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Legislators exhort government agencies to work with the public to reduce fire
hazards in the wildland—-urban interface. However, working with an unorganized
“public” is a challenge for agencies. We present survey research on fire safe councils
in California, community-based groups that work to reduce wildfire hazards with a
range of innovative mitigation activities. We find that many fire safe councils exhibit
high capacity for bonding and bridging forms of social capital that enable them to
work within their communities and with government agencies to improve fire man-
agement. Two sources of strength in this potentially expandable organizational
model are (1) the grass-roots character of most councils, which emerge from and
reflect their communities’ specific needs and capacities, and (2) a statewide
coalition of federal and state fire and land management agencies with other stake-
holders, which legitimizes agency staff involvement at a local level and streamlines
access to funding.

Keywords community capacity, community-based fire management, fire safe
councils, social capital, wildland—urban interface

Wildfire is a natural phenomenon integral to ecosystem processes in much of the
United States.

However, wildfire management is an increasing challenge. Annual Congressional
allocations for fire protection have steadily increased from below $500 million in 1991
to $4.46 billion in FY 2008 (Gorte 2010).

The causes of the increasing scale and costs of fire include accumulation of bio-
mass and hazardous fuels, worsening drought and climate change, and development
in the wildland—urban interface (USDA and DOI 2005). This complex interface,
called the WUI, refers to locations where housing developments extend into wild-
lands (Stewart et al. 2006) and often to borders between federal or state land man-
agement agency jurisdiction and that of local governments and private property
owners. Fire suppression in the WUI is complicated, as structures simultaneously
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increase the difficulty of fighting wildfire, the values at risk, and the social and polit-
ical pressures to extinguish fires. Multiple jurisdictions and varied regulatory con-
trols make preventive measures such as fuel reduction projects difficult, and
constrain the use of prescribed fire (USDA and DOI 2005).

Public education is a key to reducing fire hazards in the WUI before, during, and
after wildfire events. A growing body of research focuses on public perceptions of
fire management activities, often with the complementary goals of helping fire man-
agers understand public perceptions, and of identifying factors that can make fire
management practices more acceptable to the public (e.g., Daniel et al. 2005; Vogt
et al. 2005; McCaffrey 2006; Monroe et al. 2006). These studies indicate that man-
agers can effectively engage the public in voluntary, collaborative fire management
efforts. The processes of learning more about and participating in such activities
can increase public acceptance of fire preparedness efforts, and build trust in public
resource managers (Burns and Cheng 2007; Jakes 2003). Fire events, evacuations,
and their aftermath are stressful times of fear and uncertainty for people in affected
communities. Research on interactions within communities and between communi-
ties and fire-incident command teams and other “outsiders” during and after fire
events indicates that conflicts often arise, particularly where community members
believe authorities fail to value local knowledge, or constrain local autonomy and
locally preferred results (Carroll et al. 2006; Terence 2008). Developing working rela-
tionships before fire events may reduce communication gaps and conflict during
fires. In an environment of greater mutual trust, all parties could better use local
knowledge and skills to reduce losses (Danks 2001).

Recognizing the challenges of fire management in the WUI, and the potential
benefits of collaboration (Sturtevant et al. 2005), the National Fire Plan (USDA
and DOI 2000) exhorted federal agencies to work with state agencies and the public
to address wildfire management. The Healthy Forest Restoration Act of 2003
(HFRA) specifically targeted fuels management in the WUI. However, working with
a broadly defined but amorphous “public” is a huge challenge. Federal and state
agencies are professional organizations hierarchically structured to carry out parti-
cular missions through top down command. The public in the WUI’s complex social
landscape is not uniformly organized and ready to ‘“be educated.” Systematic
approaches to developing linkages across this interface are needed.

Research has shown that the type of communication used in public education
and efforts to develop collaboration is important, whether unidirectional (e.g., mass
outreach brochures) or interactive. Interactive communication is more likely
to encourage collaboration and changes in behavior (Toman and Shindler 2006).
Interactive communication requires personal contact between agency representatives
and the public.

