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— termed the Wildland-Urban Interface 
(WUI) — are those in which residential 
structures and developed areas intermix 
with wildlands (i.e., forest and grassland 
areas). 

How do communities  
benefit from a CWPP? 

For WUI communities, the benefits of a 
CWPP are invaluable. Most apparent is 
the public safety element of the CWPP 
— keeping people informed ultimately 
keeps them safe. The collaborative nature 
of the CWPP is also important — helping 
to strengthen communities in areas that 
go beyond fire planning. Additionally, 
being proactive rather than reactive can 
greatly reduce the devastating toll that 
wildfires can take on a local economy. 
Finally, communities with CWPPs have a 
voice, and they’re given priority for gov-
ernment funding as they implement their 
fire management plans. 

But in order to take advantage of govern-
ment funding opportunities, communities 
must meet three minimum requirements; 
their CWPPs must: 1) be collaboratively 
developed by local fire departments, local 
government and the state forest manage-
ment agency; 2) identify and prioritize 
areas for hazardous fuel reduction treat-
ment and decide what treatment mea-
sures will be used/most effective; and 3) 
include recommendations that commu-
nity members can take to reduce the ignit-
ability of structures in their area. 
 

Aside from these minimum requirements, 
each CWPP is different and targeted to 
the needs of its community, whether it’s a 
small mountain town, a rural agricultural 
community or a major urban center.  But 
in spite of their differences, a common 
theme shared by all CWPPs is the work 
that goes into developing them. 

Determining communities at risk

Assessing risk is an integral part of 
CWPPs. After all, it would be difficult 
for citizens to make risk-reducing plans if 
they weren’t aware of what those risks are. 
Several factors go into determining risk, 
including weather patterns, wind speeds, 
relative humidity, topography and the 
concentration of fuels — essentially any 
vegetation or combustible material on a 
landscape. Fine fuels, such as grass and 
pine needles, burn quickly and spread 
fire faster than heavy fuels like trees and 
logs. Many risk assessment models incor-
porate data developed by the Landscape 
Fire and Resource Management Planning 
Tools Project (LANDFIRE). This public-
ly available program provides fuel and 
other fire data for areas across the country. 
It creates spatial data layers that can be 
combined with Geographic Information 
System (GIS) data and incorporated 
into fire modeling applications such as 
FlamMap. The result is a color coded map 
that illustrates fire behavior parameters 
and potential fire risk across a landscape.  
The map is extremely detailed, giving esti-
mates of flame length, rate of spread and 
the potential for crown fire occurrence 
(when an entire tree, including the crown, 
is engulfed in flames); most importantly, 
it can be used as a tool to guide collabora-
tive planning efforts in prioritizing treat-
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ment areas for communities as they work to 
reduce potential fire intensity. 

It is the results of a risk assessment that 
determine what fuel reduction recommen-
dations are made. Recommendations can 
be diverse, ranging from simple to com-
plex and somewhat controversial. Many of 
the simple recommendations are measures 
that citizens can make in and around their 
own homes and communities. Such mea-
sures include improving fire truck access 
with wider, turn-around driveways, clear-

ing vegetation around homes, installing 
metal roofs and, for those who have water 
storage systems, ensuring that the systems 
have attachments compatible with a fire 
hose. Larger scale, more complex recom-
mendations include thinning, which is a 
process that involves strategically removing 
trees to increase the distance between fuels 
and therefore slow the rate of fire spread. 
Thinned areas also provide a safer place 
from which firefighters can defend homes 
and values at risk.  Although watching trees 
being cut can be unsettling, this scientifi-
cally proven practice can be a very effective 
risk-reducing method, particularly when 
combined with prescribed fire — anoth-
er controversial practice. Opponents of  
prescribed fire have expressed concern 
about the potential for a fire to get out of 
control. This practice, however, has strong 
scientific support.  

