
Dear Volunteer Fire Fighter:

We’re very pleased to send you a copy of "Firewise in Five Minutes," a brand new reference guide

designed to help you achieve your goal of reducing the threat of wildfires in the wildland/urban

interface.

As you look through this manual, you’ll find many guidelines, definitions and helpful hints that will

aid you in communicating to your community the importance of being knowledgeable and

prepared for wildfire.

You’ll also learn about the Firewise Communities, the national workshops and recognition

program, - community support programs and how you can apply for grants to help offset the costs

of implementing Firewise programs.

The information you’ll find in this manual is a great start. But it’s a working document that’s meant

to grow. Please add your knowledge and experience to it.

With your copy of "Firewise in Five Minutes" comes our sincere thanks and appreciation, along

with the hope that you’ll find it valuable in your daily battle to save lives, property and natural

resources.

Sincerely,

USDA Forest Service

National Association of State Foresters

National Volunteer Fire Council
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1. I NTRODUCTION

Firefighters in the wildland/urban interface (any area where wildland fuels threaten to ignite

combustible homes and structures) must overcome severe challenges.  There just aren’t enough

resources to protect every home threatened by a wildfire.  Everyone in the vicinity of such a fire is

at risk, and the risk is greatly increased in areas that aren’t prepared.

The goal of this Firewise publication is to help you, the volunteer firefighter, increase the odds of

success against the threat of wildfires through public education, community design, land use

planning, collaboration, preparedness and prevention programs.   

We hope you will use the information in this manual as a reference guide, and add to it as you

find other relevant materials that help in your day-to-day efforts to save lives, property and

natural resources.



A. OVERV I EW

Wildfire and its devastation is older than human history.  All across the U.S. there are reports of

entire communities being claimed along with unfortunate loss of life. That’s why, in 1986,

representatives of the National Fire Protection Association and the USDA Forest Service joined

forces to establish what is now the National Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Program.  

The Program operates under the following goals:

1. To provide a forum to increase the public awareness of the wildland/urban interface fire 

problem.

2. To develop local solutions to the issue.

3. To form partnerships among problem solvers and interest groups.

4. To promote safety for firefighters and the public in the wildland/urban interface. 

The word "Firewise" was coined in 1992 by a botanist participating on a task group for Firewise

landscaping.  It has been used ever since to describe the concepts of learning to live compatibly

with nature and understanding the natural role of fire in order to make the wildland/urban

interface a safer place to live.

Today, the national program oversees workshops, community support programs, video programs,

several newsletters, a Web site and CD-ROM library, public service ads and school education

projects among its many efforts to educate the public about wildfires.  In addition, the program is

a key partner with NASF and the USDA Forest Service in the Firewise Communities/USA

Recognition Program that provides special awards to communities that meet minimum standards

in mitigation planning and activities.  For more information, visit the Web site at

www.firewise.org/usa



B. WHAT I S F I REWISE?

Firewise Communities is a national, multi-organizational initiative designed to reach beyond the

fire service and involve homeowners, community leaders, planners, developers and others in the

effort to protect homes and businesses from the dangers of wildland fire. A Firewise approach

includes creative landscaping, home construction and design, and sound community planning to

prepare structures to withstand a fire, even before it starts.

The goal of this manual is to help you, the volunteer firefighter, increase the odds of success

against the threat of wildfires through public education, Firewise community design, land use

planning, collaboration and preparedness and prevention programs. 



C. THE ROLE OF YOUR VOLUNTEER F I RE DEPARTMENT 

As a member of the volunteer fire department you play a vital role in protecting your community.

In addition to fighting structure fires and wildfires, your role as a fire prevention advocate

provides the information and procedures that citizens need to create emergency plans and, when

necessary, to implement those plans during a fire incident or other event.  

Life safety is always your highest priority. The safety of citizens, as well as other firefighters, is

your paramount concern when fighting any fire.  You should not be expected to put yourself (or

others) at unnecessary risk to protect homes and other property. 

The citizens in your community need to understand that, while volunteer firefighters take great

pride in doing their jobs, you are not full-time firefighters.  In reality, you are involved members of

the community with full-time jobs (teachers, lawyers, construction workers), who are trained to

respond in emergency situations. You and other citizens form a team that must share the

responsibility for community safety, and successfully protecting homes from wildfires must be a

team effort with citizens and volunteer firefighters working together in cooperation with other

available resources from local, regional and national agencies. 

Introducing the Firewise Communities concepts into your community will take some creative

thinking and planning. There is a lot of information in this manual that can help, and even more

information available on the Internet and from other sources.

The USDA Forest Service, National Association of State Foresters, National Volunteer Fire Council

and Firewise Communities encourage you to use the information in this manual to help

communicate what you do and what you and the community can do together.  Use the text

verbatim, paraphrase it, make copies and hand them out.  Whatever methods you use will help

others understand the volunteer fire department and how to work together with you to help

manage the risk of wildfire.



2. F I REWISE COMMUN ITI ES
A. F I REWISE COMMUN ITI ES /USA

Communities that work with local fire professionals to recognize and address the wildfire issue

can be designated a "Firewise Communities/USA" location.  The Firewise Communities/USA

Recognition Program enables communities in all parts of the United States to achieve a high level

of protection against wildland/urban interface fire as well as sustainable ecosystem balance.  The

Firewise Communities/USA Recognition Program provides residents in the wildland/urban

interface with the knowledge and skills necessary to make it happen. 

Firewise Communities/USA is a unique opportunity available to America’s fire-prone communities.

