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WISSLER RANCH 

COMMUNITY WILDFIRE PROTECTION PLAN 
 

 

I  INTRODUCTION 
 

After the devastating wildfire season of 2002, Congress passed the Healthy Forest Restoration 

Act of 2003 that, among other provisions, allowed communities to develop plans to reduce their 

risk from wildfire.  Community Wildfire Protection Plans provide a framework for a community 

to assess its wildfire risk, and develop specific projects to reduce that risk.  Additional legislation 

passed by the Colorado General assembly in 2009 requires that plans list and prioritize the 

community’s mitigation projects.  Once a plan is completed, the community may apply for cost 

sharing to implement the projects within the plan.   

 

Wissler Ranch began developing this plan in 2009.  A core group was established consisting of 

representatives from the Wissler Ranch Homeowners Association, the Colorado State Forest 

Service, and the Tri Lakes-Monument Fire Protection District.  Representatives from the El Paso 

County Environmental Services Division were unable to join the core group due to severe budget 

cuts within the County.  The core team individuals were: 

 

 Rhoda Musella, Chair    Wissler Ranch HOA 

 Jack Windeler     Wissler Ranch HOA 

 Mike Keough, Lieutenant   Tri Lakes-Monument FPD 

 Dave Root, Assistant District Forester Colorado State Forest Service 

 

Development of the plan has proceeded through the summer of 2009 with three meetings and fire 

mitigation presentations to homeowners. The first draft of the plan was completed in summer of 

2009, but the final draft was postponed until the new standards for community wildfire 

protection plans were published.  

  

Plan Objectives 
 

The purpose of this plan is to guide Wissler Ranch for a period of ten years toward the objective 

of reducing the wildfire hazard within the subdivision.  This plan is will be a living document, 

and will be revised and updated as conditions require.  Specific objectives of the plan are: 

 

1. Assess the wildfire hazard within and adjacent to the Wissler Ranch community. 

2. Make recommendations to reduce the ignitability of home and other structures within the 

community. 

3. Develop a prioritized plan to reduce the wildfire hazard within the community while 

improving the health of the forest. 
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Wissler Ranch Location 

 

Wissler Ranch is located in northern El Paso County just south of the Douglas County line.  The 

community is located south of County Line Road (also known as Palmer Divide Road) about 13 

miles east of Palmer Lake.  All lands surrounding the subdivisions are privately owned 

residential lots.  There is no public land within the immediate vicinity, and the nearest federal 

land is the Pike National Forest 15 miles west of the community. 

 

There are 133 lots within the 550 acre subdivision.  Average lot size is 3-5 acres.  There is one 

25 +/- acre open space (Common Area) that is owned and managed by the Wissler Ranch HOA.  

Most of this open space is grassland, but there are approximately six acres of forest along the 

eastern boundary. 

 

Watershed  

 

The community is situated on the north slope of the Palmer Divide (Monument Hill) on the 

headwaters of Cherry Creek.  West Cherry Creek follows Highway 83 to the west of Wissler 

Ranch and East Cherry Creek flows about one-half mile to the east of the community.  Cherry 

Creek runs north directly into a greenbelt through central Denver and meets the South Platte 

River in Confluence Park near 15
th

 and Platte Streets.  Severe wildfire along the Palmer Divide 

could degrade the water quality in the stream with severe consequences to people and 

communities far from Wissler Ranch. 

 

Community Values at Risk 
 

The purpose of a CWPP is to reduce the threat of wildfire to the values a community holds dear.  

The forested, semi rural setting of the community is highly prized by the residents.  Their homes 

and property represent their largest investments.  Loss of any of these values would devastate the 

community.   

 

Although structures would most likely be replaced by insurance after a wildfire, valued family 

possessions would be lost forever.  After a severe crown fire, the loss in value of the property 

would create a severe financial loss for most families. 
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Figure 1:   Location of Wissler Ranch within northern El Paso County 
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II CURRENT FOREST CONDITION 
 

The forest in Wissler Ranch is typical of those along the Palmer Divide area.  Ponderosa pine is the 

dominant species, and there are no significant numbers of other species.  These forests were 

extensively logged during the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  The current forest 

consists of trees that grew back after the early logging, and is 120 to 140 years old. 

 

The present fire hazard in Wissler Ranch is the direct result of the past logging and regrowth.  

Before settlement, ponderosa pine forests burned every twenty to thirty years. Lightning was the 

most frequent cause, but some fires were started by native populations. Low intensity fires were the 

primary factor that shaped the forest, and the pre-settlement forest was an open pine savannah with 

approximately 40 large trees per acre.  Such large trees with thick bark were rarely harmed by the 

fires that passed under them.  Mature trees were often 400 years old, and the openings between trees 

had several age classes of younger trees, again thinned by frequent fires.  The frequent low intensity 

fire regime had a cleansing effect on the forest and fuel build up between fires was minimal.  Such 

fires rarely reached the upper canopy of the forest and recovery from the fire was quick. 

 

After the Pikes Peak gold rush, this ancient process changed forever.  Farms and ranches were 

established, and were later replaced by subdivisions.  By necessity, fires were suppressed as quickly 

as possible, and the present forest grew back without maintenance by man or fire.  Consequently it is 

denser than the forest it replaced—often containing several thousand trees per acre.  Competition 

between trees for water, sunlight, and nutrients is severe.  In the dense canopy, the hazard of severe 

wildfires increases.  Furthermore, trees stressed by severe competition and drought are more 

susceptible to attack from insects and disease. 

