
Lake of the Pines 

Community Assessment 
 

Define Community:  Briefly describe the ecosystem, number and style or age of 
homes, roads, and land uses 

Lake of the Pines is a subdivision located in the San Juan National Forest about 25 
miles north of Durango and 1 mile south of the Purgatory ski resort.  The 
subdivision is situated at an elevation of about 9,000 feet with peaks to the west 
rising steeply to approximately 11,000 feet.  Overall, the subdivision is relatively 
flat, however, there is a steep hill to the east leading down to Columbine Lake.  The 
subdivision also has Lake of the Pines encompassed within its boarders.  To the 
North lies a neighborhood named Lake Purgatory. 

Lake of the Pines is located in a mixed-conifer forest consisting of Douglas fir, white 
fir, blue spruce and aspen trees with a few scattered ponderosa pines.  Vegetation 
cover varies within the subdivision from dense mixed conifer to one large meadow 
with few trees.  There is generally snow on the ground from mid-November through 
April. The typical annual precipitation is around 14 inches.  Typically, the area also 
receives heavy spring rain and snowfall and summer monsoon rains.   



 
 
This subdivision was developed in the late 1970s and early 1980s and consists of 38 
- 1 to 2 acre lots, and 28 single-family homes as of 2017.  Fewer than 10 residences 
are occupied year round.  Age and building materials used on the homes varies 
drastically.  The majority of homes are spaced more than 100ft apart from each 
other.  Homes are generally clumped along roads with large tracts of undeveloped 



lands further away from the roads.  Most driveways are short, approximately 50ft in 
length and all homes are visible from the main roads. 

There is one main entrance to the subdivision off of Highway 550 onto Hilltop Drive. 
Once you exit the subdivision to highway 550, you can either head south to Durango 
or north to Silverton.  There is no other road out of the area.  Within the subdivision, 
Hilltop Drive splits into several dead-end spur roads. The roads throughout the 
subdivision are well maintained but are all gravel.  The roads are only wide enough 
for one vehicle, which would make it difficult for residents to evacuate while fire 
apparatus is entering the neighborhood.  There are a number of locations that are 
too steep for fire engines and few roads have adequate space for a fire engine to 
turn around or pull outs to allow vehicles to pass one another.   
 

 
 
While there is a HOA in Lake of the Pines, there is no formal binding authority for 
the HOA to force action.  The HOA is voluntary and does not have the authority to 
create binding covenants or rules. 
 
Wildfire Risk:  Describe how a wildfire is likely to start and spread within the 
community. 

There are a number of potential ignition sources both within and near the 
subdivision both from natural and human caused sources.  Within the subdivision, a 
fire is most likely to ignite from inadequate spark arrestors or cleaning of chimneys.  
Many homes have wood burning fireplaces with chimneys that are visibly dirty from 
the road and lacking spark arresters.  This could result in an ignition within the 
chimney, which could spread, to the house and vegetation nearby. 



 
There is also potential for embers escaping homes to ignite vegetation close to 
chimneys.  There has been little preparation done to clear vegetation from around 
chimneys and a fire would spread quickly under certain conditions because of the 
vegetation density.  During cold dry winters, there is potential for an active crown 
fire started by embers originating from a wood burning stove or fireplace.   
 
With highway 550 marking the west boundary of the subdivision, there is potential 
for human caused ignitions along the road, which could spread quickly to the 
community.  Directly along the road is primarily grass which means any ignition 
could quickly increase in size and intensity as it moves into the mixed conifer forest 
closer to homes.  The Durango Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad is located 
approximately 2.5 miles east of Lake of the Pines.  If there was an ignition from the 
train, there is potential for the fire to run uphill to Lake of the Pines in a very short 
period of time.  There is no access for vehicles between Lake of the Pines and the 
train presenting difficult conditions for firefighters to stop the fire outside the 
subdivision. 
 
Lightning strikes and ignitions are common in the area.  While these ignitions most 
often are contained, under extreme fire conditions a lightning strike could spread 
quickly and devastate the community.  A large-scale fire could also move into the 
neighborhood since there are no fuel breaks around the edge of the community. 
 
Wildfire Preparedness Activities:  Describe past and current wildfire 
preparedness activities in the neighborhood. 



Lake of the Pines joined FireWise of Southwest Colorado in the spring of 2017 with 
Gordon Maller acting as the FireWise Ambassador.  While a few individual property 
owners have worked to clear vegetation around their homes, the majority of the 
subdivision has not been mitigated and this community assessment will act as a 
starting document to encourage community action towards preparing for wildfire. 
 
Community Strengths and Vulnerabilities:  Provide photos and brief descriptions 
of common strengths and vulnerabilities of the community in the following 
categories. Try to capture photos of hazards without giving away the home or take 
pictures of hazards as well as wildfire preparedness efforts at the same home site. 

 
Lake of the Pines benefits from the altitude, vegetation type, and annual 
precipitation.  With snow on the ground for an average of 6 months out of the year, 
fire danger is significantly reduced, however, not eliminated.  At 9,000 feet, 
temperatures are cooler on average than lower elevations and fuels the fuel types 
present tend to hold more moisture than closer to Durango.  When there is a fire, it 
is likely it will be a stand replacing crown fire instead of a low intensity ground fire. 
While the fuel type is not as volatile as lower elevations, vegetation is overly densely 
and ladder fuels are present throughout the subdivision.   
 

