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Abstract 

British Columbia must adapt to a rise in wildfire disasters. Homeowner wildfire 

mitigation should be a part of this adaptation and is advocated by FireSmart. However, adoption 

remains low. This qualitative research project explored the adoption of wildfire mitigation 

activities by homeowners using field studies, interviews, and a focus group with participants 

from four communities in BC’s Cariboo Region. The research found that all participants were 

interested in wildfire mitigation. However, they varied in how they prepared their homes. 

Participants described being involved in three different wildfire mitigation processes. These 

processes were related, but had different motivations, considerations, and goals. Engagement 

with these processes over time resulted in reduced wildfire risks but could be impeded in several 

ways. The results indicate that supporting these different processes in different ways, and with 

consideration to how they are impeded, may lead to greater overall success with supporting 

community wildfire risk reduction.  

 

  



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    5 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ................................................................................................................................................... 4 

Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................................. 8 

Background ........................................................................................................................................... 11 

Thesis Problem Statement and Goal ....................................................................................................... 12 

Literature Review .................................................................................................................................. 13 

Historical Approaches to Wildfire ...................................................................................................... 13 

A Decade of Increasing Numbers of Wildfires ................................................................................... 15 

An Overview of Wildfire Disaster Mitigation .................................................................................... 16 

Canadian Wildfire Mitigation Research ............................................................................................. 17 

Theoretical Frameworks .................................................................................................................... 20 

Literature Review Summary .............................................................................................................. 22 

Research Design and Methods ............................................................................................................... 22 

Research Question and Sub-Questions ............................................................................................... 23 

Worldview & Method ........................................................................................................................ 23 

Data Sources ..................................................................................................................................... 25 

Literature Review .......................................................................................................................... 25 

Field work ..................................................................................................................................... 26 

Interviews ...................................................................................................................................... 27 

Focus group ................................................................................................................................... 30 

Data Analysis .................................................................................................................................... 30 

Ethical Issues ..................................................................................................................................... 31 

Rigour ............................................................................................................................................... 32 

Limitations ........................................................................................................................................ 32 

Selection of Study Area ..................................................................................................................... 33 

Community 1: 108 Mile Ranch ...................................................................................................... 34 

Community 2: South Hills Subdivision .......................................................................................... 36 

Community 3: Mahood Lake ......................................................................................................... 37 

Community 4: Chimney Lake and Valley....................................................................................... 38 

Design and Methods Summary .......................................................................................................... 39 

Findings ................................................................................................................................................ 40 

Participant Properties ......................................................................................................................... 40 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    6 

Combustibles Near Homes ............................................................................................................. 42 

Interviews .......................................................................................................................................... 44 

Perceptions of Wildfire Risk .......................................................................................................... 45 

Hazard Priorities ............................................................................................................................ 47 

Participants’ Mitigation Activities .................................................................................................. 48 

Mitigation Activities of Others ....................................................................................................... 52 

Additional Mitigation Activities ..................................................................................................... 56 

FireSmart Awareness and Questions .............................................................................................. 59 

Landscape Modifications ............................................................................................................... 62 

Structure Modifications ................................................................................................................. 63 

Encouraging FireSmart Adoption ................................................................................................... 64 

Organizations That Could Help ...................................................................................................... 67 

Other Concerns .............................................................................................................................. 68 

Focus Group ...................................................................................................................................... 70 

Findings Summary............................................................................................................................. 74 

Data Analysis & Recommendations ....................................................................................................... 74 

Multiple Processes ............................................................................................................................. 75 

Building & Maintaining Structures .................................................................................................... 75 

Recommendation 1: Reduce Financial and Informational Barriers to Fire-Resistant Construction ... 79 

Recommendation 2: Begin Small, Incremental Regulatory Changes to Support Mitigation ............. 81 

Introducing or Encouraging Fire-Resistant Plants ............................................................................... 82 

Recommendation 3: Offer Specific Alternatives for Fire-Resistant Landscaping with a Focus on 

Maintaining Privacy and Other Values ........................................................................................... 83 

Removing Fuel .................................................................................................................................. 83 

Beginning and Ending Fuel Removal Activities ............................................................................. 84 

Unsupportive Social Interaction ..................................................................................................... 87 

Unsupportive Information & Values .............................................................................................. 88 

Misconceptions about Wildfire & Mitigation Effectiveness ............................................................ 92 

Recognizing FireSmart’s Limitations ............................................................................................. 94 

Supportive Social Interaction and Mitigation Leaders..................................................................... 96 

Wildfire Experience ....................................................................................................................... 98 

Contextual Considerations ............................................................................................................... 101 

Factors for Consideration ............................................................................................................. 102 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    7 

Recommendation 11: Understand Context, Including Local Values, Interests, Assets and Hazards 103 

Additional Recommendations .......................................................................................................... 103 

Recommendation 12: Develop Locally Relevant Guidance on Sprinklers. .................................... 104 

Recommendation 13: Develop & Leverage Local Response Capacity. ......................................... 104 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................................... 104 

References........................................................................................................................................... 109 

Appendix A ......................................................................................................................................... 124 

Appendix B ......................................................................................................................................... 125 

Appendix C ......................................................................................................................................... 131 

 

 

  



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    8 

Acknowledgements 

To my supervisor, Laurie Pearce, I cannot express my thanks for your support enough. I 

was utterly lost in this endeavor, trying to learn how to conduct research in an altered world. You 

helped me to find a way through, and I have valued your recommendations, insight, and counsel 

more than I can express. Thank-you for sticking with me through three disasters.  

To my advisor, David Dales, thank-you for helping to keep this research grounded.  

To the external examiner, Tara McGee, thank-you for your review and suggestions.  

To my great uncles, elders of Snaw-Naw-As, thank-you for helping me understand the 

great changes that have altered this province, its forests, lands and people over the last two 

centuries. I could not comprehend what lay beneath our understanding of normal without you.  

To the hundreds of victims I encountered while working to understand the phenomena of 

fire, thank-you for showing me the importance of understanding, managing and limiting the 

damage fire can cause. I am sorry this understanding came at your loss.  

To Al Smith and Sharon McDonald, thank you both for sharing your knowledge of the 

Cariboo and of fire. Further, for encouraging me to not only use that knowledge, but expand it to 

the benefit of others. True mentors are both rare and precious, as are you. 

To my wife, I know that no one worked harder to make this thesis happen than you did, 

thank-you. Please know that I am aware of how fortunate I am.  

To my children, whom I have spent so much time away from, thank-you for your 

patience. My childhood and youth were not beset by a half-dozen wildfire, flood, and pandemic 

disasters as were yours. I am trying to understand this changing world, and in my own small way, 

help it toward a sustainable future where your children do not have to grow up with another 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    9 

exponential increase in disaster. Whether for work or school, I hope you can understand that 

when I wasn’t there for you, I was trying to be there for everyone. 

To my parents, thank-you for literally everything. I have not forgotten where I came 

from. I hope you know I appreciate what you have passed-on and endeavor to pay it forward.  



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    10 

Exploring Homeowner Wildfire Mitigation Adoption in British Columbia’s Cariboo Region 

For people living in the interior of British Columbia (BC), managing the impacts of 

wildfires over the last half decade has not been easy. Since 2017, most summers have been 

characterized by disastrous wildfire seasons and BC has many communities that are vulnerable 

to wildfires (Abbott & Chapman, 2018). There is little reason to believe frequent severe wildfire 

seasons in BC will not persist as wildfires have been increasing around the world due to human-

driven factors such as climate change, forestry practices and the expansion of communities into 

forests (Tedim et al., 2020). Communities in this province will need to adapt to a hazardscape 

that includes increased wildfires to avoid future disasters, or events which overwhelm the 

capacity of the community to respond to, and recover from, the impacts of a wildfire.  

I am a police fire investigator. Since 2010, I have been investigating wildfires and 

structural fires in central and northern BC and have worked alongside local authorities and 

firefighters to manage the impacts of wildfire events and disasters. It has become clear that 

wildfires will increasingly impact communities in BC and this will sometimes lead to disasters. 

Unfortunately, relying solely on suppression to manage wildfires has not provided a long-term 

solution. More comprehensive, sustainable solutions must be sought to allow communities in BC 

to coexist with wildfires. This will require an increased commitment to mitigation at all levels 

and the involvement of communities-at-risk. It must also involve new research in order to 

understand the needs of these communities and leverage their capacities towards new or 

improved solutions. This research was intended to form a small part of that process.  
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Background 

Northern and interior BC communities experienced significant wildfire impacts in 2015, 

2016, 2017, 2018 and 2021 (Government of British Columbia, 2021). Climate change (Mamuji 

& Rozdilsky, 2018; Tan et al., 2018; Tymstra et al., 2020; Veraverbeke et al., 2017) and historical 

attempts to eliminate fire through suppression (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Ribeiro et al., 2020; 

Xanthopoulos et al., 2020) have contributed to this problem. Managing the wildfire hazard in BC 

requires increasing mitigation efforts to reduce demands on suppression, permitting some 

wildfires to burn, and enabling communities to co-exist with those fires.  

A potential path to co-existence with wildfires is through FireSmart Canada, which 

advocates for groups and individuals to protect homes, businesses and communities from 

wildfires (Tymstra et al., 2020). These programs have been promoted as effective means to 

reduce wildfire risks to communities (FireSmart BC, 2021b) and household wildfire mitigation 

connects several of what FireSmart Canada (2020) calls disciplines: education distributes 

information on mitigation practices, while vegetation management and development 

considerations both assist in reducing the likelihood that structures will ignite during a wildfire.  

While FireSmart addresses wildfire mitigation efforts at many different levels, this 

research will focus on homeowner mitigation activities for several reasons. Many of the 

structural losses during recent wildfire disasters in BC and Canada have been single-detached 

homes. Additionally, while owners of these homes are responsible for, and permitted to modify 

them, renters or lessees may not be permitted make such modifications. Many of FireSmart’s 

recommendations originated with research in the 1990s, demonstrating how the characteristics of 

homes and their surroundings influenced whether or not they burned during wildfires (Cohen, 
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2000). These characteristics, and others, evolved into the FireSmart home ignition zone 

recommendations (BC Wildfire Service, 2017) that suggest removing potential fuels and 

upgrading buildings with fire-resistant materials.  

FireSmart Canada has achieved significant support from governments in BC, and while 

homeowner and community adoption of FireSmart appears to be increasing (Abbott & Chapman, 

2018), adoption of FireSmart by homeowners in most areas remains low (Ergibi & Hesseln, 

2020). This is true even in areas with significant recent wildfire impacts such as BC’s Cariboo 

Region (Carby, 2018). As FireSmart presents a well-supported potential avenue to successful 

coexistence with wildfire, solutions are needed to address low adoption. To do this, a greater 

understanding of why homeowners are, or are not, adopting mitigation methods such as 

FireSmart is required.  

Thesis Problem Statement and Goal  

This research explores why homeowners in BC’s Cariboo Region do, or do not, adopt 

wildfire mitigation activities such as FireSmart and seeks solutions to improve their adoption. To 

do this, I engaged with homeowners in the Cariboo Region using a qualitative, inductive 

approach to explore their perceptions and behaviors and gain insights on how to increase the 

adoption of FireSmart. An initial literature review revealed that while much is understood about 

wildfire mitigation, that knowledge becomes difficult to apply across different contexts. To 

address this, I sought to explore how FireSmart is understood in the Cariboo Region, given the 

specific social and hazard characteristics of that region, its forests, communities, homes and 

people. This thesis ends with a number of doable, practical recommendations for the adoption of 

FireSmart in the Cariboo Region; recommendations that may also be feasible in other regions. 
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Fortunately, there is a wide body of knowledge available on wildfire, mitigation and 

disasters that is relevant to this study. Researchers from forestry, ecology, disaster research and 

other backgrounds have examined this topic from multiple perspectives, as have public inquiries 

and government agencies. The next section will present the findings of the literature review and 

end with a summary of key findings. 

Literature Review 

 This review will begin with a historical perspective on wildfires in Canada before 

providing an overview of wildfire disaster research, including a summary of what is known 

about wildfire mitigation in Canada and BC. This section will end with a discussion of some of 

the theoretical frameworks that are relevant to wildfire mitigation.  

Historical Approaches to Wildfire  

Wildfires are not a new phenomenon and Alexander (2010) documented that wildfire 

disasters have occurred every few years across Canada in the early 1900s. However, by the 

1940s, wildfire disasters had diminished significantly as improved technology and the 

organization of fire services in the inter-war and post-war eras greatly improved the ability of fire 

services to suppress fires (Xanthopoulos et al., 2020). However, this had unintended 

consequences.  

For boreal and montane forests in BC, fire is an essential component of forest ecologies 

(McGee et al., 2015; Pereira et al., 2020). McGee et al. (2015) described boreal forests as 

comprising the majority of Canada’s forests, stretching across the north from the Yukon to 

Newfoundland. They described these forests as vast stands of black and white spruce, jack and 

lodgepole pine and other tree species that experienced infrequent, large stand-replacement fires 
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that functioned to stimulate replenishment of forested areas. While BC’s northern reaches include 

boreal forest, Western Canada’s Montane Cordillera is the largest ecozone in BC (Beverly & 

Bothwell, 2011). Montane forests cover two-thirds of BC’s interior, including most of the 

Cariboo Region (Meyn et al., 2010). They are comprised of mixed stands of Douglas fir, aspen 

and both lodgepole and ponderosa pine growing on the high plateaus of BC’s interior (McGee et 

al., 2015). Unlike boreal forests, montane forests relied on frequent low-intensity fires every 10-

30 years to remove accumulated forest fuels and thin tree stands to reduce competition (Brookes 

et al., 2021; McGee et al., 2015; Pyne, 2007). Excluding fire from these forests created problems. 

While suppression lowered the risk of wildfires, it only did so in the short-term. Over 

decades with fewer fires, forest fuels built up, contributing to more intense fires that defied 

suppression (Mccaffrey & Kumagai, 2007). Xanthopoulos et al. (2020) referred to this as the 

firefighting trap wherein suppression efforts yield short-term success, but cannot be sustained 

over time as conditions become more and more favorable to uncontrollable fires. Fortunately, 

there has been acceptance that wildfires cannot be avoided indefinitely (Abbott & Chapman, 

2018; Filmon, 2004; Wildland Fire Management Working Group, 2016). Wildfire management 

practices in BC have evolved to include a modified response, where some fires are left to burn, 

and the use of prescribed burns has increased as have landscape-level fuel-treatments intended to 

reduce build-ups of fuels in forests.  

There have been other consequences of decades of successful wildfire suppression. An 

era with fewer fires lowered the perceived risk of wildfires for people living in fire-prone areas 

(McCaffrey & Kumagai, 2007). Communities and industries expanded into increasingly 

hazardous forests (Wildland Fire Management Working Group, 2016) and structures were built 
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with little concern as to whether or not they could withstand wildfires (McCaffrey & Kumagai, 

2007). A lack of consideration for wildfire impacts and a low salience in the general population 

for wildfire risk, have contributed to a legacy of communities poorly equipped to survive 

wildfires without aggressive suppression (Mccaffrey & Kumagai, 2007).  

A Decade of Increasing Numbers of Wildfires 

The current wildfire situation in Canada contrasts starkly against that of only a decade 

ago. When Beverly and Bothwell (2011) examined wildfire evacuations in Canada between 1980 

and 2007 they found that wildfires were predominantly a rural problem that did not impact most 

of the Canadian population; there had only been a single large-scale evacuation in 2003 over the 

thirty-year period they examined. Unfortunately, the ten years since their study have seen record-

setting wildfires resulting in thousands of displaced or otherwise impacted people in Canada 

(Tedim et al., 2020). Many lost their homes or livelihoods.  

Unfortunately, the firefighting trap as described by Xanthopoulos et al. (2020) of building 

fuel in the forests has not been the only contributor to increasing wildfire impacts. Numerous 

government reports (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Bush & Lemmen, 2019; Flat Top Complex 

Wildfire Review Committee, 2012) and researchers (Kirchmeier-Young et al., 2019; Tan et al., 

2019; Tett et al., 2018; Tymstra et al., 2020) have cited and provided evidence that climate 

change is a major contributor to increasingly intense wildfires. Additionally, people have 

increasingly built homes in forested areas where wildfire is a significant hazard, creating a 

greater exposure of populations to wildfires (McCaffrey & Kumagai, 2007; McGee et al., 2015; 

Tedim et al., 2018). A significant increase in wildfire risks has resulted as climate change, 

increasing populations and historic wildfire exclusion have compounded to intensify the wildfire 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    16 

threat. With aggressive suppression responses already identified as contributing to these risks, an 

increased focus on mitigation is required to manage the potential for disaster.  

An Overview of Wildfire Disaster Mitigation 

Tierney et al. (2001) described the behaviors individuals and groups took as protective 

actions before disasters; demonstrating that people displayed many potential reactions depending 

on the specific hazard impacting them and the context in which it manifested itself. McCaffery 

and Kumagai (2007) summarized decades of disaster mitigation research, noting the 

contributions of Dennis Mileti and Gilbert White in understanding how some mitigation efforts 

were favored over others, namely: risk awareness, risk perception and knowledge of mitigation 

techniques.  

Mitigation obstacles are not uniform. Coppola (2015) described potential mitigation 

challenges including cost, limited political support and lack of local capacities that vary between 

hazards and contexts. Cutter et al. (2016) looked specifically at rural and urban contexts, finding 

differences in how they could prepare for disasters. Rural areas demonstrated strengths such as 

community capital, and weaknesses such as reduced financial resources for mitigation projects. 

These differences led Cutter et al. to conclude that one-size-fits-all mitigation programs were 

inappropriate and understanding the unique needs of communities was important in determining 

how to support their mitigation efforts. 

McCaffrey et al. (2020) noted that there was good evidence that microscale household 

mitigation, such as managing vegetation or clearing debris near structures, greatly improved the 

chances that a home would survive a wildfire and enhanced the safety of anyone required to stay 

there during a fire. They noted the influences of risk interpretation, wildfire experience, and self-
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efficacy in determining decisions to adopt mitigation practices. Specific to wildfires, they noted 

that mitigation activities on adjacent properties influenced household mitigation decisions. Risk 

communication, trust, and awareness of local practices were described as important to the 

adoption of programs such as FireSmart. 

Wildfires have characteristics which make research findings based on other hazards 

difficult to apply, and more research on how individuals make decisions about mitigation 

measures has been recommended (Cohn et al., 2006; Paveglio et al., 2008). For example, simple 

household mitigation and maintenance efforts for wildfire have been shown to be effective in 

protecting structures (Cohen, 2000, 2012;. McCaffrey et al., 2020; Westhaver, 2017) while 

mitigation efforts for other hazards such as floods and earthquakes typically require more costly 

interventions (McCaffrey et al., 2020). Additionally, an effective response can significantly 

impact the manifestation of wildfire hazards, while responding to other hazards (such as an 

earthquakes or hurricanes) may have limited or no impact on the hazard itself (McFarlane et al., 

2011). 