 

The term condition class describes how far current forests differ from the pre-settlement condition.  

Condition Class I is a forest that closely resembles the natural condition of an open canopy with 

widely spaced large trees.  Condition Class II represents a moderate amount of variance from the 

natural state with the trees in closer proximity and fuels—known as ladder fuels—in the understory.  

Areas within the Wissler Ranch where there has been moderate thinning of the forest are in 

condition class II.  Most of the forest in Wissler Ranch is Condition Class III which indicates a wide 

variance from pre-settlement conditions. 

 

Foresters would characterize the present forest as even aged.  That is all of the trees, regardless of 

their diameter, are about 140 years old.  It is a common misconception in even aged stands that tree 

diameter is indicative of the trees age.  As the photo in figure two illustrates this is not the case.  

Trees of smaller diameter are frequently older than the larger diameter tree next to them. 

 

It may be difficult for people to distinguish a young ponderosa from a suppressed one (see Figure 2).  

Sun loving trees like ponderosa rarely sprout in shaded areas beneath larger trees.  Thus truly young 

ponderosa are usually found in openings.  Note how young trees have sprouted in the cut banks of 

roads throughout the subdivision.  The shape of young trees often provides the best clue to their age, 

and young trees have full crowns with conical shapes.  Suppressed trees usually have one sided 

crowns and flattened tops as a result of crowding by adjacent trees. 
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The structure of the forest directly affects 

wildfire risk.  Wildfires can be broadly 

categorized into two types based on the 

intensity with which they burn and the 

damage caused to the environment.  The 

first is a crown fire (sometimes called a 

catastrophic fire).  Locally, the Hayman 

Fire is the most well known crown fire.  

Crown fires burn in the canopy of the 

forest, jumping from tree top to tree top 

killing most every tree in their path.  The 

heat produced is tremendous.  Not only are 

the trees killed, but the heat damages the 

soil making the upper layer impervious to 

water.  Consequently, when rains fall long 

after a crown fire is extinguished, water 

runs off the impermeable soil causing flash 

flooding and further environmental 

degradation far from the burn area. 

 

The less severe type of fire is the so called 

ground fire.  This is the type of fire that is 

typical of open ponderosa pine forests, and 

they typically burn the surface fuels such 

as grasses and litter.  The heat does not 

damage the soil and new herbaceous plants resprout quickly after the fire cools.   Most prescribed 

fires emulate this type of fire. 

 

The current forest condition in Wissler Ranch is a closed canopy conducive to an intense crown fire.  

The branches of the largest trees, called dominants by foresters, are often in close proximity to one 

another.  The dominant trees are characterized by large diameter trunks and their crowns are in the 

full sunlight.  Unless diseased or infested with insects, the dominants are the most vigorous trees in 

the forest.   

 

The spaces between the dominant trees are occupied shorter trees—called co-dominants and 

intermediates.  These are suppressed by the larger trees around them, and do not receive full 

sunlight.  Their limited supply of energy is used in an attempt to reach the sunlight, and the trunks 

are smaller in diameter than the dominant trees. 

 

In the lowest level of the forest canopy are even smaller trees that are completely overtopped.  

Again, these may be as old as the largest trees, but are the least vigorous trees in the forest.    The 

overtopped trees represent a significant fire hazard as so called ―ladder fuels‖.  Ladder fuels are 

those fuels near the ground that provide a pathway for ground fires to reach the upper forest canopy.  

Lower branches of dominant trees, dead branches, and shrubs can also be ladder fuels.  Once in the 

canopy, a fire becomes wind driven, produces intense heat, and cannot be controlled by firefighters 

with hand tools. 

 

Figure 2: The ponderosa sections in this photo illustrate how tree 

diameter is not a reliable indicator of age.  The center section is 100 

years old; section 2 is 99; section 3 is 101; section 4 is 90; section 5 is 

85; section 6 is 130; section 7 is 81. (Sculpture by Bill Wallace.  Photo 

by Bill Buckman, courtesy of the Black Forest Slash & Mulch Program) 
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There are some small, usually less than one-tenth acre, isolated clumps of Gambel oak within the 

subdivision, but this species is not extensive.  Most of the oak clumps are directly underneath larger 

trees, so the oak adds to the fire hazard as a ladder fuel.  North of the community along County Line 

Road, there are extensive stands of Gambel oak.  Oak can be highly flammable and could present a 

hazard to residents evacuating Wissler Ranch along County Line Road. 

 

Lack of forest management, recent droughts and unnaturally dense forests conspire to create a 

serious wildfire threat to the community.  There have been several large fires in the area over the last 

thirty years, and all of them were of human origin.  Largest was the Berry Fire from the late 1980s.  

This fire started in late April in the oak shrub lands south of Monument and burned the hills west of 

the present Monument Fire Center. The fire scar can be seen on the hillsides to this day.   

 

In April of 2002, the Pine Glen Fire ignited when a landowner was mowing dry grass about ten 

miles south of Wissler Ranch.  Fortunately, westerly winds pushed the fire away from the Pine Glen 

Subdivision and onto undeveloped ranch land owned by the Pineries Ranch.  The fire was controlled 

after three days and scorched approximately 70 acres. That same week, there were smaller fires in 

the Glen neighborhood of Palmer Lake and another fire near the west end of Baptist Road that 

threatened homes in that area.     

