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Preface:  
 
A Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) is a local wildfire protection plan 

that can take a variety of forms, based on the needs of the community .  The 
CWPP may address i ssues such as wildfire response, hazard mitigation, 
community preparedness, or structure protection ð or all of the above.  

 
The process of developing a CWPP can help a community clarify and refine its 

priorities for protection of life, property and critica l infrastructure in the 
wildland -urban interface.  It also can lead community members through 
valuable discussions regarding management options and implications for the 

surrounding watershed.  
 

CWPPs also improve a communityõs ability to compete for grants to fund 
hazard mitigation projects , prevention , and preparedness  education of 
residents in the community.  

 
The wildland urban interface (WUI) is another term found throughout this 
document.  It can be simply described as the geographical area where 

struct ures and other human development meet or intermingle with wildland or 
vegetative fuels.  For the purposes of community wildfire protection planning a 

more specific definition is used.  The Healthy Forest Restoration Act defines 
wildland -urban interface as:   

a.) an area extending ½ mile from the boundary of an at risk community.  

b.) an area within 1.5 miles of the boundary of an at risk community, 
including any land that;  

1. Has  a sustained steep slope that creates the potential for wildfire 

behavior endange ring the at risk community,  
2. Has  a geographic feature that aids in creating an effective fire 

break, such as a road or ridge top,  
c.) An area that is adjacent to an evacuation route for an at risk community 
that requires hazardous fuels reduction to pro vide safer evacuation from 

the at risk community.  
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COMMUNITY IDENTIFICATION AND DESCRIPTION  

 
Hinsdale County lies in south central Colorado and contains the headwaters of 
the Lake Fork of the Gunnison River and Piedra  Rivers on the west side of the 

Continental Divide and the Rio Grande River on the east side of the divide.  It is 
22 miles wide and 50 miles long covering 1,124 square miles or 719,278 acres.  
 

There is an average  of 300 days of sunshine with 16 inches  of precipitation per 
year.  Mean temperatures range from 15° F in January to 65° F in July.  

Elevations run from 14,309 feet on Uncompahgre Peak to 8, 000 feet on the 
sou thern county line.  
 

The County is 95.3% public lands with only 4.7% in private ownership.   Most of 
the private land is associated with creeks, rivers or lakes and reservoirs.  Many 
mining claims are scattered across the mountains, usually at higher elevations.    

 
Table 1: Hinsdale County Landownership  

 

Ownership  Acres  % 

Private  33, 785  4.7  

Bureau of Land Management  124,066  17.2  

Colorado Division of Wildlife  2,493  0.3  

US Forest Service  558,934  77. 8 

Total  719,278  100  

 
 
Four wild erness areas (La Garita, Powderh orn, Uncompa hgre, and Weminuche) 

domin ate 47% of the land mass within the county.   
 
The 2010  census found 843  full time residents. 40 8 live in Lake City, (the county 

seat) with the remaining 435  residents  living in more rural environs.   Overall 
there are 0.7 5 people per square mile in the Cou nty.   

Summer time population increases dramatically to well over 2,500  visitors.  
 
The County maintains 4 miles of paved road s and 245 miles of gravel/dirt roads.  

The Alpine Loop Scenic Byway is a major summer time attraction in the County.  
It is a 4x4 r oad that crosses Cinnamon and Engineer Passes, both of which are 

near 13,000 feet in elevation.  
 
Total property value in Hinsdale County  is $222,512,914.  There are 

approximately 1,300 housing units.  Average home va lue in 2002 was $220,471.  
The Count yõs annual budget is  $4.4 million 1`. 
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Hinsdale  County  Vicinity Map  
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State Hwy  149 provides  primary paved access with numerous high quality County 

gravel roads providing access to the various neighborhoods.  Road quality within 
subdivisions ranges from good to poor .  Driveway quality varies  dramatically.    

 
The initial CWPP Core Team meeting was held on March 9, 2010 .   Participants 
included  the County Sheriff , County Emergency Services Director, Chief - Lake 

City Fire Protection District, and representa tives from County Health Department, 
Hinsdale County Resident, Colorado State Forest Service, Bureau of Land 
Management, and US  Forest Service . 

