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4.9 Wildfire Hazard Profile 
A wildfire is any uncontrolled fire occurring on undeveloped land that requires fire suppression. 
Wildfires can be ignited by lightning or by human activity such as smoking, campfires, equipment 
use, and arson. 

Wildfires are costly, compromising watersheds, open space, timber, range, recreational 
opportunities, wildlife habitats, endangered species, historic and cultural assets, wild and scenic rivers, other scenic assets 
and local economies, as well as putting lives and property at risk. Vulnerability to flooding increases due to the destruction 
of watersheds. The potential for significant damage to life and property exists in areas designated as “wildland urban 
interface (WUI) areas,” where development is adjacent to densely vegetated areas. 

While some fires can be allowed to burn naturally in order to maintain or restore the health of forest lands, out of control 
wildfires need to be prevented through cooperative, community and land management planning. 

4.9.1 Local Conditions Related to Wildfire 
How a fire behaves primarily depends on the following: 

• Fuel Type— Fuel is the material that feeds a fire and is a key factor in wildfire behavior. Fuel is generally classified 
by type and by volume. Fuel sources are diverse and include everything from dead tree needles and leaves, twigs, 
and branches to dead standing trees, live trees, brush, and cured grasses. Manmade structures, such as homes 
and associated combustibles, are also considered a fuel source. The type of prevalent fuel directly influences the 
behavior of wildfire. Light fuels such as grasses burn quickly and serve as a catalyst for the spread of fire. In 
addition, “ladder fuels” can spread a ground fire up through brush into trees, leading to a devastating crown fire 
that burns in the upper canopy and cannot be controlled. (La Plata County Hazard Mitigation Plan, 2013) 

• Weather— Weather components such as temperature, relative humidity, wind, and lightning also affect the 
potential for wildfire. High temperatures and low relative humidity dry out the fuels that feed the wildfire creating 
a situation where fuel will more readily ignite and burn more intensely. Wind is the most treacherous weather 
factor. The greater the wind, the faster a fire will spread and the more intense it will be. In addition to wind speed, 
wind shifts can occur suddenly due to temperature changes or the interaction of wind with topographical features 
such as slopes or steep hillsides. Lightning also ignites wildfires; often in terrain that is difficult for firefighters to 
reach. Drought conditions contribute to concerns about wildfire vulnerability and human-caused fires result from 
activities such as campfires, smoking, equipment use and arson. In recent years, Colorado’s fire season has 
lengthened and now extends into the springtime due to thinning snowpacks. (La Plata County Hazard Mitigation 
Plan, 2013) 

• Topography— Topography, or an area’s terrain and land slopes, affects its susceptibility to wildfire spread. Due to 
the tendency of heat from a fire to rise via convection, both fire intensity and rate of spread increases as slope 
increases. The arrangement of vegetation throughout a hillside can also contribute to increased fire activity on 
slopes. The “Dry Side” of the County (the area west of Highway 140 that does not have irrigation) is an important 
area of concern due to its difficult topography and lack of water supply. (La Plata County Hazard Mitigation Plan, 
2013) 

• Time of Day—A fire’s peak burning period generally is between 1 p.m. and 6 p.m. 
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4.9.2 Wildfire Protection Responsibility in Colorado 
In Colorado, fire protection districts are created under and operate within the statutory provisions of the Special District 
Act (Title 32, Article 1, C.R.S.). Once created, the fire protection districts are governed by a board of directors elected by 
registered voters who either reside or own property within the boundary of their associated district. The local districts are 
primarily funded by property tax mill levies. Funding sources also include fees and agreements for the provision of services. 
The board of directors has autonomous authority for managing their district within the scope of the district’s authority, 
which includes a Service Plan approved by the Board of County Commissioners. 

In addition to fire districts, there are a number of entities involved in fire prevention and firefighting in La Plata County 
including: 

• Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 
• Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
• Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) 
• La Plata County (LPC) and La Plata County Sheriff 
• Local Fire Departments 
• United States Forest Service (USFS) 
• National Park Service (NPS) 

All of these organizations work with each other and community partners to share resources and information. Over the 
years strong partnerships have developed relating to fire prevention and demonstration projects, firefighting, public 
education and accessing resources such as equipment, grants, and training. 

On Private and State Lands fire protection is provided by the fire districts of: Upper Pine, Los Piños, Fort Lewis Mesa, and 
by the Durango Fire and Rescue Authority (includes Hermosa Cliffs and Animas Fire Districts, the City of Durango Fire 
Department, and Mercy Medical Center’s paramedics). See Volume 2 for more information on each fire protection district. 

The Colorado State Forest Service (CSFS) fire programs provide effective readiness, and response and suppression of 
wildfires. This organization’s greatest emphasis is on prevention and mitigation to lessen the chances of catastrophic 
wildfires on state and private lands in Colorado. The CSFS’s activities include: 

• promoting fire mitigation projects; 
• assisting county governments in assessing wildfire hazards; and 
• sharing information with diverse audiences on the importance of mitigating hazards on their forested lands to 

help protect lives and property. 