Canadian Wildfire Mitigation Research 

Canadian research on wildfire mitigation has increased greatly in the last decade and 

several studies have examined wildfire mitigation in Canadian contexts outside of BC, primarily 

Alberta’s boreal forests (Christianson et al., 2012, 2014; Faulkner et al., 2009). These studies 

provide important insights into wildfire issues in Canada, but describe a particular social and 

hazard context. For example, Alberta’s boreal forests are sparsely populated, and experience fires 

that emphasize large stand-replacement fires (McGee et al., 2015) while BC’s interior is more 
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heavily populated, and its montane forests have historically experienced more frequent low-

intensity fires in addition to infrequent stand-replacement fires (McGee et al., 2015).  

McFarlane et al. (2011) studied the adoption of mitigation measures in communities 

across Alberta and found that low-effort mitigation measures were popular. They also found that 

many people had no intention of ever implementing several mitigation activities; activities that 

were difficult and expensive, such as installing fire-resistant siding or even simpler activities 

such as screening soffit vents. McFarlane et al. (2011) found that completing a threat assessment 

was central to wildfire mitigation and it is noteworthy that this research preceded significant 

wildfire disasters in Alberta such as the damage to Slave Lake in 2011 and Ft. McMurray in 

2016.  

Ergibi and Hesseln (2020) recently used a quantitative approach to examine FireSmart 

adoption across Canada. They found that awareness of FireSmart was low in the general 

Canadian population; 77% of people had not heard of the program. However, most of those 

polled did not consider themselves to be threatened by wildfires and lived in urban areas of 

Ontario and Quebec where wildfire disasters have remained rare while awareness of FireSmart 

was higher in northern and western Canada where wildfire disasters have become more frequent. 

Ergibi and Hesseln (2020) found that the perceived risk from wildfires was a powerful motivator 

to adopt FireSmart activities. They also found inexpensive and easy FireSmart measures such as 

clearing gutters and removing fuels were popular, while few people changed their housing 

construction materials or landscaping. 

Given that disasters occur in specific social, legal, political and environmental contexts, 

applying knowledge gained from dissimilar contexts can incur challenges including relevance, 
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appropriateness and acceptability to the groups who might use that knowledge (Abma et al., 

2017). This challenge is relevant to wildfire where different landscapes produce different hazards 

(Arno & Allison-Bunnell, 2002) and research results can often not be generalized across 

contexts. So, while knowledge gained in one context can be informative, it cannot necessarily be 

applied to other contexts, and is most useful when gained and used within similar contexts 

(Nowotny et al., as cited in Abma et al., 2017). Thus, the relevance of the research by McFarlane 

et al. (2011) and Ergibi and Hesseln (2020) on BC’s forests is not clear. 

Nevertheless, there has been some exploration of wildfire mitigation in BC. McGee et al. 

(2009) used an exploratory approach to study the role of hazard experience on mitigation in 

several communities including several small towns in BC’s interior that were impacted by the 

2003 McLure Fire. Their research revealed that fires are not experienced uniformly by survivors 

and these differences impacted the later adoption of mitigation measures. They also found that 

easy and inexpensive mitigation efforts were popular, while structural and landscape 

modifications were not.  

More recently, Labossiere and McGee (2017) used a descriptive approach to study 

wildfire mitigation programs in the city of Kamloops and the small municipality of Logan Lake. 

Residents of Logan Lake took unique actions such as adding sprinklers to houses, encouraging 

cattle grazing to reduce grasses, as well as employing youth to conduct FireSmart activities near 

homes. The community of Kamloops encouraged zero-water use landscaping (xeriscaping) in 

addition to FireSmart landscaping with a demonstration house to encourage management of the 

related hazards of drought and wildfires. Labossiere and McGee (2017) described the pathways 

these municipalities took to overcome public opposition and funding barriers which emphasized 
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the importance of post-wildfire windows of opportunity, public support, champions, resources 

and collaboration.  

Finally, there have been at least two major government reports on wildfire disasters in BC 

that documented the increasing need for wildfire mitigation (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Filmon, 

2004). Both reports noted increasing wildfire risks and discussed the need for landscaping and 

community and household efforts to manage this increase and Abbott & Chapman (2018) 

specifically mentioned a requirement for increased household participation in FireSmart.  

Theoretical Frameworks 

Researchers have produced several models to assist in understanding how people take 

steps to protect themselves against threats. Rogers (1975) demonstrated the roles of negative 

impacts, probability of occurrence and intervention efficacy in his protection motivation theory 

(PMT). These components were integrated in an individual cognitive process to produce 

motivation for protection that could result in a change in attitudes and adoption of a 

recommended response. Rogers described how fear could spur attitudinal changes regarding 

personal risks. In the 1990s, Lindell and Perry (2012) integrated PMT with several other theories 

to produce the protective action decision model (PADM) to describe how people take action 

against disaster risks. This model described how community contexts, social processes, and both 

threat conditions and behaviors motivated people to take action against risks. They described a 

more continuous process than Roger’s PMT, where perceptions of threats, protective actions and 

other stakeholders were continuously evaluated against situational factors to motivate protective 

response, emotional coping, or a search for new protective actions. The PADM emphasized the 
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importance of not only risk perceptions, but the role of contexts, community members and 

individual scrutiny of potential protective actions.  

The PADM has been applied to wildfires to explain evacuation (McCaffrey et al., 2018; 

McGee, 2019) and mitigation (McFarlane et al., 2011) behaviors. However, the model has been 

difficult to apply across groups and contexts without modifications because the PADM’s factors 

influence different groups of people in different ways (McCaffrey et al., 2018) and led to 

modifications to better suit the needs of a given context (Strahan & Watson, 2019).  

McFarlane et al. (2011) integrated several hazard-based theories, including the PADM, to 

produce a model to test the hypothesis that risk perception must be accompanied by a judgment 

that the costs and benefits of mitigation warrant addressing that risk. Their model emphasized 

inter-related influences on perceived risk, threat assessment and wildfire hazard potential. 

Testing of this model in Alberta revealed a high household awareness of basic wildfire mitigation 

and that most people had taken some low-cost and low-effort steps to protect their properties. 

However, it too confirmed the unpopularity of expensive efforts and participants questioned the 

effectiveness of many recommended measures.  

Diffusion of innovations theory was referenced by several sources as valuable in 

explaining wildfire mitigation practices as it helps to explain how and the way and speed by 

which certain programs are spread and accepted through a population (McCaffrey & Kumagai, 

2007; McCaffrey et al., 2020; McFarlane et al., 2011). McCaffery et al. (2020) described 

programs such as FireSmart as preventative innovations and described certain attributes of 

preventative innovations that could impede adoption. For FireSmart, the intangible, uncertain 

and delayed benefits of household wildfire mitigation reduced its attractiveness by reducing the 
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certainty that mitigation efforts would eventually be rewarded. McCaffery et al (2020) described 

the importance of change agents, or champions, in assisting in the adoption of preventative 

innovations as they connected potential adopters with the information and resources they 

required to choose and implement the innovation.  

Literature Review Summary 

This literature review consistently revealed that most people threatened by wildfires are 

aware of potential risks and are willing to take some measures to protect themselves. The role of 

risk perception in driving mitigation adoption was also consistent. However, it also revealed that 

wildfire mitigation activities are implemented in inconsistent and incomplete ways. While there 

are models that suggest ways to improve adoption, these models cannot be applied without a 

thorough understanding of the needs of specific communities and their forest environment. In 

order to improve FireSmart adoption in the Cariboo, it is important to understand the perceptions 

and needs of people in that context. The next section will describe the qualitative research 

approach, design and methods that were used to gain a better understanding of homeowners in 

BC’s Cariboo Region. 

Research Design and Methods 

This research explored why homeowners in BC’s Cariboo Region did, or did not, adopt 

wildfire mitigation activities or FireSmart principles with the goal of recommending potential 

ways to improve adoption of mitigation activities or FireSmart. This section will introduce BC’s 

Cariboo Region as an important context for the adoption of FireSmart and will then discuss the 

constructivist philosophical orientation I applied to the research questions, methods, data 

sources, participant selection, data analysis and the limitations of this approach.  
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Research Question and Sub-Questions 

As stated earlier, this research was intended to explore why homeowners in BC’s Cariboo 

Region do, or do not, adopt FireSmart activities and recommend ways to increase the adoption of 

FireSmart. I sought to develop a better understanding of not only what FireSmart activities 

people have taken, and why they undertook those actions, but to also gain a better understanding 

of why people have not adopted FireSmart strategies. Sub-questions for this study were general 

to allow for themes to emerge from the data. They included the following:  

• How do people become aware of wildfire as a potential threat? 

• How do people decide to protect their properties from wildfires?  

• Do people become aware of FireSmart? 

• How do people decide which FireSmart activities to adopt? 

• What can be done to improve adoption of FireSmart? 

Worldview & Method 

This research was grounded in what Creswell and Creswell (2018) referred to as a social 

constructivist worldview. They describe this worldview as believing that people understand their 

world through subjectively interpreting their experiences, resulting in diverse perspectives in 

different people and contexts. Preferring open-ended lines of inquiry, this approach seeks to 

understand how comprehension is shaped through context and social interaction (Creswell & 

Creswell, 2018; Creswell & Posh, 2018).  

While there are models available to describe mitigation adoption for wildfires, these 

models were based on other hazards and had to be modified for wildfires and/or incorporated 

into more locally relevant models to be useful for practitioners. This is beyond the capacity of 
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many smaller communities, fire service personnel or emergency managers. Further, doing so 

runs the risk of recommending inappropriate wildfire mitigation measures to groups with unique 

needs, or capacities. To avoid this, an inductive qualitative approach was undertaken to build 

knowledge from the bottom-up, while seeking locally relevant knowledge and solutions.  

A grounded theory approach is often recommended when little is known about a topic, 

but this is not its only use. Grounding theory through open-ended data collection permits 

knowledge to emerge from the examination of a particular phenomenon in a particular context. If 

the goal is to explore social processes while remaining aware of the many ways in which a 

process can vary, then a grounded theory approach is appropriate (Heath & Cowley, 2004). 

Grounded theory methodology is also useful for discovering beliefs and perceptions that form 

the basis for action and is particularly relevant when both rational and emotional processes are 

involved (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). Understanding beliefs and perceptions in examining how 

people take action against threats was highlighted as important by several researchers (Lindell & 

Perry, 2012; McFarlane et al., 2011; Rogers, 1975). Central BC’s Cariboo Region has 

environmental, social, and forest fuel characteristics that are different from areas where most of 

the wildfire research has occurred (McGee et al., 2015). Since there is little research focused on 

the Cariboo Region, and there has been no relevant research examining homeowner FireSmart 

adoption in the Cariboo, it is appropriate to use a grounded theory method.  

There were additional reasons to support an open-ended grounded theory approach. The 

wildfire situation has changed dramatically in recent years, and new, bottom-up research may 

find previously undiscovered changes in how mitigation decisions are being made. Wildfires 

have also increased along with other meteorological hazards, such as flooding and drought as a 
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result of climate change (Coppola, 2015) and have also been increasingly impacting the Cariboo 

Region (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Carby, 2018). Finally, and most compellingly, the impact of a 

competing biological disaster such as the COVID-19 pandemic on wildfire mitigation has not 

previously been studied.  

Despite the use of grounded theory methods, this research was not intended to produce a 

coherent theory of how homeowner’s adopted wildfire mitigation. The communities under study 

were diverse and uniformity of mitigation motivation was unlikely to emerge from the data. 

Since the intent of this study was to explore the research questions and examine categories and 

concepts that could produce potential avenues to promote the adoption of wildfire mitigation in 

order to maintain a consistent approach, grounded theory methods and stages of inquiry were 

used to develop higher-order categories.  

Data Sources 

Data was derived from a literature review, interviews, field research, and focus groups. 

Literature Review 

While the role of outside literature is contentious between the various interpretations of 

grounded theory methods, it remains important to understand the problem area or to assist in the 

development in an emergent theory (Heath & Cowley, 2004). This study began with a focused 

literature review to examine barriers and facilitators of wildfire mitigation programs which 

contributed to a better understanding of the motivations and beliefs that underlie adoption of 

FireSmart principles. 
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Field work 

Initially, a site-survey of each participant property was planned to assess participant 

properties and surroundings in a detailed manner which would have permitted an examination of 

each home, however, the no-contact provisions with research participants imposed due to 

COVID-19 made this impossible and an alternate strategy was developed using drive-by data 

capture.  

Field work involved drive-by assessments of participants’ properties for evidence of 

FireSmart activities. These assessments were supplemented with public-domain image data such 

as google street-view and satellite images when pertinent details were obscured by snow or other 

means. Corbin and Strauss (2015) described field observations as important as participants may 

say they are doing one thing, while doing another. By making direct observation of participants’ 

homes, I gained insight on how people were representing their FireSmart activities. The 

fieldwork also identified potential research participants by permitting the identification of areas 

or properties of interest. The checklist that was used to record field observations (see Appendix 

A) was derived from BC’s FireSmart Manual (FireSmart BC, 2021c). 

A vehicle-mounted high-resolution 360-degree digital camera was used to create a record 

of each community. As I drove the public streets and roads in each community, the camera 

captured a wrap-around view of the community, and each property was visible from multiple 

angles. This allowed me to create a visual record that captured data where obstructions such as 

fencing, trees and other intermittent stationary objects blocked the view from only one angle. 

The camera survey created a record similar to a google-earth street view and was more recent 

than a street-view record and was applicable for all the communities under study, whether 
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Google had such a record or not. Further, the record could be reviewed during the participant 

interviews and allowed me to have a more detailed understanding of the participant’s interview 

as I could review the survey video while speaking with the participants. It also allowed 

geographical information to be reviewed during my analyses as contextual information became 

important.  

There were some drawbacks to this method of data-gathering. It relied upon street-level 

views, in which specific attributes could not be ascertained if obstructed by fencing, vegetation, 

or terrain. The 360-degree survey also produced a limited degree of magnification for each 

property, did not record sufficient detail to permit “zooming in” to properties and fine details 

could not be obtained where structures were set-back from public roads.  

The 360-degree digital camera record was first obtained in the late winter and early 

spring of 2021. This permitted examination of the communities without obstruction by deciduous 

foliage emerging in the spring. However, the snow obstructed some property details such as low-

lying vegetation, including grasses for a few properties. So, the 360 survey was supplemented 

with brief street-level observations in some cases. The 360-degree video survey permitted 

observation and analysis of most participant properties; and only two properties were 

inaccessible from public roadways and, thus, were not included in the field-work survey, creating 

somewhat of an incomplete dataset.  

Interviews 

All interpretations of grounded theory require that theory development remains grounded 

in the data and the main data source for this proposed study was interviews with Cariboo Region 

homeowners. A semi-structured interview was used to leave interviews as open as possible and 
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permit inductive interpretations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In order 

to comply with COVID-19 physical distancing requirements, interviews were held using 

telephone and Zoom communications.  

Sampling/recruitment of participants. Recruitment was a challenge and created some 

of the longest delays during my research. I anticipated that remote interviewing would make it 

difficult to enhance my presence within the region and build rapport with community members. 

However, the extent to which this turned out to be true caused significant problems. Attempts to 

obtain participants through letter drops, social media and community bulletin boards failed. No 

suitable participants were found through these processes, despite the expenditure of considerable 

amounts of money on both print and online advertising materials. This may have had something 

to do with the timeframe of my attempts in the late winter and early spring of 2021, when public 

attention was not focused on wildfires as flooding and COVID-19 outbreaks were a far more 

significant concern at the time (more than one community member contacted me to recommend 

that I should forget about wildfires and research pandemics instead).  

I was able to initiate a sampling procedure through community groups through the use of 

snowball sampling which is described by Biernacki and Waldorf (1981) as a method of obtaining 

participants through referrals. They described it as being useful when accessing difficult to 

access communities and investigating sensitive issues. Rural communities can be difficult to 

access, and wildfires are a contentious topic in an area with recurring impacts. Teddlie and Noy 

(2008) referred to snowball sampling as a purposive sequential sampling technique of the type 

that is useful for addressing a constructivist approach and research questions within less formal 

sampling frames. Noy (2008) further elaborated this technique as a means to capitalize on 
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already existing social networks and local knowledge that gives those populations a choice in 

directing the course of the study. Snowball sampling initially identified participants purposively 

for their relevance to the research question. As similar themes emerged and saturation was 

approached, sampling transitioned to selecting participants for their ability to provide specific 

insights.  

Participants. Sixteen interviews were conducted with residents of four communities in 

the Cariboo Region, ten males and six females. The participants were all adults over the age of 

25 and two were over the age of 65; most were married or in long-term relationships and some 

were single parents. Most were working, though two were retired. Another four considered 

themselves to be retired but were still working occasionally. There were several health 

professionals, several tradespeople, several working in the forestry sector, and as educators, 

business owners, stay-at home parents and an educator and public safety professional. All 

participants had lived in the Cariboo Region for many years, with half of them for more than 20 

years.  

Interview Protocol. The interview protocol provided a structure for the interviews to 

cover a pre-arranged list of topics. These included some basic participant information, wildfire 

risk perception, mitigation activities of participants and communities, FireSmart and the efficacy 

of wildfire mitigation activities. The protocol contained 16 questions, with many having several 

sub-questions. The interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner. While the protocol 

listed the key points of the interview, discussions were permitted to develop as participants 

brought up new information and the researcher explored that data. It took between 30 and 90 

minutes to complete the interview (see Appendix B). 
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Focus group 

Some participants were re-engaged through a focus group. The focus group was 

conducted online via ZOOM to avoid direct contact between the participants. Focus group 

questions (see Appendix C) paralleled interview questions but were intended to generate 

additional discussion while seeking additional information that could allow the findings to 

approach a core category (though completing a grounded theory was not the intent of this 

research.) The group dynamic permitted me to develop pre-existing categories and explore 

unique categories and concepts as they arose.  

Arranging the focus group was more complicated than anticipated. The participants were 

selected due to their contribution to coding categories based on the interviews and to ensure 

gender, age and community representation. Nine participants originally agreed to attend a first 

focus group, which had to be cancelled due to a power outage; four men and three women 

attended the rescheduled session. Participation became difficult to obtain as evacuation alerts 

began for the 2021 BC wildfire season in the areas of 108 Mile ranch and Mahood Lake (which 

was later evacuated). An additional focus group was planned but was not attempted because of 

my availability while deployed and difficulty in recruiting additional participants, many of whom 

were impacted by wildfires that summer.  

Data Analysis 

While there are many types of grounded theory, all of them refer to the idea of constant 

comparison (Chun Tie et al., 2019). Data was analyzed as it was collected and incorporated into 

an organized, indexed and searchable electronic database to allow for efficient recall and 
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analysis. Memoing facilitated the development of a theory for the proposed research question 

and provided an audit trail for theory development (Chun Tie et al., 2019).  

NVivo software was used to assist in qualitative data analysis to simplify the analysis 

which then freed me to develop ideas (Corbin & Strauss, 2015). The use of NVivo ultimately 

permitted a better comparison of concepts and categories against each other than would have 

been possible through manual methods.  

