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RANGELAND FIRE 
PROTECTION 
ASSOCIATIONS 
 
Implications for Fire-Adapted 
Communities and  
Agency-Community Relationships 



WHAT ARE RFPAs? 

•  Entirely volunteer / voluntary 

•  Operate where state or rural fire 
protection lacking 

•  Programmatic support from states 
(ODF/IDL) 

•  Initial attack and beyond 

•  “Neighbors helping neighbors” 



FIRE AND PEOPLE ON THE RANGE  

• Affected forage, cattle, 
properties, other values 

Fire across boundaries 
 
• Desire to participate 

and historical conflict 
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2012-present  
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RESEARCH OBJECTIVES 

1.  Analyze and compare RFPA model in Oregon and 
Idaho 

2. Understand the successes and challenges of this model 
 
 
3. Identify larger implications and lessons for community-
based wildfire response 



RESEARCH PROCESS 

Develop 
proposal 

with input, 
obtain 

funding 

Review 
documents 

Collect data: 
 --Case 

studies and 
mapping 

--69 
participants 

Analyze 
data using 

NVivo 
 

Assemble 
maps 

Share 
findings and 

obtain 
feedback 

Develop 
final 

products 



Map: Infographics Lab, University of Oregon 
Data: ODF and IDL 



STATE ROLES 

Authorized by 
ORS 477 

Idaho Statutes 
Title 38 

Voluntary 
formation as 
nonprofits 

Ability to protect 
private and state 

lands 

Rights and 
responsibilities of 

RFPAs 



STATE ROLES 

 
States provide: 
 
•  Logistics and distribution of 

federal surplus equipment 

•  Training (Oregon) 

•  PPE 

•  Some federal pass-through 
(sage grouse-related) 



FEDERAL ROLES 

Cooperative Agreements and MOUs 
to respond on federal lands 
•  Fire response protocol 
•  Communications 
•  Minimum standards 

•  BLM provides training, some 
equipment 

•  Increasingly recognized in federal 
policy (SO 3366 / Integrated 
Rangeland Fire Management 
Strategy) 



IN KIND 

RFPA members contribute: 

•  Dues to organization 

•  Their own equipment 

•  Water sources 

•  A lot of time and energy 

àResponse capacity found in “working 
landscapes” 



 
KEY FINDINGS 

 



Ranchers’ advantages for fire response 

•  Distribution across the landscape 

•  Local knowledge 

•  Strong motivation to respond to fires 

•  Institutional creativity 

àThis potential is leveraged through RFPA organization 



“They're right there. They've spent their lives, 
probably, in that local area. They know every 
road, every two-track, every gate, every water 
source, every creek, every everything. Where 
our people just don't.” 



Establishment of RFPAs has changed 
rancher-federal fire manager relationships  

• Growing recognition/respect among BLM fire 
managers for value of RFPAs 

• Strengthened interpersonal relationships between 
individuals 

• Greater understanding among RFPA members of 
rationale for some BLM tactics and strategies 



Distinctions between Idaho and Oregon 
models create differences 

• Organic and gradual --- formal program 

• Statutory  basis 

• State agency roles 



 
KEY CHALLENGES 

 



Integration of Two Distinct Models of 
Practice 

• Formal (agency) versus informal (community) 

• More pronounced in Oregon 

• Experience and adaptation hold potential to 
resolve tensions 



Transitions to Type I / II Teams 

• Working relationships with local district generally 
good 

• National teams may not understand RFPAs 

•  Instances of RFPAs losing radio contact / being 
left out of communication 



“Typically they’re new to the area and they 
don’t have the personal relationships that we 
have working in this atmosphere that’s so 
important to our success with this program…
Teams don’t understand exactly what RFPAs 
can bring to the table.” 



Implications 



For RFPA-BLM Collaboration: 
 

 

•  Trainings, ride-alongs 

•  Informal experiences 

•  District BLM liaising with 
national teams 



•  Rights-based versus privilege-
based 

•  State as support or as regulator 

•  Level of state financial support 

•  Access to surplus equipment, 
radios, etc. 

For Program Design: 



Residents and organizations may be motivated 
to play substantive roles in wildfire 
governance.  

•  Current model: prepare and flee/ collaborate 
•  Interest in expanded role higher in “working lands” 

communities 
 



Reconciling local 
knowledge with formal 
systems 
 
•  Assets for fire preparation and 

response 
•  Challenging fit with formal 

federal organizations 
•  Program design and shared 

experience 
•   Interpersonal relationships 



THANK  YOU: 

•  Joint Fire Science Program #14-2-01-29 
•  RFPA interviewees 
•  BLM interviewees 

•  Oregon Department of Forestry 
•  Idaho Department of Lands 

•  University of Oregon Infographics Lab 
•  Photos by Davis, Wollstein, and Abrams 

      



FOR MORE 
INFORMATION  

 

www.nwfirescience.org/
RangelandFireProtectionAssociations 

 
EmilyJane.Davis@Oregonstate.edu 

 
 


