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Executive Summary 
Headwaters Economics conducted an independent analysis of the first cycle of Community Wildfire Defense 
Grant (CWDG) proposals, at the request of the U.S. Forest Service. The analysis sought to compare proposal 
information with other data to illuminate five primary sets of questions:  
 

1. Selected proposals: What were the number, dollar amount, and types of proposals? 
2. Low-income and disadvantaged counties: Were low-income and disadvantaged communities prioritized 

in the grant funding? Were proposals from low-income and disadvantaged communities more successful 
in securing funding? 

3. Wildfire risk: Were high and very high wildfire risk locations prioritized in the grant funding? Were 
proposals from communities with high or very high wildfire risk more successful in securing funding? 

4. Review process: Are there parts of the application or review process that need clarification, based on 
reviewer scores? 

 
One additional analysis is forthcoming: 

5. Communities that did not apply: What communities did not submit applications but would meet the 
prioritization criteria? 

 
The following analysis included data from the proposals and from the review process. For the purposes of this 
analysis, proposals were assigned to a county and compared to additional datasets about underserved 
communities, capacity, and wildfire risk. Appendix A provides details about the methods and data sources 
included in this analysis.  
 
Key findings 
Among the key findings in this analysis: 
 

• There is a very high demand for CWDG funding. CWDG proposals were received from across the 
United States and demand outstripped available funding at a rate of 3:1. This indicates a strong need for 
more wildfire resilience funding.  
 

• The CWDG program prioritized grants to low-income and disadvantaged communities. Nearly all 
of the selected applications were from low-income and disadvantaged communities, no matter how it is 
measured. Low-income and disadvantaged communities also had higher success rates in securing 
CWDG grants.  

 
• Low-capacity communities were less successful in securing grants. Applications from low-capacity 

communities had lower rates of success and received fewer grants. Customized outreach, grant writing 
assistance, and project identification support could help low-capacity communities access CWDG 
funding in future cycles. 

 
• The CWDG program prioritized grants to communities that have high national wildfire risk. The 

majority of grants and funding were awarded to communities with high or very high wildfire risk when 
compared nationally. Proposals with very high risk also had higher success rates in securing funding. 
However, 24% of grants and 11% of funding were awarded to communities with low or moderate 
wildfire risk. The CWDG program allowed applicants to use state and local data to demonstrate risk, 
which may be more fine-scaled and accurate than national risk maps. However, local data may not 
suffice if the program intends to prioritize places with the highest wildfire risk nationwide. 
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• Reviewer scores had relatively low variability, indicating general consistency in scoring. This may 
indicate that the scoring rubric is generally clear. Three questions (about budgets, landscape impacts, 
and project sustainability) showed slightly higher variability and may require clearer instructions for 
both applicants and reviewers.  

 
Opportunities for additional analysis 
A few limitations to this analysis highlight the need for additional research.  
 
First, the scale of available data is a potentially limiting factor in this analysis. Some data were generalized up to 
the county level. For example, a project may affect only a portion of a county, but projects were compared using 
countywide data. In addition, census-tract level data about low-income and underserved communities were 
generalized to the county level, which may overestimate the number of low-income and underserved communities 
that received funding. Finer-scaled data about project boundaries could create a more refined analysis. This could 
be solved by providing applicants with an interactive tool that would allow users to select specific census tracts 
relevant for their proposal. Related national wildfire risk and income data could also be provided in such a tool. 
 
Second, proposal data alone cannot illuminate all opportunities to improve the CWDG program. While this 
analysis highlights important outcomes from the first round of CWDG funding, it was based entirely on proposal 
data. Beyond looking at the proposals, the U.S. Forest Service has also conducted several listening sessions to 
gather direct input from applicants and reviewers. Responding to this feedback will be fundamental to continuing 
to improve the CWDG program. 
 
