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Cooperative Conservation Since 1940 

“How Fast Can  

Your House Run?” 
By Kirsten Cook, Okanogan CD Community Outreach 

Director 

 

A local wildland firefighter told me about this 

motto he learned from folks in the Alaska 

Division of Forestry. But even if your house 

can’t run, what it can do is FIGHT. 

 

Research shows that most homes are destroyed 

by embers, in some cases from fires as far as a 

mile or two away. Direct flame contact and 

radiant heat can also lead to home ignitions. A 

home that fights fire minimizes risks from 

embers, direct flames, and radiant heat by 

focusing on four things: design, materials, 

landscaping, and maintenance.  

 

DESIGN: Build with slope and wind in mind: 

the steeper the slope, the more intense the fire 

behavior will be, especially when driven by 

wind. If you can’t avoid building on a hillside, 

set the home back at least 30’ from the edge of 

the  s lope.  Keep the  structure  s imple : 

complicated roof lines and lots of corners add 

places for embers to pile up. Avoid building 

decks or other attachments that overhang slopes because fire moves quickly 

uphill. 

 

MATERIALS: A home that fights fire is built with materials that don’t catch fire! 

Choose metal roofs, non-flammable siding, and ember resistant vents. 

Headwaters Economics (an independent, non-partisan research organization) 

published a report in 2018 confirming that ignition-resistant construction costs 

the same or less than traditional construction when building a new home. A 

wildfire-resistant home may be the key to keeping home insurance affordable or 

keeping it at all.             continued next page 

This home exemplifies fire 

resistant construction with its 

metal roof, metal and fiber cement 

siding, concrete perimeter, and 

metal posts.  
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“How Fast Can Your House Run?”, continued 
LANDSCAPING: Complement your fire-resistant 

home, don’t work against it. Keep a five-foot buffer 

around your foundation that is free of plants and 

other flammable materials, especially wood chip 

mulch. Concrete slab, pavers, gravel, and stone are all 

good choices for a fire-free perimeter. Beyond the 5-

foot zone, keep plants well-spaced (so if one ignites, 

fire cannot spread to others) and choose species that 

are fire-resistant. Large trees close to the home can 

increase risk, so think carefully about where and how 

many trees you keep on the building site, especially if 

those trees are going to shed needles and cones on 

your home and yard constantly. 

 

MAINTENANCE: Fire-resistant construction and 

landscaping tends to reduce maintenance needs. If 

your home and landscape are easier to maintain, it will take you less time and energy to keep the 

ignition potential low during fire season.  

 

There are many resources to help you build a home that fights fire. Okanogan CD offers free on-site 

consultations for new home construction and existing homes. We also developed the “Wildfire 

Resistant Buildings” fact sheet, available at www.okanogancounty.org/Building/.  Already have a 

home? Retrofitting an existing home can be more challenging and sometimes more expensive, but there 

are a number of simple things that can reduce your risk. Since every home is unique, we recommend a 

free wildfire risk consultation from Okanogan CD, or your local fire district.  

A longer version of this article is available in the 2020 Methow Home, a special edition of the Methow Valley News. 

This wood-sided home is at very high risk from 

embers, direct flame contact, and radiant heat 

ignition pathways. Firefighters call plants like this 

juniper “gasoline plants” due to their flammability. 

Manager’s Note 
Well, we just got thrown a massive worldwide sucker punch. Many of our family members and friends 

are hurting from an illness or hurting due to the threat of illness. In Okanogan County, we have seen 

dangers before, and we overcome them as a community.  

 

At first glance, the District’s work is not the highest priority, but what we do is important. We are a tool 

to help farmers grow just a little more food on the same land as last year. We provide the technical 

assistance that helps a rancher raise healthier beef while improving grasslands that act as an oxygen-

generating carbon sink. We help landowners prepare for wildfires with home ignition zone 

assessments. We help others improve the health of our county. We just need to do our work a little 

differently now, to keep you and our families safe. Please continue to reach out to us when the time is 

right for you and your family to work on that next project.  We’ll be here for you. 
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Riparian Restoration for Better Water Quality 
By Hannah Coe, Okanogan CD Conservation Planner 

 

If your property contains a body of water- a stream or a pond- then part of your land is riparian! 