To ensure data integrity and privacy, an encrypted database was created and stored with 

backup copies on local drives. Identifying personal information was stored in a secured locked 

container or using encrypted formats. Recorded interviews were only transmitted online in a 

secure format for transcription and personal information and interview recordings will be 

destroyed two years after publication of the research. 

During the interview I began the analysis in my notebook, to allow me to adapt to the 

themes as they were presented. Interviews were transcribed using a naturalist interpretation as 

described by Oliver et al. (2005) to maintain the nuances of the participants’ data. Transcription 

was also beneficial as I have a hearing deficit, and a second person reviewing the interviews 

allowed me to ensure that their data was interpreted correctly. Notes and transcripts were 

analyzed to “identify and examine themes from textual data in a way that is transparent” (Guest 

et al., 2012, p. 15) to examine the research questions while preserving participants’ perspectives.  

Ethical Issues 

The proposed research was reviewed by the Ethics Review Board at Royal Roads 

University to ensure that potential issues were identified and resolved. The primary concerns 
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related to informed consent, privacy, bias, data integrity and maximizing the benefits to the 

study’s participants. No additional ethical concerns arose during the research.  

Rigour 

Tobin and Begley ( 2004) described the concept of rigour within a qualitative framework 

as different from other lines of inquiry. Instead of traditional quantitative ideals of reliability, 

validity and generalization, concepts such as goodness, credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability were considered more important. To establish credibility within the study, the 

respondents’ data was analyzed with well-established tools developed by Corbin and Strauss 

(2015). Triangulation was achieved through the comparison of data sources, and the emerging 

theory was compared to the literature. Dependability was ensured through consultation with 

supervisors and the final focus group and will be enhanced by my final defense of the findings.  

Additional elements of rigour are specific to grounded theory and Chun Tie et al (2019) 

noted that when a study is methodologically appropriate for grounded theory, it is improved by 

the researcher’s expertise, knowledge and research skills. It is also enhanced by procedural 

precisions. I already had a strong understanding of the topic and improved that through the 

iterature review and established practices for grounded theory development and analysis were  

supported by my supervisor (Chun Tie et al., 2019; Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Guest et al., 2012).  

Limitations 

 Grounded theory studies can greatly assist the development of understandings of 

processes and how they unfold (Creswell & Posh, 2018), however, examination of specific 

phenomenon, processes or contexts does not permit a larger scale understanding of how a 

phenomenon may exist across other contexts. Although the results can be informative for service 
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providers and other communities the findings cannot be used to measure FireSmart compliance 

rates, or other kinds of decision-making regarding wildfire mitigation. The scale of this inquiry 

was small given the limits of the researcher and the current pandemic context and, thus, did not 

have the depth of inquiry of a larger study.  

Selection of Study Area 

Over the last decade the Cariboo Region has experienced numerous large fires 

(Government of British Columbia [GBC], 2020). For example, 2015 saw the loss of homes and 

businesses in Puntzi Lake (GBC, 2020) and in 2017, the communities of 105 Mile, Hanceville, 

Soda Creek, and Spokin Lake each lost several homes to wildfires (Carby, 2018). Suppression 

capacities were stretched past their limit several times in this area due to the intensity of the fires 

and competition from other regions for resources (GBC, 2020). This area appears to have fallen 

into a firefighting trap, increasing impacts from fires have created a need to focus on mitigation 

at landscape and household levels (Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Carby, 2018). 

Despite this need, FireSmart BC’s (2020) website indicated that only three small First 

Nations in the region were recognized as FireSmart communities. As seen in Figure 1, this is a 

large area governed by the Cariboo Regional District, with the exception of the District 

Municipality of 100 Mile House and Wells and the small cities of Quesnel and Williams Lake.  
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Increased adoption of FireSmart in the Cariboo Region could reduce risks to life and property in 

a fire-prone environment, making it an important area for study. This area is primarily montane 

forest which is a large and seldom researched context for unique wildfire mitigation concerns 

(McGee et al., 2015). Four communities in this area were studied.  

Community 1: 108 Mile Ranch 

108 Mile Ranch is a large community north of 100 Mile House, BC. It has over 1,000 

homes surrounded by forested community and ranch lands. Most homes are single detached on 

Figure 1 

Map of Cariboo Regional District annotated to show major centers and communities involved 

in this study (Cariboo Regional District, n.d.)
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large sub-acre lots. 108 Mile Ranch has a fully trained fire department, some commercial 

services, and a school. It was the largest community, by far, to be included in this study. In 2017, 

the Gustafsen Wildfire caused the community to be evacuated and destroyed several homes in 

the community. 108 Mile Ranch is surrounded by an interior Douglas-fir forest in a dry cool sub-

climate (Ministry of Forests Lands Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development 

[MFLNR], 2018a). Seven participants and their properties were drawn from this community. 

Figure 2 shows 108 Mile Ranch and the surrounding area. 

Figure 2 

Google Earth imagery of 108 Mile Ranch (Google, n.d.-a) 

 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    36 

Community 2: South Hills Subdivision 

South Hills is a subdivision inside the City of Quesnel, BC. The subdivision contains 

approximately 500 homes, most of which are single-detached structures on large sub-acre lots. 

The subdivision is bordered on two sides by forested lands, the other sides are bordered by other 

Quesnel neighbourhoods. South Hills was the only area of this study that was inside a city or 

other full-service municipality. Its position inside a city resulted in it being serviced by a fully 

trained fire department and having access to other municipal resources. Quesnel is the only 

community in the Cariboo to have been recognized by FireSmart BC. It won a Community 

Protection Achievement Award in 2019. The South Hills Subdivision is surrounded by a sub-

boreal spruce forest in a moist cold sub climate. Unlike the other communities, it had not 

experienced a wildfire evacuation in recent years, likely due in part to its cooler, wetter climate. 

However, it is not immune from fire impacts. Participants in Quesnel’s South Hills subdivision 

had witnessed fires burning on the slopes of nearby Dragon Mountain in 2017 and had been 

impacted by wildfire smoke and ash in 2017 and 2018. Two participants and their properties 

were included in this study. Figure 3 shows a map of Quesnel’s South Hills subdivision. The 

subdivision is bordered by forest and agricultural areas on its northern and eastern sides. 

Quesnel’s city center lies a few kilometers to the west. Two participants and their properties were 

included in this study. 

  



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    37 

Figure 3 

Annotated Google Earth imagery of Quesnel South Hills Subdivision (Google, n.d.-b) 

 

Community 3: Mahood Lake 

Mahood Lake was the smallest community selected for study. It is located at the end of a 

dead-end road gravel road approximately 40 km from the nearest paved road, and 80 km from 

100 Mile House, BC in the far southeast of the Cariboo Region. There is a campground and 

provincial park, and no services at Mahood Lake. The community is surrounded by an interior 

cedar/hemlock forest in a moist-warm sub-climate (MFLNR, 2018b). Mahood lake is warmer 

and wetter than other areas of the Cariboo region, with a climate similar to coastal BC. However, 
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it too had experienced wildfire impacts. Mahood Lake residents had a long history of smaller 

fires occurring in their area and impacts from larger fires covering them in smoke and ashfall in 

2017 and 2018. Following data gathering, in the summer of 2021, the community was evacuated 

because of several fires in the area. Four participants and their properties were included in this 

study. Unfortunately, detailed imagery of this area was not found in a publicly available format.  

Community 4: Chimney Lake and Valley 

Chimney Lake was added late in the study, after purposive sampling ended. Theoretical 

sampling required more data from smaller communities without substantial fire protection as 

data from Mahood Lake suggested that these characteristics would yield more diverse data. 

Chimney Lake and Valley are a series of small communities in a valley with settlements 

centralized along a chain of lakes. Participants in Chimney Lake and Valley had experienced 

wildfire impacts such as evacuations in 2017 and smoke and ashfall in both 2017 and 2018. 

Although some of the valley was covered by the uncertified Chimney Lake Volunteer Fire 

Department, most of the valley did not have fire protection of any kind. The area is 20-30 

minutes from the city of Williams Lake. Chimney Lake was surrounded by an interior Douglas 

Fir forest in a dry cool sub-climate. Figure 4 shows the area around Chimney Lake and Valley. 

The relative isolation and forest areas surrounding the area create challenges in managing 

wildfires.  

Altogether, 14 properties were included in the study. 16 homeowners were included in the 

interviews, and 7 participated in the focus group. Although this included a relatively small 

number of participants and properties, data gathering permitted a detailed study of each 

participant and community. 
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Figure 4 

Annotated Google Earth imagery of area surrounding Chimney Lake and Valley (Google, n.d.-c) 

 

Design and Methods Summary 

The Cariboo Region presented fertile ground to study how people were conducting 

wildfire mitigation activities in an area where wildfires had been increasing in recent years. By 

adopting a qualitative, inductive approach I hoped to gain insights on the processes involved in 

wildfire mitigation. A grounded theory methodology was used as it provided opportunities to 

examine the role of processes and contexts in this area of study, though producing a completed 

grounded theory on wildfire mitigation was beyond the scope of this small study.  
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Findings 

This section is broken into three main parts: the initial reviews of the fieldwork imagery 

data of participant properties; the results of the interviews; and the results from the focus group. 

Participant properties are discussed first, as fieldwork was the first data-gathering step that was 

completed, and this data established important contextual information regarding the participants 

in this study. However, the data from the fieldwork was examined in a cross-comparative manner 

with other data sources throughout the study. The section on interview results describes how 

participants answered interview questions and discusses major themes that developed. The focus 

group section presents elements of the focus group discussions that were different from, or added 

to, the themes of the participant interviews. There was significant overlap in discussion between 

the interviews and focus group, repeated themes will not be discussed again in this section.  

Participant Properties 

Most of the participant properties were single-family dwellings on lots that were between 

half an acre to two acres; two were larger acreages. The properties were of average values for the 

region and were valued at between $250,000 and $450,000 for the 2020 tax year by BC 

Assessment (provided through review of their property details pages on the Cariboo Regional 

District GIS mapping database). A review of historical Google Earth satellite imagery revealed 

that most residences were more than 10 years old, though a few outbuildings were newer.  

A major theme of FireSmart is that building construction can have a significant influence 

on vulnerability to a wildfire (British Columbia FireSmart, 2021; Calkin et al., 2014; Cohen, 

2012; Leone et al., 2020). Some of FireSmart’s recommendations are specifically tailored to 

reduce structural vulnerabilities using fire-resistant materials and construction methods and 
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videos of the properties were examined to determine the extent to which their structures showed 

compliance with FireSmart or other wildfire mitigation techniques.  

Most residences were clad in fire-resistant roofing. This was typically newer asphalt 

shingles, but a few examples of sheet metal roofing were observed. However, one residence had 

a cedar shake roof, while another had a deteriorating roof with curled shingles. While most 

participants had non-combustible aluminum gutters, a few had vinyl gutters, which are known to 

fail when exposed to heat (Quarles & Sindelar, 2011). Overall, there were few roofing 

vulnerabilities observed with the properties.  

Participants’ siding was less fire-resistant. While a few residences had non-combustible 

metal or fiber-cement composite siding, most had finished wood (typically painted) or vinyl 

siding. Both wood and vinyl siding present vulnerabilities to wildfire (Quarles & Sindelar, 2011). 

However, siding replacement is a very expensive housing upgrade with costs typically being well 

over $10,000 (Consumer Reports, 2021) and it is among the most expensive of FireSmart 

upgrades (Arychuk, 2018). So, replacing siding solely for the sake of fire resistance may not 

have been an optimum choice for many people. Almost all of the siding that was observed in this 

research project was in good condition, only a few properties showed some early signs of wear.  

To provide additional protection to siding from groundfires, FireSmart recommends 

leaving a non-combustible gap of 15 cm from the ground to the bottom of the siding (FireSmart 

BC, 2021c). Many residences had a significant gap between the surrounding ground cover and 

the bottom of the siding, typically formed by the foundation wall extending above the ground. 

On most residences, this gap was typically 15-20 cm. A few had larger gaps, having stone 

veneers or brickwork extending from the ground to approximately 1 m in height. A few 
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residences had siding with little or no gap to the ground, so, while some vulnerabilities with 

flammable siding were found, most siding was found to be in good condition and with an 

appropriate gap to the ground to assist in protecting it from groundfire and ember ignition.  

Several aspects of building construction were difficult to evaluate with the 360° video 

survey. The 360° video survey made it difficult or impossible to evaluate decks that were 

typically opposite the street-side of homes and while reference to Google Earth satellite imagery 

revealed that most homes had decks, their construction was difficult to determine. It was also 

impossible to determine if the decks were open or closed underneath. Deck materials and 

construction are significant considerations mentioned in British Columbia FireSmart (2021) and 

one aspect of decking that could be evaluated was that several residences had small landings at 

their entrances that appeared to be of common wooden decking construction.  

The construction of soffits and attic vents was another difficult factor to evaluate from 

street-level. Several properties had residences that were oriented such that these could be 

evaluated from street level, but most did not.  

Combustibles Near Homes 

FireSmart BC (2021) refers to four zones: 

• The Non-Combustible Zone – within 1.5 m of a structure 

• FireSmart Zone 1 - the area within 1.5 m to 10 m of a structure  

• FireSmart Zone 2 – the area 10-30 m from a residence 

• FireSmart Zone 3 – the area 30-100 meters away from residences (see Appendix 

A for details). 
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Research has shown that combustibles in the Non-Combustible Zone can present 

significant vulnerabilities to a home during a wildfire by igniting the siding or allowing fire to 

enter the windows or soffits (Quarles & Sindelar, 2011). The participants’ properties showed a 

mix of items in this area with only a single residence being completely clear of items that could 

burn in the non-combustible zone. About a quarter of properties had evergreen shrubs in this 

area, and another quarter had combustible fencing attached directly to the residence, presenting a 

significant vulnerability to fire. Nearly a third had wooden landings near the entrances to the 

residence and almost half of the properties had furniture, planters and other combustible items 

near the house (e.g., barbeque covers, woodpiles and plastic storage boxes). Most had significant 

vulnerabilities and while it was possible that some of the portable items might have been moved 

before fire season, many items in this area were large and difficult to move such as woodpiles, 

fences and large storage bins. Other difficult to relocate combustibles included shrubs, 

landscaping ties, large wooden planters and wooden landings near entrances.  

  Participants’ properties showed a mix of conifers, deciduous trees, fencing, storage and 

brush in Zone 1 and there was significant evidence of FireSmart activities in this area on most of 

the properties. Shrubs were spaced, trees had their lower branches removed to heights between 

two and 5 meters and trees had been removed to space them out. Most homeowners had made 

obvious efforts to remove dead tree branches and other large fuel accumulations; however, a few 

properties in 108 Mile and Mahood Lake had dense forest within 10 m of their residences or 

outbuildings, often resulting from proximity to an unmitigated adjacent property.  

Participant’s properties showed remarkable compliance in Zone 2 as most properties 

showed evidence of removing lower branches, spacing ground cover and removing forest litter. 
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Many showed additional evidence of spacing conifers. Zone 2 demonstrated the highest 

compliance with FireSmart; however, there were a few exceptions. Many properties had 

maintained lines of densely spaced conifers near roadways or between properties. A few 

properties showed little evidence of wildfire mitigation at all in these areas, despite having made 

quite visible efforts closer to the residences. Further, while there were only a few properties in 

108 Mile Ranch and Mahood Lake with dense forest cover within 10 m of their residences or 

outbuildings, a third of the properties had forests within 30m of their properties, often on a 

neighbouring property. While some adjacent properties in Quesnel and 108 Mile Ranch showed 

evidence of mitigation activities, most did not.  

 Zone 3, for the most part, was outside of the property boundaries of most people in the 

communities under study. Unfortunately, substantial vulnerabilities were evident in this zone in 

the form of unmitigated public lands and private properties. These vulnerabilities would be 

outside of the control of most of the homeowners in these areas.  

Interviews 

This section will describe many of the higher order themes or categories of data produced 

by the participants in this study. It is organized using the format of the interview protocol and 

describes how participants responded to the questions in the interviews. It is a lengthy section as 

many themes emerged from the data and I wanted to ensure that they were captured here, even if 

not discussed in detail in the analysis and recommendations section. This section begins with an 

exploration of the perceptions of wildfire risks and is followed by hazard priorities, the 

mitigation activities of participants and others, competing priorities, awareness of FireSmart, 
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modifications to landscapes and structures, strategies and organizations to encourage adoption of 

FireSmart, and concludes with other voiced concerns. 

Perceptions of Wildfire Risk 

While all participants believed that wildfires posed a risk to their homes, three of the 

participants from 108 Mile Ranch and Quesnel South Hills believed that they, and their 

communities, had engaged in sufficient mitigation activities to reduce the risks associated with a 

wildfire to a negligible level. For participants who perceived a continuing wildfire risk to their 

homes, several themes emerged as to why they believed this:  

• Most participants simply recognized that they lived in an environment that was 

conducive to fire and noted the hot and dry summers and frequent lightning 

events that could ignite large numbers of fires. Participant 2 summed it up 

quickly, “it’s quite warm and dry here, very green and treed, and we have a lot of 

storms with lightning.”  

• Lightning was a concern for residents who noted that lightning frequently started 

fires. Participant 10 noted, “we’re very conscious of the lightning storms that 

come through … I mean I can’t do anything about Mother Nature, if a storm 

comes through… or lightning strikes, it’s out of our control.” Two participants 

had personally fought lightning fires in communities without fire departments.  

• Residents reported experience with fires as elevating their perception of risk as 

most residents had experienced fighting fires, evacuations, smoke and ashfall or 

other wildfire impacts. 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    46 

• Most participants noted the condition of forests and properties surrounding them 

as elevating the risk that wildfire imposed on their homes. They saw neighbouring 

public and private properties being out of their control. Their comments laid out 

how helpless this could make them feel, “You do everything you can on your 

property, if your neighbour one door down or two doors down doesn’t do 

anything in that regard, doesn’t really help you once things start moving” 

(Participant 4).  

Some participants saw the forests around them as unhealthy, noting past mountain pine and 

current bark beetle outbreaks. Participant 6 captured most of their concerns in a single statement: 

Forestry practices in general, I don’t think have been sustainable. We’re seeing all of 

these you know beetles and different diseases and things going through. I feel forest 

health has a huge impact on wildfire potential. Even the fact of having wildfire 

suppression for so long. Fires are a part of the natural ecology of forests and important to 

overall health and diversity and so we’ve been managing things for harvesting more than 

for health, I think.  

While some attributed forest health to management practices, a few others saw climate change 

and human encroachment on natural landscapes as also harming forest health.  

Participants were also asked about their perspectives on other community members risk 

perceptions. They all agreed that their neighbors believed wildfires presented risks to their 

homes. A quarter of participants discussed how the 2017 wildfires led their neighbours to begin 

mitigation activities. Another quarter discussed conversations they had with their neighbours 

about fire, and how it came to dominate conversations during hot and dry summers. 
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Hazard Priorities 

 Participants were asked to order local hazards in terms of how they might impact their 

households. Five common hazards that are present in the Cariboo Region were presented. These 

hazards were chosen as they had each caused, or contributed to, more than one state of 

emergency for local or provincial authorities in the Cariboo Region in the last five years. The 

hazards included drought, landslide, flood, pandemics and wildfire.  