One successful approach fire management agencies have taken to build interac-
tive communication is to contact existing social networks such as neighborhood
associations, which would likely be interested in wildfire hazard mitigation (Agrawal
and Monroe 2006; Jakes and Nelson 2007; Shiralipour et al. 2006). Such networks
are a source of community capacity, or ‘“the collective ability of residents to respond
to social, economic, and environmental stresses, create and take advantage of oppor-
tunities, and meet the needs of the community” (Rural Voices for Conservation
Coalition 2007, 1). Social capital is one type of local human resource upon which
community capacity is based. Social capital refers to the relationships, including
trust, and networks developed between people over time that help them cooperate
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for mutual benefit (Flora and Flora 2004). One aspect of social capital is bonding,
which refers to the strength of the relationships between people with similar back-
grounds and shared interests (Putnam and Feldstein 2003). Working with neighbor-
hood associations effectively allows agencies to tap into the potentially strong bonds
of families, friends, and neighbors who can rely on each other to participate and
carry out activities to benefit one another and the group.

Another form of social capital is bridging capital, or the extent to which a group
can reach out to and collaborate with other groups of people, usually because of the
personal or professional relationships of some of its members (Flora and Flora
2004). Bridging is a two-way interaction that benefits both parties. In this case,
bridging capital might be developed through community organizations whose
members include locally resident agency employees. Agency employees who convey
an understanding of their agency mission and capacity to their community orga-
nization can identify opportunities for furthering mutually desired goals, such as
wildfire preparedness. As Putnam and Feldstein (2003) point out, bridging capital
is the most difficult form of social capital to create, yet is critical to communication
in a pluralistic society. Explicitly recognizing opportunities to develop bridging
capital may be a further key to communication across the interface between
hierarchically structured agencies and the public.

Managing fire is one of California’s greatest natural-resource challenges (Husari
et al. 2006). In June 2008, lightning storms set off hundreds of fires that burned for
months on hundreds of thousands of acres in northern California. Fire storms struck
southern California in 2003, 2007, and again in 2008, destroying thousands of
homes. California has more homes in the WUI than any other state (Stewart et al.
2006). In the late 1980s, grass-roots community groups began to form to address
local fire hazards. The number of California groups multiplied rapidly and there
are now over 200.

The California State Fire Safe Council umbrella organization was initiated in
1993 by the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection. Soon county
and community groups focused on wildfire mitigation began calling themselves fire
safe councils. In 2002 the Fire Safe Council was incorporated as an independent not-
for-profit organization that includes representation from state and federal resource
management and fire agencies, as well as the insurance industry, business and real
estate interests, and environmental organizations (CFSC 2008). Its mission is mobi-
lizing Californians to protect their homes, communities, and environments from
wildfire. The Fire Safe Council provides educational materials and a clearinghouse
for grants to county and community-level councils. The clearinghouse allows coun-
cils to apply for federal and state funding for fire management activities from several
agency sources with one grant proposal (Ganz et al. 2007). While the Fire Safe
Council supports local councils, the Fire Safe Council is not a membership organi-
zation, and many local councils have little or no contact with it. The Fire Safe Coun-
cil advises communities wishing to start a council, but no set criteria define local
councils. This allows emerging councils to become whatever their members have time
and energy to make them. Whether or not all of these councils grow into high-
capacity organizations, any effort by a group of people to work together to learn
about wildfire and take steps to protect their community is potentially beneficial,
and could provide an opening for interaction with professional fire managers.

Activities of individual fire safe councils have been documented with favor-
able comparisons between the fire safe councils and other community-based fire
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organizations (Sturtevant and McCaffrey 2006; Ganz et al. 2007). However, to date
no study has focused on fire safe councils from a perspective informed by social capi-
tal theory or analyzing councils’ potential to act as collaborative partners with fire
management agencies.

This study surveyed fire safe councils to find out what motivates citizens to
initiate councils, how councils are organized, who belongs to them, and to what
degree councils collaborate with other organizations. We also sought to understand
what kinds of capacity councils have by finding out what types of activities councils
carry out, and what councils see as their greatest challenges.

Methods

We contacted the 157 fire safe councils listed on the Fire Safe Council’s website
beginning in June 2006, using an approach modified from Dillman (2000). Of
the initial 157 councils contacted by e-mail or phone to confirm their addresses
and active status, 70 responded to repeated efforts to reach them. Depending on
how contact was made, we sent these 70 councils a survey form by e-mail or
surface mail.