 
The Core Team reviewed the overall wildland fire protection situation in  Hinsdale  

County  and discussed issues, concerns and opportunities.  WUI boundaries were 
delineated o n a map.  (Table 2 lists the WUIs and acreage for Hinsdale County. )  
Wildland resource inventories were discussed .  The Core Team met again on 

August 4, 2010  to refine the draft CWPP and assure universal support and 
commitment to the actions outline in the plan.  

 
 
Table 2:  Wildland Urban Interface Communities  - Hinsdale  County   

 

WUI Name  Acres  

Cebolla  12,216  

Henson  17,633  

Hermit Lakes  6,504  

Lost Trail  1,811  

Lower Lake Fork  40,977  

Oleo 1,504  

Pearl Lakes  7,839  

Piedra -Palisade  16,870  

Ptarmigan Meadows  6,808  

S Lazy U  596  

Upper Lake Fork  27,492  

Total Acres  140,250  

 

 

Stakeholders Meetings & Questionnaires  

 
Interested parties meetings were held in Lake City on June 10, 2010 and in the 
Piedra area , following the annual south end Commissioners meeting , on June 16 , 

2010.  Participant s discussed community wildfire p lanning issues and reviewed 
maps of the WUIs sho wing triaged structures and fire control features in each 
area.  Participants were encouraged to complete a questionnaire on wildfire 

hazards and mitigation opportunities. Table 3 displays questionnaires  results . 
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Table 3:  CWPP Questionnaire Summary  

 

Question  Yes No Total  
Replies  

A- Do you live in, or own property in an area vulnerable to 
wildfire?  

18  3 21  

B - What is your primary concern relative to wildfire in your 
neighborhood:  

Loss of structures due to wildfire  

Survivable space  

My stuff might burn  

Containing wildfire  

Loss of property value and habitat  

Containment  

- - - 

C- If you have structures on your property do you think they 
will survive a wildfire in their close proximity?  

8 12  20  

D- Are you familiar with the term òSurvivable Spaceó when it 
comes to structures and wildfires?  

13  
 

4 17  

E ð Are you willing to expend the labor or money to improve 
the probability your structures will survive a wildland fire?  

15  3 18  

F- Would you like more information on preparing your 
structures for the inevitable wildfire ? 
If so, what format do your prefer?  

Brochure  
Workshop  

On site consultation with person familiar with    FireWise 
concepts  

17  
 
 

 

1 18  
 
 

13  
7 

 
6 

G- What suggestions do you have to reduce your 
communitiesõ vulnerability to wildfire? 

Fire tower on the mountain  

Safety zones for remote people  

Cut more trees  

Clean up brush  

Eliminate opening burning of trash, lawns & grass  
Keep trees limited to predetermined space  

Education of residents on dangers  

Education  

 

- - - 
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COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT  

 
The overall wildfire risk within  Hinsdale  County varies  from extreme  to low 
depending upon a wide variety of factors.   This section will discuss the facets  

considered that led to the overall rating s. 
 

Risk of Ignition and Wildfire Occurrence  

 
Over the period 1999 to 2 008 there were 66 wildfires in Hinsdale County.  

Locations of these fires are shown on the map below.  
 

 
Chart 1:  Wildfire Occurrence by Month & Cause 1999 -2008  
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Chart 2:  Wildfire Cause Distribution 1999 - 2008  
 

 
 

The map and charts are  self explanatory.  This small snapshot of wildfire activity 
is deceiving.  Fires have been a part of the landscape of Hinsdale County since  
lightning and dry biomass have been present on the landscape.  An astute 
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observer will note the many old fire scars  in forested areas.  Charred stumps, 

snags and large aspen stands date back to the late 1800s when lightning  
combined with drought  to create the  vegetative mosaic we enjoy today.  

