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Adequate defensible space—a natural and/or landscaped area around a structure maintained and designed to reduce fire danger—is crucial to
protect and save structures. Pictured above, landscape before fuel reduction work. PHOTOS COURTESY OF BOONE ZIMMERLEE

Fire Prevention Incentive
Upper Deschutes
River Communities
encourages protection
of properties and
natural resources

By Craig Reed
“Supporting fire-adapted communities,
healthy forests, pure and abundant river
flows and wildlife habitat.”
That has been the mission of the
Upper Deschutes River Communities
organization since it formed in 2004.
Those communities are 29 individual
neighborhoods between Sunriver and La
Pine and lie adjacent to U.S. Forest Service
and Bureau of Land Management lands.
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The organization’s goal is to lessen
the impact of wildfires on people’s lives
and lifestyles, on their properties and
structures, and on the natural resources of
the area, including water, trees and wildlife
habitat.
“Fires can have a serious impact
on communities,” says Jerry Hubbard,
president of UDRC and a board member
of the La Pine Rural Fire Protection
District. “There’s been a positive response
to the UDRC program. It’s a good
incentive to get people to clean up their
property.”
A BLM grant of $100,000 provided
UDRC with startup funding. Since then,
the group has received two $140,000 grants
from the Oregon Department of Forestry;
a $150,000 grant from the Maybelle Clark
MacDonald Fund, a foundation based
in Bend; and smaller grants from several

other sources. The money has been used
to reimburse owners up to $500 for
cleanup and fuel reduction work on their
properties.
In many cases, the work to create
defensible space around structures and to
reduce fuels has gone well beyond the $500
reimbursement.
Jerry says there are 11,000 lots in the
UDRC area rated as high or extremely
high risk for wildfire. The work to ease
the risk can be hired out or done by the
property owner. According to the URDC
website, seven local contractors do this
type of work.
Fire prevention agencies have preached
about defensible space for years. Studies
show areas around homes and outbuildings
free from highly combustible materials are
critical to protect and save those structures.
It is best to have 100 feet of defensible

Experts recommend 100 feet of defensible space around homes and outbuildings. Nonflammable areas also protect firefighters, allowing them
to work safely. Above, landcape after fuel reduction work.

space that can include green grass, fireresistant plants, gravel, rock or dirt. It’s
called fire-safe landscaping.
Having 100 feet of nonflammable area
also allows firefighters room to work
without being at high risk from the fire.
Ed Keith, Deschutes County forester,
compliments the UDRC organization
and the wildfire prevention leadership it
provides.
“They’ve helped facilitate 15 years of
projects throughout those neighborhoods,”
Ed says. “Hundreds of owners have done
work through that program. They’ve
reduced the risk a lot through their work.”
Many fire prevention officials say
the negative impacts of recent wildfires
throughout California and in Western
Oregon have, in turn, a positive impact:
People are inspired to evaluate their own
properties and do fire prevention work.
“Those negative events become a
bit of a teachable moment,” says Boone
Zimmerlee, director of Project Wildfire.

“Those events can refocus people and
return their interest to creating defensible
space. Folks have responsibility in the
preparedness of their property when it
comes to wildfire.”
Project Wildfire’s mission is to prevent
deaths, injuries, property loss and
environmental damage by developing longterm wildfire prevention and education
strategies.
Boone says getting more people to
create defensible space and reduce wildfire
fuel is a matter of momentum.
“The biggest driver of changing
people’s behavior and attitudes is for
those people to see changes, to see that
this type of work is becoming more
common in a community and across
other residences,” Boone says. “Then it’s
a matter of momentum, getting as many
people engaged as possible and moving the
concepts forward.”
Ed says the reality of the situation for
Deschutes County is that residents live

in a fire-adapted environment where the
number of fire starts has been and will
continue to be high. He says officials
recognize there is potential for a large fire.
“We will still have fires, but they don’t
have to be catastrophic,” he says. “There’s
no complete elimination of fire in Central
Oregon, that’s a hard truth. But we can be
better prepared for it.
“Nobody can do the defensible
space work around a home except the
homeowner. They’re responsible for it,
and whatever that work is will determine
whether it’s catastrophic or not. I urge
everybody to start at their structure
and work out to 100 feet. It’s proven by
science—that is the work that matters in
regard to home loss.” n
For more information on fire prevention
organizations and programs, go to the Upper
Deschutes River Communities website at
https://udrc.org and the Project Wildfire
website at www.projectwildfire.org.
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