
 

Next Steps for Fire Resiliency in the Lake 
Sonoma Watershed 
Learning from FireSmart Lake Sonoma’s Community Engagement | 2018-2019: 
A Resilient Community Pilot Project funded by a PG&E Resilient Communities Better 
Together grant and Sonoma Water 
 
The FireSmart Lake Sonoma project brought together private landowners, tribal representatives, 
public agencies and other partners 
throughout 2018-2019 to promote fire 
resilience in the Lake Sonoma 
watershed.   
 
WHY THIS MATTERS 
Wildfires threaten the region’s 
drinking water supply.  
 
Lake Sonoma is the primary drinking 
water source for more than 600,000 
residents. In addition to this essential 
role for human health in the region, 
the watershed supports critical 
salmon habitat, recreation, tourism, 
mixed agriculture, and world class 
vineyards.  
 
The 83,000-acre Lake Sonoma 
Watershed is heavily forested and at 
great risk of severe wildfires. 
Fire-damaged soils are susceptible to 
erosion and can deliver ash, 
sediment, and debris to streams and 
lakes. Burned areas and sites 
downstream may also be at 
increased risk of flooding, which 
again increases erosion risk.  This 
can create devastating impacts during 
the fire and for months or years 
afterwards.   1

 
As changing climatic conditions 
intensify, the region’s susceptibility to 
fires and the need for strengthened fire resiliency grows in urgency.  
 

1 For deeper detail on wildfires’ impact on water quality see 
https://ca.water.usgs.gov/wildfires/wildfires-water-quality.html 
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WHAT WE LEARNED AND RECOMMEND  
The project’s robust community engagement process drew together a wealth of perspectives. 
Here is what the FireSmart project team learned and recommends.  
 
Learning #1: Neighbors need to work together. Individual actions will not be enough 
to achieve the landscape-level impact needed to support fire resilience and protect 
the region’s water supply.  

1. Collaboration between neighbors amplifies the impact of fire home hardening, 
defensible space, and vegetation management on fire severity, rate of spread, and 
intensity during the event of a wildfire. 
Taking action on individual parcels will not 
be enough for landscape-level impact 
without similar changes on neighboring 
land. 80% of the Lake Sonoma watershed 
acreage is privately owned across nearly 
1000 parcels and around 150 landowners. 
With so many properties sharing road 
access and similar fire risks, neighbors 
need to collaborate on land management 
strategies across contiguous parcels to 
achieve impact on the scale needed to 
protect the drinking water supply. 

 
2. Road and homeowners associations are a valuable organizational tool to promote this 

collaboration. Vegetation management to reduce fuel loads will be most impactful when 
taken at the road, neighborhood, and community scale. Creating and maintaining fuel 
breaks can slow the spread of fire and give wildland firefighters a relatively safe place to 
begin backing fires and other suppression efforts. Placing fuel breaks in strategic 
locations such as along major power lines and roads, would address major ignition 
sources and improve emergency access and evacuation. Neighbors can work together 
to identify alternative evacuation routes along private, gated roads that might be locked 
at property boundaries under normal circumstances.  

 
3. Cooperation builds community connections 

to prepare for and respond to fires. 
Planning for wildfires can be daunting. 
Trauma from recent fires, frustrating 
experiences with regulatory processes, and 
confusion about the many programs 
involved with fire management can make it 
hard to build and maintain momentum. 
However, communities can strengthen their 
capacity to plan through group learning, 
sharing of expertise, and hands-on activities. 
Working together strengthens social 
networks, which creates an environment of 
mutual support to find solutions and take action. Formalized options of cooperation 
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could include Fire Safe Councils  This culture of collaboration is essential for making a 
landscape-scale difference on everything from vegetation management, emergency 
planning, and fire response.  

 
4. Continuous preparation is needed to keep momentum going as fire planning fades 

from the news. Vegetation management activities are important, but are inherently short 
lived. The region requires ongoing vegetation maintenance with defensible space and 
community fuel breaks for the prevention efforts to have continued impact. 

 
Learning #2: Resident actions can transform homes and roads from liabilities into 
advantages. 

