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Fire risk and smoke season are real considerations in Southern Oregon. Most people

researching a move here already know that, and most of the information floating

around is either too alarming or too reassuring to be useful. This is a straight read

on what is actually true, what it means for daily life, and how to evaluate risk at the

property level before you buy. 

Southern Oregon sits in a fire-prone region. The Rogue Valley's geography - a bowl

surrounded by mountains and forests - means that when smoke moves in from

regional fires, it can sit in the valley for days at a time. Summer fire restrictions

begin in mid-May and run through late September most years. These are facts worth

knowing before you choose a place to live.

They are also facts that thousands of people who live here happily factor into their

lives every year. The goal of this guide is to help you understand the reality clearly

enough to decide where you land on it.

SMOKE SEASON VS. FIRE RISK: TWO DIFFERENT THINGS

Most people use "wildfire" as a shorthand for two separate concerns, and it helps to

separate them.

SMOKE SEASON

Smoke from regional and statewide fires

that drifts into the Rogue Valley during

dry summer months. It affects air

quality and outdoor activity. It is a

regional and sometimes statewide

phenomenon - fires burning hundreds of

miles away produce smoke that settles

PROPERTY FIRE RISK

The risk that a fire burns toward or

through your specific property. This

depends on your location, the

surrounding vegetation, your proximity

to the wildland-urban interface, access

and egress, and the defensible space



here. This happens every year to some

degree.

around your home. It varies enormously

by property.

You can live in a city neighborhood with low property fire risk and still experience

significant smoke days every summer. Conversely, a well-prepared rural property in

a moderate-risk zone may have better fire resilience than an unprepared home

closer to town. The two concerns need different responses.

WHAT SMOKE SEASON ACTUALLY LOOKS LIKE

The Rogue Valley's mountain geography creates a natural inversion layer - a band of

warm air that traps cooler air (and anything in it) in the valley below. When regional

wildfire smoke moves in during dry summer conditions, it can pool in the valley

rather than dispersing. This is why Southern Oregon smoke days can be more

concentrated and persistent than what coastal cities experience from the same

fires.

In a typical year, July through September brings some smoky days - the number and

severity vary year to year depending on regional fire activity. Some summers bring

two or three bad weeks. Others bring a month or more of recurring poor air quality

days. 2020 was the worst regional smoke year in recent memory. Not every year is

2020.

What this means practically for daily life:

Outdoor exercise and activities move to morning hours on smoky days, before the

inversion settles

People with respiratory conditions, young children, and older adults feel the

impact more and plan accordingly

Air purifiers in the home are common and useful during heavy smoke weeks

The valley clears quickly when regional fire activity drops or winds shift - a bad

week can be followed by a clear, beautiful week

Jan - Apr
Low smoke

risk

May - Jun
Fire season

begins

Jul - Sep
Peak smoke

season

Oct - Dec
Rains return
risk drops
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The rest of the year - nine months out of twelve - is largely unaffected

People who struggle most with smoke season are those who moved here expecting it

to be an occasional event rather than an annual feature of summer. The people who

adapt well are those who built it into their picture of life here from the start. A HEPA

air purifier, adjusted outdoor plans for July and August, and an air quality app on your

phone covers most of what you need. 

PROPERTY FIRE RISK: HOW TO EVALUATE IT

If you are buying in the Rogue Valley - particularly rural or semi-rural property -

property-level fire risk is worth evaluating before you make an offer, not after.

Oregon's Wildfire Hazard Map

Oregon has published a statewide wildfire hazard map that assigns risk levels to

properties across the state. You can look up any address at the Oregon Department

of Forestry website. Properties in the wildland-urban interface (the edge where

developed land meets undeveloped forest and brush) are subject to home hardening

requirements under Oregon Senate Bill 762, passed following the 2020 wildfire

season. If a property you are considering is in a high or extreme risk zone, ask about

current compliance with those requirements.

Evacuation Zones

Josephine County uses a tiered evacuation zone system: Level 1 (Be Ready), Level 2

(Be Set), and Level 3 (Go Now). Knowing a property's evacuation zone before you

buy is basic due diligence for any rural or semi-rural purchase. Josephine County

Emergency Management maintains current zone maps. Properties in Level 1 and 2

zones are not inherently bad purchases - they are simply properties where you need

a plan.

Access and Egress

For rural properties, there is one question that matters as much as the zone

designation: how many ways in and out does this property have? A single-access

road in a fire situation is a significant constraint. Two roads out is a meaningful
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safety difference. Ask about this for any rural property. Drive it in both directions.

