
A History of the 
Nevada County Coalition 
of Firewise Communities

and the growth of Nevada County OES



5 years, 5x growth
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What is “the Coalition”?
• All-volunteer organization with no legal status

• No staff, no dues and no budget

• We produce monthly meetings to:
• Share information, ideas, problems/solutions with other FWCs
• Amplify the county-wide effort to educate residents on wildfire 

preparedness
• Be a “voice of the people” in publicly advocating for better 

fire-safe practices and policies.



First meeting 
September 2017
Founder Kent Rees (Cascade Shores)
invited leaders of 22 certified and 
22 In Training Firewise Communities.
Co-Chair: Frances Jorgensen
(Greater Champion)

We started with about 
20 people every month 
in the Community Room 
at the Madelyn Helling Library.



October 2017
Working groups formed
Pete Williams led us in an exercise that 
included “voting” with colored dots 
to determine our initial priorities.

Three Working Groups were
created to address the issues 
identified as most important:
• Enforcement
• Evacuation 
• Real Estate



Enforcement Working Group

• Peter Beesley, Beth Enoch,  Dario Davidson
with Joanne Drummond advising
• GOAL: compile and communicate to local & state government and 

fire agencies what actions and best practices need to be taken to:
1. Improve the effectiveness of local building, planning and land use 

regulations, including … those related to brush clearing and fuel 
modification. 

2. Improve and expand the County's fire prevention inspection program with 
the goal of significantly increasing its effectiveness beyond…compliance 
with PRCs 4290 and 4291 and the County's current HVAO. 

3. Expand public/private partnerships that help drive increased homeowner 
awareness and compliance. 

4. Increase the level of resources needed to mitigate hazardous vegetation 
around communities, homes, other structures and along our roadsides.



Evacuation Working Group

• Chris Reilly, Michael Warner, Christine Knox, 
Steve Chandler, Edwin Curtis, John Wade, Kathy Fisch
• GOAL: Study how other communities move people

quickly out of harm’s way.
• Civil defense warning systems, 

a loud horn, tsunami warning system.

• ”Alta Sierra is Ground Zero
for this problem.”



• Kent Rees and Susan Rogers
• GOAL: Improve awareness and education

about Defensible Space when a house 
is being sold.
• NCAOR said they might make Realtors 

use the Defensible Space Advisors’ 
checklist a requirement in all transactions.
• We proposed a Firewise Realtor’s Certification program, 

they liked the idea and plans for that were started by the 
Fire Safe Council.

Real Estate Working Group



Six days after our meeting
October 9, 2017

Lobo Fire (Rough & Ready)
821 acres
48 structures destroyed
Nearly 8,000 people evacuated

McCourtney Fire
76 acres
13 structures destroyed



December 2017

A By-laws draft was distributed 
and discussed.

Susan Rogers became Vice Chair. 
Kent & Susan attended the Dec. 12 
County Board of Supervisors meeting 
to describe our key initiatives.



FWCs active by the end of 2017
Alta Sierra POA

Bear River Ranch
Cascade Shores

Cement Hill
Glenwood-Maidu-Charlene 

Greater Alta Sierra 
Greater Champion
Lake of the Pines

Lake Vera-Round Mtn
Lower Colfax

Mountain Lakes Estates
Rattlesnake NA

Red Dog-You Bet 
Ridgeview Woodlands

Sherwood Forest

Our total geographical footprint encompassed nearly 50,000 people, 
nearly half the population of Nevada County.



27 attended meeting

Adopted By-Laws with a Mission, Goal, 
and sections on membership, officers, 
meetings and decision-making.

The By-Laws have been revised
(slightly) four times and we should
tweak them again soon, along
with our Mission and Goal.

Available on the About Us
page of our website.

March 2018 (6-months)



21 attended.

• Susan distributed survey on
How Do You Communicate with Your
Firewise Community?
• We will implement this survey again in 2023

• Enforcement Group reported a top issue 
is lack of enforcement of Hazardous Vegetation Abatement 
Ordinance. Group members met with Supervisor Heidi Hall. 

• Meeting minutes: “Supervisors seem very interested in the 
Firewise movement.”

April 2018



23 attended.

Kent suggested 
we approach the
County about
putting a fire
safety message
into annual property tax bills mailed to all residents.

May 2018

They liked the idea. Susan created the text and layout for the fire message.

The County put their own CodeRED message on the other side.



Kent described the 30-day Clean-Up
Courtesy Notice used by Cascade Shores,
to be used as a model for other FWCs.