1. Homes can be fuel for a fire or strategic locations where firefighters can make a stand. 
Resident action can make the difference.  

 
2. Home hardening and large defensible spaces can create essential staging and access 

areas for emergency responders. Additional resident actions, such as providing clear 
address signage and marking locations of onsite water sources can make critical 
contributions to fire response. This can make a big difference to prevent fires from 
escalating to catastrophic-level impacts on homes and the watershed.   

 
3. Roads can be hazardous, or they can be fuel 

breaks that slow the fire down and make it 
possible for firefighters and first 
responders to do their job.  Heavy roadside 
vegetation presents an ignition risk from 
vehicles and, once fire arrives, can block 
residents from evacuating and emergency 
responders from arriving. But vegetation 
management practices make a big 
difference. Placing fuel breaks along major 
power lines and roads reduces major ignition 
sources and improves emergency access 
and evacuation. Selective thinning of fuel 
loads adjacent to roadways while leaving 
large trees in place creates shaded fuel 
breaks; this management approach creates a strategic defensible landscape to reduce 
fire ignition risk, rate of spread, and severity, while maintaining the habitat and aesthetics 
of a forested landscape.  

 
Learning #3: Residents have extensive knowledge and willingness to take action. But 
they need support. 

1. Land management knowledge varies widely among landowners in the region. Many 
landowners and property managers in the watershed have longstanding (often 
generational) experience observing the land. As the population ages in place and new 
neighbors establish themselves in the area, mentorship and support to share knowledge 
between neighbors will be essential for continued stewardship of this fire-prone 
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landscape. Working together to share knowledge and take actions to prevent and 
respond to wildfires will benefit everyone.  

 
2. Development of Fire Safe Councils or Communities Organizing to Prepare for 

Emergencies (COPE) groups create supportive infrastructure for the community. 
Establishing and sustaining these groups requires long term commitments, but also sets 
the stage for long term success. Organized community groups put public agencies in a 
better position to  serve the community on an ongoing basis and during emergencies. 
These groups also support the ongoing activities needed to achieve the benefits of 
vegetation management, and can set the stage for accessing funding sources to support 
resilience-building efforts.  

 
3. Technical, financial, and coordination support is needed to make landowner action 

practical, swift and impactful. This support from government agencies, the private 
sector and community organizations would position residents with resources to take 
actions they already know will be valuable for the community.  

 
Learning #4: Gaps in labor, expertise, equipment, and information need to be filled. 

1. Workforce development for vegetation management is needed. With the large scale of 
vegetation management needed and an aging population in many rural areas, extensive 
labor will be needed to manage vegetation at the landscape scale. There are few crews 
in the region who are trained and available to meet this growing need. A workforce 
development program that addresses vegetation management with an emphasis on 
improving ecosystem health could be part of the solution. 
 

2. More forestry professionals are needed. 
There is a great need for forest 
management plans on private lands, and 
for registered professional foresters to 
guide development of the plans. In addition 
to promoting good practices, these plans 
are required in order to access some 
vegetation management cost-sharing 
programs. This will require additional 
registered professional foresters on staff 
with local agencies, and funding to sustain 
them.  
 

3. Information gaps need to be filled. Fire professionals will benefit from maps of 
communications systems, evacuation plans, locked gates, fuel load mapping, and 
information on potential funding options for equipment and outreach. Landowners, in 
particular those new to the area or absentee landowners, will benefit from focused 
support on land management practices and resources available to take action. 
 

4. Systems to share labor, tools and resources will advance community action. 
Community-level cooperation such as work parties, shared grazing livestock, and shared 
vegetation management equipment can reduce the costs and physical labor needed to 
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manage vegetation at the landscape scale that is required to protect the watershed. 
Specific suggestions from the community related to equipment included tool and 
equipment libraries for neighborhoods and a fireboat for Lake Sonoma as a resource 
that could benefit the region.  

 
Learning #5: Risk in emergencies is not evenly distributed.   

1. Physical and social barriers intensify risks. Those in rural areas more distant from fire 
emergency support, residents with few neighbors, the elderly, and individuals with 
mobility challenges are especially 
vulnerable during fires.  
 

