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First Steps
 Code research

 Contact local fire marshal 

 Reconcile requirements from different 
stakeholders:

Homeowners

Local fire jurisdiction

Multiple Species Conservation 
Program

Insurance, HOA and others



Large-scale 

Community Planning

Buffers

Irrigated Green Belts

Roads

Golf course





Image from Google Earth

Golf course built between homes and 

wildlands would provide better protection



Large-scale Community Planning

Access

Two ways in, two ways out

Adequate width for two 

emergency vehicles



Roadways are wide 

enough (minimum 

of  24 feet) to 

accommodate 

multiple fire 

engines.

Fire 

Access

24 ft.

Inappropriate planting too close to road!

Width =



Access

Inappropriate 

landscaping

too close to the 

roadway!

Access concerns?



Site Location

 Canyon rim?

 In the middle of development?

Embers can still 

reach homes away 

from the edge of  a 

sub-division!



 =

Once a fire resistant home begins burning, any 

structure closer than 16’ is subject to the intense 

radiant heat given off by the burning home

<16’



“Cut-and-Fill”

“Cliff Hanger”

“Safer” Hilltop View

Structure Position

on  Slopes



Help your home 

protect itself ! Set-

back from top of  

slope, makes a 

difference!

Set-back

Setbacks

Set-backs also allow mitigation to be 

contained within property boundary and 

not on public land!

15' for single story structures

30' for two story structures



This structure met 

all Ignition-

Resistant Materials 

construction 

requirements:

 Boxed eaves

 Fire sprinklers

 Dual-

pane/tempered 

windows

 Class-A roofing

but still burned.   

Why?

Case Study



Case Study 1

Landscaping consisting of  highly volatile cypress placed 

too close to the structure and open window.

Notice Direction of travel

Window left open!



Case Study 1



Case Study 2

Three feet high, dry grass



Case Study 2

6 plants underneath 

the deck were less 

than 4 feet away. 

The plant was 

identified as rosemary.



Fire-resistant balconies with no exposed wood can help.  

Appropriate landscaping gives them a better chance.



Defensible space

Planting arrangement

Fire resistive plants

Irrigated plants

Long-term maintenance 

Habitat protection

Erosion Control

Water conservation

Landscaping
A System Approach



Defensible/Survivable Space

 Requirements differ by jurisdiction –

Check with local fire marshall –

generally agreed at 100 feet 



 Goals:

 Reduce flame length and keep those 

flames from touching structure

 Reduce radiant heat that the structure is 

exposed to

 Allow emergency personnel room to 

maneuver, if present

 Reduce adverse effects on native 

habitats

Defensible/Survivable Space



Radiant Heat









Defensible/Survivable Space

Plan layout so plants are well-spaced for 

their width and height

Dimensions recommended by the City of  San Diego



Defensible/ 

Survivable Space

Landscaping can 

easily become ladder 

fuels for the fire

Maintain ladder fuels by trimming low hanging 

tree limbs 6 -10 feet from the ground level



Defensible/Survivable Space



Defensible/Survivable Space

First remove:

•Dead and Down

•Highly flammable species



Before Brush Management

After Brush Management



Before Brush Management



After Brush Management



Defensible/Survivable Space

 Is a well-maintained landscape, 

NOT cleared to mineral soil

>50% of  soil should have living plant canopy



Defensible/Survivable Space

Thinning while 

keeping canopy intact:

•Resists invasion from 

weedy, flashy fuels

•Prevents Erosion



 Protected species

 Federal, state 

regulations can restrict 

clearing in their 

habitat

 US Fish & Wildlife 

Service and Calif. 

Dept. of  Fish & Game 

should be contacted 

prior to projects

Other considerations 

when altering landscape

http://www.r5.fs.fed.us/cleveland/res/bumica2.htm


Defensible/Survivable Space

Includes not only 

the planted 

landscape but the 

built landscape as 

well: 

Gazebos

Fabric Awnings

Small-dimension 

lumber structures

Woodpiles, etc.



Defensible/Survivable Space

Choose less-
flammable materials

Well Placed 
masonry walls can 
create heat barriers

Outdoor flammable 
materials should be 
screened from house 
by distance or non-
flammable barriers



Defensible/Survivable Space

Wood fences can carry fire right to the structure!



Use non-flammable materials for the last five feet of 

fence attached to the structure



Plant Selection
 Plant lists: 

 Aesthetics, fire safety, 
local soil and climate 
conditions, native habitat 
and water conservation 
requirements make it 
difficult to develop a 
comprehensive plant list; 
most agencies are moving 
away from plant lists.

 Invasive plant lists are 
useful for determining 
what NOT to plant.



Plant Selection
 Invasive plant 

species

 Harm native plant 

and animal 

communities

 Tend to put out 

more growth, dry 

up earlier and be 

MORE of a fire 

hazard

Native species like Coast 

Live Oak:

• Are often drought resistant

•Are less likely to degrade 

adjacent natural resources



Plant Selection
Water

Choose plants that 

require less watering to 

maintain healthy leaf 

moisture; they have the 

lowest maintenance costs

Limit plants that need 

frequent water; they will 

dry out and die if 

deprived, creating a high 

fire risk



Plant Selection
 Long-term, cost-sustainable 

maintenance

 Smaller, slower growing trees and 

shrubs reduce pruning needed over time

 Pruning should be done in a way as to 

not promote flush of new growth

 Litter production: Fire hazard increases 

as leaf and bark litter accumulates



Maintenance: Irrigation & Pruning

• Correct irrigation 

in Zone 1 for needs 

of  different species 

and

• Thinning and 

healthy spaced 

native shrubs in 

Zone 2 keep plants 

from igniting when 

fire front passes 

over.



Coyote Brush well maintained (above) 

and poorly maintained (below).

Maintenance: Irrigation & Pruning

• Irrigate Zone 1 as 

needed by species for 

good health.

• Low water species may 

need ¼ the water of  

thirsty species for good 

health.

• If  dieback occurs, 

remove fuel and adjust 

irrigation.

Photo: Bornstein et al, California Native Plants for the Garden



Hand-pruning to inside branches reduces growth, and so reduces cost to 

maintain with less fuel (preferred).

Maintenance: Pruning

Photo source: Bornstein et al, California Native 

Plants for the GardenPhoto source: Bornstein et al, California 

Native Plants for the Garden

Hedging and shearing, which results in weak, fast growth and more fuel.

VS.



Maintenance: Weed management

• Low-water native and 

Mediterranean plants 

with mulch keep weeds 

from growing.

• Weeds that do grow 

should be weed-whipped 

before July.

Photo: Bornstein et al, California Native Plants for the Garden

Photo source: Bornstein et al, California 

Native Plants for the Garden



Every year reduce 

fuel by:

• Correct irrigation

• Hand pruning

• Weed whipping

• Mulch

Maintenance

Photo: Bornstein et al, California Native Plants for the Garden

Photo source: Sally Wasowski, Native 

Landscaping from El Paso to L.A.
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