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2017 Colorado Wildland Fire Conference 
This study was funded as part of a larger JFSP study (#14-2-01-31): Is the whole greater than the sum of its 

parts? Homeowner wildfire risk mitigation, community heterogeneity, and fire adaptedness 

 



Today’s talk: Does talking about ‘fire adaptation’ change   

    the conversation about wildfire and      

    wildfire risk in a meaningful way? 

 Hazards/Disaster model 

 National Cohesive Strategy goals and the WUI 

 Adaptation – overview of an applied concept 

 Our Study 

 Key Findings 

 Moving forward 
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Flame Act 2009:  

• mandate to Secs of Interior and Agriculture 

• Federal, state, and local contributors 

 

National Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy Goals:  

• Safe and Effective Wildfire Response 

• Resilient Landscapes 

• Fire Adapted Communities 

 

 

What is a fire-adapted community? 

Why Adaptation? Why Now?: 

The Goals of the National Cohesive Strategy 

 

Fire-adapted community: Human communities consisting of 

informed and prepared citizens collaboratively planning 

and taking action to safely co-exist with wildland fire. 
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• What does it mean to “be informed”? 
• How do we measure this? 

• Preparedness means we have the tools available to reduce losses 

when the inevitable occurs.  
• How do we know if these tools are in place? What kinds of tools will work in 

what contexts? 

• How do know when there is collaborative planning?  
• e.g. CWPPs 

• Do existing plans satisfy this characteristic? Is it the process of making a plan 

matter? Or is it better measured in outcomes from the process? 

• What actions matter? 

• Homeowner mitigation? Community fuel breaks?  

• What does it mean to “safely co-exist with wildland fire”? 
 



Efforts are underway to answer these questions  



Adaptation – overview of an applied concept 

 Do people rebuild after a fire?  

• Recovery period as window for adaptation (Mockrin et al.) 

 Adaptation across community type? 

• Do community characteristics or community type correspond with the 

capacity to undertake actions that we might consider adaptive? 

(Paveglio & Carroll et. al) 

 
Why do this study? 
• Most social science on adaptation in the wildfire context uses the 

definitions that have evolved from the policy/program efforts. 

• Are these definitions meaningful across the range of actors engaged 

in wildfire risk reduction? 

 



Our study  

 How do stakeholders engaged in wildfire risk reduction activities 

understand fire adaptation? 

 Goals: 

 Explore how participants characterize fire adaptation  

What does it means to adapt? 

What are characteristics of a fire-adapted community?  

i.e. How one might recognize a fire-adapted community? 

Obstacles and barriers? 

 Qualitative interviews  

 

 



Our study  
 Participants engaged at 3 levels: 

 National leadership (FAC) 

 North American Fire Learning Network 

 International Assoc. of Fire chiefs 

Watershed Research and Training Center 

 The Nature Conservancy 

 The Institute of Business and Home Safety 

 USDA Forest Service 

 National Fire Protection Agency 

 Regional leadership 

 Leadership within fire councils in SW Colorado 

 Community leadership 

 Fire Chiefs, Asst. Fire Chiefs, and Neighborhood Ambassadors 

 

 



What does “fire adaptation” mean to 

stakeholders working on reducing wildfire risk? 

 Interviews suggest that there was a broad, shared understanding of 

fire adaptation 

 On-going, context-specific effort to “live with” wildfire 

 Multi-sector 

 Multi-scale 

 Descriptions of understandings were largely consistent with the 

definitions put forth via policy and programs 

 Importance: consistency across roles and responsibilities 

 



What are the characteristics of fire-  

adapted communities?  

 Critical Characteristics 

 Awareness & Acceptance of responsibility 

 Critically: Demonstrated in observable outcomes 
  

 Consistently, participants suggest that fire-adapted 
communities TAKE ACTION at multiple levels: 

 Household/parcel 

 Community/collective 

 Leadership (fire-specific and general) 

 

 Efforts are on-going 

 



Obstacles 

 Translation of concept into practice is a central challenge given: 

 Limited resources 

 Varied contexts  

i.e. What to do where and how to keep it going? 

 Participant perspectives varied, mostly based on the kind of 

role they play in wildfire risk reduction activities.  

 Indeed, where you stand in terms of understandings of fire 

adaptation depends in large part on where you sit.  
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• Broad, multi-sector lens 

• Bridging silos 

• Long-term focus 

• Focus on conceptual level 

• Actors engaged in shaping 

discourse (leaders in their 

sectors) 

• Wide-ranging and idealistic – 

discussing opportunities for 

transformation 
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Conceptual 

• Resource constrained (faces pragmatic challenges 

to implementation) 

• Narrower scope (conceptually, pragmatically, 

temporally, and spatially) 

• More limited network; more silo-ed 

• Less engaged in conceptual discourses; as likely to 

see new concepts as impositions as opportunities 

• Less likely to imagine or discuss transformation – 

focus on shorter-term, smaller scale goals 

Implementation 
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Conceptual 

• Long and short-term 

goals 

• Broad, multi-sector 

lens and network 

• Engages in formal 

fire mitigation AND 

adaptation efforts  

• Actors may engage in 

shaping discourse 

(via formal 

engagement with 

National level) 

• May imagine or 

discuss adaptation – 

while constrained to 

meet shorter-term, 

smaller scale goals 

• Resource 

constrained, doing 

more with less 
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For want of a checklist…. 

Implementation 

Checklists as 
useful tools 

Conceptual 
Checklists 
as contrary 
to concept 

Conceptual & 
Implementation 

Echoes both 
perspectives 
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Conceptual 

Regional Level: 

• Holds a unique 

perspective  

• Can see up and 

down scales  

• Tied to local while 

engaged with 

national 

• Potential to build 

bridges 

• As translators 

• As mediators from 

conceptual to 

implementation 
 



Does talking about “fire adaptation” change 

the conversation in a meaningful way? 

 Pushes conversation and conceptualization of wildfire 

beyond the hazard/disaster cycle 

 Provides opportunities to think about the multiple scales at 

which action must take place to accomplish goals – from 

national to local 

 Suggests that talk of “adaptation” highlights gaps while 

highlighting opportunities to build bridges 

 Interviews shed light on the critical role stakeholders 

engaged at regional-level (county, multi-community 

coordinators) can play 

 

 

 

 



Questions? 

 

 

   



Do you talk about adapting to wildfire? 

Does it change the conversation? 

Does it change your work? 

 

 



Thank you 


