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TO:      Leah Brock, Yavapai County Development Services 
FROM:   Keep Sedona Beautiful (KSB) 
RE:     KSB Response to Proposed AutoCamp Planned Area Development 
DATE:     October 29, 2020 
 
HA#: PLA20-000025  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to review the Letter of Intent serving as a request for a 
zoning change, from RCU-2A to PAD by AutoCamp Sedona. 
 
A strictly commercial development surrounded by National Forest and bordered on two 
sides by wilderness would have a significant and detrimental impact on the surrounding 
land and on nearby residents.  
 
Keep Sedona Beautiful strongly opposes this rezoning request.  
 
The information supplied highlights a number of critical concerns: 
 

1. Rezoning to PAD is inappropriate for this development 
2. Safety Concerns 
3. Harm to the Environmentally Sensitive Landscape 
4. Harm to Cultural Resources 
5. Lack of Conformance with the Yavapai County Comprehensive Plan  
6. Additional Considerations 

 
1. Rezoning to PAD is inappropriate for this development 
 
AutoCamp Sedona will be a commercial lodging/resort establishment whose guest 
rooms will consist of stand-alone Airstream trailers, “Park Model” trailers and/or tents. 
While the lodging grounds will include a clubhouse with a pool, these amenities, along 
with items for sale to guests, will not be available to the public. This is a private facility 
available only to paying guests.  
 
In their Citizen Participation Meeting held via Zoom on September 9, 2020, AutoCamp 
described themselves as an “outdoor lodging company.” The rooms that AutoCamp 
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rents out by the night consist of stand-alone Airstream units, Park Models and/or free-
standing tents. 
 
AutoCamp describes their Airstream units as having “approximately 255 sq. ft.” This 
suggests that the units qualify as travel trailers under the Yavapai County Planning and 
Zoning Ordinance. The following definition is from page 31 of the ordinance: 
 

TRAILER (TRAVEL) - A travel trailer mounted on wheels, designed to provide 
temporary living quarters for recreational, camping or travel use, of a size or weight 
that may or may not require special highway movement permits when towed by a 
motorized vehicle and has a trailer area of less than three hundred twenty (320) 
square feet. This definition includes fifth wheel trailers and other like recreational 
vehicles.  

 
Page 55 of the Yavapai County Planning and Zoning Ordinance itemizes the uses 
permitted in a Planned Area Development (PAD). Use strictly as a commercial 
lodging/resort establishment is not one of those uses. The applicable section of the 
ordinance is included below: 
 

Uses Permitted:  
1. Single-family dwellings, two-family, multi-family; detached, semi-detached, 

and attached and accessory uses.  
2. Community facilities, such as schools, parks, and playgrounds.  
3. Clubs not operated primarily for commercial purposes.  
4. Golf courses in accordance with performance standards as set out in Section 

534.  
5. Manufactured home parks and subdivisions in accordance with the provisions 

of this Ordinance and any additional requirements the Commission or Board 
may deem necessary to fulfill the intent of these requirements.  

6. Home occupations when indicated as part of the development plan or when in 
accordance with the provisions of Section 543.  

7. Neighborhood retail uses and other non-residential uses limited to those 
enumerated in the C1 and C2 Districts may be specifically and selectively 
authorized as to type and size only when integrated by design as an essential 
element of the development, and only in an area proposed to be appropriately 
zoned for said use and approved as provided herein.  

8. Industrial uses when designed in accordance with the provisions of the PM 
District requirements. (See Section 430)  

9. Accessory uses and structures; such uses and structures may be located in 
the front one-half (1/2) of a lot, provided they are not nearer the front lot line 
than the main building or buildings.  

10. Public utility installations.  
11. Signs when submitted as part of the development plan or when in accordance 

with the provisions of Section 601. 
 



 
 

Page 3 of 26 

KSB contends that AutoCamp’s request to rezone this parcel to PAD does not qualify as 
a permitted use, and should be denied. 
 
AutoCamp is a strictly commercial enterprise. A more appropriate request for rezoning 
for its’ intended use might be to C1. However, zoning this particular parcel to C1 is also 
inappropriate. AutoCamp would be a commercial island surrounded by National Forest 
Land. As highlighted below, the zoning ordinance states that “Permitted uses and 
structures shall be compatible with the neighborhood development.” AutoCamp would 
be completely incompatible with its’ neighborhood. 
 
Page 45 of the Yavapai County Planning and Zoning Ordinance describes C1 zoning as 
follows. [KSB has highlighted the key points.] 
 

C1 DISTRICT (Commercial; Neighborhood Sales and Services) Permitted Uses: 
 
Permitted uses and structures shall be compatible with the neighborhood 
development. Storage of materials and supplies, displays (other than signs) and 
other non-residential uses are restricted to buildings closed on all sides (except 
as may otherwise be permitted). Intoxicating beverage sale restricted to that of 
off-site consumption only. 
 
