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Introduction: 
Bonita Creek Estates is a 160 acre, centrally located, and Nationally recognized 
Firewise community in Arizona’s rim country surrounded by the Tonto National For-
est.  The community is approximately 2 hours north of Phoenix and positioned un-
der the Mogollon Rim escarpment. Most of the 60 homes have been built within the 
last 30 years after the 1990 Dude fire which destroyed most of the community.  Ap-
proximately 75% are secondary residences. 
 
Goals and Objectives of Firewise Action Plan: 
1. Increase the number of homes with defensible space in the IMMEDIATE ZONE ( 

0-5 feet)  
2. Reduction of ladder fuels and tree density in the INTERMEDIATE ZONE (5-30 

feet from the home ) 
3. Increase participation by vacant land owners in firewise activities 
4. Continue community education initiatives.  
 
Firewise Committee Representatives: 
 
Dieter Armbruster 
Carlos Gomez 
Bill Glaunsinger 
Lorna Glaunsinger lglaunsinger@yahoo.com , 928 970-0071 
 
Community Location: 
 Bonita Creek Estates located 15 miles NE of Payson, AZ and can be easily ac-
cessed off SR 87 by driving 10 miles on the paved Houston Mesa Road and an-
other 4 miles on a maintained gravel road (Control Rd 64). The  community is at 
6000 ft elevation with an approximate latitude and longitude of 34.37°N & 
111.23°W. 
 
Ownership 
There are 147 parcels within the 160 acre private community that include 60 homes 
and 28 full time residents.  About half of the private properties are undeveloped 
land. The Tonto National Forest surrounds the community.  
 
Topography 
The area is characterized by hills and canyons with a permanent spring-fed creek 
and riparian area in the small canyon leading to the creek’s source 2 miles north.  



 

 

Approximately 75% of the parcels have moderate slopes to Walk Moore and 
Bonita Creek Canyons. 
 
Vegetation 
Bonita Creek is in the confluence of Chaparral and Ponderosa Pine forest biomes.  
Vegetation on drier slopes include turbinella oak, white oak, manzanita, acacia, cliff 
rose, juniper, ponderosa pine, and gambel oak.  Along the riparian areas are wal-
nut, Arizona willow, western maple, ponderosa pine, juniper and box elder.  Most of 
the oaks, Ponderosa pine and junipers average 30 ft in height, consistent with 
growth since the Dude Fire in 1990. The primary ladder fuels are love grass, man-
zanita, acacia, cliff rose and turbinella oak sucker growth.  Highly flammable spe-
cies include love grass, manzanita and junipers.  Approximately 85% of the parcels 
with homes have been firewised within the last 10 years and most have thinned 
and limbed up trees, weed-eated the grasses and acacia every two years.  This 
year 68% of all homeowners have been engaged in firewise activities around their 
homes. Most property owners with multiple adjacent parcels continue to firewise 
their vacant lots. Approximately 40% of vacant parcels have not been treated. 
 
Climate: 
Bonita Creek receives an average 21 inches of precipitation per year primarily in 2 
seasons.  Generally there is an active monsoon season from the middle of July until 
the end of September.  Winter precipitation from storms dropping both rain and 
snow begins late December through the middle of March.  The driest and hottest 
months are May- July with dry lightning occurring at the onset of the summer mon-
soon.   
 
Wildlife: 
As this area is still experiencing successional growth 30 years after the Dude fire, 
the flora and fauna continue to change. Typically there are elk and Coues deer 
populations, rodents including mice, ground and tree squirrels, chipmunks, wood 
and pack rats, lizards, and common bird species found in ponderosa pine and ri-
parian areas. ( Jays, juncos, woodpeckers, flickers, hummingbirds, owls, hawks, 
tanagers, sapsuckers etc) The following are considered endangered species in the 
riparian area of Bonita Creek:  southwestern willow flycatcher, yellow-billed 
cuckoo, Northern Mexican Garter Snake, and the Gila Chub.  
Community infrastructure 
The community’s gravel topped roads are county maintained, 50% have dead ends 
with no sizable turn arounds and only one community ingress/egress.  
Water sources include 



 

 

• Three Bonita water company 10,000 gallon tanks filled from surface water and  
gravity fed throughout the community. (total of 30,000 gallons) 

• Two 50,000 gallon water bladders and a 10,000 gallon helicopter dip tank on for-
est service land 1/2 mile from Bonita Creek Estates. Personnel used this resource 
fighting the Highline fire in 2017.   

• Five property owners have private pumps in Bonita Creek supplying water to their 
properties.  

•  Fourteen property owners collect rain water with a total storage capacity of 
79,000 gallons 

 
The Water Wheel Fire and Medical department (WWFMD)  is located in Whispering 
Pines, 5 miles southwest of the community.  In 2019 WWFMD substation 74 was 
built in Bonita Creek Estates reducing our ISO rating to a 5.  It currently houses a 
type 1 engine and brush truck with a 500 gallon water tank, 120 gpm pump and 
500 ft of hose line.  The fire chief and two other WWFMD employees live in the 
community. 
 
Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPP) / Other Hazard ratings 
Tonto National Forest hires lop and scatter crews to treat a 300 ft wide buffer on 
national forest land around the entire community’s perimeter.  This is done every 2-
3 years and was completed again in March, 2021. 
 
Community Wildfire Hazard Assessment summary 
The Arizona Community Wildfire hazard assessment was conducted October 8, 
2021 by Arizona State Forestry fire prevention officers Derrick Piper and Aaron 
Casem.  They addressed the wildfire-related characteristics of the community as a 
whole, individual home defensible space, and exposure to wildfire and its ignition 
potential.  Derrick returned several days later to discuss in more detail the assess-
ment  summary with the Bonita Creek Firewise Committee Chair, Lorna Glaun-
singer. He stressed the mitigating factors the community cannot change because 
of its location within the Tonto National Forest, the history of higher fire occurrence, 
surrounding fuel models, narrow Gila County gravel roads and above ground utili-
ties.  However, he complimented the community’s successful firewise initiatives 
and all the work residents have done to protect their properties and homes. Our 
risk assessment remains in the high range mainly because of the mitigating factors 
listed above but the property owners’ efforts have created a much more wild 
land fire defensible community.                                                                                                                                                           
Recommendations from Arizona State Fire assessors:   * “Bonita Creek has done 
excellent firewise work in conjunction with Tonto National Forest border and we en-
courage the property owners to continue their annual thinning activities. “  (*from 
email accompanying the risk assessment) 



 

 

 
Fire Regime and History 
Typical of many forested areas in the west, fire suppression has caused an over-
growth of trees, understory ladder fuels and forest floor fuels that contribute to a 
substantially elevated risk of wild land fires that are difficult to control. In June, 
1990 a dry lightening strike ignited the Dude fire which burned through fuels of 
ponderosa pine and an understory of mixed oak, manzanita, needle and leaf litter.  
The fire crowned, causing its own weather patterns and strong downbursts, chan-
neled by the topography, engulfed Bonita Creek Estates destroying 90% of the 
dwellings and killing 6 fire fighters in an adjacent canyon. At the time this was Ari-
zona’s largest wildfire burning 24,000 acres.  In June 2017 the human caused 
Highline fire burned 8,000 acres 2 miles north of the community.  
 
Community Accomplishments 
• For the last 11 years Bonita Creek Estates has been recognized by NFPA as a 

Firewise Community.  
 
•  In 2009, and again in 2011 we were awarded Arizona State Forestry Division 

90/10 grants totaling approximately $250,000. During the course of the grant pro-
grams 85% of owners applied for and used the funds to firewise their properties.  

 
•  Bonita Creek Estates continues to have a very successful firewise program with 

thinning, and house hardening projects completed each year on approximately 
70% of all properties with dwellings. 

 
• This year Bonita Creek Estates has logged 1,800 volunteer property owner fire-

wise hours,  $22,200 in hired professional crew costs to thin properties, $35,500 
metal roof installations,  $1,500 for tools, and $8,800 for soffit build & steel siding.  

 
•  An Arizona State trained firewise assessor meets with new home and property 

owners to educate them about wild land fire protection strategies and provides a 
list of thinning contractors who work in the community. This year 7 property as-
sessments were completed.  

 
• Bonita Creek Estates has a core group of volunteers who manage the Perley Pit, 

providing access to property owners for slash disposal.   Donations from owners 
pays for pushing and burning the pit each year. 

 
• A community member developed and manages our website: https://bcliving.org  

with links to firewising information, seasonal fire season outlooks, Inciweb link, 



 

 

access to the burn pit, and fire protection protocols expected for each property 
owner.  

 
• Approximately 4 times per year the Firewise Committee communicates by email 

to all property owners providing information about the upcoming fire season, 
suggestions for protecting properties, links to NFPA articles and videos, and es-
pecially, in the late spring, an email is sent to all  property owners with a fire sea-
son to-do check list. 

 
Community Project Goals   
 
•   Provide firewise information at the annual Bonita Water Cooperative meeting.  
•  Continue quarterly firewise communications. 
•  Provide owners with a  photo of their property (drone generated) and sugges-

tions for continued thinning or wee- eating activities. 
•  Reduce the number of lots that need to be thinned. 
  
•  Share with new owners the EXPECTED community firewise protocols. Provide a  

free firewise assessment as well as an email with links to firewise information on 
NFPA and other sites. 

• Inform real estate companies who sell in the area to communicate the expecta-
tion that all residents and owners are responsible for firewising their property.   

• Yearly evaluation of plan to measure progress. 
 