 Table 1 shows some of the results of the question on hazard priorities. Using a scale from 

1-5, a participant could assign a priority to each hazard and a weighted average could then be 

determined for each hazard. The participants scored wildfire as their highest priority. However, it 

was not scored much higher than either drought or pandemic. Landslides and floods were 

consistently rated as less of a concern. Seven participants rated wildfires and pandemics as their 

highest concern while two participants believed drought was their highest priority. However, this 

was because of their belief that drought was either a precursor to disastrous wildfire seasons or 

exacerbated wildfires in general. In all, most people scored fire as their first or second concern. 

Although most participants were concerned about fire, even when presented with other potential 

hazards, fire was not their only concern.  

Table 1 

Hazard Priorities 

 Drought Landslide Flood Pandemic Wildfire 

Hazard 

Priority Score 

55 31 35 51 68 

Highest 

Concern 

2 0 0 7 7 

Least  

Concern 

0 8 2 6 0 
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There was less agreement about the other hazards, which was possibly related to the 

geography of the study’s locations. For example, Quesnel South Hills and Mahood Lake 

residents were less concerned about drought, but are in areas with higher annual precipitation 

than either 108 Mile Ranch or Chimney Lake and Valley (Charlton et al., 2014). Few 

participants were concerned about landslides, but only a few participants from Mahood Lake 

were actually exposed to slopes.  

Participants’ Mitigation Activities 

All participants described activities that could be grouped under the category of fuel 

removal, where flammable items were moved away from residences, managed or otherwise 

protected. Some of these activities were minimal, and most participants also described 

maintenance activities that would reduce wildfire risks. The description of activities provided by 

the participants was similar to those described by FireSmart’s vegetation management discipline, 

but was different in that it applied to all non-structural combustibles around homes, and not just 

vegetation. Several participants had made modifications to their residences and some additional 

activities were described, including changing landscaping and experimenting with sprinklers.  

Fuel-removal activities were universal but varied greatly in terms of how much fuel was 

removed. All participants described managing grasses and dead fuels near their homes. For most 

participants, this overlapped with, and was part of, regular lawn and yard maintenance. These 

activities were often conducted in unique ways, particularly by participants with limited ability to 

conduct them personally. For example, Participant 16, with limited time, described letting a 

neighbour’s livestock graze near their residence to assist in managing grasses and shrubs. Three 

participants described creating 0.5-1 m fuel-free areas around their homes with gravel and/or 
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non-combustible hardscaping. Most participants had conducted additional fuel removal by 

removing shrubs and brush from around their homes and pruning the lower limbs from trees. 

However, the height to which trees were pruned varied considerably as while most participants 

pruned their conifers between 1 and 2 meters, some participants pruned tree branches to 3-4 

meters in height, which was as high as their tools could reach.  

Nearly half of the participants described removing trees near their homes, with a few also 

thinning out stands further from their homes in larger yards. Most of these participants only 

removed conifers, leaving deciduous trees intact. Fuel removal appeared to be on a spectrum that 

aligned with effort, beginning with managing grasses, proceeding through to pruning trees and 

ending with removing trees and bushes.  

Most participants described maintenance activities such as clearing gutters, removing 

debris from roofs, watering lawns and maintaining building components. These activities were 

conducted regularly and were related to goals other than wildfire mitigation. Most of these 

people wanted to maintain their drainage systems and lawns. Wildfire fuel reduction was just an 

additional benefit. However, a few participants described increasing these activities as the 

wildfire season began.  

A few participants made modifications to their homes, or were specifically building new 

structures, with wildfire resistance in mind. As previously noted, most people were incorporating 

building upgrades into their home’s maintenance requirements. Two participants had recently 

installed fire-rated roofs when their roofing required replacement and three others had installed 

fire-resistant siding on their homes to deter wildfires. Two more had recently replaced decks with 

composite decking and made specific efforts to enclose the area underneath them and protect 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    50 

them from fire. In almost all cases, participants described these building upgrades as having 

benefits beyond fire-resistance since aluminum and fibre-cement board siding both had reduced 

maintenance, increased longevity over other products, and were insect and animal resistant. Fire-

rated asphalt shingles were inexpensive and easy to install and metal roofing and composite 

decking required less maintenance. Participants also discussed choosing fire-rated composite 

deck boards, deciding on cement composite siding and using less flammable fencing alternatives.  

Most participants had been motivated to conduct mitigation activities by the 2017 BC 

Wildfires. That event had been impactful for all of the communities under study and had 

demonstrated to the participants how destructive wildfires could be. The event had led some 

participants to undertake activities that they would not have considered before, such as removing 

trees (previously would have been seen as an extreme measure). Participant 6 described the 

change in attitude concisely, “a couple of them said what are you cutting your trees down for? 

And I said where the fuck were you a year or two ago?” Reducing risks to their own properties 

was not the only motivator. For some participants, providing a good example to the community 

or ensuring that they reduced the potential impacts a wildfire could have to their neighbours were 

significant motivators. For a few, keeping tidy yards was enough to motivate many activities.  

Four participants used the term “tree hugger” to describe themselves and expressed 

feelings of loss in removing live fuels from their properties. While one participant refused to 

remove any living trees, another refused to remove any living vegetation whatsoever. These 

participants described the benefits vegetation had provided to wildlife including birds and 

mammals. However, they begrudgingly admitted that wildfire mitigation activities were 
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important, and they believed that they had to do their part to reduce wildfire risk to their 

communities and neighbours.  

Some other activities reported by the participants bear mention. Three participants had 

begun replacing existing vegetation with more fire-resistant plants, with a few others further 

researching this subject. Six were experimenting with sprinklers in order to discover a solution 

that would allow them to leave their sprinklers on during an evacuation (while avoiding negative 

consequences such as destabilising slopes and running community water supplies dry).  

Decision making for participants involved some references to FireSmart materials, but 

most people used a common-sense or empirical approach that was based in their understanding 

of fires. Two participants described observations and experiments they had conducted to help 

them decide what mitigation activities to undertake. Compatibility with values, ease, and impact 

were most referenced as decision-making considerations when choosing mitigation activities. 

Cost, complexity, equipment, and available resources were also considerations mentioned by 

participants, while for a few participants, demonstrating to their neighbours that they were 

reducing wildfire risks on their properties was important.  

Of interest, most participants noted some level of uncertainty with regard to the activities 

they had undertaken, e.g., Participant 4 remarked “I don’t believe that what we did would 

necessarily save our home” while most made comments that they “hoped” what they did would 

make a difference. Only one forestry professional was certain that their household mitigation 

efforts would protect their home.  
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Mitigation Activities of Others 

Participants were asked about actions other people had made to reduce wildfire risks, and 

whether any community level activities had taken place and there was a significant overlap in 

how participants answered both questions. It was clear from the responses that careful 

observation of mitigation activities on neighbouring private and public lands was universal as all 

participants reported activities undertaken by neighbours, and all but two, mentioned public 

mitigation activities occurring in their areas.  

By far, the largest category of responses related to actions of neighbours, as Participant 

23 put it, “yes, people are fireproofing.” Though participants tended to over-estimate their own 

mitigation activities, they appeared to accurately assess mitigation activities on properties 

surrounding them when their statements were compared against the compared against the 360° 

survey data. Neighbours conferred significantly, passing information between themselves and 

collaborating on mitigation activities. As Participant 10 observed of local mitigation activities:  

Yes. A few neighbours and they’ve taught us a lot. These are some very long-term people. 

They sort of were the original owners of the property back-in-the-day and they’ve taught 

us about cleaning the forest floor, just sort of keeping wild brush cleaned up just not to 

provide fuel should a fire happen.  

Other participants described collaborative efforts with neighbours, sharing resources such 

as equipment, or more commonly, information or time. In two examples, owners of vacant 

properties permitted neighbours to conduct mitigation activities on their properties. 

Unfortunately, collaboration with owners of vacant lots was not universal and many complained 

about unmitigated vacant properties near their homes.  
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Similar to descriptions of their own activities, participants often described the activities 

of others as an ongoing process. This also included descriptions of past, present and future 

activities; however, far fewer participants reported knowledge of neighbour’s future activities. 

This might suggest that participants were observing their neighbours more than they were 

conferring with them.  

The reported activities of neighbours typically included maintenance of lawns, removal 

of fuel near homes and clearing litter from forest floors. Most participants described their 

neighbours pruning trees and removing deadfall and many participants reported their neighbours 

removing trees or bushes near their residences. Few reported building upgrades or transitions to 

fewer flammable plants in neighboring landscapes, but those who did described those upgrades 

in surprising detail. They were clearly curious about what modification their neighbors were 

making to around their homes.  

Participants were occasionally critical of their neighbours. Several participants were 

unhappy with the number of trees removed from properties surrounding them, and Participant 3 

noted that “I feel like we’re just clear-cutting lots because it’s just fear of wildfire, which I 

understand, but we have to have trees.” However, criticism also went the other way, with some 

participants being concerned about a lack of mitigation on adjoining properties. This criticism, 

though was quite congenial, with participants accepting that their neighbours had made a choice 

and respecting their autonomy,  

there’s a few that have chosen consciously not to do anything and they like that wild look 

and I guess that’s their choice, right? But still, at the same time, to give them credit, have 

studied the material and have chosen to accept that risk. (Participant 7) 
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The language participants used often compared their actions to those of their neighbours 

and most often described similarities such as: 

• “Our neighbours have done similar to us, removing trees and debris and shrubs 

close to their homes” (Participant 2); 

• “What I see from when I drive around, it’s kind of the same stuff” (Participant 3); 

and 

•  “Yes, many people have done the same thing, they’ve cleaned up the property and 

gotten rid of dead growth” (Participant 11). 

Participants described differences between their neighbors and themselves comparatively, “A 

neighbour is working on his place, he’s ahead of me, he’s had hired three guys to come and do 

it” (Participant 15). This recurring use of comparative language might suggest the importance 

people placed on situating their own situation relative to their neighbors. It certainly provided 

evidence that comparing themselves to their neighbors was important for most participants.  

Public mitigation was observed by most participants, even when distant from their homes 

and primarily involved thinning, pruning and ground cover removal. Most participants viewed 

this activity favorably but noted the changes it made to the landscapes surrounding their homes 

and described it as requiring adjustment. With regard to the altered landscapes, comments 

included having to “look at it with a different lens” (Participant 5). However, this adjustment was 

difficult for some. Participants routinely described activities on public land as frustrating, sad 

and even traumatizing. Participant 5 made comments such as “that disconnect with nature by 

losing those trees is big” and “It’s not comfortable anymore…it’s bad, but I also understand the 
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need for doing that.” For participants from 108 Mile Ranch, the landscape losses resulting from 

the 2017 Gustafson wildfire were exacerbated by additional losses to wildfire mitigation.  

 Most participants believed that the 2017 wildfires were instrumental in motivating 

mitigation activities on their neighbours’ and public properties and described observing increases 

in activity following that year’s disastrous wildfires. Though all communities saw increases in 

mitigation activities following 2017, most communities had longer histories with public 

mitigation. At Mahood Lake, public mitigation activities had occurred years ago in a 

neighbouring park, but not recently. 108 Mile Ranch had a long history with mitigation activities 

going back decades but also saw increases following the 2017 Gustafson fire.  

 Three participants had begun replacing plants in their yards with fire-resistant species. 

One described this as a landscaping activity, while the others described it as gardening. For all of 

them, replacing plants had begun with an information search. One described obtaining 

information from a local gardening center before selecting tree species to plant in their yard, 

while another had looked at FireSmart materials, finding them to be lacking. The final participant 

engaged in this process took a different path by encouraging deciduous aspens to grow in areas 

where they had thinned conifers, based on their belief that aspens were less flammable. A few 

other participants discussed exchanging flammable shrubs and trees with fire-resistant species, 

but were uncertain of how to do this, and some of these participants had also reviewed FireSmart 

materials on the matter. Engagement in this process was thus limited by a lack of information.  

In summary, participants described the process of wildfire mitigation as continuous and 

highly social. It involved a lot of thinking and learning about fire and forests as well as a search 
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for specific mitigation techniques. Though the process was universal, the extent to which 

participants continued that process varied considerably.  

Additional Mitigation Activities 

 After asking about their own activities, and those they had observed around them, 

participants were asked if there were other activities that could reduce risks to their homes. The 

responses to this question were diverse, with most participants providing a single example. 

• Most participants mentioned the use of sprinklers, pumps or hoses to improve 

response to wildfires. Participants discussed using sprinklers or irrigation systems 

that could be turned on during evacuation. Participants who lived near lakes 

described experiments they and their neighbours had performed to test different 

types of pumps and hoses available to them.  

• Other categories mentioned by more than one participant were community action 

and prescribed burns. Two participants discussed prescribed burning and saw a 

return to prescription burns as a means to improve the health of surrounding forests 

and reduce wildfire risks. Participant 14 noted that “the first peoples that lived here 

used to burn a lot of it” with regard to forest fuels.  

• Two participants discussed collaboration between communities as a way to share 

resources and strengths between small neighbouring communities that possessed 

different skillsets and resources.  

The remaining actions were only mentioned by a single participant each but bear mention: 

• prevention of wildfires; 

• barriers created to stop fire from approaching communities; and 
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• encouraging neighbours to adopt more wildfire mitigation.  

Participants were asked about other priorities that might compete with wildfire mitigation 

activities. Two of the participants said they had no other competing priorities, both of whom 

were retired or nearing retirement. The remainder of the participants described other priorities, 

and most indicated that managing priorities, including activities related to wildfire mitigation, 

was a household rather than an individual decision. In most cases, participants involved spouses 

in decision making as stated by Participant 4, “I was chatting with my wife earlier today about it 

[and] we try and strike a balance between enjoying a yard that’s still pleasurable to be in and is 

safe enough to be to be living in.” However, other participants described family-level decision 

making as did Participant 13 with children “in our family there’s discussion between the pros 

and the cons of risk reduction from wildfire and the aesthetics of the property.” Participants 

described spouses, parent, siblings and children as being influential in decision making.  

Most participants described other values that were contrary to wildfire mitigation such as 

expressing concerns regarding the aesthetics associated with wildfire mitigation activities. These 

were generally viewed to be unfavorable with comments such as “everything looks barren” 

(Participant 5). Some participants made definite statements about the value of aesthetics such as 

“I want our house and our property to be attractive” (Participant 8). These participants were 

generally concerned about fuel removal activities that removed low-lying bushes, shrubberies 

and trees. Interestingly, some participants described that they preferred the look of mitigated 

properties saying that they had been “improving our views” (Participant 4) and creating a “park-

like appearance” (Participant 7) through wildfire mitigation activities. Further, several 

participants described initially disliking the appearance of mitigated properties, but that they 
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were getting used to it in short periods of time. Participant 1 summed this up by saying about 

other priorities, “Well, initially there was kind of the aesthetic of having the more treed-in lot, 

but I wouldn’t really call that too much of a block anymore, I’m quite content to remove more 

trees if I need to.” Privacy was an important sub-set of aesthetics and participants described 

leaving small trees, bushes and groundcover specifically to enhance privacy.  

Two other values were discussed, and nearly half of participants described a concern for 

nature as a competing priority to wildfire mitigation. Most of these were concerned specifically 

about the health of the forest and expressed concerns about removing trees, plant life and animal 

habitat to reduce wildfire risks. They described the areas around their homes as important and 

diverse environments that they were hesitant to modify. Participant 13 commented that, “the 

interface around our cabin is seen very much as a very rich biological environment” while other 

comments suggested that participants were willing to accept additional wildfire risk in order to 

preserve those environments such as “Personally, I’d like to see it more return to a more natural 

state. That may be seen as more risky” (Participant 14). What was particularly interesting about 

this was that the participant was describing a grown-in dense understory that resulted, in part, 

from fire exclusion around her property over the last several decades. It was not an example of a 

Cariboo forest in a natural state.  

Aside from values, limited resources formed the other category of competing priorities; 

and this was not just financially-based. Participant 7 stated that “Time, more than anything” was 

the scarcest resource for many participants, and this was particularly true of parents with small 

children who made comments including: “I have a really hard time like managing to find time 
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for any extra work when I have several kids” (Participant 16). However, parents were not alone 

with this concern as even retirees expressed having limited time:  

The juggling act. You know, living in the Cariboo I’ve got a lot of activities that need to 

be done. I need to make sure that the property itself is self-sustainable. I have to get my 

firewood in for seasons to come. There’s general maintenance that happens all the time. 

I’m trying to get to the point where I can go fishing more often but that hasn’t happened 

yet. So, yeah, basically when you own property, you have to work it. (Participant 12) 

Financial resources were mentioned by several participants. However, most participants 

described financial resources as something that altered the speed at which they might adopt more 

expensive mitigation activities rather than something that was a barrier to any specific activity.  

FireSmart Awareness and Questions 

Almost half of the respondents had little or no understanding of the FireSmart program. 

While a few had vague, or partially correct, notions of the program, four participants did not 

know what the program was. Of those with misconceptions, most believed that FireSmart was a 

fire prevention program and I found this surprising as it revealed that there is still work to be 

done in educating the public on the program in the Cariboo Region. Notably, only the 

respondents in Quesnel South Hills uniformly reported awareness of the program, largely 

resulting from direct contact from city personnel.  

For those who were aware of the program, most rated it highly. They were asked to score 

the program’s usefulness on a scale of 1-10 and it scored an average of 8 out of 10. Most people 

rated the program between 8 and 10 with a minimum rating of 5. Positive comments were 
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relatively consistent, with participants appreciating the program’s aim of getting information to 

homeowners. Participant 4 said that homeowners had to be involved in wildfire mitigation: 

I can’t imagine a world where there’s funding and budgets for folks outside to come in 

and fix up people’s property and protect homes, it’s just not realistic. So, if homeowners 

don’t take the responsibility themselves to do that, it’s just not going to happen. 

For those who did not rate the program as highly, several criticisms were reported and 

several believed that education alone could not get everyone to protect their homes. Participants 

described frustrations with a lack of progress on mitigation and made reference to the poor 

condition of forests and properties around their own. Participant 4 believed FireSmart did little to 

motivate people to undertake mitigation activities, saying that “first they have to be motivated to 

want to do that, of course, and have the will to do it.” Others mentioned that the program hadn’t 

been that influential in their communities, making comments such as “it hasn’t had much of a 

role in what’s happened so far” (Participant 13) while another believed that it had worked, but 

only to a point, “we’re almost at a point where we have to regulate instead of educate” 

(Participant 7). 

Participant 14 was unconvinced that FireSmart activities would make much of a 

difference during the type of large fires that had become common in the Cariboo and commented 

that “I think it can be helpful if there’s a small fire and you’re able to stay and manage and fight 

it. But I think there’s also those fires where you know there’s just no fighting them.” Others also 

implied uncertainty that their activities would protect their homes in the event of a wildfire.  

