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FIREWISE USA COMMUNITY WILDFIRE RISK ASSESSMENT GUIDE 

 

Overview 

The risk assessment form is a document designed to gather data about your community which is 

required by the Firewise USA Program. Your overall goal is to create a community snapshot and 

identify strengths and vulnerabilities on which your community will direct its focus.  

Your Firewise committee will work together to fill out a wildfire risk assessment. The Santa Barbara 

County Fire Safe Council (SBCFSC) and/or your local fire department can help, but it is very important 

that your community take ownership and learn the concepts required to identify and reduce 

wildfire risks and hazards. 

The Risk Assessment form includes instructions and is relatively straightforward, but below are some 

additional helpful tips for some sections to help the Firewise committee more easily fill out the form. 

Additionally, you can watch Firewise’s Community Wildfire Risk Assessment Tutorial here.   

 

Getting Started 

1. You can access the risk assessment form here. We recommend printing the form and 

filling it out on paper, then filling out the online pdf once you have all the necessary 

information (the pdf is a little finicky).  

 

2. Your committee must first define your community's boundary before starting. 

 

https://www.nfpa.org/assets/gallery/riskassessment/story.html
https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Firewise/Get-started/FirewiseCommAssess.ashx
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3. The information below provides a chronological guide in filling out the form, but your 

committee can complete pages 3-7 of the form in any order you wish. Pages 8-9 should 

be completed once the other pages have been completed. 

4. The entire committee can fill out the form or works can be split up between 1 or more of the 

committee members.  

 

Filling out the Risk Assessment - Some Tips and Tricks 

Assessment Participants (Page 3): If someone from the SBCFSC helped with the assessment, 

please include their information. If less than 5 people helped with the assessment then you can leave 

some of the participant rows blank. If more than 5 people helped with the assessment, then just choose 

5 names to record. There is no option to report more than 5 participants.  

 

General Site Description (Page 3):  

● Site Name: Should be the same as the community’s site name listed on the Firewise Site 

Profile.  

● Area: The SBCFSC can help communities estimate the area of the community after the site 

boundary of the community is finalized. 
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General Site Description (Page 4):  

● Number of dwelling units and number of residents: Make sure these numbers are the 

same as the number of dwelling units listed on your community’s Firewise portal!! 

To check, log into the Firewise USA portal, click on your community’s name, then click on 

“Edit Community Details”. On the following page you can check and edit the dwelling units 

and number of residents.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winchester HOA 

Community 

Name 

Winchester HOA 

 

 

Winchester HOA 

https://portal.firewise.org/user/login
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Description of local wildland fire characteristics (Page 4): 

● Common vegetation types and Topography: You and your community members know 

this information the best. Think of the vegetation types that grow within and around your 

community: chaparral, oak woodlands, sage scrub, annual grasses, streams/riparian zones. 

You can describe the vegetation and topography in regards to the feature being to the north, 

east, south, or west of the community. There is limited space, so only 1-3 sentences are 

needed.  

 

 

 

 

Observations (Page 5-7): Assessing home and defensible space conditions is the focal point of the 

risk assessment! This section may seem daunting, but the following bullet points outline a few options 

communities can take to gather the necessary information along with the pros and cons of each option. 

Please discuss with the Firewise committee to select the option that would best work for you and your 

community.  

No option will likely result in 100% response rate from community members AND THAT IS OKAY. The 

goal is to get a representative sample of homes and then gather additional data on the remaining 

homes over time as the community is more aware of the Firewise USA program and as the personal 

relationships between the community members grow. 

Keep in mind that Firewise will not reject your application for not being “fire safe enough”. The purpose 

of the risk assessment is for people to just become more aware of their risks.  

Please note, this assessment is not about code enforcement and the assessment itself does not 

carry any penalties. This form will not be shared by the SBCFSC or Firewise with any insurance 

agencies.  
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Home hardening and defensible space collection options: 

1. Self-reporting emailed survey: Email a link to an online survey to all residents in the 

community (see sample below). The survey asks all of the home hardening and defensible 

space questions listed on pages 5-7. NO personal information is collected in the survey.  

Remember to set a deadline for people to submit their responses and explain WHY you're 

collecting this information. The SBCFSC has created a survey we can share with you to 

send out. Committee’s are also free to create their own forms.  

a. Pros: This is probably the second easiest way to gather this information, and one of 

the most accurate because people know their homes well. The percentage of 

responses provides the Firewise committee with a baseline of how engaged the 

community is in community scale wildfire preparedness/safety. 

b. Cons: This approach only works if a list of most/all community member’s emails 

already exists. The email may have to be sent out more than once to get more 

responses.  