Using a mix of closed and open-ended questions, we asked council respondents
to describe their communities. In order to understand the nature of councils’ social
capital, we asked how they were formed and organized, including size and compo-
sition of their membership, frequency of meetings, types of decision-making pro-
cesses, incorporation status, and whether they worked with other organizations.
To assess what councils were actually accomplishing, we asked what types of activi-
ties councils carried out and hoped to carry out in future. We also asked what
councils saw as their greatest challenges.

We called or e-mailed each council once or twice in the following six months to
remind them to submit the survey. We received completed survey forms from 28
councils, a response rate representing 40% of all contacted councils. We compiled
descriptive statistics and applied content analysis to reviewing open-ended responses
to survey questions.

Results

The 28 fire safe councils responding to the survey were located in 19 California coun-
ties, from San Diego and San Bernardino in the south to Humboldt and Siskiyou
counties in the north. The majority (78%) of these councils characterized their com-
munities as rural, and the rest as a rural to urban mix or suburban. Most (86%) of
the councils served populations of 50,000 or less, and 30% served communities of
fewer than 1,000 people.

A third of the councils indicated that their populations change significantly on
a seasonal basis. Most of these councils reported summer population increases
between 25% and 50%; a few indicated populations more than doubling during
summer.

Most counties reported a county-level fire safe council and several to numerous
community-level councils. San Diego County, with nearly 3 million people, had a
county-wide fire safe council that served over 60 community councils. By contrast,
the 14,000 people in Trinity County had one county-level fire safe council for all
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communities in the county. Levels of communication and collaboration among
the community-, county-, and state-level fire safe councils varied. Some county-level
councils helped to initiate community councils. In other cases, several community
councils organized to form a county umbrella council. Among reporting councils,
71% were initiated by community members alone. Government agencies assisted
in starting four councils (14%) and established four councils.

Council Organization

The fire safe councils organized themselves in a range of ways. In our survey, coun-
cils defined membership as either a count of participants who regularly attended
meetings, or the estimated population a council served. The majority of councils
indicated having 8-20 regular active members. Almost all reporting councils indi-
cated that most or all of their members were private landowners. In many cases
members wore multiple hats—for example, landowners were also members of volun-
teer fire departments (VFDs). Over 60% of councils reported VFD members and or
professional fire service staff among their regulars. Over half of the councils reported
having federal, state, and local government representatives as council members. Half
of the councils included members from community-based nongovernmental organi-
zations (NGOs). A smaller proportion of councils (20%) identified members from
businesses or environmental organizations.

Council decision-making processes varied widely. A formal structure including a
board of directors was the most commonly reported (63%). In about half of the
board-directed councils, decisions were taken by the board alone. In the others,
input from the members strongly guided the board, and in a few councils, all attend-
ing members voted on decisions. In the remaining councils (37%), residents and land-
owner members reportedly made decisions.

More than half of the reporting councils were incorporated as tax-exempt not-
for-profit organizations. Among other councils that were not incorporated them-
selves, 25% reported being supported by an incorporated umbrella organization,
such as a county Resource Conservation District.

A majority of the councils met monthly, while 30% reported meeting every
2-3 montbhs.

Well over half of the councils (64%) reported that they commonly collaborated
with other organizations. Only 10% of councils indicated that they worked alone.
The rest reported working with other groups occasionally. Council respondents
identified a wide range of governmental and nongovernmental organizations as part-
ners. The U.S. Forest Service, the largest land management agency in California,
was the leading federal partner, working with 12 councils. CalFire (formerly the
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection), the state agency responsible
for providing fire protection to private forest landowners, was the most common
state agency partner, reported by 12 councils (Figure 1).

Collaboration had a range of meanings for reporting councils. Some had formal
Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs) between the council and collaborating orga-
nizations. In some cases, collaborating organizations helped administer funding, or
provided meeting space. In others the partners shared equipment for activities such
as fuel reduction and wood chipping.

Fire safe councils reported activities in three general categories: public education
and outreach; planning for wildfire; and implementing risk reduction activities.
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Figure 1. Fire safe council partner organizations.

Public Education and Outreach

Councils applied both time-tested and innovative ways of sharing information about
fire safety and hazard reduction with their communities, reaching many thousands of
people through these general outreach activities every year. Most councils (75%)
reported doing mass distribution of print materials drawn from partner organiza-
tions and the Fire Safe Council. Councils also developed their own brochures and
newspaper inserts, or wrote articles or news releases about their work. Kiosks and
booths at fairs and community events were favored venues for 25% of reporting
councils to distribute materials and highlight fire safety and council activities. Two
groups had programs for local schools. Six reporting councils had developed web-
sites, one in conjunction with the local volunteer fire department. In all, reporting
councils spent 12% of their time and energy on distributing publications for
public education.