On Tribal Lands the Bureau of Indian Affairs provides wildland fire protection. With La Plata County’s southern portions 
being dotted and interspersed with private, federal, tribal and state lands, coordination between firefighting entities is 
imperative. 

On Federal Lands the USFS Columbine Ranger District and the San Juan Field Office of the Bureau of Land Management 
cover La Plata County. The Columbine District has one engine with a crew of five, and a nine-person fuels reduction crew. 
The 20-person San Juan Interagency Hotshot Crew is stationed in Durango but often works elsewhere across the nation. 
The crew is considered a national resource and is assigned to fires within and outside the county. 
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The Durango Interagency Fire Dispatch Center helps to make fire response quick and effective. The USFS, BLM, Bureau of 
Indian Affairs, Mesa Verde National Park and CSFS each contribute staff and resources to operate the fulltime facility 
located in the San Juan Public Lands Center, 15 Burnett Court, Durango. And finally, an air tanker base is located in this 
county at the airport, and has improved firefighting capabilities. (La Plata County Community Wildfire Protection Plan, 
2006) 

4.9.3 Regulatory Oversight 

 2003 Fire Code 

La Plata County has adopted the 2003 International Fire Code with amendments in unincorporated La Plata County (La 
Plata County Code Chapter 34 Fire Prevention and Protection). The Fire Code is applied to all properties and buildings in 
the unincorporated area of La Plata County. 

 National Fire Plan 

Two reports addressing federal wildland fire management were initiated after the 2000 fire season. The first report, 
prepared by a federal interagency group, was titled “Review and Update of the 1995 Federal Wildland Fire Management 
Policy” (2001). This report concluded, among other points, that the condition of America‘s forests had continued to 
deteriorate. 

The second report, titled “Managing the Impacts of Wildfire on Communities and the Environment: A Report to the 
President in Response to the Wildfires of 2000” was issued by the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the United 
States Forest Service (USFS). It became known as the National Fire Plan (NFP). This report, and the ensuing Congressional 
appropriations, ultimately required actions to: 

• Respond to severe fires  
• Reduce the impacts of fire on rural communities and the environment  
• Ensure sufficient firefighting resources 

 Healthy Forests Restoration Act 

In 2003, the Healthy Forests Restoration Act (HFRA) was signed into law. Through this piece of legislation Congress 
continues to appropriate specific funding to address five main sub-categories through the NFP: preparedness, suppression, 
reduction of hazardous fuels, burned-area rehabilitation, and state and local assistance to firefighters. 

 La Plata County Code Chapter 58 Vegetation 

Chapter 58 of the La Plata County Code establishes that it is the duty of all persons to use integrated methods to manage 
and prevent the spread of all noxious weeds if the plants are likely to be ecologically destructive or aesthetically or 
materially damaging to neighboring lands. 

 La Plata County Code Chapter 90 Natural Resources 

When reviewing an application for a major facility, the board of county commissioners must take into consideration site 
characteristics. Factors to be considered are topography, natural hazards (landslides, flooding, wildfire), cultural and 
historical uses on the proposed site and in the notice area and current resource values (open space corridor, prime 
farmland as designated by natural resource conservation service (NRCS) and wildlife habitat). 
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 2006 La Plata Community Wildfire Protection Plan 

In 2006, La Plata County created the Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) in collaboration with federal, state, and 
local governmental agencies and firefighting entities to identify community resources and detail goals, strategies, and 
recommendations for reduction of wildfire damage. The CWPP includes a fire risk zones map that shows the relative 
wildfire risk in populated areas of the County. The map is used to assess risk, identify future fuel reduction projects on 
Federal lands and for land use decisions. 

The CWPP establishes 5 goals with accompanying strategies to achieving them. The goals are as follows: 

1. Reduce Risk in the wildland urban interface (WUI). 
2. Increase Public Involvement in Wildfire Prevention and Education. 
3. Reduce Ignitability of Structures. 
4. Increase and strengthen the tools for local governments and fire departments to encourage Firewise policies and 

practices. 
5. Increase the number of fuel reduction projects on federal lands in the WUI and other priority areas. 

 2017 La Plata County Comprehensive Plan 

The Comprehensive Plan Public Safety Element established the following policy to reduce the risk of wildfires in the County: 

Policy 8.1.B2: Continue to coordinate with emergency service providers to identify mitigation measures for development 
in and around the urban wildfire interface. 
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4.9.4 Past Events 

 

Figure 4-25: Smoke from the 416 Fire. Photo courtesy of La Plata County Government 

Table 4-37 lists the wildfire events in La Plata County since 1989. One notable wildfire during this time period is the 416 
Fire of 2018, shown in Figure 4-25. The 416 Fire broke out June 1st during a record drought. In a month’s time, the burn 
became Colorado’s sixth largest wildfire, consuming an estimated 54,000 acres of mostly San Juan National Forest land. 
(Romeo, The Durango Herald, 2018) The fuels involved in the fire were timber (grass, litter and understory) and brush (2 
feet). The cause of the fire is still under investigation by the US Forest Service. 

