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Introduction: 
 

This is the Community Wildfire Protection Plan for Delta County Fire Protection 
District No. 4, otherwise known as the Hotchkiss Fire District (HFD).  The plan 
encompasses all the land within the District, and meets all state and federal 
requirements for Community Wildfire Protection Plans. 
 
This plan will become part of the Delta County Fire Plan.  It was ratified by the 
entities that have authority, jurisdiction, and responsibility for wildfires within the Fire 
District.  These entities include but are not limited to: the Hotchkiss Fire District, the 
Delta County Sheriff's Office, the Delta County Emergency Manager, the Town of 
Hotchkiss, Colorado State Forest Service, and the Bureau of Land Management.   

The plan is the result of more than twenty years of experience fighting wildland fires 
in the District, and seven years of concentrated effort to reduce the risks wildfire 
presents to our citizens and our firefighters.  A number of large catastrophic wildfires 
have shaped the fire suppression strategies and tactics used by HFD to suppress 
fire, and influenced our equipment purchases.  More importantly, our experience has 
led us to the conclusion that making homes safer from wildfire by reducing nearby 
fuels and increasing a structure’s resistance to fire are critical components to 
successful operations in the Wildland/Urban Interface. 

 

Since 2001, the Fire District has assisted landowners by providing grants for fuel 
reduction projects.  Based on those successful projects, the HFD was able to credibly 
suggest that Fuel Reduction Projects be performed on BLM lands adjoining the Fire 
District.  Several areas were identified at meetings in late 2005, and were toured in 
the summer of 2006.  Plans are presently being formed by Jim Cunio and Bruce 
Krickbaum of the BLM for fuel reduction projects in the North Hotchkiss and the Big 
Gulch areas. 
 
In early 2006, while working on local wildfire issues with Maggie McCaffrey of the 
BLM, it was noted that the Hotchkiss Fire District had completed many of the 
components required for the completion of a Community Wildfire Protection Plan, or 
CWPP.  Ms.  McCaffrey strongly suggested that the Fire District begin the process of 
creating a plan, and helped acquire funding from a grant.  A series of meetings were 
held in the winter of 2006-2007 to begin work on the plan. 
 

Local citizens, representatives of WSERC (a local environmental group), firefighters, 
Town Council members, Colorado State Forest Service personnel, the Delta County 
Sheriff’s Office, representatives from the Delta County Emergency Manager, and 
members of the BLM, attended the first meeting.  Other meetings were held 
throughout 2007, and this plan is the result of comments and suggestions that 
resulted from those meetings. 
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The Hotchkiss CWPP 
This plan documents the ongoing efforts of the Hotchkiss Fire District and other 
agencies to reduce the risk of wildfires within the District, while providing an action 
plan for the long-term continuation of this work.  The plan employs an integrated 
approach to solving the wildfire problem by applying several different strategies that 
have the potential to effect changes on the ground.  These strategies include: 

• Acquire and maintain an inventory of the homes and other values at risk 
from wildfire.  This data must be integrated into the County GIS system. 

• Provide Fuel Mitigation grants to landowners in the Fire District, 
particularly concentrating on Defensible Space Projects. 

• Improve fire suppression abilities by acquiring suitable equipment and 
providing advanced training. 

• Participate in Delta County's Planning process by advocating that new 
subdivisions in the Fire District meet Firewise standards. 

• Take a leadership role in wildfire issues at the County level. 

 

The Plan Area: 

The entire Hotchkiss Fire District is included in the CWPP.  The Fire District has a 
population of more than 4000 people residing in approximately 1000 homes, and 
consists of 115 square miles of private land.  Through various agreements, the 
District has first response on 65 additional square miles of Federal land and lands 
within other fire districts.  Our Fire District includes agricultural lands, wet lands, river 
bottom, desert, large blocks of sagebrush, and quite a bit of Pinyon-Juniper Forest, 
most of which is at a very high density/high slope angle. 
 
Virtually every house in our Fire District has exposure to wildfire during some part of 
the year.  Many homes in the Town of Hotchkiss are exposed to ditches and 
wetlands that are tinder dry during several periods during the year.  Local 
farmhouses are usually close to irrigation ditches that are burned yearly.  This 
burning generates many emergency fire calls, and often has the potential to spread 
into nearby heavy brush and forest.  Much of our new residential development is in 
high density Pinyon-Juniper Forest, usually with long driveways and poor water 
supply.  See “FUELS MAP”, Appendix A   
 
The Upper Leroux Creek area will be added to the CWPP in the future. 
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Wildland Fire Occurrence and History of Hotchkiss FPD 
 

Delta County is a fire-prone area.  Statistics show that between the years of 1980 to 
2006, the Montrose Interagency Fire Management Unit (of which Delta County is a 
part) averaged 180 fires per year.  During the most current (2006) fire season, 
Montrose Interagency Dispatch reported more than 250 vegetation fires on over 1500 
acres.  Undoubtedly, many more fires occur than are accounted for.  The majority of 
these fires are relatively insignificant in terms of size and fire intensity.  Periodic stand 
replacement events, however, typically burn intensely, can be several thousand 
acres in size, and can pose significant threats to lives, structures or other 
improvements. 
 