 
Community investment 
This year 45 of the 60 homeowners and 11 vacant land owners in Bonita Creek 
participated in firewising their properties for a total of 1800 volunteer hours.  Ten 
property owners spent $24,020 on crews to firewise their lots. Four homeowners 
spent $35,500 installing metal roofs, $1,500 was spent on chainsaws, string trim-
mers, rakes and pruning shears, and one owner spent $8,830 on concrete siding 
and soffit enclosures.   
 
Community firewise day 
Though the community does not schedule a Firewise day as most are secondary 
homeowners from Phoenix and Tucson areas, we do have a  
successful firewise program that encompasses the following activities: 
 
• Quarterly communications are emailed to all property owners providing infor-

mation about the upcoming fire season, suggestions for protecting properties 



 

 

and dwellings, links to NFPA articles and videos, and a fire season to-do check 
list. * see attached letter sent in 9/2021 to all owners. 

 
•  An Arizona State trained firewise assessor meets with new home and property 

owners to educate them about wild land fire protection strategies and provides a 
list of thinning contractors who work in the community. This year 7 property as-
sessments were completed.  

 
• Bonita Creek Estates has a core of volunteers who manage the Perley burn pit, 

providing access for property owners to dispose of their slash.  Donations from 
owners pays for pushing and burning the pit each year. 

 
•  A property owner manages our website: https://bcliving.org, with links to firewise 

information, seasonal fire season outlooks, Inciweb link, access to the burn pit, 
and fire protection activities expected for each property owner.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Community Photos 
 

                 Examples of firewise homes and 
properties   
    

           
 



 

 

                                
 
 
                             Examples of firewised vacant lots 
                                             

             
                          
 
* 9/2021 letter to all owners 
 
Dear Bonita Creek Residents, 
 
A big thank you to everyone who has thinned their properties this year or who has hired service providers to fire-
wise.  It is nice to see your efforts driving around the community.  I have received many compliments from commu-
nity members for properties that have been thinned in all subdivisions and especially for work completed on Coues 
Deer Lane, Hoot Owl, and Big Als Run.  Congratulations!   
If you haven’t already provided any of the following information this year, please email me so I can update the 2021 
firewise reporting sheet that will be submitted to the National Firewise Community organization. 
Here is what I need for any work or expenditures from October 2020 - September 2021 
 

• Number of personal hours thinning brush, weed eating, removing ladder fuels, limbing up trees, cleaning 
gutters removing leaves and pine needles from roofs and around skylights, removing leaves and pine nee-
dles least 20 feet from the home, removing vegetative debris from under decks, moving wood piles to at 
least 30 ft from home. 

• Service provider costs for fire wising your property 
• Costs associated with purchase of equipment used to firewise property  Examples include weedeaters, 

chain saws, loppers, brush cutters, small tractors, etc. 
 
Costs associated with hardening your home against wildfire:   
 
    Repairing Class A asphalt shingle roofs, gutters, open air eaves where gaps can allow embers to lodge.   
 



 

 

     Replacing a roof with metal or new asphalt shingles, 
 
     Replacing combustable wood or log siding with non combustible materials such as stucco or fiber cement. 
 
     Replacing or building decks with pressure impregnated fire retardant treated wood. 
 
    Applying metal flashing or foil face bitumen tape on top and a few inches down the side of support joists un 
      der decks. 
 
     Caulking gaps and splits in logs and wood siding. 
 
     Replacing garage door seals 
 
     Applying metal flashing down side of chimney where it interfaces the roof or siding. 
 
     Replacing combustable fencing (wood or vinyl) where attaches to house with non combustable material 
 
     Purchase and labor costs for spreading gravel at least 5 ft around home perimeter.  
 
     Enclosing under deck spaces or attaching 1/8 “ wire that prevents embers from entering. 
 
If you are building this year, you can provide costs associated with any of the house fire hardening materials and la-
bor as outlined above.   
 
We will soon be hiring a backhoe operator to push the Perley Pit in preparation for burning.  If you have used the pit 
this year but haven’t yet donated to this fund we appreciate receiving your donation.  Generally property owners are 
donating $5.00 per truck load or $10.00 per trailer load.  You may write a check to the Bonita Water Company and 
indicate it is for the fire protection infrastructure fund.  The address is 652 Myrtle Point Trail, Payson, AZ 85541.  
Thank you! 
 
This coming week a State Wildfire professional will be touring Bonita Creek to develop a Community Risk Assess-
ment as this is one of the requirements for recognition as a National Fire Wise Community. This is only a visual eval-
uation of properties from the road.  Once the assessment is completed the Bonita Creek Firewise Committee will 
meet to complete a 3 year action plan that includes home and property owner recommendations to reduce the com-
munity’s wildfire risk. We will share this information with you in late October.  If you wish to be a part of this commit-
tee please email me. 
 
In the meantime keep up the good work, especially now that the weather is cooling off! 
 
Best to all, 
 
Lorna Glaunsinger  Firewise committee chair 
 
 

 
 