Many participants asked questions about education on wildfire mitigation and the 

questions were diverse. Generally, those who were less familiar with wildfire mitigation asked 
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questions about how education and awareness materials could be better distributed, or targeted, 

to specific audiences and asked why locally relevant materials weren’t available. Others asked 

about why there was not much about wildfire mitigation in mainstream online media platforms. 

These participants contrasted wildfire mitigation materials with current COVID-19 information, 

which had become widely distributed online. This led Participant 8 to make the following 

recommendation regarding the distribution of education materials:  

Directed marketing via the internet. That’s the most effective way… I hardly listen to 

local radio. I don’t watch local TV. You know, a lot of the stuff that comes to my mailbox, 

I give it scant attention. But when I’m surfing the web or looking at YouTube videos, you 

know, local advertisers, they can flash on their advertisements… I find that that’s 

effective. Because it grabs me. 

Other participants had noticed the use of infographics and animation made things easier to 

understand. They had seen such materials for COVID-19, but not for wildfires.  

Participants who were better informed about wildfire mitigation asked more critical 

questions regarding education. Participants asked about government support, insurance 

incentives and regulation. Specifically, they asked about the potential for regulation as opposed 

to education and whether the public was paying attention. They questioned whether education 

had reached its limits in the Cariboo with Participant 8 making the comment that “education is 

almost at a brick wall.”  

Of specific concern were several participants who asked whether FireSmart really made 

any difference during a wildfire. Some of these participants were concerned about a lack of 

wildfire mitigation activities on neighbouring properties and whether these hazardous areas 
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would render activities on their own properties meaningless. They made comments such as “if 

your neighbours or neighbouring land has a significant wildfire risk, and you’re unable to modify 

it, it can place you at a higher risk” (Participant 9) while others saw wildfires as a such a 

destructive hazard that they questioned how effective household mitigation was. 

Of particular interest were a few participants who asked questions related to the impact of 

wildfire migration activities on forest and wildlife health. Some of these participants had seen 

mitigation activities in their neighbourhoods displace wildlife and remove living vegetation. 

They asked questions about the impact that wildfire mitigation had on the health of trees, animals 

and the environment in general, “I am curious if Fire Smart does sort of recognize the 

importance of forest health” (Participant 14). Some expressed specific concerns about how 

removing branches from the bases of trees impacted tree health and reproduction.  

Finally, there were some inquiries about the origin of FireSmart. A few participants 

wanted to know more about the agencies that were supporting it, where their funding came from 

and how sound their suggestions were. This revealed mistrust of not only the program’s 

intentions, but also the knowledge it was based on. While this theme of mistrust was limited, it 

was intermingled with a theme of uncertainty about FireSmart in general. It was clear that some 

participants saw wildfire problems as arising partly from misguided forestry practices, and 

FireSmart seemed to them to be a new set of forestry practices with uncertain impacts indicating 

that some participants didn’t trust the motivation of FireSmart.  

Landscape Modifications 

Further insight into participants’ understanding of wildfire was gained through examining 

their perspectives on landscape modifications. Participants universally believed that landscape 
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modifications could reduce wildfire risks and most demonstrated a nuanced understanding of 

wildfire dynamics, as evidenced in the following statement of a participant who worked in a non-

fire related government capacity:  

there are so many things that affect fire and like stuff whether it be weather, wind, 

temperature and all that, the dynamic of a landscape or the shape of a landscape or what 

that landscape is made up of certainly has an impact on it. (Participant 1) 

Almost all of the participants made specific mention of the impacts fuel removal could have on 

the landscape and included references to neighbouring properties and publics lands where the 

build-up of dead materials was not being managed.  

The fire and forestry professionals, as well as other participants who had been studying 

wildfire topics offered greater insights and recognised that the removal of wildfires through 

suppression over several generations had created problems in some areas that were becoming 

difficult to control. Their comments included, “I think we have a fairly good understanding of 

how things have occurred over a fair amount of time, and that we are now outside the limits” 

(Participant 13) and “I believe that nature knows best. And I think sometimes we potentially 

interfere more than we should” (Participant 14).  

Structure Modifications 

 While participants universally agreed that landscape modifications could reduce wildfire 

risks, they did not agree as entirely about modifications to structures. While most believed that 

structural modifications would reduce wildfire risks, a few expressed their belief that wildfire 

could be an overwhelming influence, while some were uncertain. Participant 2 expressed that “I 

think a wildfire is probably bigger than just what a structure can handle and I’m not convinced 
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that modifications to my property will help save my house from a fire.”  

 Those who were merely uncertain used terms such as maybe and probably to describe the 

impact that structural modifications would have and proceeded to have open discussions about 

which materials might make a difference. Interestingly, the uncertain participants all made 

reference to metal roofing and siding as possible building modifications, but made little reference 

to other modifications or maintenance. While most were aware of FireSmart, their discussion of 

FireSmart activities and the 360° survey data for their residences revealed that they had 

conducted limited FireSmart activities around their homes. So, while they were aware of 

FireSmart, their uncertainty about the usefulness of structural modifications appeared to be 

related to fewer FireSmart activities around their homes,  

 Overall, it appeared that the participants had some understanding of some of the major 

potential vulnerabilities of structures and how to modify them to reduce wildfire risk, however, 

there were few discussions of specific problems or vulnerabilities and how to address them. 

While some people appeared to understand that ember transmission was significant to wildfire 

propagation, other than cedar roofs, few specific vulnerabilities to this type of fire transmission 

were discussed. What modifications could or should be made was unclear to most participants.  

Encouraging FireSmart Adoption 

Participants were asked about what might encourage them to adopt more wildfire 

mitigation and responses clustered around a few themes. Nearly half of the participants 

mentioned financial incentives, with Participant 5 making the comment that “finances are always 

an issue, right?” Most of these respondents tied the idea of financial assistance to insurance, with 

several making reference to rising insurance costs; Participant 7 mentioned “I think the majority 
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of people would really appreciate an insurance break.” This idea was tied closely to the idea of 

assistance from experts in evaluating properties and qualifying them for insurance discounts.  

Not all participants who wanted expert assistance wanted financial incentives. Several 

thought that having someone make sure they weren’t missing vulnerabilities in their properties 

would be a significant encouragement. They wanted someone to be able to identify the biggest 

risks, or potential problems, with their management strategies rather than just point out obvious 

issues. For some participants, having accessible expert assistance was a time-management issue. 

With one single parent saying they needed help to be “a little bit more informed without having 

to do any research” (Participant 16).  

A few participants mentioned that assurances that their efforts would be meaningful 

would be encouraging and, it was again clear that not all the participants were sure that 

mitigation activities would make a difference during an actual wildfire. Some of these people 

had other priorities and were trying to balance those priorities against managing wildfire risks. 

They wanted to be sure that further mitigation activities would yield actual results.  

A few others expressed concerns about neighbouring private and public lands and 

Participant 13 expressed the concern poignantly:  

The biggest issue is the adjacent crown lands, and what would encourage me to take more 

active interest and more participation in my own property would be to see the adjacent 

crown lands managed in a fire smart natural process type way. And if that was done, that 

would give me a much better feeling that my efforts on my property would be 

contributing and supported. 
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Concerns about public lands were more numerous in the smaller communities where 

public mitigation activities were less evident; however, similar concerns were expressed in the 

larger communities, particularly about unmitigated private lands. As Participant 6 stated “This 

one lot next to me is just a – it’s a firebomb waiting to go off.” A review of the adjacent lands 

and properties to these participants revealed their concerns were valid as there were significant 

accumulations of dead and downed trees, and other fuels. Participant 1 called for more 

community-level action “the more people involved, the greater protection it is not only for 

myself, but for the entire area.” Participant 7 noted that new education tools were needed “We’ve 

tried the public meetings. We’ve tried pamphlets in the mail. Maybe they’re both old-school, 

people want to see it on Facebook or Instagram or all these modern technologies.” 

A few participants mentioned there was little that would encourage them to do more. 

Participant 11 remarked that “Honestly, I think I’ve done enough” as they had already taken 

some steps to mitigate wildfires on their property. Unfortunately, reviewing the 360°-image data 

for some of these locations revealed that although some steps had been taken, specific fire risks 

such as evergreen shrubs close to residences, wooden fences attached to houses and 

accumulations of fuel remained. However, education alone may not have been enough to 

encourage action on these properties. Participant 3 specifically remarked that “I don’t know that 

I would do more because, again, that’s not aligning with what I’m believing in” and was 

specifically concerned that mitigation activities might be harming forest health. The health of the 

forest was more important to this participant than the safety of their residence.  

Additionally, one participant in Quesnel South Hills noted the practical problem of 

removing fuels from their property and referenced a now-cancelled program where the city 
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would collect waste, including mitigation debris from curbsides annually. Prior to its 

cancellation, the program had allowed them to remove fuels from their property during time 

when they did not own a suitable vehicle for transporting it. 

For most participants, the 2017 BC wildfires events had pushed them to begin mitigation 

activities. Participant 5, who had conducted mitigation activities previously, noted that “it kick-

started a whole new – a new way of looking at things,” paying more careful attention to the 

details of that mitigation work. Previously overlooked maintenance activities that could reduce 

fire risk were now included by some participants as they began to think about how fire could 

impact their homes and they looked for specific vulnerabilities to fire “Definitely we stepped up 

the gutter cleaning… it was like, holy cow, these things fill up a lot. It makes you more aware, I 

think, after having a fire come that close you” (Participant 5). This participant was among many 

who began thinking about the specifics of specific fire transmission pathways such as embers or 

groundfires might exploit vulnerabilities in their homes, leading them to think of ways to protect 

their homes. Participant 6 also described their changes in thinking about fire after 2017 “That is 

what caused me to start looking at where am I vulnerable. And how does fire work? How does 

combustion work? How do things come to a point where they catch fire?”  

Organizations That Could Help 

Participants were asked about what organizations might be able to assist them with 

mitigation efforts on their properties. Nearly half of the respondents responded that they could do 

things on their own while others responded that mitigating private properties was a private 

responsibility exemplified in the quote “I think we have to be responsible for our own property” 

(Participant 4). These respondents were primarily from communities without accredited fire 
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departments, with a few making specific mention of being on their own given a lack of fire 

protection. Several others expressed uncertainty about who else might help them.  

Half of the respondents stated that assistance from organizations that possessed 

specialized fire knowledge would be helpful and had sought assistance from local fire 

departments or BC Wildfire, believing that these agencies that would know how to manage 

properties and homes. They were largely interested in advice about fuel removal activities and 

building materials. A few had specific requests of FireSmart and wanted simpler checklists and 

better distribution of FireSmart materials within their communities.  

 Some participants were looking for assistance to do actual work on their properties, 

which could involve financial support through non-governmental organizations (NGO) or could 

involve actual work parties through NGOs or private companies. A few people made specific 

mention of the BC Forest Service, largely in relation to assistance managing fuel on crown lands 

neighbouring their properties. Two participants mentioned local programs that had provided 

assistance to elderly people who could not conduct mitigation activities on their own.  

Three other specific responses deserve specific mention: one participant requested 

assistance from arborists as they hoped to learn more about how to promote the health of their 

trees. One participant requested assistance from the local government in organizing 

neighbourhood-level mitigation activities, and the other wanted information from local First 

Nations on Traditional Knowledge of managing fire in their area.  

Other Concerns 

 Finally, participants were asked if there was anything else that they thought was 

important or that they thought the researcher should know and about half of the participants 
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provided detailed responses to this question. The other half said they had nothing else to add. 

Those who provided detailed responses generated interesting discussions and often expressed 

strong feelings on a broad range of topics with little overlap between the participants.  

 Several participants noted that there was a need for collective action to meet societal 

threats such as wildfires, COVID and floods. One participant noted that there had been a disaster 

looming, or present, in the Cariboo region for several consecutive years now and that there were 

complex issues contributing to these real and potential events “we’ve got all sorts of factors 

influencing these events that we’re facing as a collective” (Participant 14). One participant 

poignantly noted how society had trouble dealing with complex issues. They said:  

I just come back to how we’re dependent upon each other. I can do all of this but what’s 

next door to me is my weakest link. And I can do all this and it may not mean anything if 

all of us don’t. We’re finding out with this pandemic that we’re not all on the same page 

and we don’t see it all the same way. It puts everybody at risk. (Participant 6) 

These participants all wanted to see more done to get everyone thinking the same way and saw 

government as beginning to help in this regard, but hoped for much more. Participant 11 

believed that wildfires were similar to other disasters that rarely came to mind for many people, 

despite their persistence in the Cariboo, and attributed this to a lack of foresight, noting that “a 

lot of people think for right now, they don’t think for down the road.”  

Two participants wanted to move toward landscapes that both accounted for, and 

included, fire. These participants saw the risks in removing fire from Cariboo landscapes. They 

saw the landscape as depending on frequent, low intensity fires; “get the forest back closer to a 

natural state” (Participant 7).  
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Of the remaining three themes, Participant 12 said that “There’s a lot of different 

agencies that have sort of a finger on this, right?” in noting complexities in obtaining knowledge, 

funding, and assistance on wildfire mitigation from different organizations. Another participant 

wanted more information about plants that could be used in place of ones that had been removed 

from around their property during mitigation activities, and the third noted how they had mixed 

feelings about mitigation activities and said, “what my gut tells me and what my heart tells me 

are sometimes at conflict” (Participant 2). They appreciated the importance of mitigation 

activities but had been negatively impacted by them.  

Focus Group 

Themes that emerged from the focus group were similar to those that developed in the 

interviews. However, the group discussions developed these themes further as participants 

bounced ideas off one another. This section describes some of the main findings of the focus 

groups that differed from, or supplemented, the interview findings.  

 As with the interviews, focus group participants discussed their frustrations dealing with 

unmitigated adjacent properties and public land. Participants had approached this problem from 

several directions with some conducting limited activities on neighbouring crown land, and 

others reaching out to absentee landowners of adjacent properties. There were concerns that 

property owners of vacant lots could not be contacted, or could not be convinced, to engage in 

mitigation activities. There were several questions and a discussion about the legalities of 

conducting mitigation activity on public lands, as well as the need to report and coordinate 

piecemeal mitigation activities to ensure a total reduction of wildfire potential.  
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Some participants were engaged in new construction projects and were selecting building 

materials based on their fire-resistance. This included fiber cement board siding and both metal 

roofing and soffits. A few participants were planning upgrades to decks which included installing 

composite boards and enclosing under decks. Participants had a lot of questions about how to 

build their decks to most effectively resist wildfire damage that could spread to their homes, and 

asked questions of the researcher about how decks actually became involved in fires. One 

participant shared how they had used a combination of fiber cement board siding and metal 

sheathing to prevent wildfire embers from travelling under their deck.  

Participants were also confused about how to improve chimneys for wildfire resistance. 

One participant had installed a flashing called a “cricket” around his chimney that would prevent 

debris from building up adjacent to the chimney. However, most participants were uncertain how 

upgrading a chimney was a FireSmart activity.  

Building upgrades were primarily conducted with wildfire risk reduction as a 

consideration rather than as primary motivator. Most participants had upgraded, or were planning 

to upgrade, their building materials as components such as siding or roofing wore out. However, 

there were some construction activities that were motivated by wildfire.  

The participants discussed preparation activities for wildfires that overlapped 

significantly with wildfire risk reduction and centered around evacuation planning and preparing 

pumps and sprinklers. Evacuation planning was discussed at-length between the participants. For 

those living in 108 Mile Ranch and Mahood Lake, there were limited ways in and out of the area. 

Participants discussed how they had plans to access gravel roads and watercourses in the event 

they were unable to leave their communities quickly and were able to share knowledge of 
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alternate evacuation routes that they could access to avoid blocked routes. They also discussed 

pre-packing items prior to wildfire season to facilitate quick departure during evacuations. 

Participants discussed sprinklers at length. Several participants had used them, or seen 

them used, during the 2017 wildfires. This led some of them to purchase pumps, hoses, 

sprinklers and other equipment and experiment with them for wildfire purposes. They 

experimented with using pumps to spray lake water over homes, or to provide water to sprinkler 

systems. They found that clear and simple solutions to problems with sprinklers for specific 

areas were not readily available. For example, one participant complained that they were unable 

to find a suitable electric pump that could be powered by their generator to provide lake water to 

sprinklers. Though the participants had learned a lot from their experiments, they acknowledged 

that none of them had created an ideal setup. Subsequently, they were continuing to look for 

additional information and hoped that both informational and financial resources might become 

available through local government.  

Educating others became a central topic of the focus group at several points. As 

Participant 4 stated, “you can do as much as you’re able to, that the pocket book will allow… but 

whatever you clear is only as good as what your neighbours do.” Educating new arrivals to the 

communities of Mahood Lake and 108 Mile Ranch was discussed and this led to a discussion of 

the 108 Mile Ranch Welcome Committee, particularly its role in providing FireSmart pamphlets 

to newcomers. Prior to social distancing recommendations, this committee attended the homes of 

new arrivals in the community and provided them with information on local services, amenities 

and resources. They also distributed FireSmart information in the form of pamphlets obtained 

from the fire department. While not its primary function, the committee was influential in 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    73 

informing new arrivals of potential hazards in the area, including wildfire. They also informed 

these arrivals of what was being done and what could be done to manage these hazards.  

Participants discussed similarities between wildfire mitigation and responses to COVID-

19, noting that some people reject dealing with it completely and some people were totally 

onboard. They noted that younger people appeared to have less time to be involved in mitigation 

activities and were more difficult to reach and mentioned that people in their communities were 

dispersed over a number of communication and social platforms and venues, many of which 

were not even known by the participants. The comment was made that “they’re busy, they’ve got 

lives and this is not a priority to them” (Participant 6). Participant 10 added that visitors and 

recent arrivals in their communities often had a “604 mentality” (604 is the area code for 

Vancouver and the Lower Mainland) that demonstrated a lack of understanding on how different 

life in small communities could be.  

Those from Mahood Lake discussed a recent local response to wildfires in the absence of 

local firefighting capability that included local residents attending downed powerlines to ensure 

that a fire did not result as well as extinguishing small lightning-fires. This was a common 

experience for some Mahood Lake residents in the absence of any local first responders. They 

wanted more communication with provincial firefighting resources and believed that their 

communities could work with agencies such as BC Wildfire to improve response to fires. They 

thought this was important, and a reasonable request, as they were responding to fires anyway.  

The participants that took part in this focus group were among the more proactive 

wildfire mitigation adopters identified during the interviews. Most reported a poor perception of 

wildfire mitigation in their own communities. However, the 360° survey had provided some 
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evidence that 108 Mile Ranch actually enjoyed a higher proportion of mitigated homes than 

other areas included in this study.  

Findings Summary 

The participants described a wide variety of their activities, observations, and motivations 

regarding wildfire mitigation. They also described how they had used their own knowledge of 

fire to decide on mitigation activities before seeking information from their friends and 

neighbors. While FireSmart was well-regarded and most people were aware of it, it was not the 

only motivator for mitigation activities, nor the only source of information. It was also not 

universally known. Many participants were unaware or incorrect about what the program was 

about, particularly in communities with fewer services. Through the analysis of the data gathered 

in this study, in a cross-comparative way, several important pathways to understanding and 

improving wildfire mitigation were revealed.  

