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Co-Management of Cross-Boundary Fire Risk Transmission

A partnership to identify strategies and address cross-boundary fire risk

The University of Montana

Governance Team Preliminary Results

The University of

Montana (UM)

team contributes

to the governance

research component

of the COMFRT

project, examining

the ways that the

laws, rules, policies,

and social norms of

organizations and

their employees

interact to make

decisions. In the

case of wildfire,

how organizations

interact across

jurisdictional and institutional boundaries is particularly
important. The UM team has been studying how local,
state, and federal agencies manage cross-boundary
wildfire risk in the Wenatchee area of Washington and
the Wasatch area of Utah, two regions where the risk
of transmission is high. The UM team is utilizing in-
depth interviews with wildfire professionals, document
analysis, and meetings with stakeholders to understand
what enables and constrains effective collaboration
across boundaries.

Key Preliminary Results

Similar to other locations in the Western U.S., wildfire
governance in both study areas involves multiple local,
state, federal, and tribal agencies as well as non-profit
organizations, private industry, and collaborative groups.
This diversity increases the complexity of decision-
making processes regarding wildfire risk.

Cougar Creek
Fire, Okanogan-
Wenatchee NF,
WA, 2018

Partnership Vision

Wildfire is no longer
seen as disastrous
or catastrophic for
communities, but
becomes “more
like rain”— normal
and expected, but
sometimes problematic
in its intensity.

Rocky MountainResearch Station
May 2019



The University of Montana Governance Team Preliminary Results

Risk is transferred across property boundaries

and between organizations in a variety of ways at
different moments in time. For example, suppression
may transfer risk from homeowners to fire fighters,
while prescribed fire may reduce risk to ecological
amenities and WUI communities while increasing risk
for populations vulnerable to smoke. It has become
clear in our research that realizing the aspirations of the
Shared Stewardship Strategy requires understanding
the dynamic risk-risk trade-offs that influence what
motivates different groups to work together.

The public may conceptualize forest health differently
than the land management agencies. Consequently,
land management agencies worry that the public
aesthetic is often at odds with agency goals for forest
health and that this influences public support for the
full range of fuel treatments, from prescribed and
managed fire to mechanical thinning. These differences
have important implications for how individuals and
organizations approach efforts to develop shared goals
for management of wildfire risk.

Agencies see collaborative efforts as important
mechanisms for sharing information, promoting
dialogue, increasing their capacity for on-the-ground
work, and building legitimacy with the public. However,
these initiatives are challenged by time constraints and
personnel turnover, which compromise the relationships
and continuity required for success.

Shared stewardship differs across locales based on
the relationships between state and federal agencies,
the nature of legal challenges, local public opinion,

the capacity of the timber industry, the goals of
different organizations, and the specific mechanisms
for collaboration. Effective cross-boundary work
requires collaborative structures that are tailored to the
governance context of specific locations.

Next Steps

More detailed research results will be shared with
stakeholders in COMFRT workshops in Washington and
Utah. Building on preliminary results, next steps for the
UM governance team include:

|dentifying the role of cultural understandings of
wildfire risk in shaping cross-boundary collaboration.

Assessing how specific institutional structures,

and informal and formal mechanisms (e.g. policies,
MOUs, stewardship contracting) enable work across
jurisdictional boundaries to mitigate wildfire risk.

Examining how the vision outlined in the Shared
Stewardship Strategy is interpreted and implemented
across local, state, and federal scales, and which
strategies work at and across different scales,
including where current governance is adequate and
where institutional changes are required.

Developing a diagnostic tool that the Forest Service
can use to examine the dynamics of cross-boundary
collaboration in particular places and develop fit-for-
purpose approaches to engage with cross-boundary
partners.
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