The Hotchkiss Fire District is located on the south-facing side of Grand Mesa, where 
fuels and topography combine to form a significant wildfire hazard.  Typically, the 
primary fuel types of sagebrush, Gambel oak, and pinyon-juniper woodlands become 
very dry and capable of supporting a large fire relatively early in the spring.  This 
early and usually long fire season is also complicated by the prolific invasion of 
cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum), which grows extensively throughout the Fire District.  
Cheatgrass is an annual grass that germinates in the fall or early spring, then grows 
to maturity and cures very early in summer, adding a layer of fine fuels to the already 
highly flammable overstory of brush and timber. 
 
The fuels and topography of this area have combined at times to produce intense 
fires during periods of hot, dry weather.  Delta County has had four fires that have 
made use of the State's Emergency Fire Fund (EFF), a fund that counties contribute 
to annually in order to defray some of the costs of large fire suppression.  Only large 
fires that exceed the capabilities of local firefighting resources qualify as EFF fires.  
Most of these large fires in the County quickly cross jurisdictional boundaries, and 
become multi-jurisdictional.  Three of these fires impacted Hotchkiss FPD: the 
Redlands Mesa Fire (1987), the Wake Fire (1994), and the Wolf Park Fire (2007).  
 
The Redlands Mesa Fire started on July 22, 1987.  It began from a trash fire, and 
then burned over 418 acres during a several hour period, all of which were on 
privately owned land.  The primary fuels were sagebrush and Pinyon-Juniper 
woodland.  A Type 2 Incident Management Team (IMT) managed the fire and the 
final cost was over $100,000.  Although no structures were lost during this fire, it 
caused the evacuation of more than 50 homes in the area.  One firefighter was 
injured when a fire engine was burned over. 
 
The Wake Fire started from a lightning strike on the afternoon of July 4, 1994.  
Primary fuels were once again pinyon-juniper woodlands, sagebrush, and some 
oakbrush.  Due to extreme burning conditions, the Wake Fire consumed over 2500 
acres in the initial 7 hours, sending up a tremendous smoke plume that was visible 
over 100 miles away.  Much of the vegetation within the final 3500-acre area of this 
fire was completely incinerated.  This left a fire scar that has been occupied by little 
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other than cheatgrass to this day.  Three homes were lost and several more 
damaged, in addition to 1-1/2 miles of power line and several radio towers.  
Approximately 50 homes were evacuated during this fire as well.  The fire was 
managed by a Type 2 IMT, at a final cost of about $1.5 million.  About 40% of the 
Wake Fire was on private land; with the remainder BLM owned lands.  
 

From Grandview Mesa in the southern part of the Hotchkiss Fire District, one can see 
the sites of eight large wildfires, many of which qualified for Emergency Fire Funds in 
the past twenty years.  There is a continuing potential for large fires in the Pinyon-
Juniper forest on the south exposures of the Grand Mesa.  See Appendix E for a 
map showing fires in and near the HFD during the past twenty years, along with 
some fires more than 50 years old. 

Community Vision/Values 
 

Recognition of the real possibility of another fire similar to the Redlands and Wake 
Fire has provided much of the impetus for creation of this plan.  The Wake Fire 
occurred immediately adjacent to the east border of the planning area/Fire District 
and significantly altered the view shed, changed wildlife habitat, and destroyed 
homes.    
 
The Fire District invited stakeholders and advertised to the community that meetings 
would be held to develop a Community Wildfire Protection Plan.  Those attending the 
first few CWPP meetings in early 2007 identified the following values: 
 

• Minimize death and injury due to wildfire 
• Property protection 
• Reducing the frequency, intensity and size of wildfires in the 

planning area.   
• Protecting the view shed 
• Protect water shed above the Town of Hotchkiss 
• Reduce the chance of flooding and erosion above and in the 

Town of Hotchkiss 

Desired future condition/community vision:  
 

The desired future conditions should include lessened 
ignitability of threatened structures, adequate defensible 
space around homes in vulnerable locations,   more fuel 
reduction treatments in areas near threatened homes, 
improved water supplies for fire fighting, and creation of 
mosaic pattern of fuel reduction in the forests on the water 
sheds located upstream from the Town of Hotchkiss.   
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Planning process used to develop vision 
 

The planning process consisted of a series of public meetings, planning sessions and 
the use of a community wild fire assessment tool/survey.  Printed survey forms along 
with reference maps were made available at six public buildings in Hotchkiss as well 
as at meetings.  Geographic areas of concern, types of concerns, common concerns 
and desires were multiple-choice selections on the survey form. 