Its goal is to encourage and acknowledge action that minimizes home loss to wildfire.  Residents

are taught to prepare for a fire before it occurs.  The program adapts especially well to small

communities, developments and residential associations of all types.  Firewise Communities/USA

is a simple, three-legged template that is easily adapted to different locales.  It works in the

following way:

•Wildland fire staff from federal, state or local agencies provide a community with

information about coexisting with wildfire along with mitigation information tailored to that

specific area.

•The community assesses its risk and creates its own network of cooperating homeowners, 

agencies and organizations.

•The community identifies and implements local solutions.

Becoming recognized as a Firewise Communities/USA begins with the community itself. The

standards that must be met are not complex or overly difficult, but meeting them does take a

coordinated effort by the community members. 

For more information on the standards and the process, visit the Firewise Communities/USA Web

site, www.firewise.org/usa. There you can order a free video and brochure explaining the

process, or write to: Firewise Communities/USA, 1 Batterymarch Park, Quincy, MA 02169.



B. WORKING TOGETHER AS A COMMUN ITY

Communities can work together and become Firewise Communities.  One homeowner, following

Firewise principles, can set a positive example in his or her neighborhood by lessening the effect

that a wildfire may have on his or her property. Likewise, several homeowners maintaining their

properties as a block further increase the safety of their neighborhood from wildfire risk. 

From a small number of individuals, groups of homeowners and homeowner associations can

develop guidelines for homes and vegetation to include in their bylaws that can help protect

entire subdivisions. This process, beginning with the very smallest unit of land, builds Firewise

Communities.

In some areas, money is available for communities to do community fire planning and mitigation.

Volunteer fire departments or state or federal fire fighting agencies may choose to lead or be a

part of the planning efforts.

For information on how to communicate with your community, refer to Section 5.



3. LOOKING OUTS IDE THE COMMUN ITY
A. WI LDLAND /URBAN I NTERFACE: A NATIONAL CONCERN  

Recent wildfires have shown how they can impact communities within their path.  Land

management agencies and other landowners are focusing hazardous fuel reduction treatments

on lands adjacent to communities.  Three major initiatives address, in part, the risk of wildfire

within the wildland/urban interface.

The National Fire Plan

This plan addresses the priority to treat forest and grasslands to protect natural resources, lives

and property.  Developed following the 2000 fire season, the plan has become the guiding

principal for fire management for federal and state wildfire fighting agencies. A major component

of the National Fire Plan is to work with local governments and agencies, including volunteer fire

departments. For more information about the National Fire Plan, visit www.fireplan.gov.

The Comprehensive 10-Year Strategy

The Comprehensive 10-Year Strategy, developed with federal agencies, state foresters, tribes and

other concerned groups, outlines the priorities for fuel hazard reduction treatments with an

emphasis on local decision making.  For more information about the Comprehensive 10-Year

Strategy, visit www.fireplan.gov/10-yr-strat_pg_l.html.

Healthy Forests Initiative

Following the fires of 2002, President George W. Bush proposed the Healthy Forests Initiative.

This initiative focuses on more quickly treating hazardous fuels in the wildland/urban interface.

Local community involvement is a primary goal. For more information about the Healthy Forests

Initiative, visit www.whitehouse.gov/infocus/healthyforests/toc.html.



B. WORKING WITH LAND MANAGEMENT AGENC I ES  

As public and private land management agencies begin treating hazardous fuels along the

wildland/urban interface, they will be looking for opportunities to collaborate with landowners

and community and local governments.  This is an excellent opportunity for your volunteer fire

department or district, local organizations, and landowners to be involved in the shaping of fire

protection in the wildland/urban interface.

Public and private land management agencies that administer lands around a community will

send out or publish scoping notices to inform the community of proposed activities.  Contact your

local forestry or land management agencies to find out what is planned in your area and to let

them know that your department would like to play a role in the fuel hazard reduction planning.

Encourage local landowners and the community to become involved.

Among the several considerations that a community can discuss are the widths of the proposed

treatment around the community, the potential effectiveness of various treatments in local

situations, the probable direction of a wildfire and smoke associated with prescribed fire, and

what the finished treatment area will look like.  There are some parameters of wildfire behavior

that dictate hazardous fuels treatment efficiency, but there is some leeway in selecting the most

efficient pattern that can be created on the landscape.  For instance, a treatment may not have to

be absolutely uniform.  Some clumps of thickets, placed strategically, could offer habitat and

visual variation.

If your local public and private land managers are not yet planning for hazardous fuels treatment

around the community, encourage them to do so.  Through Firewise programs, citizens, local

organizations, and public and private land managers, working together can best reduce the

wildland fire risk in and around the community.



C. ADD ITIONAL BENEF ITS OF REDUC ING HAZARDOUS FUELS   

Wildfires can spread at an alarming rate.  For example, the Hayman wildfire in Colorado during the

summer of 2002 spread 14 miles in one day.  By treating adjacent public and private lands, the rate of

wildfire spread may decrease rapidly and ultimately save a community.

Residents may recognize the need to reduce hazardous fuels to protect their homes and

communities, but there are other valuable resources that enhance a community that can also be

protected.  These community values include:

• Water quality - Protection of watersheds can reduce the hazard to drinking water.  Wildfires 

can have a devastating impact on water resources, and the loss of vegetation can cause 

mudslides after a heavy rainfall following a fire.

• Forest health - Catastrophic fires can result in prolific insect infestations.  If a nearby or 

adjacent forest on public or private lands is scorched, the resulting infestation could threaten 

the trees and shrubs in a community.

• Soil quality - Intense wildfires can sterilize the soil, making it difficult for vegetation to re-

establish itself after a wildland fire.  

• Air quality - Extended wildfires can compromise air quality.

• Viewsheds - The aesthetic value of the land is compromised after a wildfire.  What once was 

a beautiful forest or grassland becomes charred and unsightly.

