
Opinion:  Defensible  space
incredibly important
By Jeff Meston

The vegetation surrounding a building or structure is fuel for
a fire. Even the building or structure itself is considered
fuel. Research and experience have shown that fuel reduction
around a building or structure increases the probability of it
surviving a wildfire.

Good defensible space allows firefighters to protect and save
buildings  or  structures  safely  without  facing  unacceptable
risk  to  their  lives.  Fuel  reduction  through  vegetation
management is the key to creating good defensible space.

Jeff Meston

Terrain, climate conditions and vegetation interact to affect
fire behavior and fuel reduction standards.

•  Properties  with  greater  fire  hazards  will  require  more
clearing.  Clearing  requirements  will  be  greater  for  those
lands with steeper terrain, larger and denser fuels, fuels
that are highly volatile, and in locations subject to frequent
fires.

• Creation of defensible space through vegetation management
usually means reducing the amount of fuel around the building
or  structure,  providing  separation  between  fuels,  and  or
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reshaping retained fuels by trimming. Defensible space can be
created  removing  dead  vegetation,  separating  fuels,  and
pruning lower limbs.

•  In  all  cases,  fuel  reduction  means  arranging  the  tree,
shrubs  and  other  fuels  sources  in  a  way  that  makes  it
difficult  for  fire  to  transfer  from  one  fuel  source  to
another. It does not mean cutting down all trees and shrubs,
or creating a bare ring of earth across the property.

• A homeowner’s clearing responsibility is limited to 100 feet
away from his or her building or structure or to the property
line, whichever is less, and limited to their land. While
individual property owners are not required to clear beyond
100 feet, groups of property owners are encouraged to extend
clearances beyond the 100 foot requirement in order to create
communitywide defensible spaces.

• Homeowners who do fuel reduction activities that remove or
dispose of vegetation are required to comply with all federal,
state  or  local  environmental  protection  laws  and  obtain
permits when necessary. Environmental protection laws include,
but are not limited to, threatened and endangered species,
water  quality,  air  quality,  and  cultural/archeological
resources.

The methods used to manage fuel can be important in the safe
creation of defensible space. Care should be taken with the
use of equipment when creating your defensible space zone.
Internal  combustion  engines  must  have  an  approved  spark
arresters  and  metal  cutting  blades  (lawn  mowers  or  weed
trimmers) should be used with caution to prevent starting
fires  during  periods  of  high  fire  danger.  A  metal  blade
striking a rock can create a spark and start a fire, a common
cause of fires during summertime.

Vegetation  removal  can  also  cause  soil  disturbance,  soil
erosion, regrowth of new vegetation, and introduce non-native



invasive plants. Always keep soil disturbance to a minimum,
especially on steep slopes. Erosion control techniques such as
minimizing use of heavy equipment, avoiding stream or gully
crossings, using mobile equipment during dry conditions, and
covering exposed disturbed soil areas will help reduce soil
erosion and plant regrowth.

Areas near water (riparian areas), such as streams or ponds,
are a particular concern for protection of water quality. To
help protect water quality in riparian areas, avoid removing
vegetation associated with water, avoid using heavy equipment,
and do not clear vegetation to bare mineral soil.

General Guidelines:

1. Maintain a firebreak by removing and clearing away all
flammable vegetation and other combustible growth within 30
feet of each building or structure. Single specimens of trees
or other vegetation may be retained provided they are well-
spaced, well-pruned, and create a condition that avoids spread
of fire to other vegetation or to a building or structure.

2. Dead and dying woody surface fuels and aerial fuels within
the Reduced Fuel Zone shall be removed. Loose surface litter,
normally consisting of fallen leaves or needles, twigs, bark,
cones, and small branches, shall be permitted to a depth of 3
inches.  This  guideline  is  primarily  intended  to  eliminate
trees, bushes, shrubs and surface debris that are completely
dead  or  with  substantial  amounts  of  dead  branches  or
leaves/needles  that  would  readily  burn.

3. Down logs or stumps anywhere within 100 feet from the
building  or  structure,  when  embedded  in  the  soil,  may  be
retained  when  isolated  from  other  vegetation.  Occasional
(approximately one per acre) standing dead trees (snags) that
are well-spaced from other vegetation and which will not fall
on buildings or structures or on roadways/driveways may be
retained



Grass generally should not exceed 4 inches in height. However,
homeowners may keep grass and other forbs less than 18 inches
in height above the ground when these grasses are isolated
from other fuels or where necessary to stabilize the soil and
prevent erosion.

Jeff Meston is the fire chief for South Lake Tahoe.


