
Key Points
•  Context is critical: be realistic about the  

challenges and opportunities presented 
by past projects, natural disasters and 
community interactions.

•  Success is incremental: engage the public 
early and often.

•  Demonstrate prior successes and quantify 
costs of inaction.

•  Identify leaders with strong networks 
who can foster a transparent, trusting 
environment.

Demonstrate costs of inaction
When risks and rewards are clear, projects are 
more likely to gain support and momentum. Use 
previous disasters as learning opportunities, 
and find ways to quantify costs of inaction. In 
all four of our case studies, previous wildfires 
were catalysts for new work. 

For example, in Santa Fe, public surveys found 
that the effects of the Cerro Grande, Las Conchas 
and other nearby wildfires had made a lasting 
impression—one that positively influenced 
support for a payment for ecosystem services 
approach to watershed restoration there.  And 
it’s not always the proximity of previous fires 
that inspires action; even disasters in distant 
places can be motivating if the risks of inaction 
are analogous. Early efforts in Ashland were 
inspired by the Oakland Hills Fire, which burned 
in a very different community more than 350 
miles away, but highlighted similar risks in the 
hillside neighborhoods of Ashland. 

Past events can also offer opportunities to 
demonstrate costs of post-fire recovery efforts, or 

to estimate savings from planned restoration 
work. In Flagstaff, costs of the 2010 

Schultz Fire (which burned just outside 
city limits and caused major flooding) 

I
n initiating new efforts around watershed 
resilience, context is critical. Previous 
experiences in your community may help or 
hinder new efforts, and it’s important to be 

realistic about the challenges and opportunities 
presented by past projects, natural disasters and 
community interactions. 

Demonstrate successes and build support
Every new project builds on the work that came 
before it, and support hinges on your current 
and past efforts to demonstrate successes and 
bring partners and the public along with you. In 
Flagstaff, a comprehensive watershed restoration 
effort came after more than 15 years of smaller 
projects, which were highlighted by community 
leaders through field tours, media campaigns 
and other events that increased public support. 
During that time, there was a notable shift in the 
public’s understanding of the issues—one that 
positioned Flagstaff well for the watershed-wide 
program that is in place today. 

In Ashland, a once-skeptical public became 
increasingly supportive after years of City of 
Ashland leaders implementing and showcasing 
small, successful projects on city lands. This 
support enabled development of the Ashland 
Forest Resiliency Project, a cross-boundary, 
collaborative program that aims to restore 
and protect resources on more than half of the 
federal lands in the Ashland watershed. 

As you work toward comprehensive watershed 
resilience programs in your community, 
remember that success is incremental, and every 
effort you make to highlight successes now is an 
investment in future opportunities. Engage the 
public early and often, and ensure that your 
commitment to good work is matched by a 
commitment to spreading the word about 
your good work. 
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helped make a case for their 2012 bond measure, 
and were the basis of a cost avoidance study that 
was released in fall 2014. That study showed that 
damages from wildfire in the Flagstaff municipal 
watershed could total between $500 million and 
1.2 billion; these costs are in stark contrast to 
the $10 million restoration bond measure there, 
which passed with 74 percent approval in 2012. 

In Colorado, the costs of the Hayman Fire 
provided many social, ecological and financial 
incentives for more proactive approaches. The fire 
caused severe sedimentation in Denver Water’s 
reservoirs and intake systems, and resulted in 
millions of dollars of sediment treatment costs, 
on top of $40 million in firefighting costs. The 
Coalition for the Upper South Platte (CUSP) 
estimates that the Waldo Canyon Fire, which 
burned across more than 18,000 acres in 2012, 
had a total cost of $26,000/acre; the average cost 
of CUSP’s forest restoration and fuels reduction 
work is $1,750/acre. 

The Santa Fe Watershed Management Plan 
estimates that a serious fire in that watershed 
would cause damages totaling $22 million, 
whereas a watershed restoration program could 
be maintained for only $200,000 per year. 

Resources
For more information about the Fire Adapted Communities Learning Network, visit the website at 

www.facnetwork.org or email  info@facnetwork.org.
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Identify strong leadership
Strong leadership is critical for initiating work and 
moving it forward. Leaders should have robust 
networks of diverse community partners, and be 
able to create a transparent, trusting environment 
for collaboration. Leaders may be city officials, 
fire chiefs, NGO staff, agency representatives 
or citizens—affiliation is not as important as the 
relationships, technical expertise, creativity, 
charisma, trust, fearlessness and passion that the 
leader brings to the table. 

In summary
It is clear that proactive forest restoration is 
a beneficial, low-cost alternative to severe 
wildfire. To successfully initiate a watershed-
wide restoration and fuels reduction program, 
community leaders must spread this message to 
a wide range of audiences, including the public, 
local land management partners, city officials and 
utility districts, as well as funders and regulators 
from outside the community. Highlighting prior 
successes and pointing to examples of costs and/or 
avoided costs—both locally and in other areas—are 
critical steps for articulating goals and garnering 
broad support, and strong, transparent leadership 
is essential for building partnerships and carrying 
projects forward. 