 

 Fire Regime & Condition Class  

 

A natural fire regime is a general classifi cation of the role fire would play across a 
landscape in the absence of modern human intervention, but includes the 
influence of aboriginal burning.  The five natural (historical) fire frequency 

regimes are classified based on average number years between fires (fire 
frequency) combined with the severity (amount of replacement) of the fire on the 

dominant overstory vegetation.  These five regimes include:  
 

FIRE REGIME  

GROUP 

FREQUENCY  
(FIRE RETURN INTERVA L) 

SEVERITY  

I 0 ð 35 years  Low severity  

II  0 ð 35 years  Stand replacement severity  

III  35 ð 100 + years  Mixed severity  

IV 35 ð 100 + years  Stand replacement severity  

V >200 years  Stand replacement severity  

 
A fire regime condition class (FRCC) is a classification of the amount of departure 

from the natural regime.  The classification is based on a relative measure 
describing the degree of departure from the historical natural fire regime.  This 
departure resu lts in changes to one (or more) of the following ecological 

components: vegetation characteristics (species composition, structural stages, 
stand age, canopy closure, and mosaic pattern); fuel composition; fire frequency, 

severity, and pattern; and other a ssociated disturbances (e.g. insect and disease 
mortality, grazing and drought).  There are no wildland vegetation and fuel 
conditions or wildland fire situations that do not fit within one of the three 

classes.  
 
The three condition classes are based on lo w (FRCC 1), moderate (FRCC 2), and 

high (FRCC 3) departure from the central tendency of the natural (historical) 
regime.  Low departure is considered to be within the natural range of variability, 

while moderate and high departures are outside.  Features o f each condition class 
are defined through a qualitative description of the current state of five key 
ecosystem attributes:  (1) disturbance regime; (2) effects of disturbance regime; (3) 

potential production of smoke emissions; (4) hydrologic function; an d (5) 
vegetative composition, structure and resilience.  

 
Condition Class 1  
The historic disturbance regime is largely intact and functioning as defined by the 
historic natural fire regime.  The effects of insects and disease as well as the 
potential intensi ty and severity of the fire are within historic ranges, but are 
increasing with the length of current fire return interval.  Smoke production is 
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relatively frequent, but is low in volume and short in duration.  The hydrologic 
functions are within normal hist oric range.  Vegetative composition and structures 
are resilient to disturbances from wind, insects, disease, or fire and do not 
predispose the stand or its key components to a high risk of loss.  
 
Condition Class 2  
Moderate alterations to the historic distu rbance are clearly evident, such as one or 
more missed fire return intervals.  The effects of insects and disease as well as the 
potential intensity and severity of fire pose an increased threat to key components 
that define the ecosystem.  Smoke production has increased both in volume and in 
duration and has increased potential to affect health and visibility values.  Riparian 
areas and their associated hydrologic functions show measurable signs of adverse 
departure from historic conditions.  Both the composit ion and structure of 
vegetation has shifted towards conditions that are less resilient and are therefore 

more at risk to loss from wind, insects, disease, or fire.  
 
Condition Class 3  
The disturbance regime has been significantly altered and historic distur bance 
processes and effects may be precluded.  The effects of insects, disease, or fire may 
cause significant or complete loss of one or more defining ecosystem components.  
Episodic smoke production is unpredictable and of high volume and long 
duration, pos ing significant impacts to human  health, safety and societal values.  
Hydrologic functions may be adversely altered, with significant increases in 
sedimentation potential and measurable reductions in stream flows . 
The highly altered composition and structure of the vegetation predispose the 
stand or ecosystem to disturbance events well outside the range of historic 
variability, potentially producing changed environments never before measured.   
 

 

As described above , fire frequency or intervals between fires on a landscape play 
an important role in determining what vegetation will be in place and what 
condition it will be in.  Hinsdale County  has a significant range in elevation , 

aspect and hence a wide variety of fir e regimes and condition classes.   Ponderosa 
pine forests have experienced the most alteration of fire regime and condition 

class and are most prone to burn intensely.  Many mixed conifer stands are 
similarly out of whack.  Spruce stands have been less impa cted due primarily to 
the less frequent fire occurrence at higher elevations.  

 
Wildfires were less prevalent during the 1900s due in part to a moister climate 
and to rapid initial attack of small fires.  The recent increase in wildfire numbers 

and intensity is attributable to a prolonged drought and forest stands that are 
much denser and hence; more prone to hot crown fires .   