Where no Density District has been combined, then the provisions of Density 
District 2 shall prevail for dwelling units, hotels and motels. (See Section 516 
(Density Districts), most common ones shown in attached chart.) 

a. All principal and accessory uses permitted in any more restrictive Zoning 
District and providing further that unless specifically provided to the 
contrary the requirements for an Administrative Review (except for lots 
contiguous to Residential Districts) are waived. 

b. Mobile and Manufactured Home Courts. Subject to Administrative Review 
with Comment Period. 

c. Retail sales, restricted to on-site sales only. 
d. Commercial art galleries. 
e. Restaurants and cafes, but prohibiting vending from openings in buildings 

(no drive-through windows). 
f. Business offices, banks and similar. 
g. Custom service and craft shops as follows, limited to three thousand 

(3,000) square feet of shop floor area: barber, beauty, massage, tailor and 
cleaning pickup, key and gun, photographic, fixit (home appliance, saw, 
mower, clock, radio, TV and similar) precision and musical instrument, 
optical. 

h. Launderettes, limited to machines not exceeding twenty-five (25) pound 
capacity according to manufacturer’s rating. 

i. Dancing, art, music and business schools (prohibiting public recitals, 
concerts or dances). 

j. Automotive Service Stations: See Section 531 (Fuel Storage Tanks). 
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k. Parking facilities limited to no more than two (2) trucks for any one (1) 
commercial project. 

l. Signs: See Section 601 (Sign Code). 
m. Bed & Breakfast Country Inns - As defined under Section 301(Definitions). 
n. Hotel/Motel/Resorts. 
o. Retail Liquid Propane dispensing stations on the premises and as an 

accessory to an allowed retail commercial use subject to design and siting 
approval and inspection by the Office of the Arizona State Fire Marshal 
and/or the applicable Fire District. See performance criteria in Section 549 
(Liquid Propane Dispensing – Retail) 

p. Lodging and Timeshares. 
q. Patio, Outside Commercial as defined in Section 301 (Definitions) as an 

accessory use and meeting all applicable codes and Ordinances. 
r. Religious Institutions. 
s. A Mobile Food Unit as defined in Section 301 (Definitions) as an 

accessory use shall be permitted subject to performance criteria set out in 
Section 556 (Mobile Food Units – Commercial) and meeting all applicable 
codes and Ordinances. 

 
KSB contends that rezoning of this particular parcel to either PAD or to C1 fails to meet 
the criteria set out in the Yavapai County Planning and Zoning Ordinance, and is in fact 
contrary to both the letter and the intent of the ordinance.  
 
In addition, this request for rezoning represents a substantially increase in the 
entitlement of the land owner. Such a substantial increase in entitlement should be 
accompanied by a corresponding benefit to the community. KSB is hard pressed to 
identify benefits that this development would provide to the community, be that the 
residents in the vicinity, the nearby City of Sedona or Yavapai County as a whole. 
 
In fact, placing this commercial lodging establishment in this particular location will 
instead cause a number of direct and/or potential harms: 

• Increased risk of fire 

• An increase in traffic and noise for nearby residents 

• Physical harm to the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness 

• Risk of damage to significant Native American cultural resources 

• Increased pressure on already scant workforce housing 
 
2. Safety Concerns 
 
As it becomes more undeniable that Northern Arizona is experiencing a mega-drought, 
the risk of fire takes on ever more urgency. 
 
AutoCamp has stated that there will be no cooking facilities in the units. Instead, 
AutoCamp will provide each of the 100 commercial lodging sites with a firepit. These will 
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be used to cook campfire meals and to gather around the fire in the evenings. To lessen 
the chance of fire spreading to the surrounding National Forest, AutoCamp states the 
following: 
 

“No offsite campfire materials are allowed to be brought in or burned. Instead, 
AutoCamp supplies guests with a recycled GoodWood product that produces 
less smoke, less sparks/embers, and is generally safer and easier to operate 
than normal wood fuel. The firepits themselves have a raised/vented bottom that 
burns cleanly and more evenly than a dirt bottom. Because AutoCamp is the only 
source for burning material, its staff can control when fires may or may not be 
allowed. Guests unable to observe AutoCamp rules are required to leave without 
refund.” 

 
KSB believes that it is naïve to expect all guests to purchase and use Good Wood. We 
expect many guests will instead stop at local convenience stores to purchase wood for 
their cookouts and campfires. The skeletal AutoCamp nighttime staff would be expected 
to patrol 100 sites trying to identify anyone who is using prohibited fuel, require them to 
extinguish their fire, and then evict them from the premises. An inebriated group of 
guests may not comply willingly. 
 
