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Attachment C — Applying Firewise Guidelines in Site Selection 
 
In submissions received by the Commission in March 2017 for Gorge 2020, fire departments and 
planning departments throughout the Gorge urged the Commission to emphasize Firewise 
guidelines when updating the Implementation Handbook.  The tremendous damage in the 
Columbia Gorge from major wildfires in the past two years underscores the importance of all 
Gorge residents doing their part to mitigate the risk of wildfire.   
 
We understand that the Commission is actively discussing the inclusion of Firewise guidelines in 
the Gorge 2020 plan, as you look ahead to protecting and enhancing the resources of the Gorge 
against devastating fire.  We want to do our part to help create a safer environment.   
 
According to the 2018 Washington State Department of Natural Resources’ Wildland Fire 
Protection Strategic Plan, our property is rated “very high” for current wildfire risk, highlighting 
the importance of implementing Firewise best practices.  Firewise guidelines urge homeowners 
to attend to construction, access, defensible/survivable space, and maintenance.   
 
We designed every aspect of our home construction in accordance with Firewise guidelines to 
limit the ways fire could ignite the structure, including the use of non-flammable, fire-resistant, 
and non-combustible materials.  Our architect and builder further consulted with the local fire 
department to ensure easy access and turnarounds for emergency responders.   
 
Firewise principles state,  

“When preparing your house for wildfire, the area directly around the home is the most 
important.  Many people call this area the Home Ignition Zone.… It is the ignitability of a 
home in relation to its immediate surroundings that has the most influence on home 
survivability.”   

Placing our home at our proposed site within an irrigated vineyard substantially reduces the 
amount of flammable material within the home ignition zone and creates significant defensible/ 
survivable space around the house.   
 
Locating our home within the vineyard also maintains the defensible space around the structure, 
as the vines will continue to be irrigated and carefully tended.  Moreover, when the fire danger is 
at its peak during the windy, dry summer and early fall, the grapevine canopies will be green, full 
of moisture, and laden with grapes that would form an effective fire break for an advancing 
wildfire.  A key lesson learned from the devastating Napa and Sonoma fires in 2017-18 is that 
homes located within vineyards were significantly more likely to survive the flames than homes 
located outside vineyards.  This lesson informed the site selection for our home, with acres of 
irrigated grapevines to the west, south, and east of the proposed location. 
 
Our proposed home design and location fulfill Firewise best practices for construction, access, 
defensible space, and maintenance of a home.  We believe our proposed location best meets the 
intent of Commission Rule 350-81-082(2)(a)(C), which states the replacement dwelling must 
meet approval criteria for fire protection.  
  
In contrast, locating the house at the approved site is not consistent with Firewise guidelines in 



three significant ways. 
 
First, insufficient defensible/survivable space.  The approved site is almost entirely encircled by 
trees within the home ignition zone, and this close proximity to flammable vegetation would put 
those in the home and the structure itself at great risk.  Moreover, should a fire begin in the home 
at this location, it could quickly spread to the trees close to the structure, creating risk of the fire 
spreading beyond the property and causing greater environmental loss.   
 
Second, location at the crest of a very steep slope.  Firewise guidelines recommend placing 
structures away from slopes and ridges because fire moves rapidly up hill; the approved location 
sits at the top of a slope of about 50 degrees, where the western edge of our property drops down 
to the Major Creek ravine.  Western native grasses, deciduous and conifer trees permeate the 
slopes, providing abundant fuel for fires.  In contrast, our proposed home location is on an 
expansive gentle slope that descends to the southern edge of our property. 
 
Third, vulnerability to wind-borne fire.  Firewise materials state that most catastrophic wildfires 
are driven by high winds, a regular feature in the Gorge.  Our property is remote, with the nearest 
fire stations located 3.5 miles away (Lyle) and 5.6 miles away (Bingen).  A wildfire started by a 
lightning strike in the Major Creek ravine or on the U.S. Forest Service lands immediately to the 
southwest and south of our property, for example, could rapidly move up hill and engulf the 
approved house site.  
 