• Plants and animals - Many threatened and endangered species found on public and        

private lands lose their habitat as a result of wildfires.

• Recreation - Wildfires can impact recreational opportunities and cause hardship for 

communities.

If federal and state public and private land management and communities remove the excess trees

and underbrush through mechanical means or prescribed fire, the likelihood of losing many of the

community values listed above decreases significantly.  What’s important is what is left on the ground

and the condition of the land.  It’s not necessary to treat every single acre; focus instead in areas

where the most difference can be made.



4. RESOURCES FOR VOLUNTEER F I RE DEPARTMENTS
A. TOOLS FOR ASSESSMENT

As a member of a volunteer fire department, it is essential that you know the local terrain and its

challenges.  Are roads and driveways wide enough to accommodate fire engines?  Is water

available in the area?  A good way to learn these things is to assess the community on a regular

basis to determine where trouble spots may be.  Use the following checklists and information to

help make these assessments. 

Trained members of volunteer fire departments should also offer wildland fire hazard

assessments to homeowners and homeowner associations.  Using a hazard assessment system,

go over the elements with a single homeowner or homeowner association.  Information gained

through a hazard assessment will benefit the homeowner in identifying areas that should be

addressed personally and benefit the fire department in assessing overall situations in

neighborhoods and residential areas. 

Most wildland/urban interface fire hazard assessment systems use a numeric rating to describe

the severity of risk. The document used in many locales is NFPA 1144 Standard for the Protection

of Life and Property from Wildfire, 2002 Edition. Appendix A contains an assessment form, like the

one on the following page, that you can use.

If you want to use another assessment form, be sure you understand the rationale behind its

creation and how to use it accurately.  

If you’d like to create your own community assessment system, go to

www.firewise.org/pubs/WHAM/nfpa/wham.pdf for a copy of the publication Wildland/Urban

Interface Fire Hazard Assessment Methodology. This publication describes the major steps and

important factors to include in creating a wildland/urban interface hazard assessment system.





B. KEY CONTACTS

National Association of State Foresters

Hall Of The States

444 N. Capitol Street NW, Suite 540

Washington, DC  20001

www.stateforesters.org

Firewise Communities

1 Batterymarch Park

Quincy, MA 02169

www.firewise.org

National Fire Protection Association

1 Batterymarch Park

Quincy, MA 02169

617-770-3000

www.nfpa.org

National Volunteer Fire Council

1050 17th St., NW, Suite 490

Washington, DC 20036

http://nvfc.org

USDA Forest Service

www.fs.fed.us/contactus/regions.shtml

This Web site presents the Regional Offices of the USDA Forest Service.



C. GRANT I N FORMATION 

Grant Resources for Communities Pursuing Firewise Activities
National Fire Plan - Community Assistance Programs
www.fireplan.gov/community_assist.cfm
Stewardship and Landowner Assistance - Financial Assistance Programs
www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/stewardship/financial.htm

The following offer information on federal and state tax incentives:

National Timber Tax Website
www.fnr.purdue.edu/ttax/

Tax Tips for Forest Landowners for the 2000 Tax Year (PDF Format)
www.srs.fs.usda.gov/pubs/misc/r8_mb087.pdf 

The following are federal programs that offer financial assistance to private landowners:

Conservation Reserve Program
www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/crp.htm

Environmental Quality Incentives Program
www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/eqip.htm

Forestry Incentives Program
www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/fip.htm

Wetlands Reserve Program
www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/wrp.htm

Wildlife Habitat Incentive Program
www.fs.fed.us/spf/coop/whip.htm

Getting Forest Stewardship Assistance in Your State 
www.na.fs.fed.us/spfo/stewardship/stewstates.htm

National Association of State Foresters Listing of Grant Sources and Appropriations
www.stateforesters.org/S&PF/FY_2002.html

U.S. Fire Administration - Assistance to Firefighters Grant Program
www.usfa.fema.gov/dhtml/inside-usfa/grants.cfm



The following sites include information about the Assistance to Firefighters Grant.

Federal Emergency Management Agency

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program

www.fema.gov/fima/mitgrant.shtm

Authorized under Section 404 of the Stafford Act, the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program (HMGP)

provides grants to States and local governments to implement long-term hazard mitigation

measures after a major disaster declaration. The purpose of the program is to reduce the loss of

life and property due to natural disasters and to enable mitigation measures to be implemented

during the immediate recovery from a disaster declaration. The purpose of the program is to

reduce the loss of life and property due to natural disasters and to enable mitigation measures to

be implemented during the immediate recovery from a disaster.

Hazard Mitigation Grant Program funding is only available in States following a Presidential

disaster declaration. Eligible applicants are:

• State and local governments 

• Indian tribes or other tribal organizations 

• Certain private non-profit organizations 

Individual homeowners and businesses may not apply directly to the program; however a

community may apply on their behalf. HMGP funds may be used to fund projects that will reduce

or eliminate the losses from future disasters. Projects must provide a long-term solution to a

problem, for example, elevation of a home to reduce the risk of flood damages as opposed to

buying sandbags and pumps to fight the flood. In addition, a project’s potential savings must be

more than the cost of implementing the project. Funds may be used to protect either public or

private property or to purchase property that has been subjected to, or is in danger of, repetitive

damage.



Pre-Disaster Mitigation Program

www.fema.gov/fima/pdm.shtm

FEMA has long been promoting disaster-resistant construction and retrofit of facilities that

are vulnerable to hazards in order to reduce potential damages due to a hazard event. The goal is

to reduce loss of life, human suffering, economic disruption, and disaster costs to the Federal

taxpayer. This has been, and continues to be, accomplished through a variety of programs and

grant funds. 

