
 In 1969 Kent Williams purchased his first parcel of ranch land in the pine-
covered hills of Stillwater County, he realized the land was going to require significant 
management.  One hundred years of fire suppression had converted this forest eco-
type from 8-10 trees per acre to over 600 dense, immature trees in most stands.  The 
years following the purchase brought longer and more complex fire seasons in Mon-
tana.  Lightning sparked fires on the ranch that had to be suppressed by ranch work-
ers and the Stillwater County Rural Fire Department.   
 Kent and his wife Pam love the land.  That love for the natural environment 
and open space was the driving force behind their purchase of additional property, 
protecting the adjacent creeks and valleys that encompass the Stillwater Valley from 
the extensive subdivision taking place elsewhere in the county.  Kent has just com-
pleted a 4,000 acre conservation easement to further protect a beautiful part of the 

ranch.  Fire control and management was essential to reducing the 
possibility of the entire ranch some day going up in smoke. 
 Stillwater County has a very arid climate and a fire season 
that can span most of the year, with the highest fire danger in Au-
gust and September.  The past decade has seen numerous large 
wildfires in the area, resulting in the loss of many homes.    
 In 2002, Kent began developing a series of fuel breaks 
within his Beartooth Ranch. He hired Woods & Woods Logging 
Company to efficiently harvest portions of the ranch and create the 
fuel break system.  Once an area was selected for treatment, it 
was cut and the merchantable product was sold. The loggers did 
an excellent job of cedar removal and slash cleanup.   
Continued on page 2é.. 
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 The Mountain Pine Beetle-caused mortality in the counties of Broadwater, Jefferson, and Lewis & 
Clark is being addressed from a fire operations and public safety perspective by those countiesô various fire 
agencies.   At a recent meeting of the Tri-County FireSafe Working Group,  chairperson Sonny Stiger re-
ported, ñWe believe we have an emergency, and we are treating it like one.ò  
 Federal and State firefighting agencies have joined the local Volunteer and City of Helena Fire and 
Parks Departments to ñdo everything possible to make the Tri-County wildland-urban interface areas as safe 
as we know how, for the residents, the firefighters, and the public.ò  The effort is producing Population Protec-
tion Plans that, at a minimum, identify and map evacuation routes, access control points, safety zones, water 
sites, helicopter landing sites, and fire department access routes.  Each plan is coordinated with local law en-
forcement and County Disaster and Emergency Services coordinators. 
 Mitigation of the wildland fuel hazard is a big part of the plan as well.  Trees have been falling across 
roads, and firewood cutters have left large piles of tree limbs and tops that add to the fuel hazard.  Tri-County 
will continue its aggressive campaign for the development of defensible/survivable space and its assistance 
to homeowners to help them identify and mitigate their individual risks.  
 Completion of the fire district Population Protection Plans is targeted for May 1, 2009.  Each district 
plan will become an annex to the overall Tri-County Regional Community Wildfire Protection Plan.  That plan 
is specifically designed to identify the wildland-urban interface and the fuel hazard.  It is used to design pro-
jects directed toward the mitigation of that hazard.  The overall plan is also being updated to address the 
changing conditions of our forested areas. 
 

For more information contact Pat McKelvey  
221 Breckenridge, Helena, MT 59601  

406-447-8225 

Public and Firefighter Protection Task Force Formed     

 
Vegetation Conversion on the Beartooth Ranch Continuedé.. 

A second contractor cut and marketed the firewood.    
    Following the treatment, the remaining conifers, junipers, & brush 
were removed, and the site was returned to a natural grassland set-
ting.  The overall goal of the treatment was to create a timber and 
grassland mosaic, similar to what regular periodic wildfires created 
prior to European settlement.  Certain areas were designed and 
treated to serve as fuel breaks to give fire suppression personnel 
anchor points for both aerial and ground-based wildland fire suppres-
sion forces.  Those fuel breaks were placed in locations that would 
also provide protection for developed subdivisions adjacent to the 
Beartooth Ranch.  
 Beartooth RC&D and Stillwater County are heavily involved in 
promoting fuels reduction programs and landownersô participation in 
creating defensible spaces around their homes. Through their efforts 
and the Bureau of Land Managementôs funding of needed assis-
tance programs, the County was able to work cooperatively with the Town of Columbus and the Columbus 
Rural Fire District to hire Chief Rich Cowger as the Countyôs first fulltime fire program manager and fuels re-
duction coordinator. 

 
For more information contact Rich Cowger, Fire Chief Stillwater County Fire Department 406 -322-1180 or  

Dick Rath, Beartooth RC&D Area, Inc. 406 -962-3914   

Page 2 

This fuel break was designed to run on an existing 

ridgeline so that fire suppression vehicles or retar-

dant drops could potentially stop a fire from either 



An Insurance Perspective of Wildfire Risk  
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Is Your Neighborhood Prepared?  