Beyond the CWPP

Risk assessments, mitigation measures and 
all aspects of CWPPs are solely preventa-
tive actions for communities to take. But 
what happens when, despite risk-reducing 
action, a fire still occurs? Communities that 
have experienced a catastrophic fire have 
many questions — how did the fire start?  
how can another be prevented? and how 
will their resources be affected? To answer 
such questions, land managers often pro-
pose that post-fire monitoring be conduct-

ed. While it can’t determine the source of 
fires, monitoring can determine the effects 
of a fire on anything from soil to vegeta-
tion renewal. This reactive practice typically 
occurs independently of CWPP develop-
ment; but rare cases exist in which commu-
nities have been in the process of planning 
a CWPP, when a fire occurred, and they 
were suddenly forced to change their focus 
to post-fire monitoring. This was the case 
for the Manzano Mountains in central New 
Mexico, east of the Estancia Basin.

In 2007, SWCA began working on an envi-
ronmental monitoring plan in the Estancia 
Basin. At the same time, SWCA was also 
working on a CWPP for the Estancia Basin 
communities that encompass Torrance 
County and the Claunch-Pinto Soil and 
Water Conservation District (SWCD). The 

No one wants to see a wildfire burn,  
but everyone wants to be prepared if it does.

Things for communities 
to keep in mind when  
establishing a CWPP:

Try to get as many people •	
involved as possible. This may 
mean having meetings at 
different times and at differ-
ent places, to accommodate 
schedules
 
Decide what media will be •	
used to reach folks (meeting 
notice sent in the mail; t.v., 
radio or newspaper announce-
ments, etc.)

Define clear objectives for •	
every meeting

Let people know the benefits •	
(beyond staying safe, CWPPs 
are the way to ensure funding 
for their fuel reduction projects)

Help people realize the ongoing •	
commitment of fire planning

Assess water availability and •	
fire-fighting capabilities

Make evacuation plans, in the •	
event that wildfire becomes 
uncontrollable 

Continued from Cover

Billowing plumes from the Trigo wildfire in New Mexico;

SWCA fire planners 
at community fire

 information meeting

The aftermath. Property 
burned in the Trigo fire.

Torrance County Risk 
Assessment with the 
fire boundaries

See Fire on page 10
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“Sustainability” seems to be a trendy proposition these days, 
but because it is such a core fundamental of our environmental 
consulting business, we often take it for granted.  But, as I read 
an article in Outside Magazine, entitled “Groover Boy” by 
Kevin Fedarko, I was reminded that we should take nothing for 
granted.  Having said that, I must warn you, this article contains 
some graphic descriptions that some people may find offensive. 
Read at your own risk!

Kevin’s article in part explored the accumulation of human 
waste on the white sand beaches of the Colorado River in the 
Grand Canyon. This waste was the by-product of increased river 
recreation in the Canyon starting in the 1960s, when the number 
of river runners was just over 200 and climbed to almost 15,000 
by the early ‘70s.  Over a 10-year period, about 700,000 
pounds of “you know what” had been buried in the sand of the 
small, remote beaches of the Canyon. Brad Dimock, a veteran 
Grand Canyon boatman, described the scene to Fedarko:  “…
so, when you pulled into camp, you’d see these blue-green stains 
in the sand (from Blue Goo RV sanitizer) and, the first thing you’d 
be hit with was the smell of feces.  There was also toilet paper 
all over the place, and the flies were everywhere. “Disgusting, I 
know!  Certainly not sustainable…but the story resides in how 
this issue was addressed. And, as it turns out, it has a personal 
and powerful influence on what SWCA is today.

As recounted by Fedarko, Steve Carothers, as part of a 1971 
Grand Canyon river trip with the Arizona Academy of Science, 
“was so horrified by what he saw that he set out to devise a better 
way.” Now, Carothers is many things to many people, not the 
least of which includes being the founder of SWCA, but to all 
that know him well, Steve is the consummate problem solver and 
a tireless doer. As fate would have it, on that trip in 1971 and 
through trial and error over the next several years, Steve hit on 
the inevitable solution to the problem…haul it out. He devised 
a simple system, essentially an army surplus rocket box to serve 
as a portable toilet and formaldehyde-based treatment solution 
to prevent methane explosions. By 1978, the National Park 
Service mandated the use of Carothers’ technique.  Along the 
way, with a few minor tweaks, including less toxic biocides, every 

recreational river system in the country adopted the approach. 
Today, easily 200 tons of human excrement is hauled off of 
rivers around the country every year. Coupled with a few other 
simple practices, this simple solution has turned river recreation 
into an environmentally sustainable activity, not to mention, a 
much more pleasant experience.  