Although the overall intent is to reduce vulnerability before the next disaster threatens, the

bulk of the funding for such projects actually has been delivered through a "post-disaster" funding

mechanism, the Hazard Mitigation Grant Program [HMGP]. This program has successfully

addressed the many hazard mitigation opportunities uniquely available following a disaster.

However, funding of projects "pre-disaster" has been more difficult, particularly in states that have

not experienced major disasters in the past decade.

Through the Disaster Mitigation Act of 2000, Congress approved creation of a national Pre-

disaster Hazard Mitigation program to provide a funding mechanism that is not dependent on a

Presidential disaster declaration. For FY 2002, $25 million has been appropriated for the new grant

program entitled the Pre-Disaster Mitigation [PDM] Program.  This new program builds on the

experience gained from previous community-based disaster mitigation grants, the HMGP, and

other mitigation initiatives. 

This program is administered state-by-state. See this link at the Catalog of Federal Domestic

Assistance for more information: www.cfda.gov/public/viewprog.asp?progid=1606

For all FEMA grant programs, funding comes through the state, typically the state

emergency management agency. For a list of the State Hazard Mitigation Officers (who

coordinate mitigation planning and grants in each state), check

www.fema.gov/fima/hmgp/statedir.shtm

For a sample grant, please see Section 7.



5. COMMUN ITY OUTREACH
A. BU I LD ING COMMUN ITY AWARENESS 

There’s no substitute for communication.  You have vital information that the homeowners in your

area need to know.  The following section suggests some ways you can interact with community

members to make them more aware of Firewise practices.  

There are many ways that volunteer fire departments can promote Firewise practices.  Those

with a small budget, or volunteer resources, might create a mailer.

Other ways to deliver the Firewise message to residents include open houses at the local fire

station, awareness programs in schools, or visits to places where members of the community live,

work, and play. These might include picnics, car washes, band concerts, pancake breakfasts,

fairs – virtually any place that people gather is an opportunity to get the word out. 

Another good idea is to tie-in with a local do-it-yourself or hardware store to conduct a seminar

on Firewise preparations that the homeowner can accomplish using the store’s merchandise (fire

extinguishers, shovels, smoke detectors, landscaping products, etc.).  

You should also get the message out in newspapers and through local newsletters. (See Section 6

for sample letter.)

To learn about some successful methods other communities in the wildland/urban interface have

used to build awareness, go to www.firewise.org



B. OVERV I EW OF I N FORMATION FOR HOMEOWNERS  

As more and more people choose to live in the wildland/urban interface, it is important to make

sure they understand the nature of their surroundings and the dangers and patterns of wildfire.

Please use the following information to help residents realize the importance of being Firewise.  

Wildfire has always been a natural part of many of the areas where we live.  In fact, many forests

and rangelands were burned as a result of lightning and indigenous wildfires long before they

were occupied by European settlers.  

Today, the situation only grows worse.  There are many homes and communities being built

without regard to the wildfire and fuel conditions in and around the forest and rangelands.  And

dense population in these areas increases the chance of wildfire.

There is great potential for loss of life, property, and other ecological values due to fuel conditions

located in and around the wildland/urban interface.

Among all these factors, residents need to understand that they must be willing to accept

personal responsibility for learning to live compatibly with the natural elements found in the

interface – including fire. Your fire department can help them understand how to exercise that

responsibility. 

The average person has no idea how dangerous fire can be.  Sharing some of the following facts

(along with others you may know) can serve as a wake-up call.  Anything you can do to educate

your community members to become more Firewise benefits everyone.   

• A free-growing fire can reach over 1200 degrees Fahrenheit in 90 seconds. A fire in a 

compartment, like a house or room within a house, is affected by the confinement of the 

gases generated by the fire which reduces the amount of oxygen available to sustain 

combustion. In a structure fire, it is these gases of combustion that most often cause death 

to occupants, even though the heat in non-fire rooms can reach several hundred degrees. 

The gases formed by combustion make occupants sleepy, weak and confused.  They can’t 

smell these fumes, so if asleep, people die without ever seeing the flames.  But a smoke 

alarm and a carbon dioxide detector will alert the occupants to the presence of dangerous 

gases in time to leave the house. (Source: Fire Protection Handbook, 18th Edition, NFPA, 

1997.)



• In an open area, the heat release rate of a fire (and therefore, its growth) is controlled by 

the availability and configuration of fuel. These outside fuels include grasses, shrubs, trees 

and, of course, houses constructed of combustible materials like wood. This is why homes 

in the interface are often susceptible to wildland fires – they are often more combustible 

than the natural fuels that surround them.

• Make sure smoke alarms are installed outside all sleeping areas.  And, make sure 

batteries are replaced each year on a memorable day, like a birthday, anniversary, during 

National Fire Prevention Week, or when clocks are changed for daylight saving time (spring 

or fall).



C. KEY MESSAGES AND Q&A

Following are general messages to use when communicating with the community:

•  Wildland fires are an absolute reality. They are going to occur. It is not a matter of if – it is 

a matter of when.

•  Wildland fires can have serious effects on natural resources, property, and safety in 

almost any area of the country. 

•  Wildland fires may even make it impossible for members of fire protection agencies to 

get to your property when fire is approaching. 

•  Firewise offers a series of practical steps that individuals and communities can take to 

protect themselves and their property from risk of wildland fire. Utilizing only one element 

of a Firewise program is not enough to protect against the many dangers of wildland fire. 