A majority of councils (68%) also carried out more interactive communications,
such as holding neighborhood and community meetings on a regular basis. Some
councils used neighborhood surveys and door-to-door canvassing to learn about
local fire safety concerns and inform residents about fire management activities.
Workshops and training days were common (43% reporting) and often organized
by a council with invited speakers from agency partners such as CalFire. A few coun-
cils reported functioning like social clubs with regularly hosted dinners and other
gatherings for local community members. Reporting councils estimated that they
spent 10% of their time on neighborhood outreach activities.

Councils (75%) indicated that they spent an average of 14% of their time
coordinating with other groups. Some respondents mentioned particular efforts to
reach out to other councils or to support new councils and to network with local
volunteer fire departments. The northern California councils, for example, had held
three well-attended regional gatherings of fire safe councils for networking and peer
training since 2004.
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Planning and Funding for Community Wildfire Protection

All of the councils were involved in planning and finding support for their
activities. The 23 councils reporting on their funding sources indicated that they
had raised $12,919,066 for their work over the last decade. The majority of funds
(63%) came from federal sources and from state government (20%). Federal funds
came through the Fire Safe Council’s Clearinghouse or from county-level resource
advisory committees with funding from Congress under Title II from the Secure
Rural Schools and Community Self-Determination Act of 2000. Councils provided
matching funds (9%), while local governments (6%) and individuals (1%) also
provided support. Of these funds, $9,956,050 (77%) reportedly were applied to
fuels management and $2,324,700 (18%) to community wildfire protection plan
(CWPP) preparation and other planning. Councils indicated that $666,100 (5%)
were used for public outreach.

Among councils reporting on this survey, 64% had completed a CWPP or its
equivalent. A CWPP is a federally promoted protocol for community-based fire
preparedness planning under the Healthy Forest Restoration Act (2003). CWPP
emphasize fuel reduction, protection of structures, and other issues, for example,
evacuation plans and wildfire response. Communities prepared their CWPP in
collaboration with agency and local officials (Communities Committee et al. 2004;
Ganz et al. 2007). Communities with completed CWPP endorsed by local govern-
ment were more competitive for federal funds administered through the Fire Safe
Council’s Clearinghouse.

Among the county-level councils (10 reporting), all had either completed
CWPPs or were working to complete one. Of the 18 community-level councils in
our survey, nine had completed a CWPP. One council without a CWPP explained
that it worked within the fire plans of larger government entities in the area such
as the national forest. The other eight councils included several that had previously
received funding through their resource advisory councils and were working on a
CWPP in part to tap into the Fire Safe Council’s Clearinghouse. Others had just
recently formed and were beginning CWPP efforts.

Implementing Hazard Reduction Activities

Fire safe councils reported tackling a wide range of fire preparedness and response
projects, including emergency communications and evacuation, facilitation of
emergency response, home improvement, and fuel reduction. Examples of the types
of activities councils reported are presented in Table 1. The specific activities carried
out by a particular council depended on local needs and capacity, with some councils
involved in many projects, while others focused only on one or two activities. Two
councils did not report any implementation activities and three county-level councils
provided planning support but did not get involved in on-the-ground implemen-
tation work.

The most emphasized activity was fuels treatment, reported by 82% of councils.
Eliminating fuels and access points for fire on and around structures is widely
accepted as a critical factor in reducing losses to wildfire (USDA 2007). Councils
carried out a range of fuel reduction activities, including maintaining defensible
space around private homes and community buildings, clearing fuels along access
roads and highways and between public and private lands, and in some cases
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Table 1. Fire safe council wildland fire hazard reduction activities

Emergency communications and evacuation

o Emergency 911 systems installed or improved

e Volunteer radio equipped “canyon watch” fire patrols initiated

Fire danger flag warning systems set up

Evacuation routes and/or safety zones identified

Emergency telephone trees, Citizen’s Band, and ham radio links set up

Evacuation drills

Voluntary registration of vulnerable individuals (such as elderly citizens) initiated

and provisions for their evacuation

e Coordination of micro-chip identity implants in pets and livestock

Facilitation of emergency response

e Geographic information systems (GIS) mapping of WUTI areas (e.g., roads,
topography, vegetation, structures, water-tanker fill-up locations, safety zones,
safe sites for helicopter landing to be shared with local and out-of-area fire
management authorities)

e Road and home address signs installed

e Local water sources and access points developed and fire department hose
connectors installed

