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TASK:  Develop a definition for “communities at risk” and a process for prioritizing them, per the 
Implementation Plan for the 10-Year Comprehensive Strategy (Goal 4.e.).  In addition, this definition 
will form the foundation for the NASF commitment to annually identify priority fuels reduction and 
ecosystem restoration projects in the proposed MOU with the federal agencies (section C.2 (b)). 

CONCEPTUALAPPROACH: 

1.	 NASF fully supports the definition of the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) previously 
published in the Federal Register.  Further, proximity to federal lands should not be a 
consideration. The WUI is a set of conditions that exists on, or near, areas of wildland fuels 
nation-wide, regardless of land ownership. 

2.	 Communities at risk (or, alternately, landscapes of similar risk) should be identified on a 
state-by-state basis with the involvement of all agencies with wildland fire protection 
responsibilities: state, local, tribal, and federal. 

3.	 It is neither reasonable nor feasible to attempt to prioritize communities on a rank order basis. 
Rather, communities (or landscapes) should be sorted into three, broad categories or zones of 
risk: high, medium, and low.  Each state, in collaboration with its local partners, will develop 
the specific criteria it will use to sort communities or landscapes into the three categories. 

NASF recommends using the publication “Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Hazard Assessment 
Methodology” developed by the National Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Protection Program 
(circa 1998) as a reference guide. (This program, which has since evolved into the Firewise 
Program, is under the oversight of the National Wildfire Coordinating Group (NWCG)).  At 
minimum, states should consider the following factors when assessing the relative degree of 
exposure each community (landscape) faces. 

•	 Risk. Using historic fire occurrence records and other factors, assess the anticipated 
probability of a wildfire ignition. 

•	 Hazard. Assess the fuel conditions surrounding the community using a methodology such 
as fire condition class, or similar process. 

•	 Values Protected. Evaluate the human values associated with the community or 
landscape, such as homes, businesses, and community infrastructure (e.g. water systems, 
utilities, transportation systems, critical care facilities, schools, manufacturing and 
industrial sites, and high value commercial timber lands). 

•	 Protection Capabilities. Assess the wildland fire protection capabilities of the agencies 
and local fire departments with jurisdiction 

4.	 Prioritize by project not by community.  Annually prioritize projects within each state using 
the collaborative process defined in the national, interagency MOU “For the Development of 
a Collaborative Fuels Treatment Program”.  Assign the highest priorities to projects that will 



provide the greatest benefits either on the landscape or to communities. Attempt to properly 
sequence treatments on the landscape by working first around and within communities, and 
then moving further out into the surrounding landscape. This will require: 

•	 First, focus on the zone of highest overall risk but consider projects in all zones. Identify 
a set of projects that will effectively reduce the level of risk to communities within the 
zone. 

•	 Second, determining the community’s willingness and readiness to actively participate in 
an identified project. 

•	 Third, determining the willingness and ability of the owner of the surrounding land to 
undertake, and maintain, a complementary project. 

•	 Last, set priorities by looking for projects that best meet the three criteria above. It is 
important to note that projects with the greatest potential to reduce risk to communities 
and the landscape may not be those in the highest risk zone, particularly if either the 
community or the surrounding landowner is not willing or able to actively participate. 

5.	 It is important, and necessary, that we be able to demonstrate a level of accomplishment that 
justifies to Congress the value of continuing the current level of appropriations for the 
National Fire Plan. Although appealing to appropriators and others, it is not likely that many 
communities (if any) will ever be removed from the list of communities at risk. Even after 
treatment, all communities will remain at some, albeit reduced, level of risk. However, by 
using a science-based system for measuring relative risk, we can likely show that, after 
treatment (or a series of treatments), communities are at “reduced risk”. 

Similarly, scattered, individual homes that complete projects to create defensible space could be 
“counted” as “households at reduced risk”. This would be a way to report progress in 
reducing risk to scattered homes in areas of low priority for large-scale fuels treatment 
projects. 

SUMMARY: 

Using the concept described above, the NASF believes it is possible to accurately assess the relative 
risk that communities face from wildland fire. Recognizing that the condition of the vegetation 
(fuel) on the landscape is dynamic, assessments and re-assessments must be done on a state-by-state 
basis, using a process that allows for the integration of local knowledge, conditions, and 
circumstances, with science-based national guidelines. We must remember that it is not only 
important to lower the risk to communities, but once the risk has been reduced, to maintain those 
communities at a reduced risk. 

Further, it is essential that both the assessment process and the prioritization of projects be done 
collaboratively, with all local agencies with fire protection jurisdiction – federal, state, local, and 
tribal – taking an active role. 