Responding citizens were asked to evaluate resources that would be impacted by fire 
(i.e. what values need to be protected and priority of those values).  Opinions were 
referenced by considering the impact of specific local wildfires like the Wake Fire, as 
well as the widely known effects of wildfires on resources.      

 
The surveys were found to be difficult to complete without the assistance of a 
facilitator, and most of the surveys that were placed in public buildings yielded no 
response.  At meetings and other events, when we asked people to complete the 
survey, however, we found that many people were willing to take the time and give 
thoughtful responses to the questions.   
 
 

 Results of surveys 
 

• Number completed:  47 

• Types of concerns: 

o Damage to Homes – 72% 
o Loss of Trees-  36% 
o Loss of Viewshed-  30% 
o Dangerous Escape Route's-  17% 
o Watershed Damage - 44% 
o Damage to Wildlife-  49% 
o Defensible Space- 53% 
o Improve Fire Protection- 32% 
o Watershed damage to Leroux Creek?  21% 

 
Risk Assessment Maps 
 
The BLM has provided a Risk Assessment Map, which is based on: topography, 
fuels, roads, number of parcels, and other factors.  Areas of concern from the 
combination of the above factors are portrayed in red shading.  This map (see 
Appendix I) identified several high-risk areas in the Hotchkiss Fire District.  One, 
located on the northern part of Redlands Mesa, has been the focus of much of the 
Fire District's Fuel Reduction work. 
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A second area, in the southeast Redlands Mesa and Leroux Creek region, has also 
received Fuel Reduction Projects, and has been the subject of fire pre-plans and 
training exercises. 
 
The other major concern, illustrated by the Risk Assessment Map is the plans North 
of Hotchkiss.  This is area will be the focus of much of our efforts in the upcoming 
years.  The Hotchkiss Fire District and BLM have worked on a fuels treatment 
strategy that was summarized in a document that can be found in Appendix K. 
 
A map was made by the Delta County GIS department combining the Risk 
Assessment Map with data taken from the surveys.  This map can be found in a 
Appendix J, and shows the public has a special concern is the risk that the town of 
Hotchkiss faces from the effects of a wildfire North of Hotchkiss.  The same map also 
shows Fuel Reduction Projects completed in the District.   
 

The Inventory and Mapping of the Fire District 

Early in 2003, Dennis Hovel from Painted Sky RC&D approached the HFD Fire Chief 
with a grant proposal to map all the homes at risk from wildfire in the Fire District.  It 
was proposed that the Fire District be divided into areas of concern, neighborhoods, 
or zones where fire behavior was predictable because of fuels, aspect, prevailing 
winds, topography, and likely direction of spread.  Another factor driving the need for 
mapping was Delta County's impending change of the addressing system, which had 
the potential for creating confusion when responding to emergency fire calls.  Four 
areas were identified, and became known as “Preplans”. 

Two local men, one a resident and the other a firefighter for the District, were trained 
in geographical information systems at the Vo-Tech School.  The mapping project 
commenced in 2003 with the goal of having all of the homes in the Fire District that 
have exposure to wildfire from heavy fuels mapped and rated with the Delta County 
GPS receiver.  An important component to the mapping project was the inclusion of 
driveways, because the Delta County GIS system did not have that data.  The 
driveways were also rated for firefighter safety. 

The Leroux Creek Preplan was chosen to start the project.  It was selected because 
the roads and driveways in the area were especially confusing and poorly marked.  
Fire engines were driven to each home in the Preplan area and HFD firefighters were 
able to meet with many of the residents.  A flyer describing the mapping and other 
Firewise-type handouts were left at each home in a “door knob bag” provided by the 
Red Cross.  See Appendix B for a copy of the flyer.  Homeowners were also invited 
to apply for cost share grants for Defensible Space and Fuel Reduction Projects.  
Firefighters particularly enjoyed meeting the homeowners, and conducted similar 
visits for the other three preplan areas in the following months. 

The homes were rated for their likelihood to survive wildfire based on nearby trees, 
topography, construction materials, and other factors.  The scoring is based on 
Colorado State Forest Service ratings for subdivisions and slightly modified to fit our 
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requirements.  The data acquired was entered into Montrose BLM’s GIS system with 
much help from Bob Vlahos, the BLM GIS technician.  While the current ratings are 
directly entered into laptop computers, a sample of the first rating sheet can be found 
in Appendix D. 