Finally, we note Condition 11 of the Director’s Decision of April 3, 2019: 
 

“Except for dead trees or other dead vegetation that may serve as a fire hazard, all existing 
vegetation on the site shall be retained and maintained for screening purposes, or as 
indicated on the approved landscaping plan.” 

 
In effect, this means that we have to build our home in the middle of trees encircling the current 
home site without the ability to remove any existing trees and vegetation, regardless of proximity 
to the structure.  This condition maintains the integrity of the screen as seen from KVAs, but it 
also significantly magnifies the threat of wildfire to the home and its inhabitants.    
 
Our proposed house location is the site on our property which best meets Firewise guidelines.   
When the Implementation Handbook was written, the risk of wildfires was not as significant as it 
is today.  As this risk continues to increase and the Commission works to codify criteria for fire 
protection in agricultural settings, we maintain that the life safety of the residents should be an 
increasing imperative and higher priority in the guidance for selecting a home site.  We do not 
feel that any family should be compelled to build a home at the location on their property where 
the vulnerability to fire is highest.   
 
By following Firewise recommendations in placing our home at the proposed location, we are 
pro-actively protecting both our family and the greater environment and – by extension – the 
scenic and natural resources of the Gorge.  
 
 



Attachment D — Site Selection and Design to Protect Scenic Resources 
 

We worked closely with Commission staff from February through September 2018 to identify a 
location for a new house on our property that met the requirements for building in the Special 
Management Area.  On October 4, 2018, we were delighted to receive the Executive Director’s 
approval of our project [Case File C18-0002].  The Conclusion of the Staff Report stated: 
 

“The proposed replacement dwelling is visually subordinate as seen from KVAs. The 
planned retention of existing trees and the planting of new evergreen trees will provide 
adequate visual screening of the site.”  

 
This remains true today.  Every aspect of our house design is crafted specifically to comply with 
the guidelines in the Commission’s Scenic Resources Implementation Handbook.  The proposed 
home site is nestled behind a thick line of mature trees that effectively screens the house from 
most of the parks, trails, public vantage points, and picnic areas across the Columbia River.   
 
We reduced the size of the house and agreed to use colors selected by the Gorge Commission for 
the house, roof, and stone to ensure the home blends in with the natural setting.  The pitch of the 
roof over the main floor is the minimum allowed by code (4” x 12”) given the typical snow loads 
of the region.  We designed the basement to be mostly underground (a daylight basement) to take 
advantage of the gentle slope on the proposed site and to be effectively screened by the eight-
foot grape vine canopies and trellis support posts to the south, west, and east of the house.  All of 
the south-facing windows are extensively screened to eliminate reflection.  With the landscape 
plan that we submitted in 2018 we – and Gorge Commission staff – believed the home would be 
visually subordinate from all of the KVAs.   
 
We were ready to record the decision in county deeds and records with Klickitat County in mid-
October 2018 when we learned that the Executive Director needed to withdraw her approval 
based on new information provided by Commission staff.  The staff had determined that part of 
the roofline of our house could break the skyline from a KVA located to the southwest, 
specifically from a curve on Old Highway 8 (Klickitat County Road 1230).  Attachment E 
highlights the spot of vulnerability.  Our approval was subsequently withdrawn. 
 
We then worked closely with Commission staff from October to March to locate our home 
where it is more completely screened from the curve.  We conducted topographical and 
geological surveys of an additional three potential sites suggested by the Commission (see 
Attachment B).  Ultimately, after conducting bucket tests, considering the risk of fire, and 
analyzing each mature tree on our skyline as viewed from Old Highway 8, we moved our 
proposed site slightly to the east of the location approved in October 2018.  This maximizes the 
screening provided by the vineyard, large, mature oak, Ponderosa pine, and Douglas fir trees in 
the foreground as well as a mature tree canopy that rises behind the house.  We also added 
mature trees native to the area to provide additional canopy behind the house. 
 
The Implementation Handbook details scenic standards that contribute to visual subordination, 
described on page 6 as “Development is visible but not what you see first or remember best 
about the landscape.”  Per the April 2019 Staff Report, our proposed site meets all of the scenic 



standards except one, “At the site proposed by the applicant, the proposed dwelling would not be 
visually subordinate because it would protrude above the skyline as viewed from a KVA.”  
 