Objective: solve the problem and
educate the homeowner before
involving the fire department.
Cascade Shores was getting @70%
positive return on the form.

Evacuation Group reported meeting
with Cal Fire, OES; working on system
with signage and alerts.

Also May 2018



27 attended.

Terry McMahan, Consolidated Fire Marshal, 
told us he’d sent about 500 notices to 
owners of vacant parcels that need fuels reduction.

Guest Speaker Matt Wallen of Cal Fire:
• Emergency Drills held in Alta Sierra and Lake Wildwood
• Said he’s “excited about the Coalition’s motivation and drive 

and feels the work of the Coalition is a positive force.”

Kent Rees resigned as Coalition Chair. Bob Long unanimously elected 
new chair. Joanne Drummond no longer with Fire Safe Council.

June 2018



25-29 attended.

Evacuation Group – Alta Sierra engineers meeting with 
OES and Public Works on testing audible warning 
devices, flashing signs.

Virginia Gompertz reported creating the 
Emergency Alert Buddy System in Lake Wildwood 
after spending 2 hours waking up 27 neighbors.

Guest Speaker John Gulserian from OES reported they 
received $80k to pay four temporary Defensible Space 
Inspectors who work only during fire season.

July-November 6, 2018



Two days later
November 8,
2018

The Camp Fire destroys 
the town of Paradise, 
50 miles north of here.

153,336 acres
18,804 structures destroyed
85 people died, several 
firefighter injuries

The costliest U.S. wildfire in 
history: about $10 billion



54 attended.

• YubaNet starts its Fire Safety By the Week series

• Guest Speaker Patrick Mason, Consolidated Fire
• Described complaint-driven enforcement process

• John Gulserian, the sole County OES staffer, retires and moves away.

January 2019



52 attended.

• Virginia Gompertz appointed Coalition Secretary. 
Jeff Peach moved to Tech Manager and launches
a Coalition website.

• County announces adoption of Ready Nevada County 
theme for wildfire preparedness, and their upcoming 
RNC website.
• Quarterly Stakeholders Meetings started

• Coalition Straw poll (hand raise) on home sales: 
majority supported a County ordinance to require a 
defensible space inspection by close of escrow.

February 2019



62 attended. Our last meeting at Helling Library.

• County appoints Captain Jeff Pettitt from Sheriff’s 
Office to OES. He starts attending every Coalition 
meeting and giving a monthly report.

• County appoints Jenn Tamo as Admin. Analyst
in OES. She organizes three standing-room-only 
Town Halls on wildfire preparedness.

• Truckee FPD passes ordinance requiring a 
Def Space Inspection prior to close of escrow.

March 2019



First Coalition meeting in Esterly Hall. We stopped 
tracking attendance & names. We now have a
website hosted on Fire Safe Council server.

• County mails its first annual
Ready Nevada County handbook to
all Nevada County residents (abt 60,000)

• Capt. Jeff Pettit of OES announces that a 
Defensible Space Inspector will come out 
if you have a complaint (first time County
provides these inspections instead of the 
fire agencies).

April 2019



First Free Green Waste Disposal
managed by Fire Safe Council and
paid for with grant funding

May 2019     61 attended mtg



August 2019
NFPA-certified Firewise Communities now at 35

September 2019
37 certified FWCs, 42 In Training

County announces new Hi-Lo sirens in all county and city patrol cars

First annual county-wide test of the CodeRED Emergency Alert system

Coalition Chair Bob Long and Vice Chair Susan Rogers announce intention 
to step down at end of year.



Dr. Joann Fites-Kaufman, local fire scientist, alerted us that that Banner Lava 
Cap overcrossing at Hwy 49/20 was “the worst tree density” she’d ever seen 
at an evacuation chokepoint.

Nov 2019



Susan Rogers talked to CalTrans; the Nevada County Transportation 
Commission; and Trisha Tillotson, County Director of Public Works.

Nov 2019+ (cont’d)

CalTrans sent me their 4–page Encroachment 
Permit form with 31 questions to answer and 
34 data points to include.

Any tree over 4” to be removed listed on 
Excel spreadsheet with:
• Diameter
• Common name
• Species
• General condition
• GPS coordinates



• I gave up.
• But, we had their attention. Over the 

next few months, I received three 
phone calls from CalTrans updating 
me about their attention to the issue, 
and an invitation to meet one of their 
supervisors at the bridge.

Nov 2019+ (cont’d)



• Eventually, CalTrans let PG&E clear 
the NC Highway side because of the 
high-voltage power lines there.
• CalTrans thinned the trees on the 

Banner Mountain side.