Home improvement

e Free evaluations for homeowners regarding fire safety

e Demonstration gardens to show landowners and school children which native
plants provide little fuel for fire and can thrive after fire

e Demonstrations of clearing defensible space around homes and public buildings
(fuels treatment below)

e Annual contests for most improved and best maintained defensible space

Fuels treatment

e Mechanical treatment (e.g., mowing grasslands, cutting brush, removing

small-diameter trees, chipping and masticating brush and slash, piling and

burning slash, grazing goats)

Curbside pickup of treatment waste

Trash removal

Fuel breaks along roadsides (public and private)

Prescribed fire use

reducing fuels on public lands. Many groups worked closely with state and federal
fire managers in these efforts. One group reported working with a national forest
to complete a defensible fuel profile zone across private and public lands that would
protect three communities.

At the time of the survey, 23 councils (82%) reported having completed fuel
reduction work on 25,647 acres. About one-third of these councils indicated they
had each treated more than 1,000 acres. Another one-third said they had treated
between 100 and 1,000 acres. The remaining councils had treated less than 100 acres
each. Fuel reduction was largely on private lands immediately adjacent to structures
or along access roads. Many councils were monitoring treated areas to develop
schedules for future maintenance, and reported that they hoped to treat arecas again
before they became overgrown.
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The councils reported at least 3,655 landowners as participants in these fuel
reduction treatments. While the majority of councils worked with 10 to 50 land-
owners, nearly one-third reported working with over 100 different landowners.
Councils that did not report carrying out fuels reduction work were either county-
level councils focused on coordination among member groups, or councils that
focused exclusively on public education.

Challenges for Fire Safe Councils

We asked responding councils to identify their greatest challenges. The most widely
reported challenge (79%) was increasing and maintaining community awareness and
participation in council activities. Respondents expressed frustration about how few
volunteers join in council efforts, and about how to generate and maintain public
interest in fire issues and healthy ecosystems, and the need to reduce fuels around
homes. Few councils had full-time staff. Finding time to train volunteers was
difficult. In areas with many absentee owners, it was difficult to reach owners to gain
permission to treat contiguous land to achieve a fuel break effect for a neighborhood
or along an access road.

Funding was the second perennial challenge for fire safe councils. A majority
(61%) of the councils specifically mentioned funding problems, especially for fuel
reduction projects and operational expenses. Related issues raised included money
to cover liability insurance and protection for board members.

Fuels reduction was a third key issue mentioned by councils, especially convinc-
ing landowners to reduce fuels on their property. Councils highlighted the need for
more local contractors able to do fuels reduction work, and the need to enlist the
continuing support of agencies and environmental groups to get projects approved
on public land in the WUI. Councils also noted regulatory barriers to fuels reduction
work on federal lands, such as complying with the National Environmental Policy
Act (NEPA), and the permitting process for prescribed fire.

Discussion

California’s fire safe councils are diverse in their organization, size, membership, and
activities. Most councils responding to this survey serve mid-size to small rural com-
munities, often with significant seasonal residency. A two-tiered structure is the
norm with county- and community-level councils. County-level councils tend to be
more professionalized and to address issues of local governance, such as codes for
allowable building materials and delineation of emergency fire response districts.
Community-level councils emphasize local public outreach and site-specific fire
preparedness activities. These are critically important efforts. However, none of
the councils reported involvement in general land use planning processes to modify
the pattern of new development in the WUI.

Councils exhibit strong bonding capacity through their members’ ties to place
and to their common cause in protecting homes and communities. The diverse pro-
fessional experience and networked personal relationships, particularly in rural com-
munities, further strengthen bonding forms of social capital. Many council members
have fire and land management expertise, including being volunteer or professional
fire fighters and government agency staff members. In some cases these members are
retired or participate “on their own time.” In other cases, professionals participate
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on duty as federal or state agency representatives in their own communities. These
members act as bridging agents across the agency—public divide and can be called
upon to explain their agencies’ priorities and policies to their council. They can also
relay the council’s efforts to their employer, acting as points of contact to initiate
collaborative activities. Sometimes one agency representative, for example, from
CalFire, works with several councils in a region, thus also providing bridging
between councils. Bridging capacity has led to regional workshops bringing councils
together, and in one case, 18 community-level councils collaborated to initiate a
county-level council.