 

It is interesting to note that all of these fires started in April, indicating that the fire season in the area 

is a year round phenomenon.  Even in winter, Chinook winds along the Front Range have resulted in 

wildfires with snow cover on the ground.  Thankfully, this is a rare occurrence.  As lightning scars 

as many trees attest there have been many lightning strikes and associated small fires, but these have 

been quickly extinguished.  Records do not exist for these small fires. 
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III COMMUNITY ASSESSMENT AND RESPONSE 
 

The term wildland urban interface (WUI) refers to those areas where high density developments are 

located in areas of wildland fire fuels.  Wissler Ranch has approximately 138 lots in forest fuels, and 

homes on these lots have various risks of being destroyed by a wildfire.  The amount of risk depends 

on the vegetative fuels, materials used in house construction, topography, and current weather 

events.   

 

Most homes are of newer construction, and are built with stucco siding, and with tile or asphalt 

shingle roofs, but some are constructed with wood siding.  Most homes have wooden decks.  Many 

have done at least some thinning in the zones closest to the homes. Some have some ornamental 

landscaping near the home.  

 

Wissler Ranch Wildland Urban Interface Boundary 

 

As used in Community Wildfire Protection Plans, the term ―WUI boundary‖ refers to the area within 

and adjacent to the community where a wildfire would directly impact the community.  The WUI 

boundary is often used in communities adjacent to Federal lands, such as national forests, to indicate 

to Federal land managers those areas where fire mitigation should receive a high priority.  Since all 

adjoining lands are residential lots, this is not a consideration in the Wissler Ranch CWPP. 

 

The WUI boundary for Wissler Ranch was developed to include the entire forested area of which the 

subdivision is a part.  The boundary is extended to the west to include Colorado Highway 83 which 

would be the primary evacuation route in the event of a fire.  The boundary extends north into 

Douglas County reflecting the importance of County Line Road for ingress and egress. 

 

Factors Affecting Fire Behavior 

 

In order to understand the wildfire hazard in Wissler Ranch, it is necessary to understand some of 

the influences on how fires burn. Fire behavior is the term used to describe the intensity with which 

a fire may burn on any given day.  There are three factors responsible for determining fire behavior:  

fuel, topography, and weather. 

 

Fuels:   The amount of fuel available to a fire influences how much heat is produced.  As anyone 

who has ever been near a campfire knows, more wood on the fire produces more heat.  More fuel 

available to a wildfire produces more severe fire behavior.   

 

The diameter of fuel also affects fire behavior.  Small diameter fuels, such as dry grass or small 

branches, ignite more easily than large diameter fuels, such as large logs.  Again consider the 

example of a campfire.  Fires are started with small kindling before larger sizes of wood are added.  

In a wildfire the smaller diameter fuels act as kindling, spreading the fire to the larger fuels.  It is 

more difficult to control a fire burning in larger diameter fuels. 

 

Fires burning in duff and litter underneath trees usually do not move rapidly.  The surrounding trees 

tend to slow the wind and thus reduce the rate of fire spread.  This is, of course, dependant on the 

wind speed, and fires will move faster on very windy days.  This situation can change markedly if 
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the ground fire reaches a closed forest canopy.  In strong winds, crown fires are wind driven and can 

move rapidly through the forest. 

 

Some areas within the subdivision and much of the WUI area are grasslands.  Typically, grass fires 

ignite more easily, and move faster.  The flame front moves quickly, and the fire intensity decreases 

shortly after the flame front has passed.  Grass fires can be extremely hazardous to life and property.  

In 2007, a grass fire moved through the town of Ordway, in southeastern Colorado. It severely 

damaged the town, and caused the deaths of two local firefighters.   

 

The two types of fuel in a WUI are vegetative and structural.  Vegetative fuels consist of living and 

dead trees, bushes, and grasses.  Non-vegetative fuels include houses, ancillary buildings, fences, 

and firewood piles. 

 

Topography:   Topography is the lay of the land.  The influence of topography is simply that heat 

rises.  On a slope heat rises above a fire, pre-heating and drying the fuel above.  The drier upslope 

fuels ignite easier and burn more quickly than down slope fuels.  The steeper the slope, the more 

pronounced is this effect.  During the day, warming air rises and pushes wildfires up slope.  Fires 

may move four times faster up slopes than on flat ground. 

 

Drainages act as natural chimneys that funnel heat and wind up the drainage.  Homes in drainages or 

at the tops of drainages are particularly vulnerable to wildfires.   The chimney effect is more 

pronounced in steeper and narrower drainages.   

 

Weather:   High temperatures, low humidity, and strong winds increase the intensity of wildfires.  

Simply consider how much easier it is to start a campfire on a warm dry day than a cold damp day.  

Short and long-term droughts exacerbate the problem. 

 

Weather is the ―wild card‖ of fire behavior.  Topography is constant over time, and the amount of 

fuel can be measured far in advance of a fire.  What sort of weather there might be on the day a 

wildfire starts cannot be known in advance.   

 

Of the three factors that determine fire behavior, only fuels can be altered to reduce the spread 

and intensity of a wild fire. 

