
Where there is fi re, there is smoke
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�ll this past winter, my hiking boots 
were striking dry trails or crunchy 
grasses when we should have been 

donning skate skis. Long before this year’s 
fi res began, with the snow-water equivalent 
setting historic lows month after month, 
many of us knew what the driest winter in 
recorded history could mean. 

Today, as smoke fi lls our valleys and 
we scan air quality indices to determine if 
we will hike over passes to experience the 
joys of the gentian superbloom, another 
consequence is becoming just as clear: 
Wildfi re doesn’t just threaten our forests 
and homes, it increasingly threatens our 
ability to insure them. And now is the time 
to do more.

I am incredibly proud of the work our 
county and partners have done to prevent 
and manage large-scale wildfi res. We have 
installed early detection systems, strength-
ened our wildland fi re response capabil-
ities, utilized hand crews for neighbor-
hood-scale mitigation through Resilience 
Force and supported statewide wildfi re-re-
silient building codes that Pitkin County 
adopted this past spring. We successfully 
advocated for homeowner grants that help 
residents install hail-resistant roofs, rec-
ognizing that reducing risk from multiple 
hazards helps keep insurance available and 
aff ordable across Colorado.

Through the Wildfi re Collaborative 
Roaring Fork Valley, our local govern-
ments, fi re districts, land managers, scien-
tists, funders and community partners are 
working together to implement the Com-
munity Wildfi re Protection Plan. Priority 
initiatives include identifying where wild-
fi re risk is greatest, prioritizing the projects 
that can make the biggest diff erence and 
moving coordinated mitigation work from 
planning to implementation across juris-
dictional boundaries. 

Since fi nalizing the plan, we have already 
collaborated to advance community-scale 
wildfi re modeling, mitigation planning and 
implementation across the valley, leverag-
ing a combination of state, federal, local 
and philanthropic funding. We need to 

continue using prescribed burns and forest 
thinning, which were identifi ed by wildfi re 
experts to actively manage our landscape 
and protect our communities, which sit 
almost entirely within the wildland-urban 
interface. Importantly, our actions do not 
stop at county lines, as Pitkin County and 
so many others have deployed resources to 
support the Aspen Acres Fire in southwest 
Pueblo County and eastern Custer County.

Still, there is an opportunity to do more 
and ensure that when we act, we are bene-
fi ting those Coloradans who are most vul-
nerable to wildfi re risks and their impacts. 
Here is a challenge facing nearly every 
homeowner in our state: wildfi re risk is 
increasingly becoming an insurance crisis. 
When insurers determine a home is too 
risky to cover, many homeowners have only 
one remaining option — the Colorado FAIR 
Plan. While the plan provides an important 
safety net, coverage limits often fall far 
short of what it costs to rebuild in commu-
nities like Pitkin County, where the median 
home value exceeds $2 million. As wildfi re 
risk grows, reducing that risk isn’t just about 
preventing fi res. It’s about preserving access 
to aff ordable, adequate insurance.

Attending the Aspen Wildfi re x Insur-
ance Summit at the Aspen Institute, orga-
nized by Angie Davlyn, Rick Balentine, 
Tim Morgan, Jeff  Kaplan and Arvind 
Satyam, opened my eyes to how technol-
ogy can be used for more than just fi ghting 
fi res. Now I see it as a tool that can also 
reduce risk before fi res can become disas-
trous. That distinction matters because we 
know insurance companies increasingly 
rely on data to evaluate risk. The better we 
can demonstrate communities are reducing 
wildfi re risk through prevention, detection 
and resilient infrastructure, the stronger the 
case is for keeping homeowners insured.

Here is the good news: Technologies 
already exist to dramatically improve 
our ability to prevent catastrophic losses. 
AI-enabled cameras can detect smoke 
within minutes, allowing fi refi ghters to 
respond before a small ignition becomes 
a major incident. Emerging technologies, 
including semi-autonomous suppression 
tools, are also helping fi refi ghters access 

diffi  cult terrain more safely and eff ectively 
as these systems continue to develop. 
We can install wildfi re detection cameras 
alongside existing traffi  c cameras or com-
munication infrastructure, stretching lim-
ited taxpayer resources even further. Every 
minute gained in detection and every home 
saved reduces both losses and the risks 
insurers must account for. 

The smoke we are experiencing this 
summer reminds us that wildfi re will 
remain part of life in Colorado. But losing 
our ability to insure our homes or recreate 
in these awe-inspiring landscapes where 
serviceberries and elk abound doesn’t have 
to be. We have an opportunity to become 
a national leader — not only in wildfi re 
response but also in wildfi re risk reduction. 
As federal support for disaster prevention 
becomes less certain, our state can demon-
strate that investing in prevention technol-
ogies protects lives, strengthens commu-
nities and helps keep insurance available 

for the people who need it most. With the 
state’s budget shortfalls, investing in these 
technologies will require partnerships and 
strategic solutions. 

Our county is already acting and 
stands ready to join the conversations to 
ensure the future of wildfi re resilience 
isn’t simply fi ghting bigger fi res. It’s 
using smarter tools to reduce risk before 
disaster strikes, protecting both our land-
scapes and the fi nancial security of Col-
orado families. Government investment 
is essential, but it will not be enough on 
its own. If we want to protect the valley 
we love, we also need private and phil-
anthropic support. I encourage readers 
to contribute to the Roaring Fork Valley 
Wildfi re Collaborative and help keep this 
work moving.

Jeff rey Woodruff  is a Pitkin County 
commissioner and former member of the 
Colorado Wildfi re Resiliency Code Board.
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