The 416 Fire burned for 61 days before it was contained July 31, when much of the fire in hard-to-reach areas was 
extinguished without human intervention. No homes were burned in the fire, but it did close U.S. Highway 550 for several 
days and shrouded the region in smoke for over a month. Businesses in Durango reported a 5.6 percent drop in sales tax 
and a 13.2 percent drop in lodgers tax in June 2018 compared with 2017. (Lawsuit filed by residents, businesses against 
train for 416 Fire, 2018) 

Following the fire, rainstorms have created mudslides and flooding that have damaged property. For more information on 
the floods following the 416 Fire, refer to Section 4.6.4 Past Events in the Flood Hazard Profile. 
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Table 4-37: Wildfire Events in La Plata County 

Date Description Source 

7/6/1989 Marble Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 200.0 acres; Fire ID: 53206 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/5/1994 Mitchell Lakes Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 272.0 acres; Fire ID: 289679 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/26/1994 Morgan Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 413.0 acres; Fire ID: 338612 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/27/1994 Cox #2 Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 556.0 acres; Fire ID: 338614 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/13/1994 Black Ridge Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 7271.0 acres; Fire ID: 338621 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

5/3/1996 Animas Mountain Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 204.0 acres; Fire ID: 
16094 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

1996 Black Ridge Fire: Southern Ute Agency land, lightning-ignited fire burned 
1,000 acres. 

American Forests 

6/25/1998 Cherry Creek Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 200.0 acres; Fire ID: 338862 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/20/1998 Barker Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 107.0 acres; Fire ID: 341482 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

4/15/1999 Grandveiw 2 Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 131.0 acres; Fire ID: 2748 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/21/2000 Cascade Canyon Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 107.0 acres; Fire ID: 
355846 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/30/2001 Laposta Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 222.0 acres; Fire ID: 339193 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

5/7/2001 Grandview Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 400.0 acres; Fire ID: 102927 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/25/2002 Valley Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 393.0 acres (including some homes 
which are part of the Missionary Ridge Fire total) ignited by an electric 
fence; Fire ID: 376899. Total suppression costs for the 2002 fires were over 
$10 million dollars. There were $40.8 million in losses, 52 injuries, and one 
death. 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/CO HMP/La Plata 
County CWPP 
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Date Description Source 

6/9/2002 Missionary Ridge Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 73121.0 acres and 
destroyed 56 homes and 22 structures over 37 days; Fire ID: 376896. Total 
suppression costs for the 2002 fires were over $10 million dollars. There 
were $40.8 million in losses, 52 injuries, and one death. 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/CO HMP/La Plata 
County CWPP 

8/16/2002 Schaff Ii Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 556.0 acres; Fire ID: 395740 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

8/12/2002 Cherry Creek Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1360.0 acres; Fire ID: 339347 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/13/2002 Mayhan Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 532.0 acres; Fire ID: 111226 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/6/2003 Bear Creek Wfu Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1869.0 acres; Fire ID: 
386729 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/17/2003 Horn Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 350.0 acres; Fire ID: 120803 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

8/29/2004 Well Fire Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1116.0 acres; Fire ID: 342271 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

8/29/2004 Well Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1115.0 acres; Fire ID: 254125 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

6/30/2005 Well 2 Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 377.0 acres; Fire ID: 507007 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/14/2005 Trail East Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 2381.0 acres of BLM and private 
land in Montezuma & La Plata Counties; Fire ID: 504434 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/CO HMP 

5/24/2006 Black Ridge Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 530.0 acres of Southern Ute 
Agency Land; Fire ID: 521327 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/CO HMP 

7/8/2007 Bear Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1550.0 acres; Fire ID: 543803 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

10/25/2007 Mesa Mtn Rx Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 184.0 acres; Fire ID: 554581 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/31/2008 Maverick Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 227.0 acres; Fire ID: 580967 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 
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Date Description Source 

8/9/2009 Pinon Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 111.0 acres; Fire ID: 592560 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

8/24/2011 Sambrito 2 Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 522.0 acres of ponderosa pine 
and piñon/juniper approximately 15 miles southeast of Bayfield.; Fire ID: 
626363 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/Subdivision 
CWPPs 

10/12/2012 Vallecito Fire: Natural-caused fire, burned 1400.0 acres in the San Juan 
National Forest near Vallecito Reservoir (in an area burned by the 2002 
Missionary Ridge Fire), 16 miles northeast of Durango. Likely caused by a 
lightning strike.; Fire ID: 1509515 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/Durango 
Interagency Dispatch 
Center/Wildfire Today 