Several other factors facilitate strong cooperation between councils and govern-
ment agencies. First is the high proportion (75%) of councils reporting that are either
incorporated as 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organizations or supported by an incorpor-
ated umbrella organization. An incorporated council can take on financial and legal
responsibility, which encourages government agencies to commit resources to collab-
oration. A second factor is the formal agreements or memoranda of understanding
(MOU) between many councils and state and federal agency partners. An MOU
provides a legal framework for collaboration that explicitly identifies the types of
interaction that councils and agency partners agree to engage in (e.g., equipment
sharing, in kind services). Developing MOUs can be a long and difficult process,
as one council discovered after working for more than 2 years to get several agencies
to agree on collaborative language. However, once this precedent-setting MOU was
approved by state and federal agencies, it became easy to share the language with
other councils, who were able to complete their MOUs more quickly, another
example of bridging capital.

The Fire Safe Council facilitates widespread collaboration between agencies and
local councils. By bringing together agency leaders in a united effort to address wild-
fire management in the WUI, the Fire Safe Council validates community-based fire
management activities among participating federal, state, and local government
agencies. The support of top agency officials exercised through a MOU with a local
council allows agency line officers all over California to encourage staff participation
in and support of local fire safe council activities.

With these institutional linkages in place, councils’ activities extend far beyond a
level that government agencies could achieve alone in WUI communities, and dem-
onstrate the importance of both bonding and bridging forms of social capital to
involving the public in wildfire mitigation. As local residents with a range of skills
and representing a variety of networks of relationships in their communities, council
members are uniquely situated to provide locally appropriate educational outreach.
At the most basic level of unidirectional outreach, government agencies typically
produce and distribute educational materials, but councils use the strength of their
local relationships to extend the reach of the agencies producing the literature by dis-
tributing and discussing materials at a wider range of local venues.

Meetings and workshops are important interface opportunities for agencies, and
councils regularly provide forums for bridging interactions. The mutually beneficial
bridging linkages between agencies and councils can become symbiotic. One very
active council hosted leading researchers, agency experts, and its council partners
at a conference to explore regional fire ecology and the beneficial use of fire in their
area. The three-day event was attended by more than 100 fire scientists, agency man-
agers, and community members. Such forums go far beyond one-way communi-
cation by agency experts to the public. Information exchange fosters mutual
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respect and trust among participants, which lays the foundation for future collabor-
ation through joint fact finding, skills building, and fuels reduction activities.

Collaborative efforts like developing a community wildfire protection plan
(CWPP) can provide valuable information about the community to the council
and to agency fire managers, giving the community a stronger voice in negotiations
with government agencies about fire management planning. One council survey
respondent noted:

The biggest impact we have had is to influence the production of evacu-
ation plans. Our CWPP will also add sections on the need to get fire back
into our landscape where practical and suggest techniques for insuring
fuel reduction projects, wildland fire use, and appropriate response (sup-
pression plans). It emphasizes incorporating fuel reduction opportunities
into other projects (e.g., completing fuel reduction along roads that will
be maintained, upgraded, or decommissioned).

Councils use their social capital, including thousands of hours of volunteer time, to
take on a wide range of hazard mitigation activities that would be difficult for agen-
cies to initiate, for lack of local relationships or funding or staff time. Councils ident-
ify fuel reduction needs, organize neighborhood workdays, hire (or borrow)
chippers, and do the work themselves. Participants contribute to reducing fuels on
their own property and might work with others to help out an elderly neighbor.
Councils may raise funds to hire local contractors to do work, especially when more
skilled or bonded labor is needed, for example, to thin trees on a common access
route. Where adjacent public lands are involved, councils might indicate the impor-
tance of getting the fuels reduction done, for example, in a CWPP. In addition, coun-
cils work with local public land managers to define the type of work to be done, and
help with community outreach to explain the project and its significance for com-
munity hazard reduction. A few councils even have the capacity among their mem-
bership to contract with the agencies to write necessary environmental assessment
documents or to implement entire projects. These councils can provide considerable
assistance to local level agencies operating with reduced staff. The agencies retain
oversight, while councils or their contractors do most of the work.