Data Analysis & Recommendations 

The data for this study was analyzed as it was collected, and at the conclusion of data-

gathering I was able to identify additional categories that were important to the research 

questions. One of these revelations was that participants did not describe wildfire mitigation as a 

single process. Rather, the participants had been engaged in several distinct processes during 

their mitigation activities. Two of those processes were described in detail, those of building 

maintenance and construction and removing fuel. Participants also described a third process of 

introducing, or encouraging fire-resistant plants, but in a much more limited sense. The context 

of individual communities, and the Cariboo region in general was found to be relevant as to how 
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participants had discussed mitigation. This section will discuss analysis of the data and include 

recommendations based upon those analyses.  

Multiple Processes 

Participants described wildfire mitigation activities as involving several distinct 

processes. A process can generally be thought of as a series of actions taken to achieve a 

particular goal, and in this case, these goals were sometimes focused on wildfire risk reduction, 

and sometimes not. These mitigation related processes included activities completed in the past, 

current activities and those planned for the future. Fuel removal activities and building upgrades 

were two of these processes. They had different beginnings, considerations and motivations and 

the goals of these processes were also different. An additional process of introducing, or 

encouraging planting of fire-resistant plants, was also described, but only by a few participants.  

Building & Maintaining Structures 

The construction and maintenance of structures was a key process engaged in by 

participants in relation to wildfire mitigation. This process described creating new structures, as 

well as undertaking periodic maintenance activities that could result in changes to existing 

structures. While wildfire was an important consideration, fire was rarely the most significant 

consideration for participants. The motivation for this activity was primarily to protect their 

residence, both as a home and a financial investment, and prevent degradation or damage. 

Primary considerations for building and maintaining structures were based on the structure or the 

homeowner’s ability to perform traditionally intended roles in protecting homes from less 

intensive, but more persistent threats. These included things such as wear, rain, sun, snow and 

pests. Other considerations included such things as the durability or maintenance intervals. 
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Further, replacement of these components was almost entirely based on the existing failure, or 

potential failure, to protect against damage to their residences. Activities to upgrade building 

components were, therefore, undertaken as required maintenance processes to protect building 

integrity rather than a process motivated by wildfire considerations.  

Wildfire protection was, however, still a significant consideration when choosing 

building materials as it was one of many threats to building integrity. As Participant 11 stated, 

“when I talk protection, I’m talking wildfire as well as animals, rodents, bats, whatever.” 

Wildfire considerations impacted decision making by encouraging upgrades to more expensive 

materials such as fibre-cement board siding or composite decking materials. Designs were also 

impacted. Participants enclosed the underneath of new decks, replaced attic venting systems with 

alternatives that incorporated metal screens, and improved rooflines to reduce debris 

accumulations. Interestingly, participants described huge financial investments in these building 

upgrades, but made few complaints about increased pricing or the complexity of fire-mitigated 

structural modifications to roofs, decks, fencing and siding. They described the upgrades as 

worth it since they offered several advantages. This was true for low-cost building upgrades such 

as screening, as well as high-cost upgrades such as siding.  

This was interesting as other researchers have found expensive building modifications to 

be unpopular. McFarlane et al. (2011) emphasized the importance of financial resources in 

mitigation activities, but finances did not appear to be as important to these participants. 

Finances modified the speed of mitigation processes, but made little difference over the course of 

a number of years. While the data in this study showed that building modifications done solely 

for wildfire mitigation were indeed rare, structures were still being upgraded to protect against 
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fire when they required periodic maintenance. Costly alterations that offered no advantage other 

than fire resistance were not adopted. Items such as aluminum widow frames were discussed by 

several participants as being potentially more fire resistant, but not worth the cost. They simply 

offered little to no additional benefit.  

 Participants were highly observant of building upgrades being completed in their 

communities and saw that they were being done with wildfire mitigation as a consideration. They 

could see that as flammable materials were wearing out, non-flammable alternatives were being 

installed by their neighbours. A few participants based their building upgrade decisions on 

upgrades that they had seen their neighbors make, while a few others were encouraged to 

research FireSmart practices by watching neighbors improve their residences. This appeared to 

be in-line with recommendations stemming from the diffusion of innovations theory referenced 

by several researchers (Mccaffrey & Kumagai, 2007; McCaffrey et al., 2020; McFarlane et al., 

2011) that showed the value of providing examples of new techniques to potential adopters.  

Participants discussed a need to go beyond merely encouraging FireSmart adoption, with 

a few mentioning the introduction of regulations. Several discussed a belief that government 

regulation of FireSmart was inevitable. However, regulations relating to wildfire mitigation have 

not proven easy to introduce although they have been frequently recommended. A 

recommendation listed in the review of the 1994 Garnet fire near Penticton, BC stated that there 

was a need for “municipalities and regional districts to enact fire, building and subdivision 

standards, codes and regulations” in areas of increased wildfire risk (Price Waterhouse, 1995, p. 

93). The after-action review of the 2003 BC wildfires incidents uses similar language to suggest 
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requiring “municipal and regional governments to implement building codes and land use 

requirements” (Filmon, 2004, p. 71) and to adopt FireSmart for new developments.  

More recently, in the review of the 2017 BC wildfire incidents, Abbot and Chapman 

(2018) recommended that all levels of government improve the wildfire resilience of structures 

by “adjusting building codes, regulations, bylaws and development permit requirements” (p. 94). 

Therefore, there have been consistent recommendations in BC regarding the regulation of the 

building construction and maintenance aspects of wildfire mitigation for several decades.  

The language of these recommendations has been targeted at governments. While 

governments have significant power to create and modify policy, they have less power to create 

new laws that involve public participation. For that, public support is required to both create the 

laws and maintain the support of the impacted populations. While there was some support from 

participants in this study, an overall theme was in recognizing one’s personal responsibility for 

wildfire mitigation on private land and this theme could run contrary to support for mitigation 

regulations. 

Public support for laws to manage wildfire mitigation has been low in similar-climate 

areas outside BC. Paveglio et al. (2021) studied support for wildfire mitigation regulations in 

small communities across the border in north-eastern Washington state, finding that support for 

mandated fuel removal and building maintenance activities was not strong. They recommended 

targeted social science studies, experimentation, and collaborative dialogue as more promising 

pathways to achieving collective action against wildfires. Mockrin et al. (2020) examined fire-

impacted communities across the United States regarding land-use regulations. They found such 

regulations to be unpopular, even in areas recently impacted by wildfires. The regulations were 
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also potentially ineffective when compared to other motivators of collective action against 

wildfires. Where regulation has taken hold in BC has been with municipalities such as Nelson 

that have adopted these types of building codes (Kovacs et al., 2020). However, they remain 

relatively rare. Public concern for wildfires may not be as great as a concern for some 

communities as for other hazards, which may draw the public support for wildfire mitigation 

activities in other directions.  

The communities in this study faced other hazards besides wildfires. A few participants 

had concerns that FireSmart was a single-hazard approach to mitigating wildfire risks that gave 

little consideration of other hazard types. Participants described several hazards that were 

impacted by planned or potential FireSmart activities. Removing trees, or other large ground 

cover, raised concerns that increased soil movement could damage foundations for participants 

living on, or near, slopes. Other participants had concerns about meeting with people about 

FireSmart activities, as it could increase their exposure to COVID-19. Although wildfire was a 

hazard of concern for the participants in this study, it was by no means the only concern.  

Pandemics and droughts were other major concerns for most participants. These hazards also had 

to be mitigated, and participants talked about adapting their homes to better support working 

from home, or to create landscaping that was more drought-tolerant. 

Recommendation 1: Reduce Financial and Informational Barriers to Fire-Resistant 

Construction 

The difference in cost between fire-resistant building materials and non-fire-resistant 

building materials was not particularly important to the participants in this study. However, those 

installing fire-resistant materials did incur an increased cost. As wildfire resistance was only a 
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secondary consideration to these participants, encouraging adoption of fire-resistant building 

materials should focus on describing benefits other than just fire-resistance or incentivizing their 

adoption. Rebate programs, insurance premium reductions and recognition programs have been 

suggested by other researchers, but few of these have been realized and none were mentioned by 

the participants who actually modified their homes (premium reductions were mentioned as a 

motivator for removing fuel.) It is possible that these suggestions were more complicated to 

implement than they appeared.  

Simple solutions to incentivizing fire-resistant building materials and informing people of 

additional benefits should therefore be sought. At the provincial level, this might include adding 

fire-resistant exterior building materials to the list of PST exempt goods and services in areas of 

high fire danger. Even relatively small cost reductions through the removal of sales tax would be 

likely to increase selection of fire-resistance materials. 

Informational materials for fire resistant construction should be targeted at audiences 

looking to renovate, repair or replace building materials, rather than just homeowners in general, 

or homeowners in fire prone areas. This audience is likely to have unique needs and is likely to 

be accessed through specific channels. At a local level, it could involve positioning informational 

materials for fire resistant construction materials at the point of sale or online. Such 

informational materials should describe diverse benefits of fire-resistant construction materials 

beyond fire resistance. This could include informational posters, pamphlets, websites or other 

informational materials. At a regional or provincial level, specific messengers for extolling 

benefits of fire-resistant construction should be sought. For example, a regional district might 

consider creating or commissioning a website to provide contextually-relevant suggestions from 
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real estate, design, building and/or construction industry professionals on renovations or 

construction that providing specific information on considerations for their target audience, 

including fire resistance. The target audience might be interested in information on return-on 

investment estimates or local availability or materials or installers more than fire resistance, but 

that information might also persuade them to select more fire-resistant materials or designs. 

Specific and locally relevant how-to guides might also motivate “do-it-yourself” audiences. This 

would require input from professionals but may prove a promising pathway to encouraging 

adoption of FireSmart construction.  

Recommendation 2: Begin Small, Incremental Regulatory Changes to Support Mitigation  

Whether implicit or explicit, the participants in this study expressed support for 

regulatory approaches to wildfire mitigation. While only a few participants explicitly called for 

new laws, more expressed dissatisfaction with the state of neighbouring properties and discussed 

means by which property owners could be compelled to do more. This dissatisfaction has merit 

given the previously discussed need for communities to collectively reduce wildfire risks. 

However, the strength of this support was unclear.  

If the introduction of wildfire mitigation regulations regarding wildfire are to be 

considered by any authority, they should focus on achieving limited, clear and achievable 

objectives. Large scale overhauls of fire safety legislation in BC have proven to be difficult 

(BC’s Fire Safety Act, introduced in 2016 after years of consultation, has yet to be enacted into 

legislation). At the provincial level, designating specific mitigations concern as a fire safety 

hazard under the Fire Services Act (or eventual Fire Safety Act) could allow specific problems to 

be addressed without over-reaching public support, while also permitting homeowners time to 



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    82 

adjust to regulations that are intended to be cumulative. For example, a regulation designating 

the storage of unprotected firewood within 1.5 meters of a residence as a fire safety hazard 

requiring mitigation would begin a process of either moving that fuel away from homes or 

protecting it. Another example could be expanding on regional or municipal bylaws preventing 

untidy or unsightly properties to specifically prohibit large accumulations of construction debris, 

brush piles, or other unsightly fuel accumulations that could pose fire risks. On their own, neither 

of these suggestions will substantially reduce wildfire risks. However, as more small changes are 

introduced over time, such measures would cumulatively reduce risks.  

Introducing or Encouraging Fire-Resistant Plants 

 Several participants expressed a desire to exchange flammable plant species for more 

wildfire-resistant alternatives. This process was motivated by a desire to maintain privacy, pride 

of ownership and enjoyment of property as well as a lusher appearance to their properties 

without significantly increasing fuel loads. The end goal was to produce an enjoyable, but safe 

yard. Maintaining a feeling of privacy on properties was a value that competed with wildfire fuel 

removal for some of the participants. While FireSmart BC offers a landscaping guide that 

includes information on several topics, it is a general-purpose guide to fire-resistant landscaping 

in BC (Turcot et al., 2021). However, BC is an incredibly diverse province, and the general-

purpose nature of the guide offers few specific suggestions on how to achieve specific 

landscaping goals for specific climates. So, while participants in this study had a clear interest in 

changing the plants around their homes, they had few examples of how to do so.  
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Recommendation 3: Offer Specific Alternatives for Fire-Resistant Landscaping with a Focus 

on Maintaining Privacy and Other Values  

The City of Campbell River (2020) recently released a gardening guide that included 

locally-relevant information on gardening and landscape options. The guide includes pictures of 

how plant species can look in a landscaped environment. While the guide has some 

shortcomings, it has proven to be popular (De Drue et al., 2021). Other regions should consider 

whether locally relevant information with specific recommendations for fire-resistant 

landscaping that incorporates values such as privacy is available. If not, partnerships with local 

gardening centers, invasive species councils, the Master Gardeners Association of BC (2022) 

and/or landscaping professionals to ensure relevant recommendations are available may support 

homeowners in exchanging high-risk plants with those offering lower-risk alternatives. FireSafe 

Marin (2021) has created such programs by partnering with local universities and master 

gardeners to show homeowners how to promote local flora and fauna or achieve other 

landscaping goals. 

Removing Fuel 

The final process that was described by participants was that of removing fuel, a process 

that bore similarities to the FireSmart discipline of vegetation management. However, 

participants described removing other fuels from around their residences in addition to 

vegetation. Stored building materials, vehicles, construction debris, storage boxes, and other 

flammable items were also removed. This process was motivated by a desire to reduce wildfire 

risks with an end goal of increasing personal security and safety by protecting residences. The 

process of removing fuel followed four stages: 
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1. managing grasses, light debris and clutter; 

2. removing large non-living fuels; 

3. removing live ground and ladder fuels; 

4. removing live trees and creating dedicated barriers;  

These stages appeared to be tiered broadly by the amount of effort and resources required to 

complete them, and the degree to which the participants valued wildfire safety over other 

considerations. While participants followed these stages relatively reliably, they did not always 

fully complete each stage before moving to the next. This was for a number of reasons and some 

fuels from each stage were often retained due to either oversight or intentional omission. Plotting 

participant completion of these stages over time provided evidence that there were conditions 

that initiated and impeded the process of removing fuel.  

Beginning and Ending Fuel Removal Activities 

Axial coding identified that for most participants mitigation activities required some 

causal or intervening conditions. All participants believed that wildfires posed a risk to their 

homes, but wildfire experience, social interaction and thinking about fire were significant in the 

commencement of fuel removal activities.  
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Figure 5 

Removing fuel required finances, capability and time; time was scarce and precious. 

Finances, capability and time were significant 

limiters of fuel removal and Figure 5 illustrates how all 

three were required in order for mitigation actions to 

occur. It also shows that for these participants, time 

was the resource that was in shortest supply. Initially, 

finances appeared to be of minimal concern for these 

participants as it only modified the speed at which they completed their fuel removal activities 

rather than halting them. However, participants noted that the costs of equipment, supplies, 

transportation of debris, and hiring help had affected their ability to remove fuel, leading them to 

ask for financial incentives.  

Most of the participants in this study were physically or financially capable of conducting 

fuel removal activities; however, most of the older participants worried that they would not be 

able to remove as much fuel in the future due to declining physical capability. Regarding the 

significant efforts they put into fuel removal following the 2017 fires, Participant 5 said, “I don’t 

know that I could do that again. In fact, I know I can’t.” Thus, having access to human resources 

or capability to do work in their yards was a future limiting factor for older participants. They 

worried about being able to afford assistance with mitigation activities in their later years.  

The resource that constrained participants most often was time. They lacked time to 

research mitigation options, and time to implement those options. As Participant 16 stated, “I’ve 

been trying to deal with it, but also don’t really have a whole lot of extra time on my hands to be 
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able to.” This was especially true of parents with young children and as one parent noted, “I have 

a really hard time managing to find time to work when I have kids.” This parent wanted to be 

“more informed without having to do any research.” Lack of time could lead to a lack of 

information as much as time to implement mitigation activities. Participants also described 

prioritizing activities to allow time for them. Because time was always scarce, activities were 

allocated time as they increased in priority. This led many participants to allocate time to fuel 

removal at the beginning of fire season, or after bad fire seasons such as 2017 and 2018 when 

wildfire mitigation was a higher priority.  

Recommendation 4: Promote Specific Activities at Specific Times. Most participants 

made periodic small investments in wildfire mitigation that resulted in cumulative improvements 

to wildfire safety over several years. They also conducted mitigation activities with reference to 

their neighbours. Therefore, education and incentive programs should support long-term 

community adaptations by encouraging specific small investments by many people at key times. 

This would encourage communities to develop and adjust to new norms and mores. Further, 

resource constraints could be minimized by focusing on discrete activities that require less 

investment. By providing a detailed rationale, several options and specific supports for these 

activities, local governments could address homeowners lack of time, money and capability in 

coordinated ways. This research showed that fuel removal followed relatively predictable stages, 

suggesting an order in which to proceed.  

This could take the form of a spring campaign intended to focus on managing grasses and 

debris prior to fire season. Educational materials could be released to show the rationale for this 

step by describing how ground litter and grasses contribute to fire spread. Using websites or print 
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materials distributed through garden centers, several options for managing grasses appropriate to 

particular communities could be presented. Options might include having a constant watering 

regime planned in areas with adequate water supply or a having a plan to ensure dry grass is not 

in contact with flammable shrubs or structures for areas likely to see watering restrictions. Local 

governments could support lawn management & debris removal subsidizing bins, removing 

dumping fees, arranging chipping days in areas of concern, or coordinating FireSmart grants to 

achieve contextually relevant goals such as hiring laborers or consultants. Partnerships with the 

private sector could be formed to subsidize or promote specific services or products intended to 

assist with these mitigation activities.  

Campaigns could be run as part of an annual schedule of promoting specific activities at 

specific times when those actives are safest, easiest, or most likely to be adopted. For example, 

annual campaigns could be directed at pruning trees in the late winter and early spring, when 

most conifers best tolerate cutting back branches. Removing ladder fuels or large fuels around 

structures could be a focus in early summer when anxiety about fire season begins and wildfire 

mitigation becomes a higher priority for homeowners.  

Unsupportive Social Interaction 

Participants discussed their mitigation plans with family members, friends, neighbours 

and community leaders. While many of these interactions supported mitigation activities, many 

did not. Participants interacted with people who possessed information, or values that conflicted 

with participant’s ideas about how to conduct mitigation activities, or who had other ideas as to 

how to best use resources. These people were most often family members and had interest and 

influence in how the participants managed their properties. They typically restrained the 
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participant’s mitigation activities during stage 3 (removing live ground fuels) and stage 4 

(removing live trees). These people had diverse concerns about mitigation activities, which 

mirrored participants’ concerns: appearance, animal habitat, and the health of the forest. For 

communities wishing to enhance wildfire mitigation, this finding demonstrated the value of 

developing broad-scale consensus on how to manage wildfire risks. Engaging homeowners alone 

is unlikely to move communities to higher stages of removing fuel if the values and concerns of 

other community members, especially family members, are not considered.  