When Steve started SWCA in 1981, it was “fait accompli” that 
his business would offer sustainable solutions. In 1986, as a new 
employee, I quickly connected to the tone that Carothers set for 
his still fledgling enterprise.  The message he communicated was 
clear — we were not just going to be accomplished scientist and 
planners — we were going to solve problems, and our solutions 
were going to be simple, successful and supportable. Over the 
next two decades, our projects were characterized by practices 
that minimized the use of water and energy and encouraged the 
protection of native ecosystems and use of native species. Our 
planning and analysis tools focused on decisions that supported 
long-term economic, environmental and socially responsible 
decision making.  We have even made our underlying business 
model sustainable by eliminating ownership transition issues 
and becoming 100% employee owned. Additionally, we’ve 
adopted a sustainable approach to internal SWCA practices 
that includes measuring, assessing and working to reduce our 
carbon and ecological footprint. Unrelentingly and irrevocably, 
we are committed to the problem solving philosophy of SWCA’s 
founder.

We’ve tried to capture this notion with our “Sound Science, 
Creative Solutions” slogan. But, of late, Carothers has almost 
convinced me we should consider “Sound Solutions, Creative 
Science.” Another employee suggested that it should be 
“Sustainable Solutions”… not to be trendy, but because that is 
how we’ve always been.  Regardless, as we look out across this 
year’s challenging economic and environmental landscape, the 
SWCA reaction is fundamental and predictable. It looks just like 
another opportunity for a solution.

 

Mark Raming, Executive Vice President

Sustainable Solutions

velop a brown tree snake 
interdiction program to 
be implemented by the 
Department of Defense. If 
successful, this program 
will ultimately protect 
Hawaii, Saipan and other 
Pacific Islands from the 
accidental introduction 
of this devastating and 
invasive species.

Because SWCA is also 
well-known for its cul-
tural resource expertise, it 
was only a matter of time 
before this practice would 
be developed on Guam. 
The island’s cultural re-
source record is long and 
densely complex.  Ar-
chaeological sites from 

Guam’s prehistoric and historic periods can be found throughout 
the island, including the ancient megalithic Latte structures, typi-
cally located in the more undeveloped portions of the island. These 
impressive stone house foundation pillars are of special interest to 
visitors and also serve as important symbols for Guam’s indigenous 
Chamorro population. Other sites of importance are the Spanish co-
lonial buildings, bridges and forts that survive in many places on 
the island. Finally, the bloody WWII struggle for possession of the 
island is embodied in the crumbling fortifications, sunken warships 
and discarded weapons that can still be found on Guam. In many 
cases, the progress of development unwittingly reveals the pages 
of history and prehistory.  SWCA’s  newly initiated Guam cultural 
resource practice is already engaged in recovering and interpreting 
this rich past and assisting our clients in complying with the regula-
tions that protect these resources.  

Although our Guam environmental consultant professionals are 
6,500 miles away from and 17 hours ahead of our Phoenix Corporate 
office, their services and skills represent the core SWCA expertise 
we have provided to our commercial and governmental clients on 
the mainland for the last 27 years. As it turns out, where America’s 
day begins is where SWCA’s day begins as well.

For more information contact:
Michelle Christy | mchristy@swca.com | 671.477.6566

Let Us Know What You Think
We're asking for your participation in a brief survey to help us ensure that The Wire is meeting your needs. 

 

environmental impacts 
will occur. Additional 
housing and roads will 
need to be constructed. 
Guam’s infrastructure — 
its water supplies, solid 
waste disposal, electrical 
generation, hospitals and 
public services — will be 
severely taxed.  Disaster 
preparedness and relief 
efforts for the typhoon- 
and earthquake-prone 
island will need to be 
strengthened.  

Tackling the  
Challenges of Growth
As a U.S. territory, the is-
land is subject to the same 
environmental laws as 
the mainland U.S. How-
ever, it is faced with unique environmental and cultural resource 
issues that challenge the skills of even the most experienced envi-
ronmental consultants.  The finite nature of the island’s resources 
creates a unique need for qualified environmental and cultural re-
source professionals.