The first preplan maps were printed in early 2004, showing each home’s relative risk 
by displaying its location dot in one of three colors as follows:  

 Green -   relatively safe, requiring little assistance to survive wildfire 

 Orange -   requiring assistance to survive wildfire and less safe than green 

 Red - may be dangerous to firefighters and impossible to save from a wildfire. 

Additionally, a green circle around any of the colored dots indicated that there was a 
Safety Zone nearby providing a survivable area for a fire engine and crew. 

 
                 A homeowner examines Fuel Reduction Grant applications at the Fire Fair 
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After all of the maps were completed, the Hotchkiss Fire District held a "Fire Fair" at 
the Redlands Mesa Grange on September 19, 2004.  Over a hundred people 
attended, visiting with Smokey Bear, Federal and State agencies, fuel reduction 
contractors, and Fire District firefighters.  The Preplan Maps were prominently 
displayed, and elicited strong reactions regarding the ratings of the homes.  This 
proved instrumental in getting many Defensible Space projects started in the Fire 
District, as homeowners sought to change their score from "red” to "orange" or 
"green". 

 

 

RATIO OF GREEN, ORANGE AND RED HOMES 2004

27%

40%

33%

            

                           

                  2004 (475 homes)                         2007 (489 homes) 

 
Updates to the Preplan 
 

In early 2007, the mapping was updated to show houses and the results of the fuel 
reduction projects, particularly defensible space projects.  A method was found to 
integrate previously collected data into the Delta County GIS system.  It was also 
determined that the data should be collected and input on a Fire District-wide basis, 
rather than for each individual preplan area, with printed maps displaying the area.  
This concept is likely to carry over throughout the whole County.  The map showing 
the ratings for the Hotchkiss Fire District can be found in Appendix C. 
 
New map printing has improved symbols, and now includes a color aerial photomap.  
Smaller versions of each map are carried on every Hotchkiss fire engine, and by all 
the officers, while larger sets of maps are displayed on the walls of the fire stations 
and stored in tubes for use at Incident Command Posts.  Firefighters routinely train 
with the maps on large-scale scenarios in the Fire District, and on simulated incidents 
in the firehouse, using video projectors and a sand table.                                                                      
 

Fuel Mitigation  
 

In 2001, Hotchkiss Fire District received a Fuel Reduction Grant from the Colorado 
State Forest Service and BLM.  The grant provided a 50-50 cost share allowance for 
landowners to create Defensible Space near their homes and to thin nearby forest.  
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This was the start of the Fire District’s long-term commitment to reducing the risk of 
heavy fuels near homes.  More than twenty landowners participated in the first year.  
For the next few years, this grant was unavailable; however, we worked closely with 
the Grand Junction District Office of the Colorado State Forest Service on similar 
projects in our area.  In 2004 and 2006, we were again awarded grant monies and 
funded projects. 
 

The Fire District has directly worked on more than one hundred fuel reduction 
projects, and provided information and assistance to scores of other projects.  See 
Appendix C for a map showing locations of the projects.  Many of the projects have 
been implemented over several years and grant cycles, and are counted as multiple 
projects.  See Maps of Fuel Reduction Projects- Appendix F, G, and H. 
 

Our efforts have achieved statewide recognition from the Colorado State Forester, 
and national experts on tours have viewed some of our projects.  We have had 
several documented ignitions on lands that have undergone fuels treatment, and in 
all cases, the fires either self-extinguished, smoldered until suppression arrived, or 
were controlled by fire suppression activities without damage to adjacent structures. 

We have extended our services and grants to landowners throughout the County, 
particularly in the Cedaredge, Crawford, and Paonia Fire Districts, although the 
majority of the projects have taken place in the Redlands Mesa /Leroux Creek area of 
our Fire District.  We have found that once one homeowner starts a project, many of 
his neighbors will follow suit in following years.  In fact, all the residents on a 1.5-mile 
section of P25 Road have completed projects.  See Appendix H. 

We routinely receive media coverage on these projects, and actively emphasize the 
need for landowners to do this important work. 

 

Structure Ignitability 
 
No matter how effective our efforts at Fuel Mitigation are, the homes in our Fire 
District will not truly be safe until the issues surrounding Structure Ignitability are 
addressed.  The Fire District has not focused on educating homeowners on this key 
component, but beginning in early 2008, we will deliver a comprehensive message to 
the local residents through various media and methods including: 
 

• Radio and print PSAs, 
• A Hotchkiss Town Council meeting appearance, generating a resolution 

regarding a designated “clean-up week”, 
• Other actions that may present themselves to spread the word, 
• Fire Department website space devoted to Structure Ignitability, and 
• Provide realtors and Town and County Offices with information packets to give 

to new homeowners and those who wish to build. 

 
 