While AutoCamp will provide a large water storage tank, they have not indicated how 
their nighttime staff would handle a fast-growing fire. It will be too late to roll back the 
damage after a guest chooses to use their own wood at the height of the dry season, 
and starts a fire. Such a fire will spread quickly, particularly from a firepit located at the 
perimeter of the property. Once a portion of the wilderness is ignited, it may quickly 
become uncontrollable. 
 
While AutoCamp very appropriately has a no smoking policy, it is again naïve to 
conclude that all guests will adhere to that policy, particularly at night when leaving the 
property for a quick smoke seems like too much effort. One cigarette flicked out at night 
during a Stage 3 fire restriction has the potential to ignite a major fire. 
 
It is unreasonable to expect that the unskilled night shift of 1 or 2 people will be able to 
extinguish a quickly spreading fire. They will be untrained, and may well panic under the 
stressful situation. 
 
To make matters worse, the property is near the base of what wildfire fighters call a 
chimney, that rapidly draws fire up. Should this happen, the Red Rock/Secret Mountain 
Wilderness could be engulfed in flames. Such a fire could quickly spread much more 
widely, impacting homes in the area. Evacuating guests at AutoCamp would be 
challenging, given that all would need to exit down one road. 
 
Finally, a July 28 article in azcentral.com documented that many of the smaller 
communities in the American West have a higher wildfire hazard potential than 
Paradise, California. Paradise was completely burned to the ground by a 2018 fire. 

https://www.azcentral.com/in-depth/news/local/arizona-wildfires/2019/07/22/wildfire-risks-more-than-500-spots-have-greater-hazard-than-paradise/1434502001/
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Paradise, California 
 
Included below is a screenshot from the article analyzing the wildfire hazard potential for 
Sedona. Please note the following: 

• Of the small towns analyzed, Sedona’s wildfire potential of 3.87 was significantly 
higher than the median of 2.08 

• Sedona’s evacuation constraint was so high (2,091) that it fell completely off 
the chart. The median was 110.0 

 
This analysis should be reason for significant concern, highlighting the threat that 
wildfire poses to Sedona. 
 



 
 

Page 7 of 26 

 
 
Should a wildfire quickly spread from one of the 100 firepits to Sedona, the impact 
would be devastating. This is an avoidable risk. 
 
In order to evaluate the risk that AutoCamp poses, Keep Sedona Beautiful engaged 
Anchor Point Group, LLC (Anchor Point) to perform a Wildfire Risk Review of the area. 
Please refer to Appendix A below for a full copy of their report. 
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Anchor Point was founded in Boulder, Colorado in 1999. They develop and support risk-
based wildland fire solutions. Their core focus is wildland fire risk assessment and 
protection of home, community and resource values. They employ fire science and fire 
modeling techniques to provide wildfire risk assessments. Their staff consists of active 
fire managers, subject-matter experts and advisors on wildland-urban interface 
issues.     
 
The Executive Summary in their report highlights a number of key points: 

• A probability analysis showed a very high likelihood of a wildfire originating from 
the proposed campground impacting the natural resource and recreational 
values within the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness.   

• Over 50 percent of wildfires simulated during the core fire season (mid-May 
through mid-July) reached the Bear Mountain Road residences, the Enchantment 
Resort, and the Palatki Heritage Site, in the absence of effective suppression. 

• Rates of spread modeled during peak fire season conditions ranged from one-
half to nearly 2 mph, which would require a very fast response time from local 
firefighting agencies in order to suppress a wildfire quickly.   

• The ability to keep a wildfire small would be further hampered by the limited area 
road network, a general lack of safety zones for firefighters, and the likely longer 
mutual aid response times from neighboring agencies.   

• High spread rates coupled with the road network would also make the quick and 
safe evacuation of local residents difficult. 

• Flame lengths of 8 to 25 feet that would require the use of fixed-wing retardant 
and/or rotor-wing water-dropping aircraft to suppress, were found to be 
widespread across the study area.  

• A spatial analysis showed that the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness would 
be immediately impacted by a wildfire originating from the proposed campground 
in peak fire season, followed by the Bear Mountain Road residences, the 
Enchantment Resort, and the Palatki Heritage Site on the second afternoon, in 
the absence of effective suppression. 