D. MATER IALS FOR HOMEOWNERS  
I .  FACT SHEET: A CAMPFIRE STORY TO REMEMBER 

Many people who recreate in the wildland/urban interface appreciate nature and its many

enjoyments.  But the fun and warmth of a roaring campfire must be tempered with safety

concerns.  Always build the campfire in a designated area, when possible, and follow these

guidelines:

• Check local fire restrictions

• Note the local weather, never build a fire in a heavy wind

• Circle the pit with rocks or be sure it already has a metal fire ring

• Clear a 10-foot area around the pit down to the soil, where permissible

• Keep plenty of water handy and have a shovel for throwing dirt on the fire if it gets out of 

control

• Stack extra firewood away from the fire

• Keep the campfire small

• After lighting the fire, make sure your match is out cold

• Never leave a campfire unattended.  Even a small breeze could quickly cause the fire to 

spread

• Extinguish the fire by drowning it with water.  Make sure all embers, coals and sticks are 

wet.  Move rocks to make sure there are no burning embers underneath.  Stir the remains, 

add more water and stir again

• Do not bury your coals – they can smolder and re-ignite



I I .  FACT SHEET: TEN S IMPLE STEPS

Ten steps that homeowners can take to increase their level of protection and minimize their

vulnerability to wildfire.  They are:

1. Clearing vegetation

2. Watering vegetation in the vicinity of the home

3. Keeping water-storing plants as a wildfire deterrent

4. Using fire-resistant building materials and roof types

5. Placing a swimming pool in a fire-protective location 

6. Ensuring the safe storage of firewood, propane tanks and other fuels 

7. Keeping trees and medium-height vegetation away from dwellings and other 

structures such as garages and barns

8. Creating a buffer zone between forest-type vegetation and the home

9. Keeping lawns trimmed and leaves raked

10. Keeping roof and rain-gutters free of debris such as leaves, needles and dead limbs

For more information, please visit the Firewise Web site at www.firewise.org.



I I I .  FACT SHEET: F I REWISE 
LANDSCAPING /CONSTRUCTION TI PS





I V.  FACT SHEET: H E LP ING THE F I RE DEPARTMENT

In a wildfire, there are no guarantees. 

In a wildfire, local fire departments have two priorities – FIRST to protect human life and property

and SECOND to stop the progression of the fire. Homes in the path of a wildfire may or may not be

able to be protected. Often firefighters must decide which homes can be protected and which

ones can’t.  So the more homeowners do to create Firewise living spaces, the more likely their

homes can be saved. 

Homeowners in interface areas can play an active role in protecting their homes from wildland

fire AND greatly assist you (the fire department) in protecting the homes and the neighborhood.

Work with homeowners in your area to compile a list of potential emergency access problems

such as those on the list in this section. This list will provide the fire department with information

that can help determine steps necessary to protect the house in the event of wildfire.

• Street signs and addresses must be visible and readable (at least 4 inches in height and 

reflectorized).

• All access gates must be able to be unlocked by emergency responders and kept in good 

working order. The gate should swing inward and allow a clear opening of no less than 2 

feet wider than the gated road or driveway. 

• Driveways must be wide enough to allow fire engine access (12 feet wide with a vertical 

clearance of 13.5 feet and a slope less than 10 percent). 

• All driveways and access roads must be well maintained and clearly marked. Any 

driveway greater than 300 feet in length should include ample turnaround space at 

locations approved by the fire department.

• Bridges must have the weight capacity to hold the weight of a fire truck.



V. FACT SHEET: UNDERSTAND ING YOUR COMMUN ITY. 













V I .  FACT SHEET: BE FORE A WI LDF I RE STR I KES

Use every opportunity to help prepare homeowners for the inevitability of wildfires and teach

them what they can do to help protect their families and homes.  The key is education . . . getting

the word out . . . because there is no such thing as being too Firewise.

Wildfires are inevitable, but those living in the wildland/urban interface will have a better chance

of escaping harm by taking the following precautions:

• Know where gas, electric and water main shutoffs are and how to use them

• Have a fire extinguisher and know how to use it

• Know if you have fire protection and its proximity to your home

• Know where the closest police and emergency medical facilities are located

• Study the community’s disaster-preparedness plans

• Plan several different escape routes out of the area and designate a meeting place for 

family members to reunite

• Prepare an emergency kit that includes at least: 

– a 3-day supply of drinking water and food that needs no refrigeration

– a portable NOAA weather radio

– first aid supplies 

– basic tools 

– a flashlight and batteries

– a portable lantern

– credit cards and cash

– important documents such as insurance policies

• Talk with neighbors about working together, before, during and after a wildfire

• Make contingency plans for children and those who need special care in an emergency 

• Make contingency plans for pets to ensure that they are safely evacuated and cared for 

periodically 

• Review and update homeowner’s insurance policies



V I I .  FACT SHEET: DUR ING A WI LDF I RE

Panic, disorganization, and inefficiency result when community members are unprepared for a

wildfire.  You need to make sure that the following information is distributed to homeowners.  A

good idea would be to hold yearly meetings to review proper procedures during a wildfire.  This

will serve to refresh the memories of long-term residents and bring new ones up to speed.     

When you learn that a wildfire is approaching, it’s time to put Firewise planning into action.

• Monitor local agencies and media for reports and evacuation information

• Back car out of garage and park in an open space facing the direction of escape 

• Shut car doors and roll up windows.  Leave the key in the ignition and the car doors 

unlocked

• Garage doors and windows should be closed.  Disconnect automatic garage door openers

• Pets should be confined to one room.  Make plans to care for pets in case of evacuation

• Arrange temporary housing outside the threatened area

• When advised to evacuate, leave immediately

• Wear protective clothing – sturdy shoes, long pants, long-sleeved shirt, gloves and a dry 

handkerchief to protect the face.  Wear cotton or wool clothing, avoid synthetic material

• Take emergency kit when evacuating

• Follow evacuation route outlined by local officials.  If no official route exists, choose a 

route away from the fire hazards, constantly watching for changes in the speed and 

direction of the fire and smoke  



V I I I .  FACT SHEET: AFTER A WI LDF I RE 

After the wildfire passes, there is still much that can be done and many precautions that need to

be taken.