• After some illegal campers started a 
fire under the southeast bridge, I got 
a shout-out in a Coalition Zoom 
meeting for having brought CalTrans’ 
attention to the tree problem 
at that overpass.

Nov 2019+ (cont’d)



• Lt. Robert Jakobs of 
Sheriff’s Office replaces 
Captain Jeff Pettitt

•Coalition produces 
1-pager on Roadside 
Clearance Regulations 
(County/City)

Dec 2019



Jan 2020
• Paul Cummings hired as OES Program Manager.

Shane McLaughlin is first full-time County Defensible Space Inspector.

• 47 NFPA-certified FWCs,  31 In Training

April 2020
• Meetings moved from Esterly Hall to ZOOM in response to pandemic, 

initially hosted by Caleb Dardick using a County Zoom account .



County launches the Ready Nevada County Dashboard
July 2020



Coalition produces 
“How to Stay Informed 
During Wildfire Season.”

also July 2020

September 2020
Zoom meeting opened to 
the public so FWCs can use it 
to meet their “annual 
educational meeting” 
requirement for NFPA during 
the pandemic.



December 2020

We sent a letter (authorized 
by Coalition member vote) 
to CalTrans pointing out 
that they were way behind 
the curve with regard to 
roadside trees and safety.



Feb 2021

Scott Beesley
steps in as Chair of 
the Coalition.
Members vote to 
re-define Coalition 
leadership as a 
Steering Committee
including four officers.

Kristen Cook and 
Nick Johnson join the 
SteerComm later 
that year.



Feb 2021

Coalition produces 
5-page 
educational piece, 
“What if Your 100 
feet of Defensible 
Space Goes Beyond
Your Property Line?”



Also Feb 
2021

Bob Long’s 
persistence results 
in BLM creating a 
Defensible Space 
Permit Application 
so that private 
property owners 
can clear BLM land 
adjacent to their 
parcel.



Oct 2021

Coalition 
produces 
CodeRED
Explainer

Dec 2021
Lt. Bob Jakobs
returns to Sheriff’s 
Office after 
promotion, 
replaced by Lt. 
Sean Scales



March 2022
Jenn Tamo leaves OES, Alex Keeble-Toll hired as Senior Admin Analyst

May 2022
72 certified Firewise Communities, 22 In Training,  29 Requesting To Be

July 2022
Alessandra Zambrano hired as County Wildfire Coordinator

Craig Greisbach appointed the County’s first Emergency Services Director, 
overseeing the OES operations and team



Aug 4, 2022

CalTrans
announces 
roadside clearing 
between McKnight 
Way and Lime Kiln.



Aug 2022

Coalition 
produces
educational
piece 
“Is There
A Wildfire?”



Aug 2022

Members vote to approve Coalition asking BOS to put Measure V on the 
November ballot. Several FWC reps also speak in favor.

County announces 26 micro-grants to certified Firewise Communities, the 
first money available to unincorporated neighborhood groups for small, 
localized mitigation projects.

December 2022

Two representatives from Truckee identified for Steering Committee 
in 2023



Great education through the years

Personal 
Protective 
Clothing

in an evacuation

Generators: 
Use & Safety

Homeowners 
Insurance

Fire-SmartLandscaping

Early Warning 
Systems

Home 

Hardening

Survivor Stories

Prescribed burnsEQIP 
Grants

EVACUATION:

HOW TO PREPARE

Defensible 
Space



Tables at 
public 
events

Builder’s FairAnnual Wildfire Preparedness Day & Kid’s Safety Fair



Whatever happened 
to the working groups?

• Enforcement – the County increased its involvement and now has full-time 
Inspector(s) year-round to educate residents and enforce the codes.

• Evacuation – the County pulled a Sheriff’s Dept. officer into OES and 
implemented technology tools (ReadyNevadaCounty Dashboard, 
Zonehaven) that exponentially improve public communication. 

• Real Estate – Truckee FPD got an ordinance. Western county is more 
complicated, now falls under new state law AB38.



We have much to be proud of.
Where do we go from here?

FWC Challenges
• New, inexperienced leaders for many FWCs
• The NFPA and CalFire requirements for becoming and staying 

certified are more stringent now

Coalition challenges
• 100 FWCs (approx.) and leaders are hard to track/manage
• Should we keep including the public or go back to FWC reps only?
• By-laws should be reviewed; edu docs reviewed for needed updates
• Scott has finished his two years as Chair; no replacement found yet



Thank you to all 
FWCs & reps, 
County staff, 

Cal Fire, 
Consolidated FD,
Fire Safe Council 

and all others