 

Structures burn when the heat from a wildfire is transferred to the structure.  Heat transfer can be 

from surrounding burning vegetation to structures or from burning structures to the surrounding 

vegetation.  There are three ways that heat can be transferred: Radiation, convection, and firebrands.   

 

Radiation:  Wildfires can spread to a home by radiated heat in the same way a radiator heats rooms 

in the wintertime.  Radiated heat is capable of igniting combustible materials from a distance of 100 

feet. 
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Figure 3:  Wissler Ranch wildland urban interface (WUI) boundary 
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Convection:   Direct contact with flames, or the wildfire’s convective heat column, may also ignite 

a home.  This is most likely to occur when trees or brush near a structure ignite and the flames touch 

a flammable part of the structure. 

 

Firebrands:   Firebrands are embers that are blown ahead of a fire on strong updrafts created by the 

fire.  Firebrands can be carried long distances – more than a mile – by the winds associated with a 

wildfire.  Roofs and decks are the most vulnerable parts of a structure to fire brands.   ―Autopsies‖ of 

many homes lost during wildfires has shown that the majority were burned when firebrands fell on 

combustible roofs or decks – not from direct contact with the flames. 

 

The 2002 Hayman Fire was Colorado’s most devastating forest fire.  It burned 138,000 acres and 

132 homes in 20 days.  Surprisingly, 662 homes within the perimeter of the fire were not destroyed.  

USDA Forest Service 

scientists Jack Cohen and 

Rick Stratton reported on 

the causes of home 

destruction in the ―Hayman 

Fire Case Study‖
1
.  Many 

of the homes that survived 

did so without intervention 

by firefighters.  The study 

objective was to determine 

if there were common 

factors among these 

surviving homes that might 

be helpful in preventing 

loss of homes in future 

wildfires. 

 

They found that ―torching‖ 

or intense crown fires within 30 feet of a structure destroyed 70 homes.  If a house was destroyed but 

the surrounding trees did not burn, they assumed that embers or firebrands ignited it.  Based on this 

logic, they concluded that 62 of the 132 homes destroyed in the Hayman Fire were ignited by 

surface fires or firebrands. 

 

Cohen and Stratton found that home destruction was related more to a house and its site-specific 

surroundings than to the context of the larger Hayman Fire.  If the vegetation around a house 

allowed high intensity fires to burn near them, they did not survive.  If the vegetation permitted only 

low intensity fires, the structures had a good probability of surviving.  Flammability of roofs, decks, 

siding materials, and other house construction features raised or lowered the risk of flames igniting 

homes. 

                                                 
1
 ―Hayman Fire Case Study‖ compiled by Russell T. Graham, Sept. 2003, USDA Rocky Mountain Research Station, 

Report RMRS-CTR-114, 396 pages. 

Figure 4:  Survivable space around a home in the Hayman Fire.  Note that zone 

one nearest the house did not burn.  In zone two the fire burned on the ground 

but did not kill the trees.  In the upper right a crown fire killed all the trees. 
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Tri-Lakes Monument Fire Authority Resources and Wildfire Strategy 

 

Tri-Lakes Monument Fire Authority is the first responder to all residential and wildfires in Wissler 

Ranch.  The Authority is a member of a consortium of seven fire departments in northern El Paso 

County and southern Douglas County.  A fire alarm call to Tri-Lakes automatically goes to these 

other departments, who send a least one truck and crew to the address of the potential fire.  Thus, up 

to 10 trucks and 40 firefighters are initially dispatched to every fire. All fire personnel cooperate 

under a common command structure, according to the principles established by the Incident 

Command System (ICS).  

 

Tri-Lakes operates out of three fire stations; the station on Roller Coaster and Hwy 105 is closest to 

Wissler Ranch.  The current daily staffing of 12 personnel includes: 1 Battalion Chief, 2 Captains, 1 

Lieutenant, and 8 Firefighter/Emergency Medical Technicians (EMT).  They are organized into 

teams, or crews, that operate two Advanced Life Support Ambulances, two Engine Companies and 

one Truck Company.  In the event of a structure or wildland fire the ambulance crews become 

members of the Engine, Truck, or Brush truck crews. 

 

The response time goal for the department is to reach any location in the Tri-Lakes Monument 

district in 8 minutes or less.  If the severity of the fire warrants, additional personnel and equipment 

can be requested from other fire departments in El Paso County or the city Colorado Springs, as well 

as state and federal agencies. 

 

The El Paso County Sheriff’s Office (EPSO), through the Deputy Fire Marshal, maintains several 

capabilities to assist local fire departments. A local Incident Commander (officer in charge of the 

fire) may request any, or all, of the following: 

 The EPSO Wildland Fire Suppression Team is a volunteer wildfire crew that can deploy up 

to three brush truck crews, or function as a hand crew. 

 The Mobile Command Post can provide work space and enhanced communications for eight 

to ten fire commanders.  

 The El Paso County Emergency Operations Center (EOC), located in downtown Colorado 

Springs, can mobilize other county and community resources, and request assistance from 

other counties or the state. 

 

The priorities of the ―first responding‖ firefighters are: 

   1 – Ensure the safety of the firefighters, and residents in and near the fire 

  2 – Evaluate the fire situation, assign firefighters to specific duties to control and suppress 

 the fire, and inform the Sheriff and other agencies about the situation. 

  3 – Restrict the loss of homes and other property. 