 Living in the wildland-urban interface area is a lifestyle choice which is highly desirable for many.  As 
is often the case, homeowners have the ability to mitigate their loss exposure.  Insurance companies are 
looking for opportunities to partner with policyholders to provide coverage for these homes.  
 When looking for an area to build a new home, consumers need to pay close attention to the factors 
which can prevent the home from being damaged or destroyed by wildfires. The factors to consider include: 
the selection of the building site, home design, building materials used to construct the home, landscaping, 
emergency access, availability of water, and fire suppression. Consumers need to educate themselves and 
make the appropriate choices.  
 Insurance companies are constantly monitoring the factors for insuring an area and determining the 
appropriate rate. Companies look at loss history and inspect the properties to determine the appropriate 
rate.  The inspection evaluates if the characteristics of the risk have changed since the inception of the policy.  
The inspection looks at the overall maintenance of the property and looks to answer these questions:  

Does the home show pride of ownership? 

Is the roof clean and free of debris and overhanging tree limbs? 

Are the shrubs trimmed and the tree limbs pruned to prevent ladder fuel from building up?  

Does the home have survivable space? 

What is the availability of water? 

Have there been changes to the accessibility to the home? 

What fire protection is in place?  

Homeowners should also visit with their insurance agent on a regular basis to review coverages, insurance 
amounts, and any renovations or improvements that have been made to the property.  Living in the wildland-
urban interface requires diligence.  Working together, it can be a satisfactory experience for all.  
 
Brad Dion, CPCU, State Farm Fire and Casualty Company 

Has your neighborhood  ééééé 

Ǐ  Clearly posted signs to show bridge and road weight 

limitations and traffic restrictions such as dead-end streets? 

Ǐ  Identified at least two exit routes accessible to all resi-

dents and made sure everyone knows where those routes 
are, so there is no last minute confusion in the event of 
fire? 

Ǐ  Designed road widths, grades, and curves adequate to 

provide safe access for large emergency vehicles? 

Ǐ  Cleared all flammable vegetation at least 10 feet from 

roads and five feet from driveways? 

Ǐ  Posted the house address at the beginning of each 

driveway (or on the house itself if it is easily visible from the 
road) using large, reflective numbers? 

Ǐ  Constructed fire barriers such as greenbelts and/or fuel 

breaks? 

Ǐ  Constructed turnouts on one-way roads? 

Ǐ  Cleared dead vegetation and ladder fuels at least 100 

feet on either side of all evacuation routes? 

Ǐ  Installed and maintained an emergency water supply 

that meets fire department standards through one of the 
following: 
      -   community hydrant system? 
      -   minimum storage supply of 2,500 gallons per lot? 
      -   cooperative emergency      
           storage tank with                       
           neighbors that provides   
           required gallonage? 

Ǐ  Clearly marked water supply 

sources and provided easy ac-
cess to them for firefighters? 

For assistance preparing your neighborhood, contact:  
 FIRESAFE MT  406-431-8718 



Page 4 

Alternatives to Evacuation Can Save Homes, Lives  
 

(PULLMAN, Wash.) - When uncontrolled fires are close to inhabited areas, people are asked to evacuate 
their homes. Lack of knowledge concerning what to do during a fire leaves some people with no alternative.  
The United States does not have a lot of experience regarding alternatives to evacuation, but a Washington 
State University researcher and his doctoral student are studying several Western U.S. communities that 
have begun to explore opportunities for alternatives to evacuation during wildland fires.  "People hate to 
evacuate," said Matt Carroll, professor in the Department of Natural Resources Sciences. "When asked after 
an evacuation, many people say they will stay behind next time. There are many reasons for that feeling; you 
have to give up your autonomy and control over your life when you evacuate." 

 
Uncontrolled fires are not likely to go away, said Travis Paveglio, a doctoral student at WSU's Department 

of Natural Resource Sciences and Carroll's advisee. Threats to people and houses from wildland fires are 
predicted to increase.  "Since fire is part of the ecosystem, communities have to learn to deal with it," he said. 
"Evacuations will always be a necessary element to consider during wildfires, but communities need to think 
of different options for different situations."   

 
Carroll and Paveglio are studying how to help communities understand the use of alternatives to evacua-

tion during wildfires. "There are certain circumstances that can allow people to stay behind and protect their 
communities," Carroll said. "In many cases, more lives can be saved, disruptions minimized and houses pro-
tected by staying and defending them, assuming that proper preparations have been made in advance." 