 
The Anchor Point report also includes the following summary: 

“This is a circumstance where the threat of wildfire damage would come from within 
an area rather than from without.  The introduction of a large, busy campground with 
open fire pits into a very dry, flammable wildland fire environment creates hazard 
and risk to residents, firefighters, and surrounding values at risk.  The hazard is 
presented by campfires, up to 100 per day, ignited by campground users unfamiliar 
with safe fire practices.  These same users would increase foot traffic in the area; 
one carelessly discarded, smoldering cigarette could ignite a problematic wildfire.  
The risk is presented by the high likelihood of an ignited wildfire reaching and 
adversely impacting local residences, commercial properties, and natural and 
archeological resources.  The risk posed to residents and firefighters would be 
substantial.” 
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KSB notes that both short and long-term drought conditions have worsened in Northern 
Arizona, as reported by both the Arizona Department of Water Resources 
(https://new.azwater.gov/drought/drought-status), and by the Arizona State Climate 
Office (https://azclimate.asu.edu/drought). 

As drought conditions worsen, the wildfire risk posed by AutoCamp and analyzed by 
Anchor Point only increases. 

We believe that the threat posed by 100 firepits tended by inexperienced lodgers poses 
an unacceptable risk to those lodgers, to the nearby residences, to the City of Sedona 
and to the National Forest. 

An additional concern focuses on the safety of quests. The wilderness is home to bear 
and javelina that will be strongly attracted by the smells of campfire cookouts. When 
they realize that an easy source of food is regularly available, they will come to eat. As 
the unfortunate adage states: “A fed bear is a dead bear”. Javelina who are fed become 
increasingly bold and aggressive, and are known to attack those who don’t feed them 
sufficiently. 
 
3. Harm to the Environmentally Sensitive Landscape 
 
The 18.73-acre parcel targeted by AutoCamp (APN 408-34-008) is completely 
surrounded by National Forest, with the north and east boundaries of the property 
bordering the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness. 
 
Over the course of a year, thousands of guests will stay at the AutoCamp lodging/resort 
establishment. To ensure that visitors do not engage in inappropriate activities in 
wilderness areas, AutoCamp states: 
 

“guests are furnished information from staff and through a guest handbook to 
help them observe best practices when it comes to protecting the natural 
surroundings... At check-in, AutoCamp reminds guests that wildlife may be 
present, not to engage or interact in any way, and what to do in the event of a 
more serious interaction. AutoCamp staff also work hard to keep the sites clean, 
trash secured, and limit any encouragement for wildlife. In addition to education, 
site characteristics and rules for guests provide additional environmental 
protection. For example, an existing wire fence along the perimeter of the 
property will discourage wanderers without impeding wildlife.” 

 
AutoCamp will rely on guest compliance with guidelines to ensure that the Wilderness 
Area is not abused.  
 
Given the experience that the Verde Valley has had with so many visitors defacing the 
landscape with graffiti, creating social trails that wreak havoc on the land, leaving trash 

https://new.azwater.gov/drought/drought-status
https://azclimate.asu.edu/drought
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wherever they are and ignoring educational signage on trailheads and brochures, Keep 
Sedona Beautiful is convinced that many guests at AutoCamp will do the same. 
 
We do not expect that the thin 2-strand fence that surrounds the property will deter 
visitors from hiking off into the wilderness from the property. Our collective experience 
with visitors suggests that significant damage will be done to the wilderness, particularly 
through the inevitable creation of a network of social trails that damage the fragile 
cryptobiotic soil. 
 
This is a dense concentration of silver Airstream trailers in an undeveloped area. 
AutoCamp stated in their written response to questions posed by KSB that they are not 
open to reducing the number of sites. 
 
This proposal in effect builds a 100-unit commercial lodging establishment on an 
inholding island of land within the National Forest. The rooms are in separate 
Airstreams, Park Models or tents rather than in a hotel building, but it is still commercial 
lodging. 
 
The visual anomaly of clustering 85 Airstreams on a small parcel of land, even if 
landscaped well, will be completely out of place, particularly on the edge of the Red 
Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness.  
 
Wilderness areas have been designated as sanctuaries where activities are limited, in 
order to retain quiet and serenity that are so lacking in most places. Hundreds of 
transient guests gathered around fire pits well into the evening will create a level of 
noise pollution that will forever transform what is currently an oasis of evening calm.  
 
An additional source of concern is the terraforming that will be required in order to build 
out the AutoCamp design. The parcel includes slopes that are incompatible with what’s 
been designed. Those slopes will need to be flattened over a significant portion of the 
property, transforming it completely. The result will be a completely unnatural island of 
mostly flattened land on the edge of pristine wilderness. 
 
The AutoCamp development will directly and permanently harm the look, feel and 
sound of the area. 
 