10/6/2012 Goblin Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 800.0 acres in the San Juan National 
Forest north of Durango. Wildfire sparked by an ember from a Durango & 
Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad locomotive.; Fire ID: 1508797 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/Durango Herald 

6/23/2012 State Line Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 385.0 acres two miles north of 
the state border with New Mexico, one residence destroyed and a well pad 
west U.S. Highway 550 was damaged, 6 residences evacuated.; Fire ID: 
641185 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/Durango Herald 

7/22/2012 Air Park Fire: Natural-caused fire (Lightning) south of Ridges Basin 
Reservoir, approx. 4 miles south of Durango, burned 500.0 acres (405 ac. of 
Southern Ute Land and 94 ac. of BOR land), 146 homes received a pre-
evacuation notice before the fire was contained; Fire ID: 644445 

USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map 
Viewer/Durango Herald 

6/23/2012 Stateline Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 350.0 acres; Fire ID: 637721 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

10/16/2012 Vallecito Fire: Human-caused fire, burned 1400.0 acres; Fire ID: 650011 USGS Federal Fire 
Occurrence Map Viewer 

7/3/2017 Lightner Creek Fire: 412 acres burned WNW of Durango. Caused by a 
structure which then spread to wildland. 

InciWeb 

6/1/2018 416 Fire: 54,129 acres burned 13 miles north of Durango. Cause still under 
investigation. SJF-2018-416, Fire ID:410543 

InciWeb 
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4.9.5 Location 
The high potential for wildfire is fairly uniform across the planning area. Residential and commercial properties are 
concentrated along the U.S. 160 and 550 corridors and in valleys along the county’s many rivers and creeks. The county’s 
landscapes and recreation opportunities consistently attract newcomers and much of the recent growth has resulted in 
“home building in vegetation which, in most parts of this county, is at high risk for catastrophic wildfire.” (La Plata County 
Community Wildfire Protection Plan, 2006)  

To identify the location of wildfire threat in the County, COWRAP fire intensity scale (FIS) data was used to demonstrate 
potential locations of fire intensities across the county. The FIS describes areas of risk associated with fuel hazards and the 
potential for dangerous fire propagation or behavior. There are five classes with sequential classes representing an order 
of magnitude of ten-fold. Class 1 is representative of very low fire intensities and Class 5 represents very high wildfire 
intensity. Below is a description of each fire intensity class: 

• Class 1, Lowest Intensity:  Very small, discontinuous flames, usually less than 1 foot in length; very low rate of 
spread; no spotting.  

• Class 2, Low-Moderate:  Small flames, usually less than two feet long; small amount of very short range spotting 
possible.  

• Class 3, Moderate:  Flames up to 8 feet in length; short-range spotting is possible. Increasing potential for harm 
or damage to life and property.    

• Class 4, Moderate-High:  Large Flames, up to 30 feet in length; short-range spotting common; medium range 
spotting possible. Significant potential for harm or damage to life and property.    

• Class 5, Highest Intensity:  Very large flames up to 150 feet in length; profuse short-range spotting, frequent long-
range spotting; strong fire-induced winds. Great potential for harm or damage to life and property.  

Figure 4-27 shows the fire intensity scale map for La Plata County. This map is the basis for this wildfire risk assessment. 
For population, critical facility and parcel value data exposed to this threat layer, refer to Section 4.9.11. 

4.9.6 Frequency/ Probability of Future Events 
Many ecosystems are adapted to historical patterns of fire occurrence. These patterns, called “fire regimes,” include 
temporal attributes (e.g., frequency and seasonality), spatial attributes (e.g., size and spatial complexity), and magnitude 
attributes (e.g., intensity and severity), each of which have ranges of natural variability. Ecosystem stability is threatened 
when any of the attributes for a given fire regime diverge from its range of natural variability. 

The probability of wildfires occurring in the County is highly likely (100% annual probability). Warm winters, hot, dry 
summers, severe drought, insect and disease infestations, years of fire suppression, and growth in the WUI continue to 
increase wildfire regimes and the potential for catastrophic wildland fires in Colorado.  In recent years, the risk of wildfires 
has increased throughout the County due to significant development in forested areas along with the buildup of tree 
densities and underbrush in most forests.  As seen in Figure 4-26 fires occurrences are fairly widespread throughout the 
county.  
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4.9.7 Severity 
Historic wildfire suppression and the associated accumulation of fuels have led to higher intensity wildfires and large losses 
of property and wildlife habitat. Wildfire risk to humans and structures is greatly increased by the intermixing of homes 
and natural habitat in the wildland urban interface. Drought, extensive forested lands, and the decline of trees from beetles 
and disease keep the risk of wildfire high in the County. (La Plata County Comprehensive Plan, 2017) 

Ranching and agriculture in the County may also be affected by wildfires. Wildfires may degrade soil quality such that it 
may take some time before the soil can support native species or grazing. Degraded soils require more management, more 
added nutrients, and more water to support a crop, increasing management costs to producers. (Colorado Climate Plan- 
State Level Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 