 

In the event of an evacuation the El Paso County Sheriff’s Office—not the firefighters—would be in 

charge of evacuating residents.  The Sheriff’s Office would be notified soon after the Incident 

Commander evaluates the fire situation.  Upon their arrival, Sheriff’s deputies would receive 

instructions from the Incident Commander on which roads should be closed and what neighborhoods 

should be evacuated.  

 

The Sheriff’s Office typically distributes evacuation information three ways:  
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 GeoCast telephone notification system (commonly called ―reverse 911‖) 

 Local news media  

 Whenever possible, Sheriff’s deputies go door-to-door to ensure that all residents have been 

warned 

 

According to the records of the Tri-Lakes Monument Fire Authority, the most likely causes of 

wildfire ignitions in Wissler Ranch are, in order of frequency are: 1) lightning strikes, 2) a house fire 

igniting adjacent vegetation that spreads through tree crowns to other homes, and 3) careless or 

thoughtless acts by people who smoke, set off fireworks, build open fires, etc. 

 

Fire Hazard Assessment 

 

Fire hazard (see Figure 4) within Wissler Ranch was judged to be moderate or high in most areas.  

Hazard ratings were first estimated with aerial photographs superimposed onto USGS topographic 

maps.  Slope and density of the forest stands were the primary determinants of the hazard rating, and 

hazard ratings were then verified on the ground.  The hazard areas drawn on the map are 

generalizations of the broad area.  Some homes in moderate or high hazard areas have survivable 

space or the forest has been thinned to some degree.   

 

Most homes in the subdivision are constructed of stucco or other fire resistant materials, and no 

homes have cedar shake roofs.  Many of the homes have gables which may tend to catch debris and 

embers in the roof corners, most have wooden decks.   

 

Electric lines are all underground, and natural gas is provided by underground lines.  There are no 

propane tanks.  Water service is provided by wells, and there are no fire hydrants in Wissler Ranch. 

Also, there are no open ponds or other significant water sources within the subdivision. However 

nearby fire departments, including Tri Lakes-Monument, are equipped and trained to haul water to 

fire scenes.   

 

The length of driveways is usually not excessive and most homes are well marked with the address 

at the end of the driveway that is visible day or night.  However, driveways are often crowded by 

trees and need additional clearance for fire vehicles to access them safely.   Turnaround areas at the 

end of many driveways are inadequate for a large structural fire engine.   

 

Hazard descriptions are as follows: 

 

Low Hazard:  Low hazard areas are those that are primarily open grasslands and open areas with 

widely scattered trees.  It should not be inferred that low hazard is no hazard.  Fires can burn in grass 

as well as timber.  Grass fires move quickly as they are driven by the wind.  The flame front from a 

fire burning in tall grass can easily cause injury or destroy property. 

 

Moderate Hazard:  The areas identified as moderate hazard are typified by a closed canopy with 

ladder fuels.  These areas are typified by generally flat slopes.  Fire may reach the crowns of the 

trees, but would not be intensified by steep topography.   
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High Hazard:  There is a low ridge in the southern area of Wissler Ranch, the topography is 

steeper, and hazard was rated as high.  The slightly steeper topography increases the risk that fuels 

ahead of the fire will be preheated from any flames on the slope below.   

 

Soils are often damaged during severe wildfire events.  Frequently soils repel water after a severe 

wildfire, and the inability of water to penetrate the soil causes increased runoff after rains.  Increased 

runoff can cause flash flooding, severe soil erosion and loss of life long after the fire is controlled.  

Data from the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service indicates that 80% of the soils in the 

area have a high potential for damage, and the remaining 30% have a moderate potential for damage.  

Complete soils data and maps are in Appendix Five. 

 

There are no significant insect and disease problems in Wissler Ranch at this time.  Some small 

pockets of dwarf mistletoe may exist that can be treated as part of mitigation projects.  Mountain 

pine beetle is at endemic levels within the community.  Trees should be checked for beetles in late 

October of each year, and any infested trees should be treated soon after. 
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Figure 5:  Fire hazard ratings of Wissler Ranch 
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IV  INGRESS AND EGRESS 

 

Roads within the subdivision are paved and wide enough for two way traffic (see Figure Six).  

Unlike many forested subdivisions, there are several points of ingress or egress.  This would be of 

primary importance in the event of a wildfire since traffic may evacuate on one route while 

emergency equipment may access the community from another.  There are four routes in and out of 

the community.  First is via Wissler Ranch Road, second is via Wavy Oak Drive, third is via 

Lockridge Drive, and fourth via Kersdale Way and Soaring Wing Drive.  There are many dead end 

cul-de-sacs within the community, but these are not excessively lengthy and all have sufficient area 

for engines to turn around at the ends. 

 

All subdivision roads exit onto County Line Road.   County Line Road is a paved two lane road 

without shoulders, and, in the event of a major wildfire in the area, many residents evacuating along 

County Line could become a serious safety concern.  The most likely evacuation route during a fire 

would be from the subdivision to County Line Road and then west to Colorado Highway 83.  Traffic 

can go north or south on Highway 83 or east to Interstate 25 via County Line or Colorado Highway 

105. It is likely that residents of nearby subdivisions would also be using this road, adding to the 

traffic. 