4. Harm to Cultural Resources 

The indirect effects to cultural resources within the immediately contiguous forest lands 
will be cumulative and significant. In addition to the one known rock art site, the area in 
general constitutes a high probability zone for historic properties. In addition to 
pictograph and petroglyphs panels, the area also exhibits significant Puebloan 
structures and open sites with artictual deposition (middens or culturally altered soil) that 
will be subject to potential looting. These irreversible effects are directly tied to 
AutoCamp.  
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The ability for archaeologists to reconstruct a chronological profile as to when a site was 
first utilized up to abandonment is most achievable by a stratigraphic view of the 
site.  Earliest occupation is at the bottom, and as you go up the artifactual column, use 
is later, to surface, which would be indicative to the latest use/abandonment. So it is 
these currently undiscovered or potted sites that are of the utmost importance to us. 
Dendrochronology and C-14 dating provides absolute dating; if you have trees to 
sample or wood to analyze but sites with depth that exhibit some degree of stratigraphy 
in the southwest are priceless.  And it is these sites within the greater environs adjacent 
to the proposed project area that will suffer most. In situ preservation and context are 
paramount to reconstructing the past. 

By virtue of the federal nexus created with the improvements necessary to the forest 
service road for AutoCamp access, NEPA should apply.  
 
The nearby pictographs will quickly be discovered by guests. They will be photographed 
and posted on social media, complete with detailed coordinates. Others will seek them 
out, exponentially increasing the inevitability of damage. 
 
This threat to irreplaceable cultural resources highlights the fact that placing a 
commercial lodging/resort establishment on an isolated inholding surrounded by 
sensitive land is the wrong thing to do.  
 
5. Lack of Conformance with the Yavapai County Comprehensive Plan  
 
KSB asserts that this proposal for rezoning does not conform to an important aspect of 
the Yavapai County Comprehensive Plan. Page 79 of the Plan itemizes the Goals, 
Objectives and Recommendations related to the Cost of Development Element. 
Included are the following: 
 

Goal 2: Ensure that new development does not adversely affect existing development, 

infrastructure, and the community. 

  
Objective b: Encourage cost-beneficial infill development by utilizing existing 

systems and facilities already in place. [emphasis by KSB] 

 
KSB notes that the AutoCamp proposal is nearly the opposite. Instead of infilling at a 
location that includes existing commercial development, this commercial lodging 
establishment would be built on an isolated island of land surrounded by National 
Forest. 
 
In discussions with KSB, AutoCamp rejected consideration of a land exchange that 
could place the development in a more appropriate location. In fact, they are quoted in 
the Red Rock News as stating that they chose this parcel for “the best experience for 
both our guests and for the local community.”  
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Placing a commercial establishment on an inholding parcel surrounded by National 
Forest, adjacent to wilderness is emphatically NOT the best experience for the local 
community. 
 
6. Additional Considerations 
 
The development will add to the already unacceptable amount of traffic, noise and dust  
on FR 152C south of the property. 
 
Installing a sewage treatment facility complete with on-property leach fields next to the 
Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness and proximate to ephemeral washes is troubling 
at best. There should be higher standards for property adjacent to wilderness. 
 
There is no mention in the Letter of Intent regarding water availability other than that 
there is a well already in existence, and the following statement from page 12: 

“Onsite well water service to be approved by the Arizona Department of 
Environmental Quality (ADEQ) as required for the proposed project. Connections 
to be extended throughout the site and to each campsite unit and building.” 
 

At the virtual public meeting held on September 9 2020, AutoCamp estimated the daily 
water usage at full occupancy to be 12,000 - 13,000 gallons per day. This may or may 
not include landscaping water needs. The format of the meeting precluded a give and 
take discussion. The existing well is drilled to 900 ft, but information on the groundwater 
level was not provided at the virtual meeting.  
 
In view of the megadrought and the warming temperatures we are experiencing, the 
County should evaluate large developments like this not only for compliance with zoning 
regulations, the County Comprehensive Plan and appropriateness within the landscape, 
but also in the context of community needs. Long-term availability of sufficient water is 
one of our most important needs. 
 

Conclusion  
 
After considering the information that the applicant has provided describing their 
proposal to develop AutoCamp Sedona, and after considering the likely impact of the 
development on the land, Keep Sedona Beautiful strongly opposes this rezoning 
request. 
 

• AutoCamp proposes to build a commercial lodging/resort establishment, the 
equivalent of a hotel, on an inholding island of land within the Coconino National 
Forest, bordered on 2 sides by the Secret Mountain Wilderness. 

• AutoCamp has requested an inappropriate rezoning to Planned Area 
Development (PAD). 



 
 

Page 13 of 26 

• If built, the development will result in damage to the Red Rock/Secret Mountain 
Wilderness: physically, visually and aurally. This is the wrong place to build a 
100-unit lodging establishment. 

• The threat of wildfire poses an unacceptable risk to the community. 
 