SWCA recognized this need several years ago and established a nat-
ural resource practice on Guam in July 2007. The group of biologists 
who comprise this team have extensive expertise in the biology and 
ecology of the Mariana Islands; and they are assisting our Depart-
ment of Defense and private sector clients in meeting their objectives 
by providing sound and timely science-based solutions to the com-
plex environmental challenges they face.  Past military presence has 
influenced ecosystems dramatically — from the introduction of the 
brown tree snake that decimated the island’s native vertebrates and 
threatens to repeat the process in other areas of the Pacific — to ma-
jor modification of reef and seagrass habitat through the dredging 
of the major port.   In the past 18 months,  SWCA’s natural resource 
team has worked on a myriad of projects, including monitoring the 
effects of military aircraft noise on endangered Mariana fruit bat 
and Mariana crow populations, undertaking marine biodiversity 
surveys, developing ungulate management plans for hoofed ani-
mals and surveying for reptiles and amphibians in some of Guam’s 
most remote and pristine environments. Because of the team’s im-
pressive experience in the area, SWCA was recently chosen to de-

Clockwise from top left: 
The invasive Brown tree 
snake; Togcha Latte 
Set – Prehistoric House 
Foundation Stones 
(Latte), Green anole; 
Prehistoric Pictograph, 
Gadao’s Cave, Guam
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The number of catastrophic wildfires in 
the U.S. has been increasing every year 
for more than a decade, with a few small 
exceptions. In 2008 alone, more than 67,000 
wildland fires burned, ravaging more than 
5 million acres. Wildfires have been par-
ticularly devastating in the western and 
southwestern parts of the country, where 
drought conditions can persist for months 
at a time.

The cost of treating these fires is rising as 
well. According to a report from the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), fire 
suppression costs have repeatedly exceed-
ed $1 billion in the last several years, and 
this figure doesn’t take into account the loss 
of structures, property and life. 

In response to such alarming statistics, 
President Bush passed the Healthy Forest 
Restoration Act (HFRA) in 2003, with the 
goal of reducing the threat severe wild-
fires pose to communities, wildlife and 
the environment. As part of HFRA, the 
public is encouraged to participate in the 
early planning stages of hazardous fuel-
reduction and other wildland restoration 
projects. In order to guide the public’s 
efforts with a formalized process, the HFRA 
introduced Community Wildfire Protection 
Plans (CWPPs).

CWPPs are a tool used to evaluate wild-
fire threat and identify measures that can 
be taken to reduce risk to life and other 
entities that are valued.  While every com-
munity can benefit from the development 
of a CWPP, communities considered to be 
“at-risk” for catastrophic wildfire have the 
most pressing need. These “at-risk” areas 

See Fire on page 6

New Great Plains Office
Due to requests from our clients, who were asking for the 
same efficient and quality energy sector services that they have 
come to expect from SWCA throughout the West, SWCA has 
opened an office in Bismarck, North Dakota to provide these 
services on the Northern Plains. Through our recently established 
Tribal Communities Program — in which we assist tribes with 
maintaining sovereignty over their resources — SWCA is currently 
working with several North Dakota tribes as well as private and 
government agencies.  In addition to tribal services, the office is 
providing SWCA’s core services of natural and cultural resource 
management, environmental planning, paleontology, and 
regulatory compliance. 

Bismarck office info:
115 North Fourth Street, Suite 1 
Bismarck, North Dakota 58501
Ph: 701.258.6622
Fax: 701.258.5957

Spring '09 Environmental Training Courses
SWCA offers open enrollment and custom designed courses 
aimed at helping participants gain a better understanding of en-
vironmental processes. 

Tribal Historic Preservation: A "How To" Course on  
Applying, Planning and Implementing a THPO Program
February 4 - 6, Sacramento, CA

Comprehensive NEPA
March 11 - 13, Tucson, AZ

For more information or to register for these or other courses, 
visit www.swca.com or email training@swca.com.

Building Tribal Historic Programs It's Always Tomorrow In Guam

Wildfire Management in Communities
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SWCA President John Thomas and staff at the ribbon  
cutting ceremony of the new Bismarck office presented 
by the Bismarck-Mandan Chamber of Commerce.
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