Wildfire can influence visitors’ perception and deter tourism to Colorado. Aside from the perception issues associated with 
wildfire, this natural disaster may further negatively influence tourism through road, trail, and campground closures. 
During and immediately following a wildfire event, air quality will be affected. The biggest health threat from smoke is 
from fine particles. These microscopic particles can penetrate deep into your lungs. They can cause a range of health 
problems, from burning eyes and a runny nose to aggravated chronic heart and lung diseases. Exposure to particle pollution 
is even linked to premature death. (How Smoke from Fires Can Affect Your Health, 2017) 

Warming temperatures, wildfires, and droughts can also force wildlife out of their preferred habitat, potentially affecting 
hunting and wildlife-viewing experiences, a $3 billion industry. Post-wildfire, aesthetics may deter people from recreating 
through dead tree stands. (Colorado Climate Plan- State Level Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 
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Figure 4-26: Fire Occurrence Map for La Plata County 

Source: USGS  
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Figure 4-27: La Plata County Fire Intensity Scale 
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4.9.8 Warning Time 
Wildfires are often caused by humans, intentionally or accidentally. There is no way to predict when one might break out. 
Dry seasons and droughts are factors that greatly increase fire likelihood. Dry lightning may trigger wildfires. Severe 
weather can be predicted, so special attention can be paid during weather events that may include lightning or wind events.  

If a fire does break out and spread rapidly, residents may need to evacuate within days or hours. A fire’s peak burning 
period generally is between 1 p.m. and 6 p.m. Once a fire has started, fire alerting is reasonably rapid in most cases. The 
rapid spread of cellular and two-way radio communications in recent years has further contributed to a significant 
improvement in warning time. 

4.9.9 Secondary Hazards 
Wildfires can generate a range of secondary effects, which in some cases may cause more widespread and prolonged 
damage than the fire itself. Fires can cause direct economic losses in the reduction of harvestable timber and indirect 
economic losses in reduced tourism. Wildfires cause the contamination of reservoirs, lower air quality, destroy 
transmission lines and contribute to flooding. They strip slopes of vegetation, exposing them to greater amounts of runoff. 
This in turn can weaken soils and cause failures on slopes. Major landslides can occur several years after a wildfire. Most 
wildfires burn hot and for long durations that can bake soils, especially those high in clay content, thus increasing the 
imperviousness of the ground. This increases the runoff generated by storm events, thus increasing the chance of flooding. 

4.9.10 Climate Change Impacts 
As hotter, more damaging, more intense, and more frequent wildfires have become the norm, scientists point to the trend 
as indicative of a changing planet. It can be difficult to separate the many variables at play, but we know that fire is a 
participant in the dynamics of climate change. As temperatures increase and snow melts earlier, wildfires begin earlier in 
the season and have become more frequent. At the same time, those fires release CO2, contributing to the ongoing rise in 
global temperatures. Research shows that these patterns are manifested in measurable ways, with more large wildfires, 
significantly more area burned, longer seasons, and longer duration for fire events. (Colorado Climate Plan- State Level 
Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 

Fire in western ecosystems is determined by climate variability, local topography, and human intervention. Climate change 
has the potential to affect multiple elements of the wildfire system: fire behavior, ignitions, fire management, and 
vegetation fuels. Hot dry spells create the highest fire risk. Drought and increased temperatures may intensify wildfire 
danger by warming and drying out vegetation. When climate alters fuel loads and fuel moisture, forest susceptibility to 
wildfires changes. Climate change also may increase winds that spread fires. Faster fires are harder to contain, and thus 
are more likely to expand into residential neighborhoods. 

Climate change threatens not only physical ecosystem health, but it poses a threat to the long-term economic viability of 
communities by impacting things such as season length, infrastructure, and snowpack. For example, reduced snowpack or 
drought conditions may lead to conditions that are ripe for wildfire, the presence or the even the perception of wildfire 
nearby, can result in depressed tourism and recreation in a specific location or region. In communities that are dependent 
on tourism and recreation, wildfire can deter visitors in both the short-term due to safety concerns, and long-term because 
of accessibility or aesthetic issues. (Colorado Climate Plan- State Level Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 

Aside from the perception issues associated with wildfire, this natural disaster may further negatively influence tourism 
through road, trail, and campground closures. Warming temperatures, wildfires, and droughts can also force wildlife out 
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of their preferred habitat, potentially affecting hunting and wildlife-viewing experiences, a $3 billion industry. 
Nevertheless, it is critical to keep in mind that Colorado is a large state and wildfires tend to be very localized, this must be 
reinforced in social media and marketing—there is still a lot of Colorado to explore. (Colorado Climate Plan- State Level 
Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 