• Listen to recommendations of your local fire department, police and utility companies

• Check for hazards, such as gas or water leaks and electrical shorts; turn off damaged 

utilities.  Have the utility company reconnect service when the area is secured

• Check for injuries and administer first aid as needed

• Check food and water supplies.  Do not eat anything from open containers near shattered 

glass



6. MED IA OUTREACH
A. OVERV I EW OF WORKING WITH MED IA 

Communication Overview

The following communications and media relations materials are designed to support outreach and
general communications efforts. 

Persuasive Communication

Most presentations are not purely about information delivery but about persuasion: You have a
viewpoint that you’re working to get across.  Following are some techniques and preparation
points that will make you a more effective persuader, whether you’re presenting to a potential new
client, the media, an internal audience or any other venue.

Prepare. Know the people you’ll be talking with, their interests and concerns.  Think of five to 10
questions that a crowd, or individual, would be likely to ask you, then think through how you’d
answer them.  Incorporate localized examples in your answers whenever possible – always try to
find a way to connect the argument to that person or audience.  Be sure your imaginary questions
fall on a range from "if you dread it, you will get it" to very easy.  Sometimes the easiest questions
give us the best springboard for speaking about the big issues involved rather than some
nettlesome specific issue.  By doing this exercise, when you’re actually fielding questions, you’ll be
remembering your answers, not creating them.

Set an agenda. Have a set of "key message points" that you wish to communicate.  While your
messages may vary depending on who you’re talking to and what will strike a responsive chord
with them, agendas always have three things in common:

➱  Agendas are brief.  Time is always limited, so you can’t have a mile-long list (besides, no 
listener would remember it all).  Try to have no more than three or four points.

➱  Agendas are true and provable.  Don’t just make statements without proof.  Back them up with 
facts, personal anecdotes, and localized examples.

➱ Agenda points are repeated.  This is very much like the adage, "Tell ‘em what you’re going to 
say, tell ‘em, tell ‘em what you just told ‘em."  Don’t repeat yourself verbatim, but get your points 
in more than once to ensure the listener hears you.

Speak in headlines. If you look at any newspaper headline, you’ll realize something rather odd: it’s
the story’s conclusion, but it’s at the top of a story.  That’s the opposite of a normal conversation.
Get in the habit, when trying to persuade others, of viewing your messages as headlines and
leading off your answers or statements with them.  As the media has long known, it’s much more
powerful and attention-grabbing, and ensures that your major points are heard.



Preparing for an Interview

➱  Do your homework…prepare your message.
➱  Prepare a "talking paper" on primary points you want to make.
➱  Anticipate questions – don’t wait for a surprise. Expect the unexpected (especially with radio      

call-in shows).
➱  Practice answering questions.
➱  A reporter may repeat a question in different ways to get a response; don’t let him/her wear 

you down…stick to your points.
➱  Begin the interview with your major points – don’t use notes (unless you’re on the phone).
➱  Be prepared for the reporter to interrupt you with questions.
➱  Maintain control of the interview – or at least your part of it.
➱  Cover controversial areas with the reporter before the interview (before the camera starts 

rolling).
➱  Find out who will be interviewing you; if possible, introduce yourself to him/her.
➱  Remember, for print, emphasis is on content:

• More detailed questions

• More follow-up questions

• Interview will typically take longer…set a time limit
➱  For TV and radio, emphasis is on "sound bites" (concise 5- to 10-second comments).



Making Your Point, Making It Stick

Use a rifle, not a shotgun.
Pick the three or four "most important" points that you want to make.

Keep it simple.
State your message in a simple, straightforward manner. Make it easy on your audience to listen,
understand, and remember.

Keep it positive.
When asked about a problem, talk about the solution. Don’t say what you don’t do…say what you
do do!

Say it again, Sam.
Drive home key messages. Don’t be afraid to repeat yourself.

You’re always on stage.
Your key messages are applicable to all public comments you make. Media interview skills apply to
any and all speaking opportunities.

Sing the same song.
Your credibility depends on consistency. Make the same major points to all audiences in all
circumstances.

Be a reporter.
Speak in headlines…then support with paragraphs.

Be a lawyer.
Make a (quotable) assertion…then prove your case.

Bridging
Going from where you are to where you want to be

➱  When faced with a question you’re not sure how to answer…listen, take a breath…and then 
use a "connector" to get you "over" to the answer you want to give (i.e., one of the key points 
you want to make). Here are some sample "connectors" to help build your bridge:

• "Let’s look at that another way…"
• "The real issue here is…"
• "No, I don’t know anything about that, but what I can tell you is this…"

➱  Don’t become fixated by the question, and don’t evade it…restructure it.



Interview Do’s

➱  Tell the truth.
➱  Be correct…if you don’t know, don’t guess.
➱  Know your subject.
➱  Use specifics.
➱  Use anecdotes (tell stories).
➱  Use appropriate (non-controversial) contrasts and comparisons.
➱  Use analogies.
➱  Answer with clear, short, hard-hitting phrases.
➱  Give your conclusion first…brief and direct.
➱  Be cool…keep your voice steady.
➱  Be enthusiastic, animated.
➱  Be likable…reporters, audiences respond to and remember that.
➱  Be a listener.
➱  Be casual.
➱  Be yourself.
➱  Build bridges…from the question asked, to the answer you wanted to give.