 

County Line Road could become hazardous as evacuees are attempting to leave the community 

while emergency equipment is attempting to access the fire.  Dense fuels along both sides of the 

road could also present a safety issue if the fire were burning in this area.  About one mile west of 

Wissler Ranch, County Line Road enters a broad grassland area where the hazard will be reduced.   

 

The Colorado Department of Transportation periodically mows the right of way along Highway 83, 

and this will enhance the safety of the highway as an evacuation route.  Along County Line Road, 

there are pockets of ponderosa pine and Gambel oak in the rights of way.  These increase the hazard 

to residents and firefighters in a wildfire.  El Paso and Douglas Counties should be contacted for 

assistance in reducing this hazard.   
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Figure 6:  Wissler Ranch ingress and egress routes. 
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V    PRIORITY PROJECTS AND PRESCRIPTIONS 

 

The principal objective of this plan is to protect 

Wissler Ranch from catastrophic wildfires, and this 

section will prioritize projects to achieve that end.  

Wildfire is as much a part of the forest ecosystem as 

the trees themselves, and it is not reasonable to 

believe that any sort of mitigation will eliminate all 

fires.  The purpose is to delineate a means to return 

the forest to a condition resembling the natural pre- 

settlement conditions so that fires can be more easily 

controlled. 

 

The priority of projects is determined based on the 

existing hazards, safety of the community and fire 

fighters, and community values.  The priorities are: 

 

1. Establish a Firewise committee to personally 

distribute the plan to resident homeowners 

and oversee implementation of the CWPP. 

2. Firewise committee volunteers will 

encourage all landowners to rid their lots of 

ladder fuel, and to create and improve the 

survivable (defensible) space around their 

structures.  We just completed a fuel 

mitigation and forest thinning demonstration 

on the forested portion of our Common Area. 

3. The committee will coordinate an annual 

slash disposal weekend, probably the third 

weekend in May beginning in 2011.  

Residents will be asked to collect their slash 

at the street.  Volunteers who run the 

shredders will not pay the equipment rental 

charge.  Those who provide slash, but do not 

work on the labor detail to run the shredders 

will split the equipment rental cost.  If 

everyone elects to work the labor detail, we 

will prorate the equipment rental cost. 

4. Volunteers will contact vacant lot owners to 

determine ways to reduce the fire danger from 

our vacant lots and encourage participation in 

the annual slash removal weekend. 

5. Establish Wissler Ranch as a recognized 

Firewise Community by the National Fire 

Protection Association. 

Figure 8:   Forest conditions on the open space after 

thinning.  Note how space is created between 

dominant trees, the trees are pruned, and the 

younger trees are well spaced with adequate room to 

grow. 

Figure 7:  Dense forest conditions on the open space 

before thinning.  Stands such as these are commonly 

called doghair because the trees are, “thicker than 

the hair on a dog's back”. 
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6. Undertake educational efforts to make residents aware of the threat from wildfire and the 

various mitigation strategies. 

7. Remove all vehicles with fuel tanks from outside storage if they are parked over a bed of 

decaying pine needles and cones.  A single RV with 100 gallons of fuel plus a 25 gallon 

propane tank parked in a ground fire area could explode and destroy our entire forest. 

 

Generalized Fuel Reduction Recommendations 

 

The fire hazard in Wissler Ranch can be attributed to two principal factors.  First, is a dense 

understory of trees that will act as ladder fuels, and, second, closed upper forest canopy.  

Prescriptions for fuel mitigation should consider both of these factors.   

 

Every prescription for fuel mitigation must also achieve the larger purpose of enhancing forest 

health.  Thus, the generalized prescriptions here should be altered to reflect the specific 

conditions in the forest stand.  Most commonly, prescriptions are altered to deal with the 

presence of dwarf mistletoe or bark beetles.   

 

Actual forest conditions can vary widely over each acre on the ground, and proper design of any 

forest management project must begin with the conditions that exist within the forest stand.  

Landowner objectives, species composition, access, insect and disease and other variables all 

change over the landscape.  Thus, it is necessary to design any project based on the existing 

conditions.  Landowners and foresters will need to work closely to achieve the multiple 

objectives of any forest management project. 

 

General fuel break guidelines are 

published by the CSFS in a booklet 

entitled Fuel Break Standards for 

Forested Subdivisions & Communities 

available from the Colorado State 

Forest Service, and available on the 

CSFS website at 

http://www.csfs.colostate.edu .   

 

Fuel break thinning is most often 

accomplished by a process called 

thinning from below, and this method is 

best suited to the conditions existing in 

Wissler Ranch.  Trees are usually 

removed or remain based on their 

height in the canopy.  For simplicity, 

trees can be divided in three levels in 

the forest canopy.  The largest trees at 

the highest level of the canopy are 

called dominants.  These are usually the 

most vigorous since they have the 

largest root systems, most leaf area and 

Figure 9:  Thinning from below on the Black Forest School 

Section.  These trees were first thinned in about 1980, and dense 

regeneration was thinned again in 2008. 

http://www.csfs.colostate.edu/


19 

 

receive the most sunlight.  Next are the co-dominant or intermediate trees.  These trees are nearly 

as tall as the dominants, but tend to be crowded and of smaller diameter because they use most of 

their available energy in an attempt to reach the sunlight.  They are less vigorous with smaller 

root systems and fewer leaves as the result of crowding by the dominant trees.  At the lowest 

level of the forest canopy are the overtopped (often called suppressed) trees.  These are 

completely shaded by the dominant and co-dominant trees. 