Recommendation 5: Expand the target audience for FireSmart education. Since 

children, elderly relatives and other people were influential in decision-making about removing 

fuel, education materials should be designed for them. Current FireSmart educational materials 

are primarily targeted at adult homeowners. FireSmart education materials for children and youth 

have been available for several years (FireSmart BC, 2021d), but there is very limited 

information available as to who is using them, how effective they are or how appropriate they are 

for conveying important wildfire mitigation information to children and youth. Nevertheless, 

they should be considered for dissemination to any community hoping to expand wildfire 

mitigation strategies to meet as broad an audience as possible. As elderly family members were 

influential in decision making regarding removing fuel, education materials for this group should 

also be developed and deployed.  

Unsupportive Information & Values 

Participants possessed varying information on what constituted a healthy or natural forest 

in the Cariboo Region. For a few of the younger and middle-aged participants, the forests they 

had grown up in determined what they saw as a natural landscape. Dense forests with closed 
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canopies thick brush were considered to be a natural look which they saw as desirable for the 

privacy it provided, and indicative of a healthy forest. As a result, they ceased fuel removal 

activities after completing the removal of large dead fuels. As discussed in previous sections, fire 

prevention and other forestry practices have altered forests in BC over many decades, and not in 

particularly healthy ways. Some of the older participants were well aware of this and several 

noted that forests currently did not look like they used to. One older participant said of younger 

or less informed people in their community: 

they think the natural forest is really thick, and the fact of the matter is that a natural 

forest in the Cariboo is not very thick; it needs to get fires periodically and to keep the 

forest open, like a FireSmarted property. (Participant 7) 

Forestry professionals also saw forests around their communities as unhealthy, with Participant 

13 noting that FireSmart activities were a way of “trying to mimic or bring back natural 

disturbance to the landscape” in a way that not only reduced the potential for catastrophic fires, 

but also improved the health of the forests. However, some of the participants limited their 

activities due to concerns they were negatively impacting forest health. These concerns had at 

least two origins. Some were rooted in a belief that human intervention in nature was unlikely to 

be beneficial to nature. Others were related to a limited local understanding of what the forests in 

the area historically looked like, and how they maintained themselves. Unfortunately, these 

beliefs may be contributing to unhealthy, unnatural forest conditions.  

 A few participants had ceased fuel removal activities on otherwise well-mitigated 

properties or skipped fuel removal in substantial areas to maintain privacy, for example, some 

left banks of trees along roadways or shrubs and other ground fuels near houses to prevent 
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people from seeing into their yards and homes. Unfortunately, the 360° survey revealed that 

some of this vegetation presented fuel pathways for fire to move around properties and into 

homes as highly flammable cedar and juniper shrubs near homes were often retained for privacy.  

Some participants discussed animal habitat as something that limited their activities and 

they described maintaining habitat for deer, birds and other fauna as a reason for ceasing the 

removal of live ground fuels around their homes. One of these participants described retaining a 

specific copse of trees used by deer for rearing fawns while others described retaining both living 

and dead trees as homes for different species of birds.  

Uncertainty regarding how removing fuel was impacting the health of the forest led to a 

few participants to end this mitigation process. These participants had several concerns about 

FireSmart recommendations, including: 

• how would removing live branches from trees impact their health? 

•  how would removing small trees impact the sustainability of forests?  

• how would fuel removal limit biodiversity?  

• would fuel removal lead to higher windspeeds? Concerns about higher windspeeds 

centered around encouraging faster fires or increasing the risks of trees falling if 

trees were thinned enough for wind to pass through them.  

These concerns led to the conclusions that current FireSmart educations materials are not 

providing sufficient information to support decision-making for many community members. Fire 

has been removing branches, small trees, and other fuels periodically from forests for millennia 

and FireSmart seeks to imitate this natural process rather than create new interventions.  
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Most participants discussed a need to educate people, but that education was not limited 

to potential FireSmart activities. Many participants discussed misconceptions their family, 

friends and neighbours had about several topics. These included what a natural Cariboo 

landscape looked like, how wildfires developed and spread, and the risks of late evacuation or 

having evacuation routes blocked.  

BC’s interior landscapes have been drastically altered over the last few centuries. This 

likely began with decimations of Indigenous populations in the late 1700s via smallpox 

epidemics resulting in the loss of 74-90% of BC’s original inhabitants (Boyd, 1994). These 

populations had applied fire to the landscape extensively to encourage habitats for subsistence 

hunting and other reasons (Muckle, 2011). By 1863, the impacts on BC’s interior forests had 

become measurable, and changes would continue as Indigenous land stewardship using fire was 

gradually replaced with fire exclusion and suppression (Brookes et al., 2021). Douglas Fir forest 

canopies closed as the trees grew closer together, eliminating open areas required by some local 

wildlife, increasing the potential for some insect outbreaks, and raising the risk of devastating 

stand-replacement wildfires (Brookes et al., 2021; Leclerc et al., 2021). 

 While the academic communities for forest ecology, forestry and disaster management 

are aware of the unnatural and unhealthy state of BC’s forests, as were some participants in this 

study, several participants did not share this view. They saw dense interior forests as 

advantageous to local flora and fauna and declined to modify them out of concern they might 

harm the health of the forest or the wildlife it sheltered. 

Recommendation 6: Improve Education on Natural Landscapes and Fire. In order to 

prevent these values from halting wildfire mitigation activities, broader public education on the 
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state of interior forests is required to address that FireSmart forests mimic conditions of healthy 

fire-influenced forests. Education efforts should also be directed to show how FireSmart forests 

and properties create conditions where prescribed burning can be safely conducted near 

communities, and that this is a desirable goal. These efforts should not solely focus on how these 

initiatives will create safer communities, but rather, education materials should emphasize how 

this will restore damaged forest ecologies and animal habitats that suffered from a lack of 

periodic, low intensity fire.  

In order to enhance these educational efforts, partnerships with established ecological, 

Indigenous or environmental education groups would likely be beneficial. This would not only to 

reduce skepticism of FireSmart practices, but also leverage these organizations’ expertise in 

developing educational materials and presentation methods. This is important as this message 

likely requires more than simple information to successfully gain acceptance. Interactional 

methods such as workshops or guided tours would likely be required to demonstrate how 

potentially destructive phenomena such as wildfires could prove to be constructive and 

restorative.  

Misconceptions about Wildfire & Mitigation Effectiveness 

Several participants questioned the usefulness of mitigation activities against a wildfire 

sweeping across the landscape or used other problematic metaphors to dissuade themselves from 

continuing with mitigation activities. A wildfire is not a single entity or incident, but rather a 

chain-reaction of inter-related events resulting in the propagation of combustion across forest 

fuels. If one of the elements of this chain-reaction is removed (National Fire Protection 
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Association, 2021), combustion will cease to propagate to those areas or objects (Cohen, 2000). 

From this perspective, the utility of mitigation activities is obvious.  

Unfortunately, from the perspective of fire as a unified, marauding entity, it is not. Lindell 

and Perry’s (2012) PADM describe perceptions of threats and protective actions as influencing 

protective action decision making. Threat perceptions were significant for some of the 

participants, who based their mitigation actions, or their inactions, on their understanding of 

wildfire as a phenomenon. Some saw wildfire as an unstoppable force, a belief that limited their 

mitigation activities. While programs such as FireSmart have been providing education on topics 

such as ember production and transport, and the fire triangle (FireSmart BC, 2021c), there 

remain substantial misconceptions that need to be addressed more thoroughly through public 

education. Additionally, several well-known risks were unknown to some participants such as the 

propensity of untreated cedar shake roofing to readily ignite and produce long-range firebrands 

that could endanger their neighbours (Koo et al., 2010; Suzuki & Manzello, 2021).  

There was substantial uncertainty among the participants about the effectiveness of their 

mitigation activities. For several, this resulted in the cessation of mitigation activities. This is 

unfortunate as there has been substantial research on the effectiveness of wildfire mitigation 

activities (Cohen, 2000, 2012) including favorable reports on their performance during disasters 

(Abbott & Chapman, 2018; Knapp et al., 2021; MNP, 2017). This body of knowledge was 

unknown to many of the participants and would have provided supporting information for them 

to continue their mitigation activities.  

Recommendation 7: Improve Education on Fire Behaviour. Most participants began 

their mitigation activities with common-sense actions based on their understanding of fire 
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transmission during wildfires. Unfortunately, this topic was poorly grasped by many participants, 

leading some to leave significant vulnerabilities around their homes. In order to prevent this, 

education materials should include additional emphasis on describing wildfire transmission to 

provide people with sufficient information to fully understand recommended mitigation 

activities. While current FireSmart materials include information on fire transmission, it is often 

limited to a small section in informational materials with other purposes. FireSmart should 

consider producing dedicated materials that provide homeowners with a better understanding of 

how wildfires move, particularly around homes.  

Recognizing FireSmart’s Limitations  

Canadian (Schroeder, 2010; Walkinshaw & Schroeder, 2013; Westhaver, 2017) and 

American researchers (Calkin et al., 2014; Cohen, 2000; Syphard & Keeley, 2019) have 

documented substantial and continuing evidence regarding the effectiveness of FireSmart 

recommendations. Nevertheless, some skepticism of FireSmart recommendations is warranted. 

From the beginning, research on wildfire mitigation has focused on how forest fuels ignite 

homes (Cohen, 2000). However, as more wildfire disasters have impacted communities in 

Canada and elsewhere, research has shown that burning forest fuels may not be the biggest 

contributor to structural losses during wildfire disasters. Some studies have demonstrated that 

half or more homes that are destroyed during wildfires are destroyed on the borders of 

communities with higher development density, despite the presence of fewer forest fuels 

(Kramer et al., 2019; Westhaver, 2017). In these areas, homes were often more at risk from the 

landscaping choices, accumulated combustibles, and even burning homes of neighbours than 

from burning wildland fuels. Recently, the fire that destroyed most of Lytton, BC originated in 
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forest fuels within the village during severe weather and quickly propagated in the urban area of 

that community (Alam, 2021; BC Wildfire Service, 2021). There is evidence that some of the 

community’s mitigation measures may have been rendered ineffective through sporadic adoption 

or may have been overcome by other factors such as severe weather.  

The destruction in Lytton is an important example. The village received community 

recognition awards from FireSmart Canada in 2016, 2017, 2018 and 2020 (FireSmart Canada, 

2021). Lytton First Nation lands, on the North side of the village, received specific recognition 

(FireSmart BC, 2021e). Cohen & Westhaver (2022) found that this fire began in forest fuels on 

the south side of the village and quickly ignited nearby structures, leading to an urban 

conflagration where homes and the fuels around them were the primary driver of the fire. A 

review of the 2018 Google Maps street-view data for this area revealed that few visible 

properties on the South side of the village showed evidence of wildfire mitigation activities 

(Google, n.d.-d). Thus, there is evidence that the village of Lytton retained significant wildfire 

vulnerabilities despite its FireSmart recognition.  

The participants in this project were aware that mitigation of their individual properties 

may not be enough to reduce the risk wildfires posed to their homes. For many, this led them to 

question the utility of their mitigation efforts, with many adopting skeptical attitudes. This is a 

difficult area to manage as resolving it involves influencing individuals or groups to take on 

responsibilities that they may be reluctant to acknowledge. However, a review of map data for 

participant communities revealed that there were significant opportunities for mitigation 

activities on public land adjacent to them and it is within the capability of the communities to 

advocate for action on those lands.  
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Recommendation 8: Support Visible Wildfire Mitigation Projects That Address 

Community Concerns. The participants in this study understood that both public and private 

investments in wildfire mitigation were necessary to achieve meaningful risk reduction for 

communities. They were also highly aware of areas of specific concern where wildfires could 

pose significant problems. When planning public mitigation activities, priorities should be placed 

on projects that are not only visible to communities but meet their specific concerns. This is 

likely to involve additional efforts to consult the public on risk-reduction. However, the data in 

this study indicated that participants who believed their community was progressing toward 

collective risk reduction were more likely to move on to higher stages of removing fuel.  

An additional consideration for this recommendation was that many participants in this 

study revealed that they did not like how certain aspects of wildfire mitigation projects impacted 

their communities. Addressing community concerns should also include considering what values 

the community wants to maintain during mitigation projects and accommodating the retention of 

those values.  

Supportive Social Interaction and Mitigation Leaders 

As described earlier, participants took careful note of what their neighbours were doing 

on their properties. Almost all the participants described speaking with other people about fuel 

removal activities and building upgrades. For some participants, these interactions with other 

people were an intervening condition that encouraged them to adopt mitigation activities. 

Participants described speaking with their family, friends, neighbours and community leaders 

about what they were doing on their properties, and this appeared to encourage them to take their 

own actions.  



WILDFIRE MITIGATION ADOPTION IN BC’S CARIBOO REGION    97 

Some participants engaged not only in mitigation activities, but also in active leadership 

activities and passive influencing as they took the lead on mitigation within their 

neighbourhoods. Often building on previous mitigation work, these people removed more fuel 

than others. These efforts did not go unnoticed as participants discussed being influenced by key 

neighbours when making decisions. They watched, evaluated, and conversed with these 

mitigation leaders about their activities. When reviewing the 360-degree survey results, it 

appeared that well-mitigated participant properties tended to be surrounded by better mitigated 

properties, suggesting that the leadership activities described by participants were working. 

Mention of mitigation leaders was made several times, and a few agreed to participate in 

interviews. Mitigation leaders were sometimes forestry practitioners, or held leadership roles in 

their community, but also appeared without special qualifications or status. The leaders appeared 

to have little in common with each other, though they did share a well-developed awareness of 

wildfire mitigation strategies and a desire to reduce risks for themselves and others. They were 

also aware of their influence on neighbours and shared a desire to protect their communities. 

Recommendation 9: Identify and Support Existing Mitigation Leaders. Although 

FireSmart already acknowledges the role of champions, it takes a passive approach to selecting 

them through self-identification. The participants in this research relied on local mitigation 

leaders in the community to encourage them, share information on wildfire hazards and to 

suggest mitigation activities. These local leaders were trusted and respected members of their 

communities, and most did not self-identify their status as leaders (though they recognized they 

had an influence on neighbours). They were part of existing social networks and influenced them 

to promote mitigation activities. When examining a community context for ways to improve 
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wildfire mitigation, attempts should be made to identify and recruit people who are already 

acting as local wildfire mitigation leaders.  

The mitigation efforts of community leaders should be supported with information and 

resources, and potentially professional assistance. This research suggests that these people are 

primary drivers of mitigation activities through distributing social support, information, and 

sometimes resources. Community leaders increase the social advantage, local compatibility and 

observability of mitigation activities, factors which Diffusion of Innovations Theory suggest 

increase the adoption of innovations (McCaffrey et al., 2020).  

How these local leaders are leveraged is likely to vary by both community and individual. 

Ideally, they could be recruited as FireSmart Champions, but this is not their only potential 

worth. Local leaders in this study were already acting as informal demonstration homes. If 

unwilling to act as local champions, they might be persuaded to allow their properties to 

demonstrate FireSmart mitigation techniques and could potentially be persuaded to display 

FireSmart signage to identify their mitigation activities to audiences outside their social 

networks. They should not be ignored as they represent a significant, already extant community 

resource with potential to increase mitigation adoption around them.   

Wildfire Experience 

Coding across the dataset revealed that all participants had some direct experience with 

wildfires. Despite having these experiences, participants also described witnessing wildfires on 

the news and in other media including those in Australia, the United States, and Europe. These 

stories impacted many of them significantly and shaped their approaches to wildfires. For some, 

it impacted their views on a global warming, such as Participant 3 describing watching the news 
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in 2019 “we watched Australia burn, there’s so much fire on our planet. We’re so warm now.” 

Participant 6 recalled seeing recordings of people fleeing from the 2016 Fort McMurray Wildfire 

and described that “I could see these little spruce juniper shrubs blowing up like fireworks… the 

little junipers and the cedar shrubs up against the houses… that’s something that I didn’t forget.” 

That participant later ensured they had no combustible plants or materials up against their house.  

Personal experiences were instrumental in encouraging mitigation actions, but 

observations of fires in other areas and vicarious experience were also impactful and motivated 

homeowners to implement mitigation activities. For participants, in-depth thinking about fire and 

mitigation activities could be motivated by appropriate images and information about other fires. 

However, these images had to illustrate specific vulnerabilities to the participants. Basic images 

of fire or smoke were not enough, and there is evidence in the literature that images of disaster 

damage could actually impair preparedness (Lopes, 1992). Specifically, participants were 

motivated by images that helped them understand the fire dynamics that underpinned FireSmart 

recommendations. When the images helped them develop a detailed understanding of how fire 

moved from wildland fuels to their homes, including awareness that a fire was a series of small 

events, they accepted the importance of relevant FireSmart recommendations. 

When an abstract threat in the environment (i.e., the possibility of a wildfire) was made 

real to participants it caused them to pay attention to events, news media, and other sources of 

information and led to increased thinking about fire, which often manifested as worry or angst 

and increased dialogue and other social interaction with family members, friends and people who 

might have additional information in regard to fire. 
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As noted in the findings, the 2017 BC Wildfires spurred additional thinking about fire for 

most participants and my analysis revealed insights into how the 2017 fires changed how 

participants thought about fire. For many, these fires encouraged engagement in mitigation 

activities, accelerated their mitigative efforts or led them to begin to look at some activities 

differently. For example, some accepted sparser FireSmart forests as being safer following the 

2017 fires, while others adopted a view that FireSmart forests were a more natural state for 

Cariboo forests after seeing the damage caused when dense forests burned. Both perspective 

adjustments led to improved perception of public wildfire mitigation. Following the 2017 fires 

many participants began work on fuel removal activities immediately. Once they were done what 

they could think of, they searched for more information on additional mitigation activities. The 

fires were the launching pad for a significant amount of additional mitigation work.  

Recommendation 10: Demonstrate Fire Transmission Variables in Education Media  

It was clear that participants had been learning about fire by viewing media images of 

wildfires in other areas. Several participants had made specific observations of how they had 

observed wildfires move and under what conditions. They were learning about fire through 

visual observation, and this impacted their mitigation actions.  

Education materials should focus on providing not just images of fire, but images that 

enhance viewers’ understanding of how fire moves. This could include images of ember 

production, transport and ignition as well as the role of such significant transmission 

intermediaries such as grass or dry leaves. Education materials often use depiction of large fires, 

presumably to gain attention. However, in doing so, they may be encouraging a view of wildfire 

as an unstoppable singular entity and passing up an opportunity to enhance public understanding 
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of wildfire. The better the participants in this study understood how wildfire actually moved, the 

more they accepted FireSmart principles as effective.  

Contextual Considerations 

The overarching contextual condition described by participants in this study was of being 

in a changing environment where wildfire risks were a persistent threat. This change was pushing 

participants to adapt their properties, their buildings and themselves to the new conditions. 

