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Tuolumne-Calaveras Unit 

Part 1 – Defensible Space Background and Laws 



For thousands of 
years. . . . 



fire played an important role in 
the world. 



Lightning, native people, and early 
ranchers set fires that improved 
habitat, grazing, and forest health. 



Frequent fires kept the forest floor 
free of brush and small saplings. 



With little vegetative fuel, flames were 
low, and of low intensity. 



Mature trees weren’t harmed by 
these fires, and grew large 
without the underbrush.  



Forests were open and park-like, 
with large, widely-spaced trees. 



Hills were a patchwork 
mosaic of grass and brush. 



These low-intensity fires left 
organic material (duff) on the 
ground to soak up winter rain, 
provide nutrients for future 
growth, and protect the soil 
from erosion.  



But as settlement increased in 
the wildlands,  



Wildfire increasingly became the 
enemy. 
wildland fires increasingly 
became the enemy. 



Increased fire suppression 
disrupted the natural fire cycle . . . 



And, despite vegetation management 
programs and timber harvesting,  
vegetative fuels have steadily increased.  



Hills are covered with dense 
fields of brush,  



and forests are choked with 
brush and saplings.  



People think today’s overgrown 
vegetation is “natural” and build homes 
in it.  



Then plant 
more fuel . . . 



get too busy to maintain it . . . 



would rather have privacy  
(there’s a house back there) . . . 



Besides,  
“GREEN” 
doesn’t 
burn, 
right? 



RIGHT??? 























Rural homes are often far from the 
nearest fire station, which may have only 
one engine.  
 Fires can get very large while other 
engines are traveling from distant places.  



So fires in today’s forests 
become very large,  
very intense . . . 



. . . and very destructive. 



Homes have become part 
of the forest fuels. 



Owners of structures in 
the wildland must clear 
defensible space…… 



or risk losing everything . . .  



endanger 
firefighters’  
lives, 

. . . 



and possibly become liable 
for neighbors’ losses and 
fire suppression costs.  



Homes threatened during a 
fire outnumber firefighters 
and equipment. 



 . . . takes equipment and people 
away from fighting the main fire. 

Every home 
needing 
protection . . . 



Failing to clear around homes 
causes wildfires to get bigger, 
and increases the  
destruction of  
natural resources. 



In the 1960’s, 
Public Resources 
Code (PRC) 4291 
became law, 
requiring 30 feet 
of defensible 
space around all 
structures in the 
wildland. 



PRC 4291’s original intent was 
to keep structure fires from 
spreading to the wildland.   



Since the 1960’s, the intent of the law evolved to 
include protecting homes from wildland fires, as 
well as protecting wildlands from structure fires.  



In 2005, PRC 4291 increased 
defensible space to 100 feet. 



General Guidelines for Creating Defensible Space 
State Board of Forestry and Fire Protection (BOF) 

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 

Adopted by BOF on February 8, 2006 
Pending Filing with Office of Administrative Law 

This document is the official interpretation of PRC 4291, 
as developed by California’s Board of Forestry.  

(To find it easily on-line, do a search for the title). 



DEFENSIBLE SPACE is the area around a 
structure where vegetation and other flammable 
material has been thinned or removed.  



DEFENSIBLE SPACE provides an area where firefighters 
can safely work to limit the progression of a fire toward 
structures without facing unacceptable risks.  



If done properly, DEFENSIBLE SPACE will allow a home to          
“stand alone” – survive a wildfire without firefighter intervention.  

This fire 
burned 
through 
many 
properties 
before 
firefighters 
arrived.  

All homes 
survived 
without 
firefighter 
protection 
because of 
Defensible 
Space.  



 Keep wildland fires from spreading to structures,  

 Keep structure fires from spreading to the wildland,  

 Slow or stop the spread of a fire – increasing the chances that a 
structure can “Stand Alone” – and survive a wildfire without 
firefighter protection. AND -  

 Defensible Space provides an area where firefighters can safely work 
to limit the progression of a fire towards structures without facing 
unacceptable risks. 

