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Roads and Public Safety at Black Butte Ranch

Black Butte Ranch, a scenic vacation destination for visitors from around the world, 
is one of the partners in the Central Oregon Landscape Resiliency Project (LRP). The 
challenges BBR faces are unique among the project’s partners, many of which are 
state and federal agencies with a primary focus on fuels reduction work…
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Sage Barnard-Davidson 

Black Butte Ranch (BBR) is a residential community 
and scenic vacation destination for homeowners 

and guests from around the world and a partner in the 
Central Oregon Landscape Resiliency Project (LRP). The 
challenges BBR faces are unique among the project’s 
partners, many of which are state and federal agencies 
with a primary focus on fuels reduction work. 

BBR has taken a hard look at recent tragedies, such 
as the conflagration of Paradise, California in 2019 and 
the Labor Day fires outside of Detroit, Oregon in 2020, 
and initiated a series of strategies to improve evacua-
tion routes and reduce fuel loads. Like other communi-
ties within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI), an area 
where forested landscapes and human infrastructure 
overlap, the increasing scale and intensity of wildfire 
threatens human safety as well as human-built infra-
structure. This effort has become an even higher prior-
ity, since the resident population and guest numbers at 
BBR have increased since Covid-19.

“Success looks like safer evacuation routes,” Cathy Ellis, 
Natural Resources Committee Chair for BBR. Her focus 
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also includes hazardous fuels reductions, increasing 
stakeholder buy-in and engagement in active forest 
management, increasing residents’ awareness of fire 
preparedness and prevention strategies. 

BBR’s past experience with wildfire highlights the 
importance of safety egress. During the Cash Moun-
tain fire in 2002 two homes were lost. Fire retardant 
was dropped on homes in the area and residents were 
evacuated.  However, some homeowners were not 
alerted and evacuation took longer than expected. 
Thankfully there was no loss of lives from this fire.

With the size and intensity of wildfires continuing to 
increase in recent years, Black Butte Ranch recognizes 
that with future fires, locals may not have as much 
time to evacuate—so improved evacuation routes and 
fire buffers are a key focus. This includes widening the 
clearance of the narrow, windy roads on the ranch. This 
is especially important since, prior to the work under-
way as part of the LRP, many roads were almost too 
narrow for two cars to pass going opposite directions 
due to close growing trees and low hanging branches. 
In the event of a large-scale fire, it would have been 
difficult for emergency vehicles and cars to pass each 
other on certain sections of the road. 

Thanks to the LRP project, BBR is widening roads, 
improving evacuation routes, and reducing fuel loads 
within 5 feet of the roadside. Trees are being limbed up 
to 14, 20, and 30 feet, thinned where necessary to widen 
the emergency route, and stumps are being ground. 
BBR is a scenic area and maintaining its aesthetics is 
an important value in this organization. Fuels reduction 
treatments underway are taking into consideration 
visual impacts since residents and guests appreciate 
having a “forested” look on the property. This means 
carefully balancing aesthetics with safety. 

“This grant has allowed us to think more holistically 
about wildfire preparedness,” Jacob added, highlight-
ing an important aspect of the LRP. This project seeks 
to work at scale across the landscape, with a focus on 
strategic priorities for fuels reduction. Data show that 
concentrated fuels reduction work has a greater im-
pact than diffuse treatments sprinkled here and there 
across a dense landscape of trees. 

The logs are being hauled away by the contractors and 
the chipped material is processed by BBR’s air burner. 
Approved by the Department of Environmental Quality 
(DEQ), the air burner reduces woody debris in landfills 
and produces less pollution than traditional open-air 
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burning of debris piles often generated through hazard-
ous fuels reduction work. BBR’s air burner also has the 
distinction of being one of the few air burners currently 
being used in Oregon. 

BBR’s project has benefited from input from a vast 
slate of individuals and experts who have informed the 
treatments and assisted in identifying target treatment 
areas. This includes the BBR Natural Resources Wood-
land Committee, with representation from the local fire 
department, natural resources committee, lot certifiers, 
the BBR resident forester, and architectural review com-
mittee. The Committee worked closely with the Forest 
Service, Oregon Department of Forestry, and the Des-
chutes County Forester to revise BBR’s 2009 lot certifica-
tion standards for defensible space.  As a result of this 
collaboration, the group identified the roadway project 
as a priority. 

Black Butte Ranch has a proud history as a community 
with defensible space standards enforced since adoption 
in 2009.  Active community engagement with fuels reduc-
tion and community safety strategies enhanced BBR’s 
ability to participate in the LRP project and created social 
networks for information and resource sharing among 
those in the community.  Homeowners remain supportive 
of the safe evacuation routes project which maintains the 
forested aesthetic of the area.

“In the future we would also like to see communities with 
less economic viability and different dimensions of diver-
sity being prioritized as well,” Cathy said. “We don’t want 
to see our neighbors at risk either and hope that with the 
help of shared stewardship, more people and communi-
ties can be aware of future funding opportunities.”
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Upcoming Shared Stewardship Field Trips:

October 11th
Sustainable Recreation Strategies
Meet at Skull Hollow Campground at 9am

October 27th 
Showcasing the Landscape Resiliency Project
Meet at Fort Rock Park at 8:30am