We appreciate that all of Old Highway 8 is a KVA, and acknowledge that on one short stretch of 
the road (see Attachment E) a small portion of the roofline of our proposed home could break the 
skyline otherwise formed by a mature tree canopy that rises in front of and behind the proposed 
house.  From any point along this curve, the majority of the roofline is below the skyline:  this 
matches the guideline drawing (Figure 3 on page 8) in the Implementation Handbook, which 
shows a small portion of the roofline forming the skyline.   
 
Upon receipt of the Staff Report, the photo listed as Figure 1 seemed to us to portray inexactly 
the size and height of the roofline at both the approved and proposed sites.  We subsequently re-
conducted bucket tests at both sites.  Our results suggest that there may be two spots at the 
approved site where the roofline of our house would break the tree canopy.  Moreover, we 
believe the actual roof height at our proposed site is closer to half of the size projected in Figure 
1.   
 
As the April 2019 Staff Report notes, “the dwelling is designed to remain visually subordinate to 
the surrounding trees in the landscape by keeping the height below the average tree canopy 
height of the natural vegetation adjacent to the structure.”  Any glimpse of our house from this 
curve would be fleeting and unlikely.  For example, as a vehicle heads into the sharp turn that 
descends to Major Creek, a passenger might briefly spot the black roof of a dark green house 
nearly 2,000 feet away tucked behind a vineyard and trees.  Two Washington State Department 
of Transportation “No Trespassing” signs are posted just prior to the curve, and there are no 
hiking trails, scenic overlooks, or picnic areas close to the curve which would facilitate a more 
sustained view of our house.  It would be dangerous to stop a car on the road or narrow shoulder, 
except at one place in the curve where the shoulder widens; notably, from this spot our roofline 
would not break the skyline.  For the rest of the 6.2 miles of the Old Highway 8 KVA, our 
proposed home location is not visually evident.  
 
Put together, we believe our proposed home would not be what you see first or remember best 
about the landscape from any point on any KVA, making our proposed site visually subordinate. 
 
Finding 3 of the Scenic Resources section of the Director’s Decision states that both the 
approved and proposed sites are visible for a linear distance of approximately 0.75 miles on 
Interstate 84 and for a linear distance of approximately 0.5 miles on the Historic Columbia River 
Highway.  For these distances and from all the scenic overlooks, picnic areas, and rest areas 
along Interstate 84 and the Historic Columbia River Highway at which travelers might stop to 
enjoy the gorgeous views, our proposed home site is visibly subordinate or not visually evident 
and does not break the skyline.  This is also true from any point along Washington State Route 
14, on the Columbia River, and from the hiking and biking trails along these southern KVAs. 
 
Not only are these KVAs the longest stretches from which our proposed site might be viewed, 
they are also the most traveled KVAs.  Per information provided to the Commission in early 
2016 by the Oregon and Washington State Departments of Transportation, there were over 
28,000 average daily trips on Interstate 84 and 9,800 average daily trips on SR 14.  (Those 



numbers are likely higher today.)  Indeed, over 84% of travelers to the Gorge use these two 
roads, per the 2011 Gorge Resident Visitor Study, with another 11.8% using the Historic 
Columbia River Highway.  In contrast, Old Highway 8 is lightly trafficked, and many travelers 
stop at the Catherine Creek hiking area to the west of our property, never reaching the curve 
highlighted by the Commission staff.  
 
As you consider our appeal with respect to the scenic resources of the Gorge, we ask that you 
weigh the potential of a brief glimpse of a portion of our roofline from a lightly traveled KVA 
with the view of our property that tens of thousands of travelers would more easily see from 
scenic overlooks, picnic areas, trails, rest stops, and other less fleeting vantage points.  From all 
these locations, our proposed home site meets all criteria detailed in the Commission’s guidelines 
for building in the Special Management Area of the Columbia Gorge National Scenic Area. 
 
We appreciate and support the Commission’s desire to maintain glorious scenic views for the 
National Scenic Area.  Our proposed home site is the most visually subordinate location on our 
ranch that meets Firewise guidelines, and we respectfully request approval to build our home 
there.  In terms of protecting our scenic resources we must look to the future and not the past.   



