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Council Business Meeting 
May 21, 2019 

Agenda Item 
Use of aerial drones using infrared cameras to monitor public lands for illegal 
camping and use of fire during summer fire season.  

From Chris Chambers Wildfire Division Chief, Fire Department 

Contact Chris.Chambers@ashland.or.us      541-552-2066 

SUMMARY 

With support from the Forest Lands Commission and the Wildfire Safety Commission, the Fire Department is 

seeking City Council approval to use aerial drones for detection of fires, use of fire, and illegal camping in forested 

areas in and around the city and watershed. Drones would use infrared cameras, so there would be no photos of 

people or private property, just heat signatures that would pinpoint fire and body heat. Law enforcement and/or fire 

resources would follow up with detected camping or fires. Staff is investigating costs and grant funds.  

POLICIES, PLANS & GOALS SUPPORTED 

The Wildfire Safety Commission and Forest Lands Commission are recommending that Council approve use of 

drones for fire and illegal camping detection.  

Drone detection supports enforcement of AMC 10.46 that prohibits camping in public places and City-owned 

property.  

Drone detection supports previous Council Goals in regard to protection of the Ashland Watershed along with 

similar goals in the Climate Energy Action Plan.  

PREVIOUS COUNCIL ACTION 

Council approved an Inter-Governmental Agreement in 2016 between the City and Jackson County for 

watershed patrol services for fire prevention and illegal camping detection and enforcement on City and U.S. 

Forest Service land in and above town. 

BACKGROUND AND ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

The City has historically sponsored watershed fire safety patrols which have incorporated volunteers and most 

recently a contract for patrol services through the Jackson County Sheriff’s Office. Evidence of illegal camps and 

reports from citizens are common and Ashland Fire & Rescue has responded to numerous illegal campfires and 

several wildfires resulting from camping in just the past 5 years. Though not in the proposed patrol area, the Oak 

Knoll Fire that burned down 11 homes inside the city and was caused by illegal use of fire (cigarettes) in a wildland 

area. Discussions are taking place with the U.S. Forest Service as to the feasibility of incorporating adjacent federal 

lands in the drone patrol area. Staff will also coordinate drone coverage with the Ashland Parks and Recreation 

Department of Parks Commission lands in close proximity to City-owned property in the lower watershed.  

FISCAL IMPACTS 

If approved, we proposed to use the previously budgeted $13,000 per year dedicated to the watershed patrol contract 

with the County in order to fund the drone detection program. The Fire Department has applied for a grant that 

would supply us with a drone with infrared capability. We are also exploring private companies as well as the Rogue 

Valley Council of Governments as options. Ashland Police Department will follow up on enforcement within the 

city and on City properties outside the city with existing resources. 

That being said, this proposal concerns a critical public safety measure that can be implemented with a minimum of 

budgetary resources.  And while it would be ideal for funding to support this program to come from outside the City 

staff would be remiss in our duty to not recommend this program moving forward using City resources.  
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STAFF RECOMMENDATION 

Staff recommends Council approve the use of drones with infrared cameras for the purpose of fire and illegal 

camping detection on City-owned lands and adjacent public lands as agreed to.    

ACTIONS, OPTIONS & POTENTIAL MOTIONS 

I move to approve the use of aerial drone detection via infrared camera for the purpose of fire detection and 

enforcement of the City’s camping ordinance and pertinent fire prevention codes and regulations on City-owned 

lands and adjacent public lands as agreed.  

REFERENCES & ATTACHMENTS 

None 