KSB does not oppose the concept of the AutoCamp proposal, but we firmly believe that 
this particular location is entirely inappropriate. The request to rezone this parcel for the 
purpose of running a commercial lodging/resort establishment should be denied. 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Bill Pumphrey 
President, Keep Sedona Beautiful 
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Appendix A: 
 

Bear Mountain AutoCamp Wildfire Risk Review 
 

 
 
Date: 10/26/2020 
Analyst: Ross D. Wilmore, FBAN / Wildland Fire Specialist, Anchor Point Group LLC 
Client:  Keep Sedona Beautiful 
 
Executive Summary 
The Yavapai County Planning and Zoning department and county supervisors are soliciting 
public input about a proposed zoning change that would allow for the development of a 100-
site luxury campground featuring open outdoor fire pits on an 18.73-acre parcel northwest of 
Sedona, AZ.  This review, prepared for Keep Sedona Beautiful, examines the wildland fire 
hazards and risks associated with the introduction of a potentially significant new wildfire 
ignition source.   
 
This 64,491-acre analysis found that the fuels, weather, and topography typical of the area are 
very conducive to the rapid spread of hot-burning wildfires during peak fire season.  The 
predicted fire behavior would likely be very difficult to suppress by local firefighting response 
agencies without the use of aviation and other outside ground-based fire resources.  The 
limited road network would present challenges to both safe firefighting operations and the 
evacuation of local residents.  The numerous residences, commercial properties, and natural 
and archeological resources within 3.5 miles could likely be adversely impacted by a wildfire 
originating from the site.  
 
Fire Behavior Findings: 
 

• A probability analysis showed a very high likelihood of a wildfire originating from the 
proposed campground impacting the natural resource and recreational values within 
the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness.   
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• Over 50 percent of wildfires simulated during the core fire season (mid-May through 
mid-July) reached the Bear Mountain Road residences, the Enchantment Resort, and the 
Palatki Heritage Site, in the absence of effective suppression. 

• Rates of spread modeled during peak fire season conditions ranged from one-half to 
nearly 2 mph, which would require a very fast response time from local firefighting 
agencies in order to suppress a wildfire quickly.   

• The ability to keep a wildfire small would be further hampered by the limited area road 
network, a general lack of safety zones for firefighters, and the likely longer mutual aid 
response times from neighboring agencies.   

• High spread rates coupled with the road network would also make the quick and safe 
evacuation of local residents difficult. 

• Flame lengths of 8 to 25 feet that would require the use of fixed-wing retardant and/or 
rotor-wing water-dropping aircraft to suppress, were found to be widespread across the 
study area.  

• A spatial analysis showed that the Red Rock/Secret Mountain Wilderness would be 
immediately impacted by a wildfire originating from the proposed campground in peak 
fire season, followed by the Bear Mountain Road residences, the Enchantment Resort, 
and the Palatki Heritage Site on the second afternoon, in the absence of effective 
suppression. 

 
This is a circumstance where the threat of wildfire damage would come from within an area 
rather than from without.  The introduction of a large, busy campground with open fire pits into 
a very dry, flammable wildland fire environment creates hazard and risk to residents, 
firefighters, and surrounding values at risk.  The hazard is presented by campfires, up to 100 per 
day, ignited by campground users unfamiliar with safe fire practices.  These same users would 
increase foot traffic in the area; one carelessly discarded, smoldering cigarette could ignite a 
problematic wildfire.  The risk is presented by the high likelihood of an ignited wildfire reaching 
and adversely impacting local residences, commercial properties, and natural and archeological 
resources.  The risk posed to residents and firefighters would be substantial.   
 

 
  



 
 

Page 16 of 26 

Introduction 
AutoCamp Sedona LLC (DBA AutoCamp) is under contract to purchase an 18.73-acre parcel 
northwest of Sedona, Yavapai County, AZ (Figure 1.), and wishes to develop a 100-site luxury 
campground consisting largely of Airstream trailers.  The company has petitioned Yavapai County 
Development Services for a Zoning Change/Zone Map Modification and site plan approval for the 
parcel from Residential 2-acre minimum RCA-2A to Planned Area Development (PAD) (AC Letter of 
Intent).  Keep Sedona Beautiful (KSB), a local 501(3)(c) environmental stewardship organization, has 
raised concerns about the proposal to local citizens.  A chief concern is the potential for 
campground users to spark wildfires from the open outdoor firepits located at each of the 100 
campsites, along with other anthropogenic ignition sources.  This analysis will examine wildfire 
hazard and risk from the perspective of informing KSB input to Yavapai County Planning and Zoning 
and county supervisors as part of the public external scoping process. 
 

 
Figure 1. Proposed AutoCamp development vicinity map (KSB mailing 10/8/2020). 
 