Although these areas next to water bodies may be only a small part of your property and the landscape, 

they provide diverse habitat and are critical for fish and wildlife.  

 

Planting your streambank with a diversity of native trees and shrubs will provide habitat for a variety 

of birds, mammals, and insects, as well as improve the instream habitat for aquatic organisms. Leaves 

and twigs that fall into the creek form the base of the food chain for the aquatic insects that feed juvenile 

steelhead. Logs that fall into the creek provide places to hide for juvenile fish, and can help increase 

stream complexity. Pools provide resting and hiding places for fish, and riffles help to keep the water 

oxygenated. The shade provided by riparian trees help our native salmonids survive and thrive by 

providing the cool, clean water they need.  

 

The roots of trees and shrubs growing along streambanks help to hold the soil in place, reducing 

erosion and the loss of sediment into your stream. Eroded sediment can impair visibility for steelhead 

and other fish, and silt can smother steelhead eggs, which are laid in redds (fish nests) on the bottoms of 

streams. Trees and shrubs can also help to filter out excess nutrients and other pollutants, helping to 

maintain high-quality water in your stream! 

 

Interested in improving fish habitat within your stream or have questions about erosion control, 

riparian planting, or other water quality projects? Contact Hannah Coe at 509-422-0855 x. 116 or 

hannah@okanogancd.org. Financial assistance may be available for certain project types. 

Riparian Restoration Principles 

 Native shrubs and trees provide 

diverse habitat. 

 As trees grow, they provide 

shade, cooling the creek. 

 Plant roots help to stabilize the 

soil and slow erosion. 

 Leaves and twigs contribute food 

for aquatic insects. 
 

This photo was taken in the upper 

Chewuch drainage, but the same 

principles  apply to creeks in more 

arid parts of Okanogan County. 
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School Programs Adapt to Current Events 
By Kim Kogler, Okanogan CD Education Specialist 

 

Our educational services are still around, they just look a little different during these times! Education 

and outreach staff shared a variety of outdoor education and community science resources for 

educators, parents, and students on social media. We’ve included one of the activities below; to 

download all of them, visit our website at www.okanogancd.org/teachers-and-schools. These 

resources are available free of charge thanks to generous funders like the Washington Department of 

Ecology, the Washington Conservation Commission, and others.  

 

We can also create or adapt additional learning opportunities for parents and teachers to use with pre-

Kindergarten through 12th grade students. These activities could enhance your existing lessons with 

hands-on activities and help students get to know the diverse ecology of Okanogan County. Contact 

Education Specialist Kim Kogler at (509) 422-0855 x. 117 or by email at kimberly@okanogancd.org for 

more information or assistance with outdoor education activities. 

Animals, Animals!   

A lesson from Joseph Cornell’s Sharing Nature with Children II  
 

This activity helps people develop a deeper connection with animals. 

The person leading the activity can either print out pictures of animals or 

pull up a picture of an animal on their phone for each participant. The 

animals chosen should be easily identifiable, with well know 

characteristics and movements. Some possible options include: bear, 

bat, wolf, deer, turtle, owl, mountain lion, frog, or rattlesnake.  
 

Provide each participant with a secret animal identity. Players will take 

turns acting out their animal’s typical behavior, one player at a time. It 

adds to the fun to designate an area as the “stage” and have each 

“animal” come forward to perform. When an “animal” arrives on stage, 

they will first visualize their animal in their mind, then they will capture 

the animal’s essence in one pose for eight seconds. Next, they will move 

around like the animal, possibly acting out a scene. Finally, if they wish, 

they can make the sounds of the animal. Let the player finish their 

“scene” before calling out guesses.  
 

