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hat makes prescribed burn-
\/\/ ing an acceptable fuel man-

agement approach to most
people in one community, but unac-

ceptable to most people in another
community?

Is it the people—their knowledge,
understanding, attitudes, and
beliefs? Or is it the context—prox-
imity of homes to fuels, an area’s
fire history?

Can demographic and geographic
information be used to predict
where different fuel management
approaches will be accepted or
resisted?

Our recently concluded Joint Fire
Science Program-funded project
Demographic and Geographic
Approaches to Predicting
Acceptance at the Wildland/Urban
Interface sought answers to these
and related questions through:

e Focus groups,

e Survey research, and

e Geographic and geostatistical
analysis.
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We sought to assess and understand
wildland/urban interface homeown-
ers’ attitudes toward different fuel
management approaches by focus-
ing on:

e How they are influenced by beliefs
about likely outcomes,

e Their trust in the implementing
agency, and

e The importance they place on fuel
management issues.

We hoped that acceptance of fuel
management approaches could be
modeled from homeowners’ beliefs
and attitudes as predicted at the
neighborhood scale using demo-

The survey responses
showed striking regional
differences in fire-related

beliefs, attitudes,
experiences and
acceptance of fuel
management approaches.

graphic variables, such as those col-
lected by the U.S. Census; and con-
textual variables, such as proximity
to high hazard fuels or catastrophic
fire incidents.

Discussions and Focus
Group Interviews

In discussions with fire and fuel
managers and focus group inter-
views with homeowners living in
wildland/urban interface areas of
California, Michigan, and Florida,
we discovered a collection of issues

and concerns that were remarkably
consistent in these disparate sec-
tions of the country.

Building on these discussions, we
developed and tested a nationally
applicable survey instrument for
evaluating public acceptance of

fuel management approaches. We
focused on three specific approaches
that seemed to experience widely
varying levels of acceptance within
and between wildland/urban inter-
face communities:

e Prescribed burning,
e Mechanical treatment, and
¢ Defensible space ordinances.

We then tested this survey instru-
ment at some particularly fire-prone
wildland/urban interface sites in
these same three States, mailing
out 4,850 surveys and receiving
2,260 responses back. The survey
responses showed striking regional
differences in fire-related beliefs,
attitudes, and experiences, as well
as different levels of acceptance of
fuel management approaches. The
responses also revealed some com-
mon factors related to fuel manage-
ment approach acceptance at all of
the study sites.

Survey Results

On average, California wildland/
urban interface residents held
strong positive attitudes toward
mechanical fuel reduction on public
lands (5.8 on a 7-point scale), and
defensible space ordinances requir-
ing firesafe zones around their
homes (also 5.8). While the aver-




age Floridian surveyed held strong
positive attitudes toward prescribed
burning (5.7), less than half held
positive attitudes toward defensible
space ordinances. Michigan wild-
land/urban interface residents were
slightly positive toward mechani-
cal treatments (5.0). They were
relatively neutral toward all three
of the proposed fuel management
approaches.

At sites in various States, differ-
ences in homeowners’ experiences
were sometimes striking. For exam-
ple, 32 percent of the California
respondents reported that they
were required to remove flammable
vegetation on their property. Only

2 percent of respondents in Florida
and Michigan reported that they
were required to do this.

This disparity was mirrored in the
proportions of respondents report-
ing that they had actually removed
vegetation from their property. A
total of 91 percent of California
respondents reported doing so,
versus only 44 percent of Florida
respondents, and 42 percent of
Michigan respondents.

Such differences in experience were
also reflected in the respondents’
attitudes. California and Michigan
respondents who had removed veg-
etation were more likely to have
positive attitudes toward defensible
space ordinances.

Attitudes and Beliefs

Homeowners’ attitudes toward all
three fuel management approaches
were contingent on the personal
importance—a measure of rel-
evance—that homeowners attached
to these approaches, and to the per-
ceptions of these fuel management
approaches’ cost-effectiveness.

Beliefs also influenced atti-

tudes. For example, a belief that
prescribed burning results in
uncontrolled fires translated into
reduced acceptance. The accep-
tance of mechanical treatment and
defensible space ordinances was
diminished by the belief that these
approaches adversely impact land-
scape aesthetics.

When faced with three hypothetical
“up or down” votes for each of the
three fuel management approaches,
the vast majority of respon-
dents—99 percent in California, 96
percent in Florida, and 86 percent
in Michigan—indicated that they
would approve one or more. Most
respondents, however, also found
one or more approaches objection-
able. The percent of respondents
who “voted” yes for all three of the
fuel management approaches was

Acceptance of each fuel
treatment approach
could be predicted from
attitude and the degree to
which people trust the
agencies responsible for
carrying out these
approaches.

49 percent in California, 32 percent
in Michigan, and 18 percent in
Florida.

The approach with the greatest
support varied by site. Respondents
were asked “If you were given the
opportunity to vote for or against
allowing fuel management approach
‘X’ in County ‘Y’, how would

you vote?” At the California and
Michigan sites, mechanical treat-
ment was most accepted, with 88-
percent and 73-percent approval,
respectively. When the Florida
respondents were asked this same

question, prescribed burning was
rated most acceptable, with 87-per-
cent approval.

Trusting the Agencies

An attitude score—on a 7-point
scale with endpoints labeled
“extremely negative” and “extremely
positive” and a midpoint labeled
“neutral”—was elicited for each fuel
management approach with this
three-part question: “How would
you rate your general attitude
toward each of the three fuel man-
agement approaches? (Please circle
one number for each fuel manage-
ment approach.)”