 
Examples include:  
 

The Million Fire of 2002 burned over 11,000 acres in Rio Grande County and 
destroyed 33% of the structur es in Willow Park subdivision.  The Missionary 

Ridge fire burned 70,480  acres and destroyed 83  structures.  The Sand Dunes 
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Fire of 2000 burned over 8,500 acres in one burning period and destroyed one 

structure in Great Sand Dunes National Park & Preserve ( GSDNPP).  As this plan 
is written the Medano wildfire in the Great Sand Dunes National Park & Preserve  

has burned over 6,000 acres and is expected to burn all summer long.  This fire is 
instructive for Hinsdale County due to its steep terrain and dense for est cover.  
Much of the fire perimeter is dangerous due to rolling rocks and the lack of safety 

zones.  
 

Fuel Hazards  

 
Low fuel moistures and low relative humidity are common in the area, as are 

periods of high winds. When dry and windy conditions coincide , the stage is set 
for large, troublesome wildfires. Human population is increasing in the area . Fires 
originating in or near communities are the most immediate concern, but fires 

starting well beyond the boundaries of the WUI area s can have profound effect s 
upon the communities  if they burn with typical rates of spread and intensity . 

Rapid rates of spread and long distance spotting (1/4 to 1 mile) are the norms for 
fires in the vicinity  under extreme drought conditions . 
 

Areas classified as high to moderate  fuel loading are the most worrisome. Table 4 
provides fire behavior predictions for several fuel models under  representative 
weather conditions  common during fire season in the County . 
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Table 4: Hinsdale County FPD WUI Fire Behavior Predictions  

 

FUEL 

MODEL  

RATE  of 

SPREAD  

(ft/hr)  

FLAME 

LENGTH  

(Feet) 

SIZE @ 

1 

HOUR * 
(Acres) 

PERIMETER 

@ 1 HR.  

(Miles)  

SPOTTING 

DISTANCE  

(Miles)  

RESISTANCE 

TO 

CONTROL  

1 8,910  5 624  4 0.6  Low 

2 1,947  6 30  1.74  0.6  Moderate  

8 172  1 0.2  0.08  0.6  Moderate  

9 1,254  4 10  0.54  0.6  Moderate  

10  713  6 4 0.33  0.6  High  

11  488  4 2 0.23  0.6  High  

Note:  Flame lengths shaded in orange exceed the 4 foot hand crew control 
threshold.  Crown fires are likely when canopy closure exceeds 40%.  *Assumes 
little, if any, effective suppression action occurs with in  the first hour.  
 
 

In fuel model 1 , grass is the primary fire carrier.  Fuel model 2 is composed of a 
mix of grass and shrub wherein the shrubs add fuel bed depth and fire intensity.   

Short needled stands of spruce and fir are fuel model 8.   Taller closed canopy 
ponderosa pine stands usually are classified as fuel model 9 due to the long 
needled litter layer that covers the ground.  Fuel model 9 also represents a spen 

stands in  the fall  while the fresh leaf litter layer is fluffy. Conifer stands with 
dead/down stems are usually classified as fuel models 10 and 11.  Fuel model 11 

will have more loading of the dead material on the ground.  
 
Dense Douglas fir and spruce stands cover mountainous portions of the planning 
area while grass and shrub types are found at  lower elevations .  WUI areas cover 

the full spectrum of fuel hazards . 
 
Foothills grass and shrub fuel loading s are best represented by fuel models  1 and 

2.  Fir es in the denser grass and shrub types can be very difficult to control on 
the typical dry, windy afternoon common in the region .  (See Appendix B for a full 

discussion of Fuel Models .) 
 
Fuel models associated with the mountainous WUIs include 1, 2, 8, 9, 10 and 11.   

All forest stands adjacent to structures with crown densities  greater than forty 
percent are problematic. Continuous surface and crown fuel arrangement , both 

horizontally and vertically, render this area susceptible to torching, crown fire, 
and ignition by embers, even under moderate weather conditions.  
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The maps showing Hinsdale County  WUIs , Wildfire Hazards  and Fuel Models 

indicate  the majority of the WUIs have a fuel hazard assessment of moderate  to 
high . Local topography and poor 

vehicle access further aggravates fire 
behavior and control.  
 