You can let the players know that you will wave an arm when it is time 

to start guessing. If an “animal” is struggling, wave your arm a littler 

earlier. It is alright to give clues, if the person leading the activity must, 

but give it plenty of time for the player to act out their “scene” and for 

the guessers to guess.  
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Cascade Fisheries Looking at Fish Barriers 
By Kristin Kirkby, Cascade Fisheries Biologist 

 

In the summer of 2020, Cascade Fisheries will reach out to streamside 

landowners to request permission to survey streams for fish passage 

barriers. The purpose of the project is to improve fish habitat and connect 

willing landowners with resources to improve barriers, like undersized 

culverts. 

 

Who is Cascade Fisheries? 

Cascade Fisheries is a non-regulatory, 501(c)(3) non-

prof i t  working in  the  Okanogan,  Methow, 

Wenatchee, and Entiat river watersheds to improve 

native fish habitat. We work with willing landowners 

to provide technical assistance and funding to replace 

culverts, plant streamside vegetation, and complete 

other habitat enhancement projects. 

  

What is a Fish Passage Barrier Assessment? 

A fish passage barrier assessment is an effort to 

identify all human-made structures that may fully or 

partially block fish migration. Barriers may include 

undersized or poorly-designed culverts, road 

crossings, rock dams, and irrigation diversions. 

Cascade Fisheries will survey all fish-bearing streams 

(not just salmon and steelhead streams) on public 

land and on private land with landowner permission.  

  

Why do a Barrier Assessment? 

The historical range of many fish species has been reduced by human-made barriers. Opening up 

disconnected habitat is critical to strong fish populations. Barriers can also limit the downstream 

movement of water, sediment, and wood, as well as lead to erosion and road washouts. This 

assessment will help us identify where fish passage barriers exist. We can then work with willing 

landowners to remove or improve them. In many cases, Cascade Fisheries is able to find grant funding 

for a replacement fish-passable culvert or bridge on private land. 

  

How can I help or more information? 

Cascade Fisheries only works with willing landowners and will not access private land without 

permission. If you are interested in this assessment or other stream restoration opportunities, contact 

us at (509) 449-2346 or kristen@ccfeg.org. You can also go to our website at www.ccfeg.org.   

Culverts that are above the stream bed are fish 

passage barriers, like this Loup Loup crossing, 

which was replaced by a box culvert. Undersized 

culverts impair fish habitat because the confined 

flow moves too swiftly, like a fire hose! 
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By Ben Carroll, Okanogan CD Rangeland Planner 

 

On average, Okanogan County receives around 22 

inches of precipitation each year with an average 

temperature of 48°F. Do you remember the last 

time you experienced an “average” year?  Fact is, 

the mosaic rangelands of shrub-steppe and 

coniferous forests in Okanogan County are 

characterized by large variabilities in temperature 

and precipitation.  

 

There is a powerful new tool that can help 

producers and land managers look at these 

variable climate patterns and corresponding 

changes in vegetation. The Rangeland Analysis 

Platform, available online at rangelands.app, can 

show you changes in vegetation cover for the 

years 1984 to 2019 for any piece of land you 

define, from a 40-acre parcel to the whole of 

Okanogan County. This free application was 

developed by the University of Montana in 

collaboration with USDA’s Natural Resources 

Conservation Service and the Department of 

Interior’s Bureau of Land Management.   

 

The app is geared towards helping rangeland 

producers and land managers in the West. 

“Managing land for livestock and wildlife 

requires understanding how vegetation responds to human- or natural-caused changes through time, 

such as drought, irrigation, grazing, or wildfire”(rangelands.app/about/rapFactSheet.pdf). It uses a 

combination of remote sensing data from satellites and on-the-ground measurements from over 30,000 

field plots. It is designed to be used in combination with local knowledge and could help users assess 

the effects of drought on perennial forage or evaluate the effectiveness of weed control measures, to 

name a few possibilities. It also outputs the average annual temperature and precipitation for the area 

you select.  