Know where you go.

Defensible Space

Oregon law requires a 100-foot defensible space zone around homes in high and

extreme risk areas within the wildland-urban interface. In practice this means

maintaining a cleared zone around the structure that slows fire spread and gives

firefighters a place to work. Josephine County Emergency Management has an

active Defensible Space Project that provides assessments and assistance to

homeowners in the highest-risk communities, including Merlin, Williams, Takilma-

O'Brien, and Selma.

When viewing a rural property, look at the vegetation within 100 feet of the

structure. Dense brush directly against the home, dead standing trees, wood piles

against exterior walls: these are conditions that increase risk and would require work

before the property is in defensible shape.

THE 2020 ALMEDA FIRE: CONTEXT WORTH HAVING

The Almeda Fire is the event most people outside Oregon reference when they hear

about fire risk in the Rogue Valley. It burned through Talent and Phoenix in

September 2020, destroying over 2,300 homes and structures and displacing

thousands of people. It is the most destructive wildfire in Oregon history.

It is also worth understanding what the Almeda Fire was, because it was not a

typical forest fire moving through rural land. It was a grass and brush fire driven by

extreme wind along a creek corridor through an established suburban area. It

moved fast, in a specific direction, through a specific corridor. The communities

directly affected were Talent and Phoenix, between Medford and Ashland. Grants

Pass was not in the fire's path. The cause and conditions were distinct from the

forest fire scenario most people picture.

This context does not minimize what happened. It does mean that "the Rogue Valley

had a catastrophic fire in 2020" and "all Rogue Valley properties carry equivalent

catastrophic fire risk" are not the same statement. Location, vegetation type, and

terrain matter enormously, and the Almeda fire reflects a specific set of those

factors.



FIRE INSURANCE

Fire insurance availability and cost in Southern Oregon has shifted as insurers have

re-evaluated wildland-urban interface risk nationally. For most city and suburban

properties in the Rogue Valley, standard homeowners insurance with fire coverage

remains available through major carriers.

For rural properties - particularly those on larger acreage, with structures in heavily

vegetated areas, or in high-risk zones - it is worth getting insurance quotes before

you are under contract, not after. Some properties in higher-risk areas may require

surplus lines coverage rather than standard carriers. The cost difference is real and

should be factored into your buying decision. Your lender will also require proof of

insurance before closing, so the time to discover an insurance challenge is during

due diligence, not the week before closing.

Practical step: For any rural property you are seriously considering, call your

current homeowners insurance carrier and ask for a preliminary quote using the

property address before you make an offer. It takes one phone call and it can save

you a significant surprise. 

WHAT TO DO AFTER YOU BUY

FIRST-SEASON FIRE PREP CHECKLIST

Know your evacuation zone and the routes out of it

Download the Josephine County emergency notification system (CodeRED) or

Jackson County's equivalent and register your address

Download an air quality app - AirNow is the standard and covers the Rogue Valley

well

If rural: walk your 100-foot defensible space zone and identify what needs clearing

If rural: identify your primary and alternate egress routes and know them in both

light and dark

Keep an "emergency bag" ready during fire season: documents, medication, phone

charger, water, items for pets

Introduce yourself to your neighbors - in rural areas especially, neighbors are often

your first warning system
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Get a HEPA air purifier for the bedroom - useful on bad smoke days regardless of

your property's fire risk

Josephine County Emergency Management offers free defensible space assessments

for qualifying properties. The OSU Extension Service publishes a detailed handbook

for Southwest Oregon homeowners on wildfire preparation. Both are worth engaging

with in your first season.
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Send proactively to anyone researching a rural or acreage property, or to anyone

who asks about fire risk. Also highly shareable in relocation Facebook groups - the

Almeda Fire section in particular addresses a misconception that circulates

constantly in those groups. The Oregon wildfire hazard map is at the Oregon

Department of Forestry website (oda.direct/WildfireHazardMap or search "Oregon

wildfire hazard map"). CodeRED for Josephine County: josephinecounty.gov/

emergency-management. Update the insurance section if the market shifts

significantly - this is the part most likely to change. 

Fire seasons, hazard map designations, and the insurance market change year to year; this guide reflects mid-2026.

Confirm a specific property's hazard status, insurability, and premiums with the state map, your insurer, and a licensed

insurance agent before purchase. None of this is insurance advice.
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If a specific property is on your list and you want to talk through what the fire

risk picture looks like for that address - zone, access, vegetation, insurance -

that's exactly the kind of conversation worth having before you make an offer.
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