Attachment E

Spot of skyline vulnerability



Attachment F — 1999 Approval as Potential Precedent 
 

The previous owner of our property received Gorge Commission approval in August 1999 [File 
C98-0033-K-S-15] to build a shop building (barn) near our proposed home location.  Given the 
close proximity of the barn to our proposed home site, we believe this approval provides 
precedent for approving our project.   
 
The 1999 approval affirms that a small portion of the roof and west side of the proposed barn 
would be briefly visible from the curve on Old Highway 8, and averts the question of skyline by 
referencing the prominent south-facing slope which provides a backdrop for the site; however, 
this slope does not provide a backdrop from the curve when traveling east on Old Highway 8.  
Taken together, we believe these findings suggest that in 1999 the Executive Director declined to 
disapprove the barn location based on a momentary glimpse of the structure and its roofline.  
 
Here are the relevant references.  Finding 5 of the 1999 Director’s Decision notes,  

 
“Regarding Klickitat County Road 1230, a small portion of the building site is visible from 
a 300-foot segment of the road located about 1/2 mile from the building site.”   

 
In Finding 8, the memo states,  
 

“Some parts of the proposed shop building would be more visible than others as seen from 
the Key Viewing Areas….  Based on Finding 5, the west side of the proposed shop would be 
least visible.  Only a small portion of the roof and west wall would be visible for a brief 
instance from Klickitat County Road 1230.”   

 
Though the Commission considered the Old Highway 8 curve, the previous owner of our 
property tells us that the Commission never mentioned screening the barn from the curve on Old 
Highway 8.  The approval was conditioned on the planting of screening trees for KVAs to the 
south, where no existing trees or landforms screened the shop building from KVAs. 
 
The 1999 Director’s Decision cites the requirement that structures not break the skyline, and 
immediately ‘answers’ this by highlighting the south-facing slope behind the barn location.  The 
decision does not specifically reference any backdrop for the building site from the Old Highway 
8 curve located to the west-southwest, where the south-facing slope does not rise above the barn.   
 
Here is the relevant portion in full: 
 

“9.  Commission Rule 350-80-530 (1)(a) states: 
 

         Proposed developments shall not protrude above the line of a bluff, cliff, or  
  skyline as seen from Key Viewing Areas. 

 
10.  A south-facing slope provides a backdrop for the building site as seen from the Key 
       Viewing Areas.  The line of the ridge is above the building site.  The proposed shop  
       building would not protrude above the skyline as seen from the Key Viewing Areas.” 



Today, the barn is screened from the curve by the combination of a line of trees to the southwest, 
trees in front of the existing house, and trees planted immediately to the south of the barn as a 
condition of the Commission’s 1999 approval.  It is hard to know definitively how much 
screening the line of trees to the southwest and the trees around the house provided for the barn 
site in 1999; the previous owner tells us the trees have grown significantly larger over the past 20 
years.  The 8-foot screening trees planted in front of the barn in 1999 are now over 35 feet high.   
 
If we could view the barn and screening trees through the lens of 1999, we believe a part of the 
barn roof would break the skyline from the same short stretch of the curve cited by the Executive 
Director in her April 3 decision.   
 
The location of the curve on Old Highway 8 and the slope of the hillside at the barn location are 
the same as when the approval was granted.  In photos we (and Commission staff) have taken 
from the curve, the hillside does not rise as a backdrop behind the location of the barn.  Thus it is 
likely that a portion of the barn roof formed the skyline until the growth of screening trees 
formed a new canopy. 
 
We appreciate that we do not know how much consideration the Executive Director in 1999 gave 
to the barn roof breaking the skyline momentarily from this curve.  We read the wording of the 
Findings 8, 9, and 10 taken together to suggest that priority was given to scenic considerations 
for the KVAs to the south.  We understand others may read the decision differently. 
 
Given the proximity of our proposed home location to the existing barn and the similar silhouette 
of the hill for both sites as viewed from the curve, we see precedent in the 1999 Director’s 
Decision for you to grant our appeal.  We hope you will consider this possibility.   
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