Analysis Area 
The project parcel (APN 408-34-008) is an 18.73-acre inholding located within Coconino National 
Forest (Sedona Ranger District) lands and immediately adjacent to the Red Rock/Secret Mountain 
(RR/SM) Wilderness (Figure 2.).  The analysis area was expanded in an approximate 5-mile radius 
around the project site and encompasses 64,491 acres.  The hazards within the area’s wildland fire 
environment, defined as conditions and situations capable of causing harm, will be described 
below. 
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Figure 2. Proposed AutoCamp development location in relation to Wilderness and other federal 
lands managed by the Coconino National Forest (KSB mailing 10/8/2020). 
Topography 
The southern two-third of the analysis landscape is flat to gently sloped, with a southerly to 
westerly aspect, and is incised by numerous arroyos of up to 25 feet in depth.  The northern third of 
the analysis area, comprised largely of the RR/SM Wilderness, consists of steep cliffs and canyons.  
The area gradually rises from the south at 4549 feet to the wilderness area, where it sharply rises to 
the ridgetops at 6447 feet.    
 
Access 
The analysis area can be accessed via the Boynton Pass Road and the Loy Butte/USFS Road 525; 
unpaved USFS and private roads (many one-way in and out, including to the AutoCamp site) spur 
off this access.  Access to much of the interior is limited to foot travel, 4-wheel-drive vehicle, or 
helicopter.  A small number of USFS trails lead up to the RR/SM Wilderness.  
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Fuels 
Wildland fire fuels in the southern and central analysis area consist of a mix of highly-flammable 
annual and perennial grass and manzanita/scrub oak shrub species; individual junipers are 
scattered throughout (Photo 1.). The arroyos are more densely vegetated with the aforementioned 
species. Heavier concentrations of brush, juniper, and conifers are located in the northern 
wilderness. The grass percentage determines the fuel model selection to the south; the fast- and 
hot-burning GR2 characterizes areas with more grass (Photo 2.), while the slightly slower-spreading 
(but still hot) GS2 characterizes areas with slightly more shrubs.  The northern wilderness consists of 
slow-spreading and somewhat discontinuous timber-litter models (TL3 and TL8), along with non-
burning bare rock. 
 

 
Photo 1.  View of vegetation from Bear Mountain Road area looking northeast (Charley Pitcher). 
 

AutoCamp Site 
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Photo 2.  Grass and brush wildland fire fuels near the AutoCamp Site (Charley Pitcher). 

 
Climatology 
The analysis area is hot and very dry, with annual precipitation listed at 21 inches or less at local 
Remote Automated Weather Stations (RAWS).  Summer temperatures reach over 100 degrees 
with relative humidity in the single digits; winds are generally south to southwest and can reach 
25 mph or higher.  Fire seasons typically begin in April and peak during June; midsummer 
precipitation usually occurs during the monsoons, which begin in early to mid-July and extend 
into August.    
 
Long-term, accessible weather data sources that represent the analysis area were somewhat 
difficult to locate, as the area is located in a rain-shadow (Matthew Russo, personal 
communication).  The Cherry RAWS 23 miles southwest of the area was selected as the most 
representative and consistent weather data source. 
 
Values at Risk 
The following Values at Risk are located within 3.5 miles of the AutoCamp site (Figure 3): 
 

• Bear Mountain Road area residences  0.64 mi 

• The Aerie residences    1.31 mi 
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• The Palatki Heritage Site   1.65 mi 

• The Enchantment Resort   2.00 mi 

• Dry Creek Road residences   3.05 mi 

• The Grassy Knolls    3.25 mi 

• The RR/SM Wilderness (Bear Mountain) Immediately adjacent to the north 

•  
 

 
Figure 3. Analysis area Values at Risk. 
 
Fire Behavior Analysis 
The intent of this analysis is to determine the risks posed by the hazards associated with the 
analysis area.  Risk in this case is defined by the likelihood of hazardous consequences in terms 
of severity or probability (Interagency Standards for Fire and Fire Aviation Operations 2020, P. 
162.) 
 
Four different analyses were run in order to capture general fire behavior potential, specific fire 
scenarios, and probabilities the fire would impact values-at-risk.  The analysis “landscape” is 
comprised of 30-, 60-, or 90-meter pixels that are layered with wildland fire vegetation and 
topographical data that are input into the fire behavior calculations.  Other inputs include 
weather and fuel moisture data gathered from representative federal land management 
Remote Automated Weather Stations (Figure 4.).  Weather and fuel moisture inputs are 
selected after an analysis of up to 20 years of data. 
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Figure 4. Inputs to fire behavior analyses. 
 