Finally, targeted outreach and technical assistance in future grant cycles could help meet the goals of prioritizing 
disadvantaged communities with high wildfire risk. It could also help address the limitations faced by low-
capacity communities. In the coming weeks, Headwaters Economics will conduct an additional analysis about 
communities that would meet prioritization criteria but did not apply in Round 1. This could help the CWPP 
program and partners recruit and support applications for subsequent rounds of funding. 
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1. Selected proposals  
 
What were the number, dollar amount, and types of proposals? 
 
Communities from across the United States applied and were selected. In the first round of CWDG funding, 
416 proposals were received from 35 states and Puerto Rico. (The application from Puerto Rico was not selected 
and is not represented in the remainder of this analysis.) A total of 99 applications were funded from 22 states.1 
Detailed tables with the number, types, and dollar amount of all proposals by state and U.S. Forest Service Region 
can be found in Appendix B (states) and Appendix C (Forest Service Regions). 
 
 
 

 
  

 
1 The Forest Service announced in March of 2023 that 100 CWDG applications were selected for funding. It was later discovered that one 
project from Washington state was double counted. That project has been removed from this analysis.  
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The states with the most funding awarded are primarily in the West, except North Carolina. As shown in the table 
below, nine states were awarded more than $1 million in grants. 
 

States with selected proposals totaling more than $1 million 
 

State Dollar Amount of Selected 
Proposals 

Number of Selected 
Proposals 

California $96,828,964 33 
Oregon $23,521,348 10 
Washington $23,433,999 13 
New Mexico $11,482,174 5 
Montana $9,284,013 4 
Utah $5,086,617 2 
Nevada $2,340,061 1 
North Carolina $1,392,285 11 
Colorado $1,110,024 1 

 
There were nearly three times as many proposals as funding available. In the first round there were more than 
$523 million in funding requests, with approximately $179 million selected for funding.2 This demonstrates the 
high demand for and strong interest in the CWDG program. 
 
Requests for projects (rather than CWPPs) dominated the application pool. As shown in the figure below, 
there were 233 project proposals, making up more than 56% of all proposals. Of the 99 selected proposals, 63 
were for projects and 36 were for Community Wildfire Protection Plans (CWPPs). Funding requests for CWPPs 
were substantially less than requests for projects, but CWPP requests were capped at $250,000 while project 
proposals could request up to $10 million.  
 

 
 

2 The Forest Service announced in March of 2023 that the initial CWDG allocation was $197 million, which accounts for approximately 
$18 million granted to states for indirect costs to support program administration. This analysis does not include any indirect costs.  
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2. Low-income and disadvantaged communities  
We analyzed the characteristics of counties that received grants and success rate (the share of proposals that were 
selected) among different types of counties. We analyzed the share of grants that were awarded to four types of 
counties as shown in the table below. 
 

Types of counties included in the analysis 
County type Source Definition 
Self-identified low-
income county 

Community Wildfire Defense 
Grants (USFS) 

County that has a median household income of less than 80% of 
the median household income of its state. 

Low-income county 
(CEJST) 

Climate & Economic Justice 
Screening Tool (Council on 
Environmental Quality) 

County that contains at least one census tract at or above the 65th 
percentile for low income in the nation (defined as household 
income at or below 200% of the Federal poverty level). 

Disadvantaged county 
(CEJST) 

Climate & Economic Justice 
Screening Tool (Council on 
Environmental Quality) 

County that contains at least one census tract that is either: 
• considered low-income in the definition above, plus scoring 

positively in one of seven "categories of burden": climate 
change, energy, health, housing, legacy pollution, 
transportation, and water & wastewater; and/or 

• considered burdened in workforce development; and/or 
• part of a federally recognized Tribal Area. 

Low-capacity county Rural Capacity Index 
(Headwaters Economics) 

County scoring in the lower third of an index based on 10 variables: 
metropolitan, planning department staff, presence of college or 
university, adults with higher education, families above poverty 
level, households with broadband, people with health insurance, 
voter turnout, income stability, and population change. 