2. Strong social connections enhance 
community safety; weak social 
connections increase vulnerability. 
Planning evacuation routes, emergency 
communications such as phone trees, and 
door-to-door checks is essential to ensure 
the safety of neighbors. This is especially 
important for community members whose 
locations and physical limitations increase 
their vulnerability during emergencies. 
 

3. Language and legal barriers impact recovery from emergencies. Although not 
discussed at the workshops, experiences from the 2017 fires in Sonoma County 
demonstrated that many residents faced language barriers, hindering their access to 
resources that would help in recovery and rebuilding. In addition, fear of legal 
repercussions among undocumented community members can prevent equal access to 
support for recovery from emergencies. These increased vulnerabilities are an important 
consideration for a region that relies on these neighbors’ contributions. 
 

Learning #6: Plan regionally to increase the success of fire resilience planning and 
response. 

1. Transcending jurisdictional boundaries will benefit the whole region. Creative 
approaches to defining roles for collaboration across government agencies and other 
organizations will empower action that can be more impactful and cost-effective than 
working independently. Models to support formal collaboration can  include memoranda 
of understanding and joint powers agreements.  
 

2. Data, plans, compliance efforts, and incentives can help identify and support the next 
steps. Integration of existing and future data related to vegetation and fuel loading, wind, 
topography, soil erosion potential, road networks, water-related infrastructure, and other 
characteristics can help identify areas that are high risk to people, infrastructure, and 
water supplies. This can support decision-makers to allocate resources based on data. 
Planning efforts such as Community Wildfire Protection Plans and General Plans offer 
opportunities to compile data, seek input, and determine needs and priorities. Existing 
infrastructure, such as the North Bay fire camera network, weather stations, and other 
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data-gathering stations offer opportunities to gather data to inform these and future 
planning efforts.  Inspection programs for firesafe vegetation standards, combined with 
incentives for land managers to meet these standards, can help support next steps in 
fire-conscious land management throughout the watershed.  
 

3. A one-stop shop for the public to access regulatory information, technical assistance, 
funding, and local government resources could catalyze community action. Seamless 
collaboration across agencies such as 
Resource Conservation Districts, USDA 
Natural Resources Conservation Service, UC 
Cooperative Extension, Permit Sonoma, air 
districts, and the Sonoma County Office of 
Recovery and Resiliency would place 
landowners in a better position to get this 
important work done instead of facing the 
frustrating process of getting “bounced 
around” between offices. Tribes in the 
watershed face additional challenges to 
coordinate with federal guidelines.  

 
Learning #7: Create partnerships for planning and funding.  

1. Sufficient, sustained funding will be needed to support short and long-term efforts. 
Representatives from Resource Conservation Districts, USDA Natural Resources 
Conservation Service offices, CAL FIRE, UC Cooperative Extension, and Fire Safe 
Councils can help match residents and neighborhoods with existing funding sources to 
support fire resiliency in the watershed. However, in order to scale up the work to the 
landscape-level, additional funds will be required.  
 

2. Innovative financing and partnership options should be explored. The Blue Forest 
Conservation Forest Resiliency Bond offers a model for leveraging private capital and 
foundation funds to finance the public good of resilient forests through low-interest 
loans. This provides up-front funding for fire-prevention work. That up-front influx of 
capital is of immense practical value, and differs from many grant processes that 
reimburse for costs after the work is completed and may require identification of 
matching funding before the grant begins.  
 

3. Partnering with the private sector will support cohesive action.  The private sector can 
play an important role in supporting fire resiliency in the community. This can include 
land management, workforce development, and as potential partners in creative 
approaches to addressing the high cost of vegetation management in remote sites. 
Approaches could include the use of innovative technologies to process biomass, and 
partnering with the public, nonprofit and private (for example insurance companies) 
sectors to encourage action towards fire resilience, such as incentivizing home 
hardening, cooperative forest management planning with neighbors, and other 
vegetation management approaches.  
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4. Collaborative land management planning among neighbors amplifies impact and can 
lower barriers to funding. Creating joint forest management plans among landowners 
with adjacent properties both strengthens planning consistency across the landscape, 
and can create efficiencies in accessing funding opportunities. For example, CAL FIRE 
and Natural Resource Conservation Service offer cost-share programs to support forest 
management. Accessing these funds requires a forest management plan developed by a 
registered professional forester. Joint plans can reduce the cost of developing the plans 
that are needed to access these cost-share programs. Additional support for this 
planning includes local Resource Conservation Districts, who have registered 
professional foresters on staff that can support the development of individual and joint 
forest management plans.   
 