The fire behavior outputs of interest include Rate of Spread in chains/hour (a chain is a forestry 
measure used in wildland fire suppression; one chain is 66 feet, and there are 80 chains to a 
mile), flame length measured in feet, fire spread arrival time measured in days and hours, and 
fire spread probability measured in percent.



 
 

Page 22 of 26 

Flammap 
A Flammap analysis burns each 30-meter pixel within the analysis area independently of its 
neighbors in the direction of maximum spread.  The weather and fuel moisture inputs were 
selected from the hottest and driest 3% of weather data from 2020; this also happened to fall in 
mid-June, the peak of wildland fire season in the Southwest.   
 

 

 
Figure 5. Flammap Rate of Spread. 
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Figure 6. Flammap Flame length. 
 
Figure 5 shows that forward rates of spread generated by the flashy grass and shrub vegetation 
are moderate to high, and would require a quick response from local wildland fire suppression 
agencies.  Figure 6 demonstrates flame lengths of 8 to 25 feet that would require the use of 
fixed-wing retardant and/or rotor-wing water-dropping aircraft to suppress.  Firefighters would 
most likely require water support from engines to follow up retardant and water drops in order 
to halt the spread and intensity of a wildfire in the analysis area during peak fire season.   
 
The ability to keep a wildfire small would be hampered by the lack of roads into the area and a 
general lack of safety zones for firefighters.  The ability to quickly evacuate residents from a fast 
moving wildfire would be similarly difficult and made more so by one-way in and out access 
roads that could be cut off by fire.  Local firefighting personnel would also likely require mutual 
aid support from outside agencies, which would take time to arrive, require a complex incident 
management organization, add to incident management risk, and add to incident management 
costs. 
 
Near-term 



 
 

Page 24 of 26 

A Near-term analysis models spatial fire growth from a point source ignition over several days.  
In this analysis (Figure 7), a fire was simulated within the AutoCamp site under mid-June 2020 
hot and dry weather conditions and allowed to spread for 6 days.  The period of active burning 
for each day was set for 8 hours, which is a standard fire behavior analysis practice, but it is 
understood that burn periods may last longer in the driest conditions of peak fire season.  
Weather and fuels conditions were measured at the Cherry RAWS and fall within the hottest, 
driest 3 percent of all summer observations. The results of this analysis represent an average 
worst-case scenario, but this might be conservative compared to the most extreme fire 
seasons. 
 
The analysis shows that the RR/SM Wilderness would be immediately impacted by a wildfire, 
with the Bear Mountain Road residences, the Enchantment Resort, and the Palatki Heritage Site 
affected on the second afternoon by wildfire fire backing against the prevailing south to 
southwest winds, in the absence of effective fire suppression operations.  The Aerie would be 
impacted on Day 3 without effective suppression; the Grassy Knolls by Day 4.  The residences in 
the Dry Creek Road area would be impacted on the sixth day of the fire barring effective 
suppression efforts.  It is worth noting that backing fire is usually slower moving and less 
intense than forward-spreading head fire, and is often easier for firefighters to handle.  It is also 
worth noting, however, that downcanyon winds from the north may develop in the evenings 
and may push a fire to the south at night during the driest weather conditions.  Downslope 
night winds can be less intense than daytime winds, but fighting even a slower-moving head fire 
at night is a challenge for firefighters, especially since the firefighting aircraft available to 
Arizona cannot operate at night. 
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Figure 7. Near-term fire progression. 
 
FSPro 
An FSPro analysis calculates and spatially displays the probability that a fire ignited from a 
specific point will reach certain values at risk.  In this analysis (Figure 8), 1000 fires were 
simulated within the AutoCamp site and allowed to burn unimpeded for 7 days under 21 years 
of historical core fire season weather conditions (mid-May through mid-July).   
 
The analysis shows a very high likelihood of a wildfire impacting the natural resource and 
recreational values within the RR/SM Wilderness.  Over half the modeled fires reached the Bear 
Mountain Road and Aerie residences, the Enchantment Resort, and the Palatki Heritage Site in 
the absence of effective fire suppression.  The probabilities of fire reaching the Grassy Knolls 
and Dry Creek Road residences was less than 20 percent, but most fire managers would not 
consider that a negligible number. 
 
 



 
 

Page 26 of 26 

 
Figure 8.  FSPro Probability map 
 
About Anchor Point 
Founded in Boulder, Colorado in 1999, Anchor Point develops and supports risk-based wildland 
fire solutions from community planning through forest plans. Our core focus is wildland fire risk 
assessment and protection of home, community and resource values. We use cutting-edge fire 
science and fire modeling techniques to provide quality assessments, which yield the highest 
quality fire management solutions available today. We are active fire managers, subject-matter 
experts and advisors on wildland-urban interface issues throughout the Nation and world-
wide.     
 
 
 
 


