
The 2012 Colorado Wildfire Crisis 

Managing Perceptions and Generating 
Positive Awareness During a Crisis 



Colorado’s Visitor Profile 
• Approximately 58M visitors to Colorado in 2011 

• Summer is Colorado’s biggest season (visitation) 

• Nearly three quarters of Colorado visitors travel outside 
of the winter season 

• Colorado ranks #9 in outdoor recreation activities 

• Backpacking, camping, hiking, national park 
visitation, etc. 

• Visitors spent approximately $14 million in 2011 
 

Longwoods International 2011 
Dean Runyan Associates 

 



Looking Back: Summer 2012 
• Summer 2012 was the worst wildfire season in a 

decade 

• 98% of Colorado suffered drought (62 of 64 counties) 

• Prolonged drought stressed mountain and urban 
trees and other landscapes 

• Extremely arid conditions exacerbated pine beetle 
damage 

• Weak snowpack drove river basins into single digit 
percentages of 30-year averages 

• Extreme heat combined with arid conditions helped 
create Colorado’s worst wildfire season in a decade 

Source: Colorado State University 



Introduction to the Wildfire Crisis 
• Wildfires began at the start of 

Colorado’s summer season 

• High Park Fire (Larimer County) was 
first major fire to pique national 
media attention. 

• Nearly 250 homes destroyed;  
41,000 acres burned 

• First fire where tourism assets faced 
closures/restrictions 

• Rafting operators, state parks, 
campgrounds, highways, etc. 



Challenges 
• Colorado was dealing with a dozen wildfires in 

June/July 

• Other parts of the state were unaffected by the 
wildfires, from a tourism perspective 

• Less than one percent of public lands in 
Colorado were impacted by the fires 

• Balance need to generate awareness about 
Colorado being “open for business” vs. 
communicating impact from wildfires 

• Media reporting Colorado’s summer tourism 
season was in peril 



Phase I: Monitoring and Strategy 

• Monitor and track media coverage; code messaging, slant 

• Work with tourism industry partners; obtain real-time updates 
and impact on key tourist assets 

• Begin to develop key messaging based on crisis level 

• Keep the team informed and ready next steps 



Phase II: Initial Response 
• Response phase begins when media coverage hits 

a point where a statement is needed 

• Initial media response was for the High Park 
Fire forced closure of tourism-related assets 

• Sharpen messages and work with spokesperson 
on issuing statements, securing media opps 

• Realize that it is going to get worse before it gets 
better 

• Remember that people have lost homes or 
livelihoods; be sensitive to the fact that the crisis is 
beyond limiting damage to an industry 

 

 



“If I have 
six hours to  
chop down 
a tree, 
I’ll spend 
the first 
four hours 
sharpening 
my ax.” 
– Abraham Lincoln 



Phase III: The Game Changer 
• In a crisis, there is always an escalation; a 

point of no return.  A game changer. 

• Deploy a broader multipoint strategy to 
combat image damage and perception  

• Waldo Canyon Fire, Colorado Springs 

• Worst fire in Colorado history 

• Media reports called Colorado’s summer 
tourism season was in peril 

• Yet, areas such as Crested Butte and Vail 
were completely unaffected 

 







Strategy: Become a Media Source 
You can help control the message if you can become a 
reliable media source  

• CTO created a dedicated landing page for real-time fire-related 
tourism updates: openings, closings, etc. 

• Central news source for media and travelers alike 

• The good, the bad and the ugly. 





The Power of the Media 
Media headlines can be damaging; but first-hand media accounts can 
help paint an accurate picture 



The Power of the Media 
• Worked closely with 300+ travel bloggers in Colorado 

attending Travel Blog Exchange (TBEX) 



Finally...Recovery 
• Share the Love campaign, focused on driving visitors back to 

fire-impacted destinations 

 

http://denver.cbslocal.com/2012/07/11/tourism-campaign-hopes-to-lure-visitors-to-colorado-after-wildfires/�


Finally...Recovery 
Satellite TV Tour with Orbitz, live from Colorado Springs. 

• 286 interviews on 163 stations in 108 markets across the country, 
including New York, Los Angeles, Phoenix, Dallas, Houston, Austin, 
San Antonio, Atlanta and others. 

• Total audience reached: 4,769,769 

 

 



Generate Ongoing Positive News 

Media Coverage appeared in August/September, or to appear October 
– December: 

 

 

 



Q & A  
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