A variable climate has always been part of agriculture in Colorado, but a changing climate introduces new challenges. With 
spring runoff projected to shift even earlier, streamflows projected to decrease, and heat waves, drought, and wildfires all 
projected to increase in frequency and severity because of climate change, the Colorado of the future is unlikely to look 
like that of the past. (Colorado Climate Plan- State Level Policies and Strategies to Mitigate and Adapt, 2015) 

4.9.11 Wildfire Vulnerability Analysis 
This section describes vulnerabilities to wildfire in terms of population, property and infrastructure. Fire Intensity Scale 
(FIS) data from the Colorado Forest Service was used as the spatial basis in the vulnerability analysis. FIS specifically 
identifies areas where significant fuel hazards and associated dangerous fire behavior potential exist. FIS provides a 
standard scale to measure potential wildfire intensity. FIS consist of five (5) classes where the order of magnitude between 
classes is ten-fold. The minimum class, Class 1, represents very low wildfire intensities and the maximum class, Class 5, 
represents very high wildfire intensities. 

Wildfire exposure snapshot results for the County were generated using COWRAP FIS Very High & High Intensities (Class 
4-5) data and the following data sources: Population: Census TIGER Data (2016); Parcel Value: La Plata County Assessor, La 
Plata County GIS; Critical Infrastructure: La Plata County GIS, Colorado Health Facilities and Emergency Medical Services 
Division of the Colorado Department of Public Health and Environment, Colorado Department of Human Services, US 
Department of Transportation National Bridge Inventory, FEMA, USACE. County assessor data does not include tax exempt 
structures except where market values were provided for such holdings. Table 4-38 provides a snapshot of vulnerability 
data to wildfire. All data sources have a level of accuracy acceptable for planning purposes. Details for each snapshot can 
be found in this section. 

Table 4-38: Wildfire Vulnerability Analysis Snap Shot for La Plata County Unincorporated 

Exposed Population   Exposed Market Value 
($)   Exposed Content 

Value ($)   Exposed Critical 
Facilities   Exposed Miles of 

Lifeline 

9,225    $ 1,711,042,030     $     882,418,250    6,465   864 
37.3%   38.5%   38.0%   42.4%   34.4% 

total pop.   total value   total value   total count   total mileage 

 Population 

Smoke and air pollution from wildfires can be a severe health hazard, especially for sensitive populations, including 
children, the elderly and those with respiratory and cardiovascular diseases. Smoke generated by wildfire consists of visible 
and invisible emissions that contain particulate matter (soot, tar, water vapor, and minerals), gases (carbon monoxide, 
carbon dioxide, nitrogen oxides), and toxins (formaldehyde, benzene). Emissions from wildfires depend on the type of fuel, 
the moisture content of the fuel, the efficiency (or temperature) of combustion, and the weather. Public health impacts 
associated with wildfire include difficulty in breathing, odor, and reduction in visibility. This can also be a hazard for 
medical/ assisted living facilities that may not have air handling systems that can keep acceptable levels of air quality in 
their facilities. 
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Wildfire may also threaten the health and safety of those fighting the fires. First responders are exposed to the dangers 
from the initial incident and after-effects from smoke inhalation and heat stroke. 

Wildfire is of greatest concern to populations residing in the highest intensity wildfire zones. U.S. Census Bureau block data 
was used to estimate unincorporated populations within intensity zones identified Colorado Wildfire Risk Assessment 
Portal (CO-WRAP). As seen in Figure 4-28, approx. 3,954 residents live in areas considered to be in the “high” and “highest” 
intensity zones, approx. 2,454 reside in “moderate” intensity areas and approx. 1,528 reside in low and lowest intensity 
areas. 

 

 

Figure 4-28: Population at risk from wildfire hazards 

 

 Total Population  
La Plata Unincorporated                        24,711   

   
Wildfire Hazard Zone Population Count % of Total 

Highest Intensity                          1,871  7.57% 

High Intensity                          7,354  29.76% 

Moderate Intensity                          7,123  28.82% 

Low Intensity                          3,678  14.88% 

Lowest Intensity                             644  2.60% 

   
Total                      20,669  83.64% 
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 Structures and Parcel Value 

The County’s parcel layer was used as the basis for the inventory of improved county parcels within unincorporated 
portions of the county (see municipal annexes for incorporated county analysis). In some cases, a parcel will be within in 
multiple wildfire hazard zones. GIS was used to create centroids, or points, to represent the center of each parcel polygon 
– this is assumed to be the location of the structure for analysis purposes. The centroids were then overlaid with the 
wildfire from threat layer COWRAP to determine the risk for each structure. The wildfire threat in which the centroid was 
located was assigned to the entire parcel. This methodology assumed that every parcel with a square footage value greater 
than zero was developed or improved with a structure. Only improved parcels were analyzed.  Table 4-39 exhibits the 
improved parcels within the Unincorporated County that have significant assets at risk to wildfire threat layers identified 
by COWRAP mapping efforts.  

