DORIS BEAVER'S
SEEING THE ROUND CORNERS
December 2, 2013
PART VIII – WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE
   Today's edition of Seeing the Round Corners presents the recommendations made by the Governor's Wildfire Insurance and Forest Health Task Force as to Building and Activities in the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI).
Adopt a state-wide model ordinance for properties in the WUI:  
   Building materials, zoning codes, defensible space requirements and other similar provisions could be addressed by such an ordinance. Suggested ways of implementing such an ordinance include (from the Report):
· One mandatory, uniform standard throughout the state. Local governments would work with homeowners to implement the state standard.
· Delegate authority to local governments to determine specific priorities based on local conditions and knowledge, with all local guidelines remaining within the bounds of statewide standards.
· Create a voluntary state standard, but incentivize participation by tying state funding to compliance with the state standard.
   Additional regulatory components included in a statewide standard might include:
· Require all new construction in high risk zones to complete defensible space standards on the property before a certificate of occupancy is issued.
· Make a title transfer dependent upon certification the property meets certified defensible space standards. If the property does not meet defensible space standards, a  mitigation plan would be prepared, implemented, completed and certified before the property transfer could be completed. However, additional input from the industry stakeholders would be necessary on this potential use.
   Various organizations, including the Colorado Association of Home Builders, the Colorado Municipal League and Colorado Counties Inc. support the idea that “codes are best developed, implemented and enforced by the local governments.”
   The Task Force indicated these organizations believed the Governor “should issue an Executive Order encouraging municipalities to adopt a WUI code and would support the Governor providing a model code as guidance,” and went so far as to encourage the General Assembly to “find funds to help municipalities with the costs involved with adopting and enforcing a WUI code.”  
Point-of-Information:  The problem with these two ideas is that the brunt of the homes situated in the WUI are not in municipalities, but are in areas outside municipal boundaries.
Assess a fee on properties in the WUI to help fund mitigation activities:  
   This recommendation is made based on the guiding principle that “homeowners in the WUI should share in the risk of living in wildfire-prone areas and should therefore shoulder much of the associated costs.”  Such a fee would be based on:
· using the wildfire risk rating to identify homeowners who would be charged;
· properties with higher risk would be assessed at a higher flat fee than those identified as being at lower risk; and
· funds generated from the assessment would go to local governments to help offset the costs of mitigation in the WUI.
Fee-based programs are in operation in California, Idaho, Montana, Oregon and Washington, and go toward prevention and protection services. Suggested methods of assessing the fee include:
· a graduated mill levy assessment on properties in the WUI;
· the mill levy would be based on the severity of the hazard rating;
· a mill levy applied state-wide resulting in properties scoring a zero risk level would have no additional assessment;
· a state-wide mill levy would require local TABOR elections for the mill levy increase;
· funds could be raised through a flat fee on any property in the WUI;
· homeowners might qualify for a rebate or reduction of the fee if they perform property mitigation on their property and reduce their risk score.
Point-of-Information:   In light of recent voter rejection of most tax increases, a mill-levy increase as a source of funding is unlikely, in this writer's opinion.
Prohibit community building or land use requirements that are inconsistent with science-based, firewise principles:
· There should be a state prohibition on community requirement, Homeowners Association directive or property-specific covenant control that imposes conditions that would increase risks;
· conditions demonstrative of such include requirements for shake shingle roofs or landscaping directives that are inconsistent with defensible space concepts.
Amend the standard form real estate contract to include a WUI disclosure, including the CO-WRAP score:  
· in a residential real estate transaction, when the property is in the WUI, the standard form real estate contract should require up-front disclosure to the prospective property owners of the property's wildfire risk rating [as determined by the CO-WRAP analysis]; and
additional option would be to create a separate WUI disclosure document.
Increase homeowner and stakeholders awareness of financial and technical assistance that is already available in Colorado to support wildfire risk mitigation. Examples:
· The Colorado Rebuilds Fire Adapted Communities program, which was implemented in the fall of 2012 with statewide partner buy-in, included bring in community business partners such as Lowes to hold weekend community workshops in fire impacted areas (Jefferson County, Fort Collins, Colorado Springs).
· Firewise has begun targeting youth audiences to engage them in property and financial preparedness efforts such as the May 4th Day of Service.
· For tax years 2009-2013, Section 39-22-104(n) of the Colorado Revised Statutes authorizes individuals, trusts and estates to subtract 50 percent of the costs incurred in performing wildfire mitigation measures, pursuant to relevant qualifications and limitations. However, a 2013 survey of  Colorado homeowners conducted by Allstate Insurance Company found that 75 percent of the surveyed homeowners were unaware of the tax provision. One option that may be more beneficial to homeowners is creating a tax credit that would provide dollar-for-dollar reductions, in lieu of a tax deduction.
· Public-private or fully private funding sources may also be available for wildfire mitigation through the lending community. This may be particularly effective for promoting mitigation at existing homes.   
   Next week, Insurance and its ramifications.
   The reader's comments or questions are always welcome. E-mail me at doris@dorisbeaver,com.