 
 
 

Steep slopes and shrub ground cover 
means rapid fire spread and high fire 
intensities in many WUIs.   
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Community Values at Risk  

 
 Values  ð There are eleven communities, òneighborhoodsó, or subdivisions with 

concentrated home sites in the Hinsdale  County  WUI areas. Table 5 gives a 
summary of the neighborhood wildfire hazard evaluations. Many have heavy fuels 
nearby and within  them. Others have rather light fuels in their vicinity.   

 
Fort y five percent of the structures  in these WUIs  are not expected to survive a 

wildfire in their vicinity . Many have flammable material nearby , on the porch or 
under decks, increasing their vulnerability. Composition and wooden roofs tend 
to hold pine needle s and forest debris allowing accumulations that also increase 

vulnerability to fire brands. Most of the structures are vulnerable to wildfire 
damage occurring from firebrand ignition and/or radiation ignition due to the 
heavy forest fuels within the area. The details of neighborhood hazard evaluations 

are contained in (Appendix I: Subdivision Hazard Evaluation Form .) 
 

Table 5: Neighborhood Wildfire Hazard  & Priority for Mitigation  

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 Watershed Values ð Most domestic water in Hinsdale County comes from wells.  

Watershed issues following a large wildfire manifest themselves in stream 
sedimentation with attendant fisheries problems or reservoir capacity reduction 
and flooding which may impact individual residences, businesses, roads, bridges 

and culverts.  Given the rocky, heavily forested, narrow drainages common to 
several of the WUIs significant flooding can be expected following any large 

wildfires in the County.  
 

 Access ð The primary and secondary road access with in  Hinsdale County is 

good.  Driveway  access within the various neighborhoods is much less 
predictable.  Not all developments have more than one way into or  out of the WUI , 

while others have two means of departure but one is so substandard that normal 
passenger vehicles would not be able to use it .  Roads within subdivision areas 
and driveways are often narrow and steep. Turnarounds are marginal  or lacking . 

Road signs and home /  cabin addresses are spotty at best.   There are many dead 
end roads that are very hazardous during wildfire operations and evacuations.    

 

High  Extreme  

Cebolla  = 7  Henson  = 2  

Hermit Lakes = 8  Lower Lake Fork  = 3  

Lost Trail  = 9  Ptarmigan Meadows  = 1  

Oleo = 10  Upper Lake Fork  = 4  

Pearl Lakes = 11   

Piedra/Palisade  = 5   

S Lazy U = 6   
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 Risk  ð Because surv ivable space  is lacking around many home sites  it w ill  be 

very difficult to protect some them  from wildfire during periods of high to extreme 
fire danger.   Risk to firefighters trumps structure protection every time.  On the 

other hand actual wildfire occur rence is relatively low in the northern part of the 
county and moderate in the southern area.  
 

 Evacuation  ð Evacuation planning is needed to minimize fire emergency 
confusion and risk to residents who might be asked to evacuate in the event of an 

emergen cy. (Appendix D Evacuation Planning Guidelines) provides location of 
evacuation routes and other fire control features including safety zones, and 
guidelines for developing an evacuation plan.  

 
In many cases sheltering in place may be a better option than attempting to notify 

and evacuate the occupants of sparsely developed  areas like Henson , Cebolla , 
Lost Trail and Piedra -Palisade . 
 

Once a family realizes their best option for surviving a wildfi re is staying home 
they look at their property differently.  To shelter in place one must have a good 

safety zone around their home and a very fire resistant structure.  Fire shu tt ers 
and cisterns are the norm.  Once the flaming front passes , the occupants  can go 
outside and take action on any smoldering embers near the structure.  

 
Local safety zones are  an alternative to 
evacuation that needs to be c onsidered 

for areas where notification of occupants 
is time consuming and fire spread rates 

are high.  
 
 

 
 

Heavy dead -down fuels along 
evacuation routes pose serious threats 

during periods of high fire danger.  
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