 

We encourage you to give it a try! If you’d like help interpreting the results (or maybe you see an 

unwelcome trend in the vegetation on your land), feel free to contact me and we can come up with 

options to address your natural resource concerns. Ben@okanogancd.org or 509-422-0855 x. 111. 

A Powerful New Tool for Your Rangeland 

Graph created with the app showing vegetation for 

the last 10 years in Okanogan County. Notice the 

increase in annual vegetation (blue) after the 2014-

2015 fires, with a corresponding decrease in 

perennials, trees, and shrubs. By 2018, the perennial 

vegetation (red) has already recovered to the pre-fire 

levels, but the woody vegetation (light and dark 

green) is still reduced. 
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Fire Recovery Continues for Local Landowner 
By Isaac Bickford, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) Soil Conservationist  
 

In the quiet of the Chewilliken Valley, the vanilla 

scent of old ponderosa pine bark has been replaced 

with the charred smell of burned trees. Sharon Etzel 

bought this property in 2008 and for seven years 

enjoyed visiting it a few times each year for family 

reunions. In 2015, it burned in the Okanogan 

Complex wildfire. Sharon recognizes it wasn’t perfect 

even before the fire. “It wasn’t balanced – there were 

far too many trees. Wildflowers only grew right along 

the driveway. Since the fire, there are flowers.” 

 

Sharon lost over 95% of the trees on her property, 

with some patches burning so hot that the ground 

was sterilized. Sharon and her family have taken on 

the enormous project of cutting down and piling the 

burned trees to reduce the risk of another wildfire and 

to make space for replanting native conifers. She’s 

leaving the largest and most stable trees standing to 

provide habitat for cavity-nesting birds, and she has 

carefully piled the trunks of the cut trees together to 

simulate large logs that will break down slowly over 

time, continuing the soil carbon cycle and providing 

important habitat for insects,  squirrels,  and 

chipmunks. The shady north side of those logs will 

provide an ideal microclimate to nurture tree 

seedlings when she replants. 

 

Sharon applied for and received funding for the project through the Environmental Quality Incentives 

Program (EQIP), offered by the Natural Resources Conservation Service. “I knew what I wanted to do 

when I bought the property, but I had no idea how to go about it. NRCS helped me know how to keep 

the soil from eroding while we’re clearing the dead trees and which varieties of trees to replant.” 

 

The project has been a lot of work. In contrast to the few weeks each year that they used to spend on the 

property, it’s their home for several months each year since the fire. “Most of the time we’ve been up 

here the last few years, it’s been work, work, work,” Sharon explains, “but it has helped us enjoy the 

property more, because we can see where it is improving.” Sharon keeps the big picture in mind to 

keep her motivated. “I only have twenty acres, but I thought, if I could make it a balanced ecosystem on 

that twenty acres, maybe other people would get the idea too.” 

The property before (above) and after (below) 

treatment. Photos courtesy of NRCS. 
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1251 S. 2nd Avenue, Rm 102 

Okanogan, WA 98840 

    

  

 

Okanogan Conservation District  

(509) 422-0855 

www.okanogancd.org 

This newsletter is published by the 

Okanogan Conservation District 

with funding from Washington 

State Conservation Commission, 

Washington State Department of 

Ecology, and various other sources. 

We’re celebrating 80 years of cooperative conservation! 
 

On June 4th, 1940, the Washington Secretary of State 

certified the Loomis Soil Conservation District, the 

first of five CDs in Okanogan County that eventually 

merged to become today’s Okanogan Conservation 

District. Here’s to the next 80 years of service! 

 

“I recognize the right and duty of this generation to develop and 

use the natural resources of our land; but I do not recognize the 

right to waste them, or to rob, by wasteful use, the generations 

that come after us.” Theodore Roosevelt  
 

Photo: Sampling forage on rangeland near Pateros.  