Table 4-39: Wildfire Property Exposure 

 Total Parcels  Total Market Value  ($) Total Content Value  ($) Total Value ($)  
La Plata Unincorporated                       23,417    $         4,444,920,130   $         2,321,780,140   $         6,766,700,270   

       
Fire Hazard Severity 

Hazard Zone Parcel Count % of 
Total 

Market Value Exposure 
($) 

Content Value Exposure 
($) Total Exposure ($) % of 

Total 

Highest Intensity                           887  3.8%  $        133,365,260   $           67,906,380   $        201,271,640  3.0% 

High Intensity                        8,528  36.4%  $     1,577,676,770   $        814,511,870   $     2,392,188,640  35.4% 

Moderate Intensity                        7,686  32.8%  $     1,528,154,100   $        819,450,945   $     2,347,605,045  34.7% 

Low Intensity                        3,553  15.2%  $        655,416,080   $        330,469,900   $        985,885,980  14.6% 

Lowest Intensity                           544  2.3%  $           93,188,510   $           46,831,335   $        140,019,845  2.1% 

Total                     21,198  91%  $     3,987,800,720   $     2,079,170,430   $     6,066,971,150  89.7% 
 

 Critical Facilities and Infrastructure 

Critical facilities of wood frame construction are especially vulnerable during wildfire events. In the event of wildfire, there 
would likely be little damage to most infrastructure. Most roads would be without damage except in the worst scenarios. 
Power lines are the most at risk from wildfire because most poles are made of wood and are susceptible to burning. 
Railroads could also be at risk because of the wooden ties used. Fires can create conditions that block or prevent access 
and can isolate residents and emergency service providers, especially where ingress/ egress are already an issue (for 
example, Rafter J, King Mountain Estates and Durango Hills). Wildfire typically does not have a major direct impact on 
bridges, but it can create conditions in which bridges are obstructed. The Durango-LaPlata County Airport is in a high 
intensity fire zone. In addition, smoke and ash from nearby fires and aerial firefighting operations based at the airport 
could impact routine operations. 

Using GIS, critical facilities data was used to intersect wildfire intensity zone data from COWRAP to determine the type and 
number of facilities within each possible intensity area. Table 4-37 and Table 4-38 list the critical facilities in each wildfire 
intensity zones for La Plata County unincorporated areas. 
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Table 4-40: Critical Facility Exposure to Wildfire 

Infrastructure Type Highest 
Intensity High Intensity Moderate 

Intensity Low Intensity Lowest 
Intensity 

Total Feature 
Count 

Essential Facility        -          15        22          4         -          41  

Police Station        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Fire Station        -            7        16          3         -          26  

Hospital        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Medical Facility        -           -           -           -           -           -    

County-Owned        -            5          1         -           -            6  

City-Owned        -            1          3         -           -            4  

School        -            2          2          1         -            5  

High Potential Loss       38   1,357   1,248        55          6   2,704  

Child Care, Licensed        -            7          5         -           -          12  

Health Facility, Licensed        -            1         -           -           -            1  

Other Government        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Shopping Center        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Churches        -            2          1         -           -            3  

Archeological*         1         -           -            1         -            2  

Historical Site         2        18        25          7         -          52  

Natural Gas Station        -            2          6         -           -            8  

Natural Gas Well       35   1,327   1,211        47          6   2,626  

Transportation and Lifeline Points     381   4,674   4,211   1,577      160         11,003  

Airport        -            2         -           -           -            2  

Bridge        -            7        19        12         -          38  

Communication Tower         1          3         -            1         -            5  

Power Plant        -            1         -           -           -            1  

Primary Substation        -           -            1         -           -            1  

Substation        -            2          8          2         -          12  

Natural Gas Facility       22      289      160        26         -        497  

Waste Water Facility        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Water Dock        -           -           -           -           -           -    

Water Well     358   4,370   4,023   1,536      160         10,447  

Grand Total     419   6,046   5,481   1,636      166         13,748  

*Note: Archeological sites represent those identified by La Plata County. Other sites may exist. 
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Table 4-41: Lifelines with Wildfire Risk 

Infrastructure Type Highest 
Intensity High Intensity Moderate 

Intensity Low Intensity Lowest 
Intensity 

Total Feature 
Count 

High Potential Loss   1.18      8.08      8.90      3.82      0.85    24.36  

Railroad        1.18   8.08   8.90   3.82   0.85         24.36  

Transportation and Lifeline         43.27          811.08          759.26          201.94    18.04       2,483.42  

Potable Water Pipeline        4.76         96.01         67.78         28.67   3.23       230.46  

Sewer Line        1.21         28.90         43.67         11.37   1.04       111.60  

Transmission Lines        9.36         98.28       114.44         28.86   1.65       321.04  

Snow Routes        4.43       153.24       162.86         26.32   1.49       538.88  