 
 
The majority of grants were awarded to low-income and disadvantaged communities across the United 
States. The figure below shows that, whether defined by the CWDG criteria or the CEJST “low-income” or 
“disadvantaged” metrics, nearly all communities that were awarded funding could be considered low income or 
disadvantaged. A total of 14 grants totaling $13 million (7% of the funding) were awarded to communities that 
did not meet the CWDG “low-income” criteria. 
 
Due to differences in the scale of application data (i.e., county-level) and CEJST data (i.e., census tract level), this 
analysis may overestimate the impact on CEJST-identified “low-income” and “disadvantaged” communities. (See 
more in Appendix A: Methods & Data Sources.)  
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Fewer than half of grants were awarded to communities with low capacity, as shown in the figure below. 
This indicates that grants were awarded to bigger communities – probably those with more staff and 
organizational capacity – that have higher poverty levels. It is logical to award grants to communities that have: 1) 
many people in need, 2) proven ability to manage successful projects, and 3) fiscal capacity to responsibly 
account for the money. But this also points to a problem: lower-capacity communities particularly need 
assistance. These communities are generally smaller and often rural. They may lack administrative and technical 
staff to submit competitive grant proposals and manage complex projects. Assistance may be necessary to help 
low-capacity communities successfully compete for grant funding, including support with project identification, 
grant writing, and grant administration. 
 

 

Success rates for low-income and disadvantaged communities were higher than other proposals. We 
analyzed the success rate of proposals (the share that was selected) submitted by different types of counties. 
As shown below, more than half of the proposals that self-identified their communities as “low income” were 
selected. One-quarter of proposals from communities that would be considered “low income” or “disadvantaged” 
according to CEJST criteria were selected.   
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Low-capacity communities had lower success rates compared to higher-capacity communities. When we 
divide the proposals into low-, medium-, and high-capacity communities, we see that proposals from lower-
capacity communities were not selected as often as proposals from higher-capacity communities. More work is 
needed to help lower-capacity communities—often smaller, more rural places—compete for CWDG funding.  
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3. Wildfire risk  
This portion of the analysis sought to understand whether proposals were selected from places with high wildfire 
risk when viewed nationally. All CWDG funding went to communities that self-identified as having high or very 
high wildfire risk and applicants were allowed to use local and state data to quantify wildfire risk in their 
proposal. However, when viewed at the national scale, a proposal’s risk level may not be as severe. We used the 
national “Risk to Homes” dataset from the U.S. Forest Service’s Wildfire Risk to Communities project to examine 
national risk rankings for proposals.  
 
Three-quarters of grants and 89% of funding were awarded to high and very high risk communities.  As 
the figure below demonstrates, a small share of grants (24%) and funding (11%) was awarded to communities 
with low or medium national risk. There may be legitimate reasons for funding wildfire grants in these locations, 
however. The national data could be incorrect; national datasets can be too coarse and lack local calibration. 
Allowing communities to use local data allows communities the flexibility to demonstrate their risk using local 
knowledge. However, communities with their own datasets are often higher-capacity. If the CWDG program 
intends to prioritize resources to those places with the highest risk nationwide, the program may need to limit 
wildfire risk data for prioritization. Overall, the majority of CWDG grants are being awarded to communities with 
high risk nationally.  
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Communities with very high wildfire risk had the highest rate of success. We analyzed the success rate of 
proposals (the share that was selected) submitted by communities in each of the national wildfire risk ranks (low, 
medium, high, and very high). As shown below, proposals with very high national wildfire risk had the highest 
rates of success and communities with low national wildfire risk had the lowest rates of success. Communities 
with moderate and high wildfire risk showed the same rate of success.  
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4. Review Process  
This portion of the analysis sought to understand whether there was inconsistency in reviewer scores. A high 
range of variability among reviewer responses could indicate a lack of clarity in the scoring rubric or in the 
application instructions. We measured inconsistency by measuring the standard deviation among reviewer scores 
for each proposal. 
 
