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It's time to own up to fire responsibility - Friday, June 1, 2007
Summary: It's up to all of us to keep western Montana safe from wildfires.
It won't be long now. Spring's rains will subside, our hillsides will lose their green, the rivers will retreat. And before you know it, smoke will start curling up through the trees, eventually exploding into summer's wildfires.
Which is why we're encouraging western Montanans - all Westerners, really - to declare this the "season of personal responsibility." As in, the season to get up, go outdoors and do whatever you can to prepare yourself and your property for the coming wildfires.
For too many summers, we have sat in our respective living rooms, watching out the window as the skies grew smoky, waiting for firefighters to come to the rescue. And they have, spectacularly so. That so few homes burn in each summer's fires is testament to the skill and determination of this nation's wildland fire crews.
But we cannot continue relying upon others to protect homes we knowingly build and buy in the woods, or on the edge of the woods. That's 1 million homes, just in the western United States, with more being built each day.
It is time for each of us, individually and as communities, to own up to our responsibilities.
As a state, we took a big step earlier this month with the launching of FireSafe Montana, a group committed to educating and mobilizing Montanans for this very cause: to make our homes, neighborhoods and communities safer during fire season.
These folks know their business. They can help. They want to help. All we have to do is get up and get to work.
It's not even that difficult. Consider these "firewise hints" from www.firewise.org.
- Reducing the amount of fuel around a home will slow a fire's progress. Keep your lawn green and clipped. Remove dead branches from the ground and trim standing vegetation.
Store firewood away from the home, so it cannot act as a direct fuel source. Reduce the quantity of "ladder fuels" on your property: the shrubs, vines and other vegetation that create thickets beneath trees, and during a wildfire, give fire quick and easy access into the forest canopy.
- Access is an important factor in a home's survivability during a wildfire. Be sure that street signs are easy to read and house numbers are clearly visible from the road. Seconds count for initial attack crews.
Driveways should be at least 12 feet wide with a vertical clearance of 15 feet, so they are passable for emergency vehicles.
- If you're building a home, or remodeling, use firewise materials. That means a roof built of Class A asphalt shingles, metal, cement or concrete products. That means exterior walls that resist heat and flames, and are made of brick, cement, plaster, stucco or concrete masonry. Double-pane glass windows can make a home more resistant to a wildfire's heat and flames.
- You can reduce the probability of wildfire loss by adopting firewise landscaping practices in the area 100 to 200 feet around your home.
Remove flammable plants that contain resins, oils and waxes from within 30 feet of your house. Pick up leaves, branches and pine/fir needles regularly.
When planting, choose plants with a high moisture content. They are more fire resistant than others, and can slow a wildfire's spread.
Trees and shrubs should be well-spaced, watered and properly pruned. Remove dead or low-hanging branches.
There's more, of course, but you get the idea. Every one of us can and should get involved in making our communities "firewise." And every one of us has a wealth of resources available, should we need help or advice.
Anyone interested in the new FireSafe Montana group should contact Pat McKelvey at (406) 447-8225. For more tips, go on the Web to www.firewise.org
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