Interview Don’ts

➱  Don’t use jargon (talk in plain English).
➱  Don’t go "off the record." (Don’t say anything you aren’t willing to hear, see, or read.)
➱  Don’t repeat a negative.
➱  Don’t accept the premise of the question.
➱  Don’t accept "what if" questions…don’t speculate.
➱  Don’t fall for the "A or B" dilemma. (If a reporter gives you two unacceptable options or 

choices, in the context of asking a question, don’t accept either…"Actually, the reason is ‘C.’")
➱  Don’t step into the absent-party trap. (Don’t comment on the comments of someone else…"I 

don’t know about them or what they said, but I do know that for me…")



Television – Special Considerations

Logistics
➱  Be on time or early for an interview…this is essential for TV.
➱  Know in advance how long the interview will last.
➱  Talk in regular voice for audio check.
➱  Look at the reporter, not the camera or microphone.
➱  Once the interview begins, ignore movements of technicians.
➱  Talk "over" (not into) a lavaliere microphone.
➱  Resist the urge to "project" at a microphone…keep the conversation at a conversational level.
➱  Always assume the camera is rolling, particularly after an interview.

Niceties
➱  Introduce yourself to the host/interviewer…technicians, too, if circumstances permit.
➱  Use microphone check to prompt and remind the host/interviewer…say your name, 

organization, and reason for being there.
➱  Remember…help them make your story interesting:

• State your conclusion first.
• Be brief.

➱  Maintain eye contact with the host/interviewer…this lets him/her know you are interested and 
unafraid.

Body Language
➱  TV will frame your face, move back to show your presence.
➱  Watch what your body and face say – don’t look bored, smug, or defensive.
➱  Don’t cross your arms over your chest.
➱  Don’t look at the ceiling.
➱  Stand or sit with erect back…show confidence…but not stiffness.
➱  Wear an interested, friendly, likeable look on your face.
➱  Lean slightly toward the host/interviewer.
➱  Rest hands comfortably, crossed on your lap.
➱  Avoid nervous movements – jiggling legs, fidgeting fingers, picking cuticles.
➱  Hand gestures are OK, but keep them limited/under control.
➱  Remain calm at all times.
➱  Smile, be friendly.

Appearance 
➱  Don’t let your appearance distract people from hearing what you have to say.
➱  Dress appropriate for the occasion…a uniform or golf shirt and khakis work well for volunteer 

firefighters.
➱  Wear grays, blues, dark beige, or soft pinks.
➱  Solids are best; avoid small, busy prints, plaids, stripes, or herringbones. 
➱  If professional make up assistance is offered, accept it.
➱  Remove photo-gray glasses for the interview.



B. MATER IALS FOR USE WITH MED IA
I .  TEMPLATE PRESS RE LEASE

TEMPLATE NEWS RELEASE

INSERT LOCAL VFD LETTERHEAD OR FIREWISE LETTERHEAD

For Immediate Release ([DATE])

Contact: [VFD CONTACT NAME, PHONE]

[CITY OR DEPARTMENT NAME] Volunteer Fire Department Helps Make Community Firewise

([CITY], [State]). – While firefighters were able to protect 98 percent of structures that were

threatened by wildland fires last year, Americans still lost more than 3,000 structures to wildfire.*

The [CITY OR DEPARTMENT NAME] Volunteer Fire Department is helping local residents who live

in high-risk areas take action now to protect their homes and neighborhoods from wildland fires –

before a fire starts.

[IF AVAILABLE, INSERT LOCAL RISK INFORMATION.] To address these risks, [INSERT BRIEF,

GENERAL DESCRIPTION OF VFD FIREWISE ACTIVITY]

"As volunteer firefighters, we see firsthand the dangers that wildfires can pose to our neighbors

and our communities," said [NAME], [TITLE] for [CITY OR DEPARTMENT NAME] Volunteer Fire

Department. "Because of that, we are very committed to helping area residents understand what

they can do and what our community can do to prepare for those fires."

[INSERT DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF LOCAL ACTIVITY]

"During a wildfire event, firefighters are limited in time and resources; we may not be able to get to

every house," said [LAST NAME]. "These preventive measures can help homes and neighborhoods

withstand a fire and help to reduce the spread of the fire."

- more - 



Volunteer Fire Department Helps Make Community Firewise / ADD ONE

The [CITY OR DEPARTMENT NAME] Volunteer Fire Department’s efforts are a local installation of a

national program. Firewise Communities is a national, multi-organizational initiative designed to

reach beyond the fire service and involve homeowners, community leaders, planners, developers,

and others in the effort protect homes and businesses from the dangers of wildland fire. A Firewise

approach includes creative landscaping, home construction and design, and sound community

planning to prepare structures to withstand a fire, even before it starts.

Firewise Communities is a national initiative designed to reach beyond the fire service and involve

homeowners, community leaders, planners, developers, and others in the effort to protect people

and property from the dangers of wildland fire. Firewise Communities programs include the

Firewise Communities Workshop Series, Firewise Communities/USA Recognition Program, and

support for fire organizations and community groups. The Firewise Communities program is part of

the Wildland/Urban Interface Working Team of the National Wildfire Coordinating Group, a

consortium of wildland fire agencies that includes the USDA Forest Service, U.S. Department of

the Interior, National Association of State Foresters, U.S. Fire Administration, National Fire

Protection Association, International Association of Fire Chiefs, Federal Emergency Management

Agency, National Emergency Management Association, and the National Association of State Fire

Marshals. For more information, visit www.firewise.org.

# # #

*SOURCE: National Interagency Fire Center



I I .  F I REWISE FACT SHEET 

FIREWISE
Where You Live. How You Live.