Street      23.51       434.65       370.50       106.72         10.63    1,281.44  

 Primary Highway         0.30   1.87         36.80   3.28   0.30         88.82  

 State/County Hwy         0.18   6.22         28.57   1.86   0.01       101.20  

 Ramp    -     0.01   0.10      -        -     0.46  

 Major Road       10.29       129.01         74.20         31.44   2.99       280.73  

 Local road       12.65       293.91       227.25         68.28   7.14       797.24  

 Traffic circle    -        -     0.02      -        -     0.05  

 Cul-de-sac         0.01   0.05   0.09   0.03   0.02   0.25  

 4wd Trail    -     1.43   0.24   1.11   0.04   2.81  

 Road, parking area    -     0.11   0.02      -     0.02   0.21  

 Driveway         0.08   2.04   3.22   0.72   0.10   9.68  

 Walkway    -        -        -        -        -         -    

Grand Total         44.45          819.16          768.15          205.76    18.90       1,856.43  
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 Secondary Effects of Wildfire 

Wildfires not only impact vegetation and land animals (including people 
and their property) they can also trigger flooding and harm aquatic 
habitat and water quality. La Plata County is familiar with the secondary 
effects of wildfire.  

According to the Durango Herald, landslides and flooding occurred 
regularly for at least 5 years after the Missionary Ridge fire of 2002. Even 
small amounts of precipitation can cause landslides and flash flooding in 
burn areas because of the damage fires cause to the soils, which can no 
longer absorb moisture. Figure 4-29 shows the Highway 550 mudslide 
that occurred in July 2018 as a result of the 416 Fire. Flooding and 
mudslides in the 416 Fire burn scar also caused significant damage to 
homes and other private property. For more information on these 
events, see Section 4.6.4 Past Events in the Flood Hazard Profile. 

The threat of landslides and flash flooding in or near burn areas will 
persist for years to come, especially during monsoon season. Figure 4-31 
shows the high risk debris fans after the Missionary Ridge Fire (2002) and 
416 Fire (2018). Figure 4-31 shows at risk debris fans. 

Water quality and aquatic life are also vulnerable to the effects of 
wildfire. Because wildfire wipes out vegetation, more nutrients that 
would otherwise be consumed by plants get into waterways. An excess 
of nutrients in the water can cause algae to grow at greater levels and 
cut off oxygen to aquatic life. Fires can also burn trees that provide shade 
over streams and rivers, and that allows for cooler temperatures 
preferred by fish. (Romeo, Ash runoff from 416 Fire turns Animas River 
black, 2018) 

But by far the 
largest danger that fires pose to waterways is the fact that runoff with 
high amounts of ash can quickly and suddenly raise the pH of a 
waterway, causing fish to go into shock and die. Figure 4-30 shows ash 
and small debris from the 416 Fire flowing from Hermosa Creek to the 
confluence of the Animas River about 10 miles north of Durango. 
Aquatic insects are also at risk. Ash can be deposited and blanket on 
river bottoms, thereby suffocating macroinvertebrates like mayflies, 
caddisflies and midges. Sediment loading and increased turbidity also 
pose water-quality issues as a result of ash runoff. Issues in waterways 
as a result of wildfires usually last only a couple of years, however. Fish 
and other aquatic life tend to rebound quickly. (Romeo, Ash runoff 
from 416 Fire turns Animas River black, 2018) 

Figure 4-30: Ash and Debris from the 416 Fire in 
Hermosa Creek 

Source: Jerry McBride/ Durango Herald 

Figure 4-29: Highway 550 Mudslide After the 
416 Fire 

Source: CSP Durango via Twitter 
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4.9.12 Future Trends in Development 
As previously mentioned, La Plata County continues to see a decline in traditional agricultural lands and an increase in 
dispersed residential suburbs being built in the WUI. This rising number of people in the WUI as well as the projected 
population increase will greatly increase the risk of wildfire in these areas. It will be imperative for the County and 
participating jurisdictions to continue partnering with non-profits such as Firewise Southwest Colorado to educate 
residents on wildfire mitigation and to find incentives to assist homeowners in performing mitigation around their homes. 
In addition, developers must take this high wildfire risk into account when planning ingress/ egress for new subdivisions. 

4.9.13 Summary of Wildfire Issues 
Important issues associated with the wildfire hazard include the following: 

• Populations and building exposure in neighborhoods with high wildfire threat. I.e. neighborhoods in the wildland 
urban interface. 

• Loss of potable water supplies due to silt and mercury after wildfire events. 
• Natural and Manmade NG Wells & Coal Seams / Coal Mines within high wildfire risk areas. 
• Emergency Access to neighborhoods with Wildfire risk. 
• HVAC / air quality issues at medical and assisted living facilities as a result of wildfire events. 
•  As wildfires encroach, hospitals can be forced to evacuate 
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Figure 4-31: High Risk Debris Fans After Wildfire 
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