5. Regional cooperation beyond individual local governments can increase impact and 
efficiency. This requires joint funding. A regional forest and wildland management plan 
would help prioritize and streamline vegetation management across the watershed. 
Collaboration across local agencies and organizations to secure and sustain funding for 
regional-level efforts will advance the success of fire resilience planning in ways that 
separate actions would not achieve. 

 
MOVING FORWARD: TOWARDS COOPERATION AND RESILIENCE 
Fire is a reality for the landscape throughout the 
Lake Sonoma watershed and the region as a whole.  
 
However, there are practical options to reduce risks 
to the community and its watershed.  
 
Strengthening neighborhood and agency 
connections in both land management and social 
relationships is key to building resilience. The 
FireSmart Lake Sonoma Project modeled this 
collaborative approach.  
 
NEXT STEPS 
FireSmart Lake Sonoma partners will continue to help neighbors, agencies, and organizations 
find ways to work together, leverage each others’ strengths, plan for safety and resiliency, and 
implement projects that benefit residents, ecosystems, and the source water for hundreds of 
thousands of North Bay residents.  We envision strengthening collaborations, growing 
community involvement, and bringing additional resources to the region to get this important 
work done. 
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About the FireSmart Lake Sonoma Project Team 
Ag Innovations 
About Ag Innovations: Ag Innovations is a non-profit 
501c3 organization based in Sebastopol, CA with a long 
history of facilitating transformative collaboration at the 
intersection of agriculture and the environment.   
 
Sonoma Water 
Sonoma Water was created as a special district in 1949 by the California Legislature and 
supplies naturally filtered drinking water to more than 600,000 residents in portions of Sonoma 
and Marin counties.   
 
Ag Innovations and Sonoma Water came together to increase fire resiliency in the critical 
drinking water source watershed of Lake Sonoma. 
 
For more on the FireSmart Lake Sonoma project see 
http://www.aginnovations.org/project/FiresmartLakeSonoma 
 
A special thank you to:   

● The knowledgeable and motivated Lake Sonoma watershed neighbors who shared their 
knowledge, opened their homes for site visits (including Earle and Susie Cummings, 
Adriane Garayalde, Kay Jablonski and Kathy Borst), and were active contributors 
throughout this project. Thank you to all of the Lake Sonoma watershed neighbors who 
contributed and continue to collaborate.  

● Adriane Garaydale, Russian River Confluence, COPE 
● Chief Andres Avila, Anderson Valley Fire Department 
● Ben Nicholls, CAL FIRE Napa - Sonoma Unit 
● Bill Keene, Karen Gaffney, Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space 

District 
● Carleon Safford, Fire Safe Sonoma and Sonoma County Fire & Emergency Services 
● Chuck Striplen, North Coast Regional Water Quality Control Board, member of the Amah 

Mutsun Tribal Band 
● Earle and Susie Cummings, Sonoma County Forest Conservation Working Group 
● Chief James Williams, Sonoma County Fire & Emergency Services  
● Jared Childress, Audubon Canyon Ranch 
● Jason Wells, RPF, Sonoma and Gold Ridge Resource Conservation Districts 
● Joel Miller, Chris Schooley, US Army Corps of Engineers 
● Lisa Bauer and the Yorkville Community Benefit Association 
● Chief Marshall Turbeville, Geyserville Fire Protection District 
● Mary Mayeda, RPF, Mendocino County Resource Conservation District and Mendocino 

Fire Safe Council  
● Nina Hapner, Kashia Band of Pomo Indians of Stewarts Point Rancheria  
● Scott Packwood, Patricia Austin, CAL FIRE Mendocino Unit 
● Stephanie Larsen, University of California Cooperative Extension 
● Virginia Mahacek, Sonoma County Office of Recovery and Resiliency 
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