Overview
Wildfires are an absolute reality. They are going to occur – it is just a matter of when.
Unfortunately, once a wildfire ignites, there is only so much the fire service can do to protect the
property in its path. Since 1970, more than 10,000 homes and 20,000 other structures and facilities
have been lost to severe wildland fire. Firewise is a national initiative designed to reach beyond
the fire service by involving homeowners, community leaders, planners, developers, and others to
protect people and property from the dangers of wildland fire – before a fire starts.

Firewise incorporates the efforts of federal and state agencies, local communities, and individual
homeowners in a proactive approach to design, build, and maintain an environment that works
with the natural landscape to help homes and structures withstand wildfire events.

Wildfires can happen in just about any area of the country. Firewise speaks to those who live in
the wildland/urban interface: areas where homes are located in traditionally natural settings such
as forests, grasslands, farms, and heavily wooded neighborhoods.

Firewise Approach
Firewise offers a series of practical steps (landscaping, home construction and design, community
planning, etc.) that individuals and communities can take to protect themselves from the risks of
wildfire. The approach involves utilizing a range of Firewise steps. Relying only on any one element
of a Firewise program is not enough to protect against the many dangers of wildfire.

Sample Firewise techniques include creating a defensible space around residential structures by
clearing trees and brush; adopting targeted landscaping techniques for trees, shrubs, and soil;
choosing drought-resistant plants; selecting ignition-resistant building materials; positioning
structures away from slopes; and working with firefighters to develop emergency access to
properties.

Sponsors
Firewise is directed and sponsored by the National Wildfire Coordinating Group’s Wildland/Urban
Interface Working Team, a consortium of wildland fire organizations and federal agencies that are
responsible for wildland fire management in the United States, including: 
•     International Association of Fire Chiefs
•     National Association of Emergency Managers
•     National Association of State Fire Marshals
•     National Association of State Foresters
•     National Fire Protection Association
•     US Fire Administration/FEMA
•     USDA Forest Service
•     USDI Bureau of Indian Affairs
•     USDI Bureau of Land Management
•     USDI Fish & Wildlife Service
•     USDI National Park Service

Programs
Firewise offers a vast array of resources for individuals and organizations. For more information on
the following programs, visit www.firewise.org.



• Firewise Web Site: www.firewise.org
Firewise’s interactive Web site features fire safety information; streaming video; 
downloadable documents; an extensive list of helpful links; and a searchable library of 
national, state, and local documents on a wide range of wildfire safety issues.

• Firewise Communities Workshop Series 
Firewise Communities national workshops prepare community leaders and fire service 
professionals to recognize wildland/urban interface fire hazards, make homes and 
landscapes Firewise, deliver fire education to residents, and incorporate Firewise planning 
into existing and developing areas of communities. These dynamic workshops feature 
interactive discussions, mapping, and wildfire simulations. Firewise workshops are most 
successful when they are attended by representatives from diverse disciplines, such as 
planners, business leaders, homeowner associations, fire service professionals, and others. 
Eleven national workshops are scheduled in 2003 in cities throughout the U.S. 

• Firewise Communities/USA Recognition Program
In cooperation with the National Association of State Foresters (NASF), Firewise 
Communities/USA is a nationwide initiative that will recognize individual communities for 
implementing strategies to protect people and properties from the dangers of wildfire. 
Working with state foresters and fire professionals, as well as homeowners and local 
organizations, interested communities will assess wildland/urban interface hazards and 
develop and implement a community mitigation plan. Upon completion, communities can 
apply for Firewise Communities/USA recognition.

• Firewise Information Resources
In addition to its Web site, Firewise is continuously developing informational materials to 
help community organizations understand and address wildland/urban interface issues, 
including the Wildfire News & Notes newsletter, landscaping and home construction 
checklists, mini-documentaries, CD-ROMs, school education projects, and more. 

History of Firewise
After the catastrophic fire season of 1985, representatives of NFPA and the USDA Forest Service
met to discuss the increasing trend of wind-driven fire in populated areas, and formed the National
Wildland/Urban Interface Fire Protection Initiative. In 1992, the task force adopted the term
"Firewise" to describe the state of being knowledgeable and prepared for wildfire in residential or
urban settings. The group joined with the National Wildfire Coordinating Group in 1993 and became
the Wildland/Urban Interface (WUI) Working Team, which operates the Firewise Communities
initiative. The Firewise Web site launched in 1996, and the national workshop series began in 1999.
Today, the Firewise team continues to promote safety in the wildland/urban interface through its
Web site, workshop series, community recognition program, and information resources.



WORKSHOP F IGHTS WI LDF I RES.

Because the best defense against a wildfire is to be prepared, your (city or department name) 

volunteer fire department is holding a free, one-day workshop designed to teach you how to 

protect your family and property before a fire strikes.

You’ll learn how to identify and reduce the risks of losing your property and how to create a 

defensible space around your home. 

The workshop will be (date and time) at (location). It’s free to all area residents, but space is 

limited.  Those who wish to attend are asked to call (telephone number) for reservations.



I I I .  SAMPLE "F I REWISE AWARENESS DAY" LETTER, 
BANNER, POSTER AND FLYER 

1. The sample letter can be reproduced on individual letterhead

2. Banner: to reproduce please use enclosed CD or visit www.firewise.org or www.stateforesters.org.

3. Poster: to reproduce please use enclosed CD or visit www.firewise.org or www.stateforesters.org.

4. Flyer: to reproduce please use enclosed CD or visit www.firewise.org or www.stateforesters.org.



Food and drinks. 

Sunday, March 16, 2003
11:00 AM - 3:00 PM

Learn how to defend 
           your home against wildfire.
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Workshop

Date:

Time:

Location:



7. APPEND IX
A. F I REWISE G LOSSARY

















B. F I REWISE CHECKLISTS