 

As note earlier, it is a common misconception in ponderosa pine stands that the diameter of a tree 

is an indicator of its age.  Often the co-dominant and overtopped trees are as old as or older than 

the dominant trees.  In pure ponderosa pine forest young trees are usually found in openings in 

the canopy, and can be recognized by having a diameter proportionate to the tree height, and a 

conical shape.   

 

Thinning from below removes all of the overtopped and most of the codominant trees.  It is 

essential when thinning for fuel breaks to remove ladder fuels and create enough openings in the 

forest canopy to prevent crown fires.  Thinning from below is desirable in fuel reduction projects 

because it 1) leaves the most vigorous trees on the site, 2) creates openings in the forest canopy 

by removing the less vigorous co-dominants, and 3) eliminates ladder fuels by removing the 

overtopped trees and pruning lower limbs of remaining trees.   

 

 

Protecting Homes with Survivable Space 

 

For purposes of this plan, zones one and two surrounding each home in the community will be 

considered a polygon that is a high priority area for mitigation.   

 

Thinning around homes is different than thinning for fuel breaks.  Thinning for survivable space 

(often called defensible space) is designed to protect structures from the heat of wildfires.  

Survivable space includes both thinning around structures to reduce the heat from burning 

vegetation and reducing flammability of the structures to protect them from wind borne embers.  

Further information about increasing the survivability of structures is found in Appendices One 

through Three.   

 

Wissler Ranch will promote the application 

of survivable space thinning to reduce the 

risks of home ignitions.  Survivable space 

is defined as an area around a structure that 

is either natural or man-made where 

existing vegetation is modified to slow the 

rate and intensity of an advancing wildfire.  

This includes selective removal of trees 

around structures in two or three concentric 

management zones.  Fuels are reduced 

according to prescriptions for each zone.  

See Appendices One through Three for 

complete information on this subject. Figure 10:  Diagram of survivable space showing the three 

thinning zones. 
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Zone one: This is the closest zone to a structure, and extends 15 feet from the outer most edge of 

a structure including any decks.  The management goal is to reduce or eliminate most large trees 

or shrubs within this zone so that they cannot produce intense flames and heat capable of igniting 

the structure.  A few tall trees may be left in zone one if the lowest branches are pruned so that 

they are well above a fire resistant roof. 

 

Zone two:  The width of zone two depends on the slope angle around the house.  If the average 

slope angle is less than 5%, zone two extends out 55 feet from zone one (70 feet total distance 

around the house).  If the slope is more than 5%, zone two extends 85 feet from zone one (100 

feet total) on the downhill side of the house.  The distances on the other house sides are 55 feet. 

 

The main fuels reduction guideline for zone two is to thin the trees to an average spacing of 10-

feet crown separation.  All ladder fuels under trees should be removed.  The branches of 

dominant trees should be pruned to a height of 8 feet above ground and small trees should have 

at least two-thirds of the green needles remaining.   

 

Driveways in Wissler Ranch are often narrow.  Zone two should extend along both sides of 

driveways for a width of 50 feet on each side of the drive.  This is important to allow safe access 

and egress for emergency vehicles.  Adequate clearance should be maintained to allow access to 

large structural fire trucks.  Twelve feet of horizontal clearance and 13 feet of vertical clearance 

should be maintained.  At the end of driveways, adequate room for a large fire engine to turn 

around should be maintained.  Firefighters must be able to escape quickly if conditions suddenly 

deteriorate. 

 

Zone three:  The guideline for zone three is to thin the forest primarily to improve forest health.  

Spacing is less critical in this area but some spaces should be made in the canopy.  The primary 

concern is to remove the codominant and overtopped trees and retain the most vigorous trees.   

 

There is a publication available titled Landowner Guide to Thinning that is an excellent 

reference.  The booklet is no longer in print, but is still available on the CSFS Website at 

http://csfs.colostate.edu/pdfs/landowner_g4thin_scr.pdf .   One comment should be made about 

the publication’s recommendation that trees should be thinned to an average tree spacing based 

on the ―D+7 Rule‖.  After reading the booklet, many landowners feel that this arbitrary spacing 

should be the primary objective when thinning.  The spacing rule should be considered a 

guideline but not the objective of a thinning project.  In fact, the primary objective is always to 

leave the healthiest trees.  It should not be to achieve a predetermined spacing.   

 

Maintenance 
 

Survivable space, or any type of forest management, does not end when the initial project is 

finished.  Continual maintenance is an essential part of any forest management.  Even in well 

managed forests trees will die, storms and wind will damage trees, and new trees will germinate. 

 

Trees should be inspected every spring for any sign of damage from winter or spring snows or 

wind.  Prune any broken branches if they are not too high in the tree.  Any trees bent by heavy 

http://csfs.colostate.edu/pdfs/landowner_g4thin_scr.pdf
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winter snows should be removed, and check for any signs of insect activity or disease.  Late 

October is the best time to inspect trees for attack by mountain pine beetles.  Any dead trees in 

zones one or two, or trees in zone three that may pose a hazard when they fall should be cut.  In 

zone three it may be desirable to leave one or two large (greater than 10 inches in diameter), 

widely spaced, dead trees per acre, as wildlife habitat trees. 