In view of the many acres that need to be treated, the fuels reduced by councils
may seem insignificant. However, these acres are strategically targeted. They
include areas where willing homeowners reduce flammable vegetation around struc-
tures on land where government fire managers alone would not have had access.
There are demonstration projects where a few acres of trees along an access road
to a development were thinned and meetings were held to explain the treatment’s
significance, and broader neighborhood fuel reduction efforts followed. Reaching
short-term residents and getting them involved in fuel reduction activities takes per-
sistence and creativity on the part of local fire safe councils. One council saw
improved absentee owner relations and participation when they began sending
members to speak at summertime homeowners’ association meetings and barbe-
ques. This type of interactive outreach can reduce opposition to prefire treatments
such as brush removal, which benefits both private landowners and public land
management in the WUL

The wide range of activities that the councils carry out indicates the power
and capability of grass-roots voluntary organizations to get things done in ways
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appropriate for their own communities. As a number of councils have demonstrated,
they share their experience in local and regional venues with other groups, including
other councils. Fire safe councils, through bonding relationships among their mem-
bers, are able to encourage fire management activities on private property where
government agencies acting alone have no jurisdiction. At the same time, the expert-
ise, in-kind support, and funding provided to councils by government agencies
are critical to council success. The social capital developed by council and agency
collaboration bridges the divide between government and “‘the public’” with mutually
beneficial results.

The councils face considerable challenges. Of the 157 councils listed on the Fire
Safe Council website in June 2006, only 70 had kept their links to the state level
updated and could be contacted. It seems likely that many of the original councils
listed are defunct. It is also likely that the councils responding to our lengthy survey
were comparatively high-capacity groups. The councils noted the challenges they
face to maintain their internal community participation. Bridging links to agencies
for in-kind support and funding for projects are equally critical. As the competition
between councils for funds grows and criteria for fundable councils are tightened,
councils with limited capacity will likely disappear. Even among the probably
high-capacity councils responding to our survey, 36% had not completed a CWPP.
Preparing a CWPP takes a level of capacity that may be an insurmountable barrier
to small councils made up of volunteers contributing a range of skills after hours and
on weekends. One respondent for a recently formed council specifically addressed
the capacity issue:

I wish there was a county fire plan that we could just be a part of. There
seems to be no organized effort, and as coordinator I feel very alone in
this task. I just make up most of this work as I go along, and do not feel
that even the California Fire Safe Council is in a position to advise us.

Over time, more county-level councils may emerge to take on the challenging
aspects of CWPP preparation in collaboration with local-level councils. Since 2004
a completed CWPP, or a request for funds to prepare a CWPP, has become a “gate-
keeper” to the competition for federal and state funding through the Fire Safe
Council’s Clearinghouse. It remains to be seen how such limits on which councils
can qualify for funding will affect the number of grassroots councils able to work
together to reduce fuels around their neighborhoods. For many, preparing a CWPP
may be out of reach.

It will be important for the Fire Safe Council to balance the benefits of support
for councils serving suburban population centers with the benefits of statewide dis-
tribution of funds to more rural communities. Every council, no matter how small,
provides a point of access. Every time a council fails, fire managers lose that access
point to the public in that portion of the WUI landscape.

Conclusions

Fire safe councils are diverse organizations with a wide range of capacities. The
councils are creative, active, and dedicated civic organizations that apply social capi-
tal to bridge the interfaces between government agency fire managers, private land-
owners, and communities. The councils are involved in a range of fire preparedness
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and response activities, and they commonly collaborate with agency partners on pro-
jects that would be beyond either organization’s capacity to implement alone.

We suggest that the success of the councils is contingent upon the combination
of several institutional factors. These include legitimating agency staff cooperation
with councils through the Fire Safe Council and MOU between councils and agency
partners; centrally managed funding support provided by the Fire Safe Council
Clearinghouse; and flexibility for councils as grass-roots organizations to develop
according to local needs and capacity.

Councils are a powerful model for collaborative fire management in the WUL.
With continued support, this model could expand in California and could be extended
to other states. Yet councils constantly struggle as they do the “heavy lifting” to
engage and sustain their communities’ interest in reducing wildfire hazards. Their
future will depend upon the ability of councils’ agency partners and the Fire Safe
Council to recognize their achievements, and to nurture the local councils with
thoughtful policies that provide broadly distributed and consistent support.
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