Overall, it was an environment in which awareness of wildfire risks was universal, as were 

actions to adapt to those risks. However, despite this universality, there remained considerable 

diversity among communities and participants in how they prepared their homes for wildfire.  

All the communities were in the same regional district and were in similar environments. 

The homes had similar values and were built for similar purposes: as residences for business 

owners and wage workers with a few recreational and retirement properties. However, significant 

differences remained. These differences impacted the avenues by which a community, 

neighbourhood or agency might approach improving wildfire mitigation. For some of the 

communities in this study, the contextual differences were apparent, while in others, they were 

only revealed by interacting with, and examining, the community. Each community’s unique 

context impacted how individuals responded to the questions and led to different themes 

emerging from the data. However, Mahood Lake revealed a few unique themes.  

Mahood Lake was smaller, more remote, and was the only community that did not have a 

fire department. It had very little exposure to government support. These factors appeared to 

promote a sense of independent action among the participants. All the participants from this 

community felt a responsibility to assist their neighbours and discussed ways that they could 
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protect both themselves and their neighbours from the threat of wildfires. This community was 

regularly exposed to meteorological and landscape hazards, including fire. It was also more 

interested in collective action than the other communities. The culture of self-sufficiency and 

isolation was apparent and appeared to increase the interest that residents had with programs 

such as FireSmart that encouraged individual responsibility. Chimney Lake, another small 

community, showed similar themes. Local governments tend to pay more attention to higher 

population areas closer to major centers. However, if creating a culture of wildfire literacy and 

collective risk reduction in the Cariboo is a goal of an agency, then it should consider working 

more frequently with smaller communities. The value of a program such as FireSmart to a 

community without fire protection was immediately recognized by the residents.  

Factors for Consideration 

The findings suggest that a strong understanding of a community or neighbourhood is 

required to successfully implement a wildfire mitigation program. Initially, this would be 

required to determine whether there was evidence that people were already engaged in mitigation 

processes, or whether those processes had to be initiated. If people were already engaged in 

mitigation processes, interventions should be tailored to support and maintain those processes. 

Engagement with the community should also seek to reveal what aspects of a community 

are valued by a its members, and how wildfire mitigation projects might impact those values. 

From there, mitigation plans could be tailored to preserve those values, or encourage them to co-

exist with mitigation activities. Communities are not created at random. They require significant 

investments and are built to supply specific demands. If the purpose of a community was to 
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provide rural housing in a forest or lake environment, the community is likely to have concerns 

about mitigation activities that might change that environment. 

Recommendation 11: Understand Context, Including Local Values, Interests, Assets and 

Hazards 

Agencies hoping to improve wildfire risk reduction in a community should seek first to 

evaluate what hazards a community faces and determine what concerns community members 

might have about those hazards. A hazard and vulnerability assessment should be conducted, and 

local assets and liabilities examined. There are several readily available methodologies for doing 

this, including the Justice Institute of BC’s (2021) Community Disaster Resilience Planning 

program. Once a broad understanding of local hazards is obtained, the importance of wildfire 

mitigation can be understood within that context.  

A cursory understanding of the current state of wildfire mitigation should then be 

obtained. A methodology similar to that used in the fieldwork portion of this study could be used 

to examine properties and neighborhoods and obtain an understanding of not only specific 

vulnerabilities, but also what mitigative steps the community has taken and identify potential 

mitigation leaders. For agencies wishing to improve FireSmart adoption, recommendations to 

address these concerns should be developed to keep people engaged with wildfire mitigation 

processes and not impede their progress because of conflicts with a community’s shared values.  

Additional Recommendations 

A few other recommendations that do not fit neatly into a single point of analysis bear 

mention. Both recommendations come from examining the activities of participants in managing 

wildfire risks with their own assets and abilities. While programs such as FireSmart provide 
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guidance primarily on mitigation activities, these recommendations may be seen more as 

preparation activities as they support response to potential hazards.  

Recommendation 12: Develop Locally Relevant Guidance on Sprinklers.  

While FireSmart offers some information on the use of sprinklers to protect homes, this 

information is very limited (FireSmart BC, 2021a). Specific guidance should be available for 

homeowners to identify systems components and setup of a sprinkler system that can function 

effectively and safely in their communities. This is in-line with Abbot and Chapman’s (2018) 

recommendation to promote sprinkler technology in BC communities.  

Recommendation 13: Develop & Leverage Local Response Capacity.  

Abbott and Chapman (2018) also made recommendations regarding the development of 

response capacity and strategies for First Nations, rural and remote communities. A few 

participants from smaller communities in this study described how they were already involved in 

local response as there was no one else in their community to respond to incidents such as 

downed power lines or small wildfires. In examining a community context to support wildfire 

mitigation, it seems advisable to collect information on other assets the community has in case 

the need to leverage those assets is brought about by real or potential emergency.  

Conclusion 

Societies have struggled to manage hazards they assisted in creating for a long time. In 

Europe during the enlightenment era, the philosopher Voltaire commented that the destruction of 

Lisbon during the 1755 earthquake was a result of building a city without heed for its earthquake 

history (Quarantelli, 2000). Voltaire’s contemporary Rousseau commented: 
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nature did not construct twenty thousand houses of six to seven stories there, and that if 

the inhabitants of this great city had been more equally spread out and more lightly 

lodged, the damage would have been much less and perhaps of no account. (Rousseau, 

cited in Dynes, 2000, p. 106)  

This concept, that disasters can be created by the intersection of people’s activities and 

hazards, would re-emerge in mid to late 20th century disaster research (Dynes, 2000). It is 

relevant to this course of inquiry because nature did not construct communities filled with readily 

ignitable homes in forests that had adapted to, and depended on, frequent, low intensity wildfires. 

Further, it was not nature that suppressed those fires until the forests filled with dead fuel. These 

developments and interventions resulted in dangerous conditions over decades. The influences of 

climate change on these communities can also hardly be called natural.  

 With the re-emergence of large-scale wildfire disasters in Canada in the early 2000s, and 

their acceleration in the last decade, Canadians have had to acknowledge that along with floods 

and earthquakes, wildfires now carry a significantly increased risk of causing disasters. The 

participants in this study understood this. They had taken measures to adapt their homes, their 

properties and themselves to contend with the reality that wildfires could impact them 

catastrophically. However, these measures were not always taken in consistent, coordinated, or 

comprehensive ways. For most participants, their homes and properties retained significant 

vulnerabilities to wildfire. The participants were aware of some of these of vulnerabilities and 

unaware of others. They could control some of these vulnerabilities and could not control others.  

Understanding why these vulnerabilities remained is crucial if communities want to 

become more resilient to wildfires, remain sustainable in fire-adapted forests and if individuals 
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want to protect their homes and their families. Though this project was focused on the protection 

of homes, improving the wildfire resistance of structures is essential to improving community 

safety. Fast moving wildfires around the world often claim the lives of people who evacuate too 

late (Haynes et al., 2020) and improving the wildfire resistance of structures is one way to 

increase the safety of people overcome by rapidly moving fires.  

The participants in this study were well-aware of wildfire as a potential threat. Many 

participants had been impacted by fire historically and all of them had observed fires in and 

around their communities, their province and around the world. The lived and vicarious wildfire 

experiences of the participants generated thinking about fire and motivated them to engage in 

social interaction with their families and neighbours. This thinking, and these interactions, led 

participants to adopt mitigation activities around their homes. All participants initiated or 

intensified a process of removing fuel around their properties after the 2017 BC Wildfires. This 

process could be described in several stages and had the goal of reducing wildfire risk around 

their homes. Many participants also engaged in a process of building and maintaining structures, 

which often included wildfire as a consideration when determining how to make alterations to 

their homes. However, the primary consideration of this process was protecting the integrity and 

value of their homes. A few participants engaged in an additional process of introducing, or 

encouraging, fire-resistant plant species on and around their properties.  

FireSmart program was positively reviewed by those who knew of it. However, even 

among those who had not heard of FireSmart, wildfire mitigation activities were taking place. 

People used their own perceptions of wildfire to make decisions on how to reduce their wildfire 

risks. Participants adopted common sense approaches to wildfire mitigation that were consistent 
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with FireSmart recommendations. When they did search for information, they found resources 

online, through neighbours, and through official sources such as municipal or regional staff and 

fire agencies. Mitigation activities were adopted that were supported by their:  

• knowledge of fire, forest health and wildfire mitigation; 

• interactions with friends, family and neighbours; 

• available resources of time, money and capability; and  

• views on what was valuable on and around their properties.  

Activities that were not supported by these factors were either not undertaken, or not completed.  

The data in this study largely showed support for both Lindell and Perry’s PADM (2012) 

and McFarlane et al.’s (2011) integrated household mitigation model, though the models did not 

precisely fit the data. This would suggest that new research examining either of these models in a 

particular context might provide new knowledge of how to integrate them into wildfire risk 

management. Another fruitful line of inquiry would be to examine the considerations people 

make with regard to FireSmart discipline of building and maintaining structures. This process 

was highly relevant to wildfire mitigation, but little information in the academic literature was 

found on how people decide to update their building materials when they renovate their homes. It 

was clear that unexplored considerations such as return on investment, maintenance cycles, ease 

of construction and impact on curb-appeal were relevant to the process.  

 The results of this study indicated that residents and communities in BC’s Cariboo 

Region are adapting to a changing environment that includes increased wildfire. Though their 

experiences likely bear similarities to other communities in North America, each community was 

adapting in its own way. The people themselves were also adapting, improving their 
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understanding of both their environment, their homes and wildfire. As those understandings 

improved, their acceptance of FireSmart also appeared to increase. Thirteen recommendations 

have been made and these recommendations show potential to enhance the FireSmart program 

and enable it to adapt to the needs of people and communities learning to coexist with fire.   
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocol 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 

Exploring Homeowner Wildfire Mitigation Adoption in British 

Columbia’s Cariboo Region 
 

 

Glen Edwards, Thesis Researcher,  

Laurie Pearce, Thesis Supervisor,  

Good Day,  

My name is Glen Edwards and I am a student researcher working towards a master’s degree in 

disaster and emergency management at Royal Roads University. Thank-you for participating in 

this study.  

You have previously acknowledged your understanding of the Informed Consent Form 

concerning your participation in this interview. Do you have any questions about the informed 

consent process? 

You are welcome to ask questions at any time during your participation in this research.  

I am conducting research into how homeowners in this area address the risk of wildfires. The 

purpose of this research is to identify how, when and why people do, or do not, adopt household 

mitigation strategies.  

There are no right or wrong answers to the questions in this interview. We are interested in 

hearing about your experiences and decision-making processes. I will try not to interrupt you and 

will give you time to pause and reflect before asking other questions.  

Remember that your participation remains voluntary throughout the interview. None of the 

questions are mandatory, and you may choose not to answer any questions. You may also stop 

the interview at any time. We can also pause to take a break if it would help you. 

This interview will be audio-recorded. Please let me know now if you have any concerns about 

this.  
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Before we begin, do you have any questions or concerns?   
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Introduction ***begin recording*** note time 

The time is now _____hours on Tuesday, January 15. I am speaking with (name)___________ 

through (platform) ______________ to gather data for my study on wildfire mitigation adoption.  

1. First, I’d like to first get a little information about you, if that’s okay. (if no, go to 2) 

1.1. What is your age-range?   

18-24 25-64 65+ 

1.2. What do you do for a living? 

1.3. How would you describe your family status? 

2. Can you tell me a little about your home? (if no, go to 3) 

2.1. Who else lives in your home? 

2.2. How long have you lived here? 

2.3. How would you describe the property? 

2.4. What can you tell me about your neighborhood?  

Thanks for that, it helps me to better understand your circumstances, the next questions are going 

to be about wildfire mitigation.  

 

Main Questions 

3. Let me start by asking you if you think that wildfires pose a risk to your home? (if no, 

go to 4) 

3.1. Why is that? 

3.2. On a scale 1-10, where 1 is very unlikely, and 10 is certain, how would you describe 

how likely it would be that a wildfire may damage your house? 

3.3. On a scale of 1-10, where 1 would be a potential inconvenience and 10 is a potential 

catastrophe, how would you describe the impact that wildfires may pose to your house? 

4. How would rate the following five hazards in terms of their potential impact on your 

residence? 

Drought Pandemic Flood Wildfire Landslide 
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5. Have you undertaken activities to reduce the risk wildfires pose to your home? (if no, go 

to 5.4) 

5.1. What has been done? 

5.2. Why did you choose these activities?  

5.3. What motivated you to do this? (go to 6) 

5.4. Why not?  

6. Has anyone else undertaken activities to reduce the risk wildfires pose to your home? (if 

no, go to 7) 

6.1. What has been done? 

6.2. Do you know why they chose these activities?  

6.3. Do you know what motivated them to do this?  

7. Are there other activities that could be done to mitigate the risk of wildfires? (if no, go to 8) 

7.1. What would those activities be? 

8. With regard to your household, are there other priorities that prevent you from 

reducing wildfire risks? (if no, go to 9) 

8.1. What are they? 

9. Do you think that other people in your community believe that wildfires are a risk to 

their homes? 

9.1. Why is that?  

10. Have other people in your community done anything to reduce wildfire risks? (if no, go 

to 11) 

10.1. What have they done? 

10.2. Do you know why they chose these activities? 

11. Are you aware of the FireSmart program? (if no, go to 12) 

11.1. How did you learn about it? 

11.2. How would you describe the FireSmart Program? 
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11.3. On a scale of 1-10, where is 1 is unimportant and 10 is essential, how valuable 

would you say the FireSmart program is? 

11.3.1. Why is that? 

11.4. Do you think your home is totally/partially/not at all FireSmart compliant? 

11.4.1. Why is that? 

11.5. Are you aware that adoption of the FireSmart program has been found to reduce 

the amount of damage and loss?  

12. Do you believe that modifications to landscapes can reduce wildfire risks? 

12.1. Why is that? 

13. Do you believe that modifications to structures can reduce wildfire risks? 

13.1. Why is that? 

14. Do you have any questions for me about the FireSmart program? 

14.1. Record questions and answer them. If I don’t have the answer, I will find it and 

follow-up. 

14.2. Would you like me to send you some additional information regarding FireSmart? 

15. What would encourage you to adopt more wildfire mitigation or FireSmart activities? 

16. Are there organizations or other people that might be able to help manage wildfire 

mitigation on your property? (if no, end) 

16.1. Which organizations? 

16.2. How would they do that? 

*** 

Thank-you for participating, is there anything you think is important or you think I should know 

about the topic of wildfire mitigation adoption? 

 Note response.  

If you have any further questions, you can call me. 

Otherwise, if there’s nothing else you want to say, I’m going to end the recording. I may contact 

you again later in the study if additional questions become relevant.  
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***end recording*** note time 

Rapport building after recording over, evaluate whether participant would want to be in a later 

focus group. Note response and ensure contact information is accurate.  
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Agenda 

FOCUS GROUP AGENDA  
 

Exploring Homeowner Wildfire Mitigation Adoption in British 

Columbia’s Cariboo Region 
 

 

Glen Edwards, Thesis Researcher 

Laurie Pearce, Thesis Supervisor 

Good day,  

You have previously acknowledged your understanding of the Informed Consent Form 

concerning your participation in this Focus Group. Do you have any questions about the 

informed consent process?  

The purpose of this Focus Group will be to develop recommendations on how to improve 

household wildfire mitigation FireSmart adoption in the Cariboo Region. You will not be 

required to share your video feed, but you may wish to do so. It is sufficient to be identified by 

your temporary username.  

A Focus Group is not a completely anonymous process, but the researchers will respect your 

confidentiality. We would like to repeat our request that you respect each other’s privacy as well.  

Just to remind you, my name is Glen Edwards and I am a student researcher working towards a 

master’s degree in disaster and emergency management at Royal Roads University. Thank-you 

for participating in this Focus Group.  

I am audio recording this focus group. I want to make sure there are no objections before we 

start. (if someone objects then they would be asked to leave the Focus Group). 

Intro 

I’ve gathered people from communities in the Cariboo Region to develop ideas on how to 

improve wildfire mitigation adoption. In order to draw from a wide variety of experiences, you 

were chosen based on your earlier statements.  

Summarize why people were invited without identifying them.  
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I’d like to give everyone an opportunity to introduce themselves, if they wish to do so. You don’t 

have to share specific details , and everyone is free to participate anonymously if you wish.  

Before we begin, are there any questions?  

Questions  

1. Here’s a list of potential FireSmart activities. Please look at the list and tell us 

what activities you have completed around your homes? (wait until first person 

answers) 

a. Thank-you, what motivated you to undertake these activities? 

b. Has anyone else undertaken these activities? 

c. What motivated you to undertake these activities? (Continue until there 

are no longer any answers.) 

d. What other activities on this list have people completed? 

e. What motivated you to undertake these activities? (Continue until there 

are no longer any answers.) 

2. We’ve heard from people who have completed various activities. I’d like to now 

ask you about the activities that you have not completed. We all have different 

priorities at different times of our life. What I would like to know from you is why 

you haven’t completed some of these activities 

a. What, if anything, would motivate you to complete them? (Continue until 

there are no longer any answers.) 

3. The FireSmart program tries to advocate effective measures, but there may be 

other ways to protect homes from wildfires. Are there other household wildfire 
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mitigation activities that you have done that you don’t see on the FireSmart list? 

(wait for response, proceed to next section if no responses)  

a. Where did you learn about this?  

b. What motivated you to undertake this activity? 

c. Has anyone else undertaken this activity? 

d. What motivated you to undertake this activity? (continue until there are no 

longer any answers) 

e. For those of you who haven’t done this, what do you think of this activity? 

f. Would you consider doing it? 

g. Why/not? 

4. Are there other household wildfire mitigation activities not on the FireSmart list 

that you have seen others do? 

a. Do you know what motivated them to do this? (Continue until there are no 

longer any answers.) 

b. Has anyone else heard of this activity? (Continue until there are no longer 

any answers.) 

c. Do you know what motivated them to do this? 

5. The Cariboo Region has a lot of diverse communities. How would you describe 

the adoption of FireSmart in your community? (Wait for first response) 

a. What about your specific neighborhood? 

6. What might motivate others in your community or neighborhood to increase 

FireSmart adoption? (Wait for first response) 
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7. What organizations could help people in your neighborhood conduct additional 

wildfire mitigation, how could they help? (wait for first response)  

a. Would any new organizations be helpful? 

8. Would it be helpful or valuable to be recognized as a FireSmart household?  

a. What would this look like? 

b. What about being part of a FireSmart neighbourhood or community? 

Closing 

Thank-you all for participating in this focus group, I am grateful that you were able to take the 

time to come together to help me understand these issues and how to move forward on having a 

fire-resilient community.  

Before we wrap-up, does anyone have any questions, or have anything else to say?  

Thank-you again for your time. I’ll remain on the forum for a few minutes in case anyone has 

anything else to discuss outside the formal focus group. If you have additional questions or 

comments and would like to provide them top me personally, you can feel free to contact me at 

…  

Have a great evening, and thank-you again.  

 