 
Carroll, a forester and natural resources sociologist whose research focuses on human communities and 

management of public land, has studied how fires affect communities for more than 12 years. He said that, 
under some circumstances, it is safer for people to stay behind rather than to evacuate.  "There is a real lack 
of experience in the U.S. with alternative responses to evacuation during fire events; for our research we had 
to draw lessons from disaster and risk communication from other types of hazards," said Carroll. "In Australia, 
however, they have more experience in what they call the 'prepare, stay and defend or leave early' model, in 
which communities are ready to take an active approach to protect properties and communities against the 
fire." 

 
While Australian methods are a good starting point for American communities considering or implementing 

alternatives to evacuation, there must be careful consideration of how U.S. communities choose to use such 
practices, Paveglio said. Drastic differences in the culture, social systems and landscapes of Australia and 
the U.S. mean that alternatives to evacuation may need to be reworked depending on the characteristics of 
different communities.  To better understand these issues, Carroll and Paveglio are studying three U.S. com-
munities considering or implementing alternatives to evacuation in various forms: Rancho Santa Fe, Califor-
nia; Wilderness Ranch, outside of Boise, Idaho; and Bend, Oregon.  The ideas implemented range from 
"shelter in place" - during which residents remain in homes made of fire-resistant building materials, and land-
scaped and maintained vegetation to slow down fires -- to having a common building or meeting point for 
community members to gather at during a fire. In either case, pre-fire planning and involvement at a commu-
nity level is key to the success of the plan. 

 
The researchers said alternatives to evacuation make sense because in many cases, mass "relocation" (as 

authorities often call evacuation) often results in traffic jams and car accidents, nervousness and panic, which 
can cause harm to people during fire events.  In addition, research in the U.S. and experience in Australia 
have both shown that many buildings burn down in wildfires not because of flame fronts enveloping them, but 
because of flying embers before and after the main fire event. Such embers can be dealt with, as the Austra-
lians say, "with a bucket and a mop."       Continued on page 5éé.. 
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2009 FireSafe Montana Member  
 

Voting Member...  
Allows you to vote for the Board of Directors at the annual meeting 
and help set the direction of the organization.  

Ǐ $30.00 
 

Non-Voting Member...  
Enables you to receive FireSafe Montanaôs informational materials 
and access to local resources and technical assistance. 

Ǐ$15.00 
 

Sponsoring Member...  
Provides business membership for companies who are directly or 
indirectly involved in wildfire mitigation and education 

Ǐ $250.00 
 
Please make checks payable to: FireSafe Montana  
Mail to:  
FireSafe Montana 
PO Box 1960 
Helena, MT 59624 
 

Name _________________________________________________ 
Address ________________________________________________ 
City _______________________________ ST ______ Zip ________ 
Phone _________________________ Email ___________________    
  

  

Join Online ï 

www.firesafemt.org 

Alternatives to Evacuation Can Save Homes, Lives Continuedéééé. 

Furthermore some rural communities have difficult access & poor roads that make evacuations dangerous.  
Another advantage to preparing one's property for the possibility of not evacuating during a fire is that such 
preparations may increase the survivability of homes and structures even if residents choose to evacuate in a 
particular event. Such physical preparations are known in natural resource parlance as "firesafing."Another 
key in a 'stay or go' situation is to evacuate early, if one is going to evacuate at all. "The literature is very clear 
that last minute, rushed evacuations are very dangerous. People die," said Carroll. 

 
"No one method will work for every community or condition, but it is necessary to understand the circum-

stances during which it is better to stay behind," Paveglio said.  "If steps to an alternative to evacuation are 
not implemented right, it could put more people at risk," warned Carroll, who highlights the importance of both 
physical and social preparedness and community cooperation to develop and implement alternatives to 
evacuations.  Paveglio, Carroll and U.S. Forest Service co-author Pamela Jakes' research project 
"Alternatives to Evacuation - Protecting Public Safety during Wildland Fire," was published in the March issue 
of the Journal of Forestry.            Source: salemnews.com 12/05/2008   Washington State University  
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FireSafe Montana 

Coming Soonéé. 
 

 FireSafe Montanaõs outreach DVD, all the 

information you need on FireSafe Montana, 

and how to form a local FireSafe Council in 
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We are on the Web 
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The International Association of 

Fire Chiefs (IAFC) and the 

Firewise program are making an 

important training program avail-

able prior to the 2009 Wildland 

Urban Interface Conference. The 

popular "Assessing Wildfire Haz-

ards in the Home Ignition Zone" 

workshop will be offered on 

March 22 -23 at the Grand Sierra 

Resort & Casino in Reno, Ne-

vada.  