 

At five years check the canopy closure, especially in zones one and two.  Remove any trees 

necessary to maintain openings in the canopy.  Do any additional pruning or removal of trees and 

shrubs to eliminate ladder fuels. 

 

After ten years, dense thickets of young trees (regeneration) may have become established, and 

these will need to be thinned.  Not all regeneration should be cut since trees of various ages are 

important for forest diversity.  Trees in openings with adequate room to grow should remain, and 

a useful rule of thumb for spacing is that the trees should receive sunlight from all sides.  

Regeneration that is likely to become ladder fuel or crowded by other trees should be cut.  

Depending on their objectives, landowners may want to consider removing some of the larger 

trees to make room for the younger ones. 
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Figure 11:  Priority zone
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VI  IMPLEMENTATION 

 

The CWPP cannot compel any homeowner to take action.  The key to success or failure in reducing 

fuels hazards and increasing community safety is in the hands of the homeowners.  They are the 

ones that will benefit most from survivable space thinning and fuels reduction projects.  Owners 

need to see the importance of fuels reduction and thinning as this is the key to the health of their 

forest.  This plan will be published on the HOA website so that it will be available to all residents. 

 

The plan is intended to guide Wissler Ranch’s mitigation efforts for a period of ten years, but it will 

not be a static document.  A Firewise Committee will be established by the HOA to implement the 

plan that will meet as needed throughout the year, and in the fall the committee will establish a work 

plan for the coming year.  As part of the work planning process the goals and objectives will be 

evaluated and amended as necessary to keep the plan current.   

 

Wissler Ranch will apply for recognition as a Firewise Community in November of 2010, and apply 

for renewal each year thereafter.  Requirements for this program are: 1) development of a CWPP; 2) 

establish a committee to oversee the plan; 3) spend a minimum of $2.00 per capita—either cash or in 

kind—on mitigation annually; 4) document compliance to Firewise Communities/USA yearly. 

 

Activities completed by the Firewise Committee each year will include: 

 Sponsor a community slash disposal event to aid homeowners who are thinning their 

properties and completing survivable space. 

 Host at least one educational event each year in spring emphasizing principles of wildfire 

mitigation and forest health.  Literature about mitigation and thinning will be available.  The 

first event in 2010 will feature presentation of the CWPP to the community.   

 Complete renewal forms for Firewise Community status and deliver to the Colorado State 

Forest Service Woodland Park District office in November of each year. 

 Develop the yearly work plan. 

 Pursue available cost share funds through state and federal agencies. 

 

Phase one (three acres) of the open space demonstration project was completed in 2010 and the 

committee will make its first priority completion of the project.  The project will be completed in 

two additional phases in 2011 and 2012.  Cost share assistance will be sought for the project. 

 

It will be a priority of the committee to promote thinning and fuels reduction within the community.  

The committee will sponsor at least one event annually to promote thinning for mitigation and forest 

health to the community.   

 

Once the CWPP is approved by El Paso County, The Colorado State Forest Service and The Tri 

Lakes-Monument FPD, property owners in Wissler Ranch will be eligible for tax incentives on their 

Colorado State income taxes for certain expenses related to wildfire mitigation.  Further information 

on this program is included in appendix 6.  The Firewise Committee will make this program known 

to residents.   
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Neither the Wissler Ranch HOA, Firewise Committee nor the Colorado State Forest Service are  

qualified to give tax advice, and residents interested in participating in this program should consult 

with a qualified tax adviser. 

 

Also in 2010, the Firewise Committee will begin a survey of all lots within the subdivision to 

determine which are at the greatest risk.  Residents will be recruited to do mitigation on their 

properties. The survey will be completed in 2011. 

 

After five years the committee will update the plan.  The objectives and priorities will be 

reconsidered and revised as necessary.  The committee should consider how progress thus far has 

altered the fire hazard and needs of the community.  After ten years the plan will be rewritten. 
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Colorado State Forest Service 

http://csfs.colostate.edu 

 

 

Pikes Peak Ranger District, USFS 

www.fs.fed.us/r2/psicc/pp/ 

 

National Firewise for Colorado 

www.firewise.org/co 

 

Rocky Mountain Area-assorted grant info 

www.rockymountainwildlandfires.info 

 

More homeowner assessment information 

www.southwestcoloradofires.org 

 

Colorado Dept. of Natural Resources 

http://dnr.state.co.us/ 

 

CSU Cooperative Extension Drought & Fire 

www.ext.colostate.edu/menudrought.htm 

 

Natural Resource Conservation Service 

www.nrcs.usda.gov 

 

The National Fire Plan 

www.fireplan.gov/content/home/ 

 

Watershed News 

www.uppersouthplatte.net 

 

Teller Community Wildfire Protection Plant 

www.co.teller.co.us 

 

Rocky Mtn. Insurance Info. Assoc. 

www.rmila.org/Homeowners/Wildfire.htm

http://csfs.colostate.edu/
http://www.fs.fed.us/r2/psicc/pp/
http://www.firewise.org/co
http://www.rockymountainwildlandfires.info/
http://www.southwestcoloradofires.org/
http://dnr.state.co.us/
http://www.ext.colostate.edu/menudrought.htm
http://www.nrcs.usda.gov/
http://www.fireplan.gov/content/home/
http://www.uppersouthplatte.net/
http://www.co.teller.co.us/
http://www.rmila.org/Homeowners/Wildfire.htm
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