Although attitude and approval
were closely related, the percent-
age of respondents from all three
states approving a fuel manage-
ment approach was consistently
lower than the percentage report-
ing a positive attitude. While the
disparity between approval and
attitude varied by approach and
site, as many as 40 percent of the
“no” votes were cast by those with a
positive attitude.

Clearly, something else was temper-
ing the positive attitudes toward the
fuel management approach being
considered. Statistical analysis
revealed that “trust in the agency”
accounted for at least part of this
moderation in positive attitudes.

Wildland/urban interface hom-
eowners reserved their greatest
trust for firefighting, as indicated

by their agreeing with the state-
ment: “The government does a good
job of protecting private property
from wildland fires.” In response,
California respondents were at 5.2
on the 7-point agreement scale,
Florida respondents were at 4.9, and
Michigan respondents were at 3.9.
Floridians were slightly more trust-
ing (4.5) of the use of prescribed
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burning (“I trust the government
to make the proper decisions about
the use of prescribed burning”)
than Californians (4.1) or Michigan
respondents (3.3).

Acceptance of each fuel treat-
ment approach could be predicted
from attitude and the degree to
which people trust the agencies
responsible for carrying out these
approaches.

Accepting Fuel
Management Approaches

Because trust tends to evolve
from experience, it is interesting
to note that in California—where
defensible space requirements
have been in place for more than
20 years, and creating and main-
taining defensible space is fairly
widespread—the study’s respon-

We sought to assess and
understand wildland /urban
interface homeowners’
attitudes toward different
fuel management
approaches.

dents held more positive attitudes
toward defensible space and great-
er trust in the agencies responsible
for enforcing these ordinances. In
addition, rates of engagement—
actually implementing defensible
space work on the ground—at the
California site far exceeded the
other States’ study sites.

Most remarkable to us was how
many attributes that seemed logi-
cally connected to the acceptance

of fuel management approaches
proved to have no significant rela-
tionship.

For example, experience with a par-
ticular fuel management approach
was largely unrelated to acceptance.
In fact, every other demographic
and geographic variable we collect-
ed in the survey—or computed in

a geographic database—was unre-
lated to acceptance. These variables
included:

e Length of residence,

e Age,

¢ Educational attainment,

¢ Income,

¢ Property value,

¢ Proportion of the vicinity in high-
hazard fuels,

e Number of large historical fires in
the vicinity,

Three Significant Lessons

homeowners to believe

ment approaches dis-

From listening to wild-
land/urban interface
homeowners in this
study, significant lessons
emerged that can be used
in planning fuels man-
agement communica-
tions and outreach pro-
grams.

Lesson #1. There are
no easy shortcuts to pre-
dicting acceptance of fuel
management. Beyond the
broad, regional differenc-
es that the survey test-
ing demonstrated, the
only way to find out what
residents will support is
to ask them. This means
that message develop-
ment and outreach activ-
ities should be target-

ed widely, rather than to
specific subpopulations

that are presumed to
have particular attitudes.

Lesson #2. Attitudes
toward some fuel treat-
ment approaches are far
less positive than they
need to be for these
approaches to achieve
widespread acceptance.
For example, 58 percent
of respondents in Florida
and Michigan held neu-
tral or negative attitudes
toward defensible space.
In Michigan, 58 percent
were also neutral or neg-
ative toward prescribed
burning. The concep-
tual model employed in
this study, however, is
that beliefs drive atti-
tudes. For instance, let’s
say education and dem-
onstrations induce more

that prescribed burning:

e Won't lead to more
uncontrollable fires,

e Doesn’t have terrible
consequences for sce-
nic beauty, and

e Will reduce firefighting
costs.

We would then expect
attitudes to become more
positive and acceptance
of prescribed burning to
increase.

Lesson #3. Even with
positive attitudes, a lack
of trust in the agen-

cy doing the treatments
can significantly reduce
the acceptance of a fuels
management approach.
On average, homeown-
ers with negative atti-
tudes toward fuel treat-

agreed with the notion
that the government can
effectively manage wild-
land, including:

e Wildfire,

e Prescribed burning,

e Mechanical fuel reduc-
tion, and

e Defensible space ordi-
nances.

While social science
researchers are not in
complete agreement
about what constitutes
trust, evidence suggests
that with different fuel
management approach-
es homeowners will place
more trust in land man-
agers who are competent,
credible, and share their
values that relate to nat-
ural resource manage-
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¢ Distance to the perimeter of the
closest large fire, and

e Distance to the nearest area of
high-hazard fuels.

Because support for a fuel manage-
ment approach turned out to be
unrelated to any geographic vari-
able—or combination of variables—
that we considered, it was not sur-
prising that this support similarly
exhibited no spatial continuity. This
flies in the face of the notion “birds
of a feather flock together’—a
premise relied upon by marketers
when ZIP codes or census tracts are
believed to be useful as a basis for
business decisions. This approach,
however, does not appear to be use-
ful for predicting opinions on fuel
treatments.

Spatial Discontinuities

We observed many cases in an ear-
lier study in Michigan’s jack pine
forest in which one family would
take all possible precautions to cre-
ate and maintain a defensible space,
yet the family right next door would
purposely not disturb their natural
setting—responding that they “live
in the woods to /ive in the woods.”

These residents believed that any
vegetative screening on their prop-
erty would remain undisturbed
unless destroyed by fire or altered
by future landowners.

The existence of such spatial discon-
tinuities, and the nonsignificance of
geographic variables, meant that it
was not possible to generate mean-
ingful maps of predicted acceptance
that could be used for targeting
promotional messages based on eas-
ily obtained demographic and geo-
graphic data.
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