fire-resistant building codes are
adopted and enforced. Ordinances on vegetation management, community protection zones and land development
are adopted and enforced.

HOME PREPAREDNESS
Developers and builders design homes using fire-resistant building materials and landscaping. Families develop an
evacuation plan including contingencies for animals and people with access and functional needs. A Be Ready, Be
Set, GO! program is implemented.

COLLABORATIVE PARTNERSHIPS
Community members, organizations and agencies all work together to identify wildfire risks and assume the
responsibility for risk mitigation. Partners work jointly to reduce community wildfire risks, promote public outreach
and education programs, and utilize the limited available funding sources.
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FIRE DEPARTMENT PLANNING
Fire departments and all first responders are well prepared for wildland fire scenarios through training and
community risk assessments. Fire departments participate in emergency preparations, including Community
Wildfire Protection Plans.

See the Rogue Valley Integrated Fire Plan
(https://www.jacksoncountyor.gov/departments/emergency_management/jackson_county_plans/rogue_valley_integrated_fire_plan.ph

p).

A low-intensity fire that was
characteristic of the historic
Southwest Oregon ecosystem.
Credit: Bureau of Land Management

Many local species are well adapted
to fire. For example, large sugar
pine trees have thick bark that
insulates the trees, allowing them
to survive lower-intensity
wildfires.
Credit: Max Bennett, © Oregon State University

Fire is natural to Southwest Oregon’s environment
Fire has been a natural part of Southwest Oregon’s environment for
thousands of years. Prior to the late 1800s, fires occurred very frequently in
the region’s mixed conifer and hardwood forests, ignited both by dry
lightning storms and by Native Americans who used fire as a landscape
management tool.

Researchers have determined that fire visited some low-elevation forests and
woodlands as often as every five to 10 years. Even many remote, higher-
elevation sites evidently experienced fire once every decade or two. This
abundance of fire resulted in forests that were not only adapted to frequent
fire, but dependent on it.

Most of these historic fires were of low or “mixed” severity. Low-severity
fires tended to meander across the ground, burning grass, shrubs and small
trees while scorching the bases of but not killing larger trees, especially
thick-barked species such as ponderosa pine and Douglas-fir that are well
adapted to fire. These fires thinned out the woods while reducing the buildup
of deep layers of needles, leaves and twigs. Mixed-severity fires burned at a
range of intensity and severity, from low to high, where patches of trees
were killed.

The forests that resulted from these frequent low-, and mixed-severity fires
were diverse and patchy. For example, relatively open forests on south slopes
and ridges were interspersed with denser forest patches on north slopes and
streamside areas. However, on average, tree densities were much lower
compared to today, and there were many more openings in the forest
canopy. Forests were dominated by large, drought- and fire-resistant species
and contained a mix of tree ages and sizes. These forests were very resilient
to fire. They supported a rich assemblage of plant and animal species.

Unfortunately, Southwest Oregon’s forests are now at risk.
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Credit: Southern Oregon Historical Society

Credit: Ed Reilly

Southwest Oregon’s forest timeline
Historic forest
Prior to the early 1900s, low-intensity wildfires burned
routinely throughout forests of Southwest Oregon. These
fires often created an open, patchy forest with a greater
percentage of large, fire-resistant mature trees. This
image depicts a mature, open, mixed-conifer forest
today, which is one of the many forest types of
Southwest Oregon. This gives us a good impression of
what these forests looked like prior to European-
American settlement.

Logging era
Some of the earliest documented cases of small-scale
logging in Southwest Oregon occurred in the late 1880s.
Throughout the 1800s and early 1900s, private mills
processed tens of thousands of board feet daily. As an
example, one mill run by Chandler and Morris was
capable of producing 20,000, board feet per day in 1889.
Many hillsides near towns were logged off. The Logging
Era photo demonstrates the labor-intensive work that
was involved in early logging history in Southwest
Oregon. By the mid 1900s, logging was a dominant
industry in the region with large lumber companies like
Alley Bros., KOGAP, Boise/Elk and Medco.

Fire suppression era
Active fire suppression began in the 1920s in southern
Oregon and increased in effectiveness over time. Since
1920, more than 5,000 lightning-ignited fires have been
put out on federal (BLM and Forest Service) lands in the
region. The average size of these fires was 15 acres, and
fewer than one in 10 exceeded 1,000 acres. Fire
suppression saved forests and infrastructure from
burning up — but also led to unnaturally high tree
densities and a buildup of fuels.
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Southwest Oregon’s forests today
Decades of fire exclusion, harvest of many large, fire-resistant trees and
development of homes in wildland areas have resulted in forests that are
extremely fire-prone and less healthy. Important changes that have been
documented over the past century include:

A dramatic increase in tree densities. For example, forests in the Ashland
watershed that contained 50 trees per acre a century ago now have 150 or
more trees per acre, mostly small to medium-sized trees that are crowding
out large legacy trees.

•

Species composition has shifted away from fire-resistant species like
ponderosa pine to less fire-tolerant trees such as white fir. Forest openings
have closed in; forests as a whole have become less patchy and more
uniform.

•

Trees in overly dense forests have become stressed and more susceptible
to insect damage, especially during drought periods. In southwest Oregon,
as throughout the western United States, there is a trend toward larger
fires, burning at higher intensities, with more severe effects compared to
past fires.

•

The climate is trending towards hotter, drier summers and a longer fire
season overall.

•

The presence of many homes in forests of the wildland-urban interface
complicates firefighting efforts and increases suppression costs.

•

High-intensity fire.
Credit: © Oregon State University

While a certain amount of high-intensity fire could be considered natural and even beneficial from a strictly
ecological standpoint, the increase in fire size and severity poses risks to homes, properties and lives. High-intensity
wildfire kills large trees and damages or even destroys wildlife habitat, including old-growth forests. And when fire
burns hot, it can destroy the protective layers in the soil, resulting in widespread erosion and runoff, which damages
streams, fisheries and water supplies.

Complicating the issue are the numerous and diverse forestland ownerships throughout Southwest Oregon,
particularly in Jackson and Josephine counties.

Public and private forests across the region are in a checkerboard pattern, making forest management on a
landscape scale difficult to accomplish. Two-thirds of homes in fire-prone areas are within half of a mile of public
lands. In Southwest Oregon, the risk of wildfire spread from public lands is the highest in the western U.S. Individual
landowners may manage their land well, but the danger of catastrophic fire is still high if neighboring forests are not
also managed.
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Public and private lands across the region are in a checkerboard pattern.
Two thirds of homes in fire-prone areas are within ½ mile of public lands.
Red areas on map are private lands within ½ mile of federal lands.
Credit: Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest Service

The risks are high, but much can be
done to make Southern Oregon’s
forests less fire prone and more
resilient. Thinning, focusing on
removal of smaller diameter trees
and followed by slash disposal, can
increase resistance to wildfire and
dramatically improve tree vigor and
health.

Controlled burning, especially
following thinning and fuels-
reduction activities, is a very cost-
effective way of reducing fuel loads
and maintaining forests in a fire-
resistant condition.

Given Southwest Oregon’s current
conditions, homes and lives are at
risk.

A wall of vegetation
Southwest Oregon’s current forest is typically thick with trees, brush
and dead vegetation. In many areas, fire has been absent for over a
hundred years. As a result, there has been a great buildup of live and
dead woody material, and the risk of high-intensity wildfire has
increased dramatically. In addition, many homes have been built in
wildland areas, resulting in increased costs and challenges for
firefighters. Credit: Marty Main
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