 
Lower branches and dead wood on the ground can easily carry fire from a roadside ignition into the 
canopy where it could run from tree crown to tree crown. 

 
Few homes have adequate defensible space.  The homes that have done preparation 
work throughout Zone 1 still need further preparation in Zone 2.  Throughout the 
subdivision, there are numerous dead standing and dead and down trees which 
pose risk if fire is in the area.  Standing trees, especially along roads, have potential 
to cut off egress routes and trap residents. 



 

 
Left: Homes often have wooden decks or balconies and vegetation is dense throughout. Right: Many 
driveways are narrow and overgrown. While you can see most homes from the road, that is not always 
the case. 

 
On a community scale, fuel breaks and safe zones could be created if individual 
property owners are willing to work together.  Since there is no communal property 
around the subdivision, it is the responsibility of individuals to mitigate themselves.   
Furthermore, the HOA does not have the authority to create or enforce covenants 
requiring mitigation work. 
 
The closest fire station is Durango Fire Station 16 located at the base of Purgatory 
Ski Area approximately 2 miles away.  There is also Durango Fire Station 15, 
commonly known as the Electra Lake station, approximately 4 miles to the south.  
Station 15 is staffed full time.   Within the community there are no fire hydrants.  
While it would be possible to pull water directly from Lake of the Pines, currently, 
there are no locations suitable for pulling water from the lake. 
 
Evacuation Readiness: Describe the community and individual household 
evacuation readiness or needs. 

 
The only improved ingress and egress into Lake of the Pines consists of the unpaved 
entrance off of Hwy 550.  A second possible route through lots in Lake of the Pines 



and Beaver Circle subdivisions may be developed in the future.  This route would 
connect to Lake Purgatory Rd in the Lake Purgatory subdivision.   

 

As a community, evacuation planning has not been addressed and the community 
would benefit from an evacuation drill.  All residents should be encouraged to sign 
up for the La Plata County Code Red system and prepare a “go bag” to reduce the 
chances of delaying evacuation in an emergency situation. 

 
Plan of Action: 

Based on the vulnerabilities and beliefs about fire risk and spread in your 
community, create a list of achievable actions to reduce the risk and make 
community members more prepared for wildfire.  

Keep in mind the five areas of consideration for a Fire Adapted Community: 
Evacuation Readiness, Access, Built Environment, Defensible Space, and Community 
Protection. 

Designate at least one Firewise day education or mitigation project (Firewise 
Communities requirement). 

Include at least $2/per capita/per year of work to be completed (Firewise 
Communities requirement). 

This list may be developed with input of the community during or directly following 
the assessment, or may be brought to the community in a follow-up gathering where 
the findings of this plan are presented. 

 



Resident Recommendations 
 

1. Encourage Residents to sign up for La Plata County Code Red system to 
receive emergency notifications.  This can be done online here: 
http://public.coderedweb.com/cne/en-US/BFEA18547A8D  

2. Purchase blue reflective address signs from the county building department 
to standardize markings for home. 

3. Create defensible space to Colorado State Forest Service Standards which can 
be found here: https://static.colostate.edu/client-
files/csfs/pdfs/FIRE2012_1_DspaceQuickGuide.pdf 

 
Community Recommendations 
 

4. Create information packets to pass out to residents and new homeowners to 
educate them about wildfire danger and mitigation practices. 

5. Remove dead standing trees. 
6. Remove hazard trees, which could fall across roads cutting off egress routes. 
7. Remove dead and down fuel from throughout subdivision and move 

firewood away from trees so it will not carry surface fire vertically into the 
crowns of trees. 

8. Add “Dead End” signs to existing roads. 
9. Widen dead end turnarounds to 150ft in diameter with less than 5% grade to 

allow fire trucks to turn around safely. 
10. Open up a dialogue with Lake Purgatory and private property owners to 

discuss potential for secondary egress route for both neighborhoods. 
11. Create a community emergency contact list.  

 
Using and Reviewing this Assessment: 

This Assessment is a tool for sharing general information about the wildfire hazards 
in your community. The plan of action is for short-term goals to be pursued with the 
lead of the community’s FireWise Neighborhood Ambassador(s). This plan should 
be reviewed each year to reflect the actions taken by the community and outline a 
further plan of action. As needed, the fire district and forestry professionals should 
be invited back to review the work that has been done, and its potential efficacy for 
addressing the risk it is proposed to reduce. 

This Assessment can be used for the purposes of seeking Firewise Communities USA 
status from the national Firewise organization. See www.firewise.org for more 
information and to obtain an application. 

This Assessment is not a substitute for individual homeowner action. It is critical for 
residents to become informed of their specific risks and vulnerabilities to life and 
property. Neighborhood Ambassadors are available to provide technical support 
and encouragement for individual property actions, but will be focusing on their 
own properties and activities that can reduce the wildfire risks to the community as 
a whole. Even if you have addressed all of the vulnerabilities identified in this plan, 

http://public.coderedweb.com/cne/en-US/BFEA18547A8D
https://static.colostate.edu/client-files/csfs/pdfs/FIRE2012_1_DspaceQuickGuide.pdf
https://static.colostate.edu/client-files/csfs/pdfs/FIRE2012_1_DspaceQuickGuide.pdf
http://www.firewise.org/


there is no guarantee that there won’t be significant losses from a wildfire in your 
community; however, every step taken as individuals and as a community reduces 
the risks posed by wildfire in your community. 

 

 

 