 

2. Self-reporting in-person survey: Take advantage of an event like a community annual 

meeting to get people to fill out a paper survey/ipad survey about their home hardening and 

defensible space. Getting community approval to move forward with Firewise can also 

coincide with asking people to fill out the survey.  

a. Pros: This is the easiest and most accurate way to gather this information. This is 

also likely to get one of the highest levels of community responses.  
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b. Cons: Community may not have a scheduled/highly attended community event. If 

there is an annual community event, then the timing of community leadership’s 

interest in Firewise may not align well with the event.  

3. SBCFSC Home Evaluations: Encourage community members to sign up for a free SBCFSC 

home evaluation where the SBCFSC conducts a more detailed evaluation that also covers 

the same information as the Firewise risk assessment questions. We can share the 

information needed to fill out the survey, but no personal information will be shared.  

a. Pros: This approach gets the most detailed and accurate information. People are 

also more likely to engage with the community and do home hardening/defensible 

space action if they are aware of their risks.  

b. Cons: It can be difficult to get a representative proportion of the community to sign up 

for home evaluations.  

4. Walking assessment: A portion of Firewise community committee leaders and interested 

community members can walk or drive around their community to collect the information 

needed for the risk assessment. This can be done with or without fire department personnel 

or with a Fire Safe Council representative.  

This option works the best in a small community where it's possible to see the fronts and 

backs of most homes. 

a. Pros: Likely to get more homes accounted for than by doing an emailed self-

reporting survey. Great for getting to better know your neighbors and your 

community and spread the word about Firewise.  

b. Cons: Because of trespassing concerns, this approach requires gathering data from 

the street. As such, the data collected is likely to be much less accurate than the 

data from a self-reporting survey. Many homes have gates and typically only the 

front of the home is visible from the street, so several questions cannot be accurately 

answered by individuals from the street.  

 

Summary (Page 8): Here you can make note of some pros and cons of your community in regards to:  

● Home hardening and defensible space results gathered on Pages 5-7 

● Community common areas (e.g., are they well maintained or do they need additional work) 

● Adjacent wildlands/open space (e.g., are they well maintained or do they need additional 

work) 

● Community egress (e.g., is there sufficient egress routes? is the vegetation along the egress 

routes well maintained?) 

● Any other wildfire concerns 

 

https://sbfiresafecouncil.org/evaluation/
https://sbfiresafecouncil.org/evaluation/
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Recommendations (Page 9): Here you can list out some potential solutions to the cons mentioned on 

the Page 8 Summary page and continued effort needed to maintain the pros mentioned on the 

Summary page. It is okay if some of these answers are duplicated in the  3 year Action Plan.  

 

 

Map (Page 10-11): The risk assessment form is a little finicky. As a result, it is very difficult to upload a 

picture of a map in the provided space on Page 11. It is okay to leave this page blank and instead 

upload your map as a separate pdf, jpeg, or word document on the same page as the risk assessment 

form. So on this step in the Firewise portal, you would upload 2 documents: 1) completed risk 

assessment form and 2) community map.  
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Reviewing the Risk Assessment 

We recommend that all or one person on the Firewise committee reviews the document so people have 
an opportunity to provide feedback and check for any errors. It is recommended that the committee 
review both the risk assessment and Action plan at the same time as the risk assessment informs the 
Action plan and to be efficient with the committee’s valuable time.  

 

Submittal  

Congratulations on successfully completing the Firewise Risk Assessment! Now it is time to digitize the 
information so it can be submitted on the Firewise portal.  To do this:  

1. Open the online risk assessment pdf 
2. Fill in the pdf with the information recorded on the hard copy version of the risk assessment 

3. When all the information is entered, there is a download button at the top of the document 
(the down arrow). Click on the arrow and you will have the option to save “With your 
changes”. Currently, the pdf is being modified online, not through your hard drive. So by 

exiting the document you will lose all of your work.  
4. Double check the download worked before exiting out of the pdf. If not, then you will have to 

start over.  
5. If you need to make any changes to the saved pdf, you can double click on the saved file 

and edit the pdf (you don’t need to start over), but make sure to follow the same instructions 
step 2-4) to save your work otherwise your changes will not be saved. You can continue to 
edit the pdf until you have a final version.  

 

Once you have the final document, you can upload it and the community map on the risk 
assessment portion of your Firewise application on the Firewise portal.  

https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/Firewise/Get-started/FirewiseCommAssess.ashx
https://portal.firewise.org/user/login