Reviewer scores were generally consistent, but three questions showed more variability. As shown in the 
table below, questions 2 (budget), 5 (landscape impacts), and 6 (project sustainability) have the most 
inconsistency in scores, regardless of whether the proposal is a CWPP or a Project. These questions may need to 
be further clarified in both the application and scoring rubric.  
 
Project applications have less consistency in scoring than CWPP applications. This is counter to some 
feedback from applicants, which indicated that the application questions were not easy to answer for CWPP 
applications.  
 
 

Percent of proposals with inconsistent* reviewer scores by section. 
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Appendix A: Methods & Data Sources 
The U.S. Forest Service provided Headwaters Economics with a dataset for all 2022 CWDG applications 
(“CWDG Dataset”). The CWDG Dataset included information provided by the applicant (including 
latitude/longitude, project name, grant request amount, and scoring prioritization criteria for low income, wildfire 
hazard potential, and severe natural disasters); the type of application (CWPP or project); reviewer scores; and 
whether the application was selected.  
 
Headwaters Economics georeferenced each application based on applicant-provided latitude and longitude and 
paired the CWDG Dataset with additional data sources, as described below. 
 
Scale of analysis and georeferencing 
This analysis was conducted at the county scale because CWDG applications varied greatly in their scope and it 
was not feasible to determine whether applications were proposed at the sub-county level. One application from 
Puerto Rico was not selected for funding and was excluded from the analysis. One application from Washington 
state was included twice in the original Forest Service announcement of funding from March 2023 and was 
removed from this analysis.  
 
To conduct the analysis, Headwaters Economics first assigned each application to a county based on the 
applicant-supplied latitude and longitude. Some proposed projects are likely to impact more than one county, but 
each application was only assigned to a single county. Typos in the latitude/longitude for a small number of 
applications were manually corrected. 
 
Counties were also assigned to U.S. Forest Service Regions. Counties split between multiple Regions were 
assigned to the Region with the maximum county land area.  
 

Additional Data Sources 
National wildfire risk data are from the “Risk to Homes” dataset in the Wildfire Risk to Communities project. 
Applications in counties where the “Risk to Homes” national percentile rank is >70 are considered high or very 
high national wildfire risk.  
 
CEJST “disadvantaged’ and “low income” are from the Climate and Economic Justice Screening Tool, version 
1.0 (2022). Applications in counties where at least one census tract is categorized as “disadvantaged” or “low 
income” by CEJST were considered disadvantaged or low income for the purposes of this analysis. It is important 
to note than 84% of U.S. counties have one or more census tract identified as disadvantaged. By generalizing 
these data to the county level, it may overestimate the impact on disadvantaged communities.  
 
The Rural Capacity Index is from Headwaters Economics, A Rural Capacity Map (2021). The Rural Capacity 
Index is a measure of whether communities have the staffing and expertise to support infrastructure and climate 
resilience projects and is comprised of 10 indicators. Counties are categorized as “low capacity” if their index 
score ranks in the lower 33% of counties nationwide. 
 
Measuring variability in reviewer scores 
The CWDG Dataset included reviewer scores by application and by question. Headwaters Economics calculated 
the inconsistency of reviewer scores by question and by application type. Inconsistent reviewer scores were 
defined as those with high variability between reviewers (standard deviation > 2.5). 
 
 

https://wildfirerisk.org/
https://screeningtool.geoplatform.gov/en/#3/33.47/-97.5
https://headwaterseconomics.org/equity/rural-capacity-map/
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Appendix B: Proposals by State 
 
Table B.1: Number of applications by state and application type. 
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Table B.2: Funding amounts by state and application type. 
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Appendix C: Proposals by U.S. Forest Service Region 
 
Table C.1: Number applications by Forest Service Region and application type. 
 

 
 
 
Table C.2: Funding amounts by Forest Service Region and application type. 
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development and land management decisions. 
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Follow Headwaters Economics on Twitter @headecon 
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