
Because there are so many regulatory options 
to achieve the same overarching objective of 
wildfire risk reduction, it’s helpful to understand 
these opportunities in terms of: 

•What are the specific issues (or risks) that need 
to be addressed? 
•What is the best regulatory tool to address these 
issues?
•Where would it be most appropriate to include 
this regulation?

Step 1: Identify the issues
The first step is to identify the specific issues 
that the regulatory efforts will address. Does the 
community have a large number of combustible 
roofs within its wildland-urban interface? Is 
there limited emergency access into suburban 
and rural neighborhoods? Are there many vacant 
lots with overgrown flammable vegetation? Are 
driveways too steep and narrow? Or all of the 
above? 

Next, confirm whether regulations are the most 
effective path to accomplish this or whether a 
different approach (e.g., incentives or outreach 
programs) is warranted. Similar to the planning 
process outlined in QG 3.1, discussions 
with planning, development and emergency 
management staff are beneficial throughout this 
process. The issues may already be understood if 
the community has recently undertaken a hazard 
or risk assessment as part of a Community 
Wildfire Protection Plan or Hazard Mitigation 
Plan. If not, it will be important to work with 
stakeholders—including emergency responders, 
community planners and the public works 
department—to identify the issues and create a 
rationale for future regulations. 

Step 2: Determine the best regulatory tools 
Once the issues are identified, it’s time 
to roll up your sleeves and do research.  

Regulations are the means by which plans 
become a reality on the ground. While 
plans provide the rationale and intention 

to shape a community, they are generally 
considered to be only advisory in nature. 
Regulatory tools, on the other hand, have “teeth” 
to require specific actions, and may include 
enforcement mechanisms. Regulations must 
also get into details such as when a requirement 
is triggered, who administers that requirement 
and how it gets enforced.

Wildfire regulations apply at multiple scales 
and can address a host of risks associated with 
wildfire, such as: 

•Location of development; 
•Type of construction materials;
•Location of large potential heat sources;
•Amount and type of vegetation on property;
•Roadway standards and design;
•Water supply for emergency response;
•Signage;
•Density of structures;
•Required setbacks between structures and/or 
slopes; and
•Types of commercial and residential uses.

Depending on their purpose, regulations will 
apply to one or more scales: the structure, lot/
site, neighborhood/subdivision, portion of a 
community (e.g., “a zone” or district) or an entire 
community. The scale at which the regulation 
applies will influence which code houses it. 
For example, building codes typically address 
structural features, whereas development codes 
and zoning ordinances address the lot/property, 
neighborhood/subdivision and community 
scale. Other codes—wildland-urban interface 
codes, for example—may span several 
scales, as they can include standards for 
building construction, access and more.
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First, it’s important to understand where and 
how wildfire is already addressed in current 
regulations. Similar to the planning process, 
this can be done through an electronic search 
and stakeholder discussions. 

This inventory process may be time-consuming, 
but it’s necessary to reveal the following: 

a) Is the solution a simple tweak or does it 
require a regulatory overhaul (e.g., updating 
an acceptable plant list versus developing an 
entirely new set of landscaping standards)?

b) Could there be potential conflicts with existing 
regulations (e.g., setbacks that may still allow 
development to occur near a slope edge)? 

c) Which is the most appropriate code to address 
this regulation? 

The second stage of research requires 
conversations with peers. Chances are high that 
another community has ventured into similar 
regulatory territory, and they will likely have 
helpful insights to share. Be sure to look at their 
regulatory language and find out how it actually 
works in practice. In other words, do more 
than cut and paste someone else’s regulations; 
call the appropriate department to find out 
how something works in practice and where 
improvements could be made. (See QG 3.3 for 
community examples and resources).

Step 3: Engage stakeholders
Many communities shy away from regulations 
for several reasons: political leaders don’t want 
to deal with the pushback from local industry, 
staff is leery of being tasked with enforcement 
when there’s limited capacity (and there almost 
always is limited capacity), and/or the public 
misunderstands the intention of the regulation. 
A well-planned outreach and engagement 
process can help. In fact, bringing stakeholders 
in early—long before any proposed regulations 
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are put on the table for a final vote—will help others 
feel like they are part of the process as opposed to 
the ones being regulated. 

Stakeholders proposing the regulation(s) should 
be prepared to share the thinking behind the 
regulation and tie it to the potential interests or 
concerns of each major audience. Tips for success 
include:

•Public: Ultimately regulations are about public 
and first responder safety. Share specific ways in 
which the proposed regulation(s) will achieve that 
objective, and why other programs may not be 
enough. 

•Leadership: It’s helpful to remind community 
leaders that the regulations are in the best interest 
of the community. Go back to the planning process, 
and see where community plans warrant action 
related to wildfire risk reduction. 

•Industry: Be prepared with economic arguments 
that show a proposed regulation may be cost-neutral 
or have minimum impact. Consider partnerships 
or hosting training opportunities for an industry 
that may benefit from the recommended regulation 
(e.g., if new regulations require specialized 
expertise in fire-resistant construction materials 
or landscaping design, conduct an educational 
training for the industry to market their expertise 
to customers). 

In all cases, accept feedback and suggestions with 
an open mind. Finding key advocates can also 
help. This may include local builders, architects, 
neighborhood groups, landscaping companies and 
fire protection districts. Finally, be prepared with 
successful examples from other communities. For 
specific examples and resources, refer to QG 3.0.
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