DEFENSIBLE SPACE is a cleared area, where vegetation has been 
thinned or removed, between structures and the wildland in order to: 



DEFENSIBLE SPACE inspections help accomplish all 
those objectives. 
 
FIRST AND FOREMOST, inspections are EDUCATIONAL. 
HOWEVER,  
 
 COMPLIANCE IS REQUIRED BY LAW, 

 
  AND, 
 
 THE LAW PROVIDES FOR ENFORCEMENT! 
 



WHO PERFORMS INSPECTIONS? (PRC 4119) 
 
PRC 4119: “The department, or its duly authorized agent,  
shall enforce the state forest and fire laws. The department 
may inspect all properties, except the interior of dwellings, 
subject to the state forest and fire laws, for the purpose of 
ascertaining compliance with such laws.”  
 
AGENCIES WITH AUTHORITY TO DO  
ENFORCEABLE INSPECTIONS: 
• CAL FIRE, on State Responsibility Area lands (“SRA”) 
• U. S. Forest Service on Federal Direct Protection Area (DPA) lands 
• Local Government (city or county fire departments) by the approval 
 of the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 
 Director’s approval. 
 

• Volunteers In Prevention (“VIP’s”) may perform inspections as  
 agents of  CAL FIRE.  
  



CITATIONS AND FINES (PRC 4291.1): 
• CAL FIRE Peace Officers or Public Officers issue citations. 

• Each violation on a property may be cited individually. 

• Violations are infractions until the third violation in five years. 

• Fines vary from county to county, but are usually several     
  hundred dollars per violation.  

• CAL FIRE does not get any of the money from fines.  

• Some owners elect to pay the fine instead of doing the work.    

HOWEVER: 
• Each uncorrected violation may be cited again.  

• The fines increase each time a violation is cited. 

• A violation that is cited three times in five years becomes a 
   misdemeanor.  

 



Inspection? Warning? Citation? 
Many people confuse INSPECTION NOTICES and CITATIONS: 
•  Inspections are courtesy notices about violations that need correction. 

•  Citations put violations into the court system.  

Many people believe their property is in compliance if they don’t 
receive an inspection notice.  
•  We do as many inspections as possible, BUT: 

•  We can’t inspect every one of the 50,000+ structures in CAL FIRE’s     
 Tuolumne-Calaveras Unit every year.  

•  PRC 4291 requires compliance whether or not an inspection is done. 

•  Properties with violations may be cited without receiving inspection  
 notices prior to the citation.  

•  Compliance with PRC 4291 is required the same as with any other law. 

•  Ignorance of the law is no excuse!    

    



WHEN MUST DEFENSIBLE SPACE CLEARING                              
BE COMPLETED? 

PRC 4291 requires owners to MAINTAIN clearance 
whenever flammable conditions exist.  

This will vary from year to year, from place to place.  

There will be grass fires in the lower elevations when there’s 
still snow on the ground at the higher elevations. 

 

  



Here is the text of PRC 4291. 



PRC 4291 (a) “A person who owns, leases, controls, 
operates, or maintains a building or structure in, upon, 
or adjoining a mountainous area, forest-covered lands, 
brush-covered lands, grass-covered lands, or land that 
is covered with flammable material, shall at all times 
do all of the following: 
 

Effective October 11, 2009 

Senate Bill 833 amended  

PRC 4291: 



 “(1) Maintain defensible space of 100 
feet from each side and from the front 
and rear of the structure, but not beyond 
the property line except as provided in  
paragraph (2).  



“The amount of fuel modification necessary shall 
take into account the flammability of the structure 
as affected by building material, building standards, 
location, and type of vegetation. 



“Fuels shall be maintained in a condition so that a 
wildfire burning under average weather conditions 
would be unlikely to ignite the structure.  
 This fire was burning during average weather conditions in 
Tuolumne County. 

A 40 foot tall 
lookout tower. 



“This paragraph does not apply to single specimens 
of trees or other vegetation that are well-pruned and 
maintained so as to effectively manage fuels and not 
form a means of rapidly transmitting fire from other 
nearby vegetation to a structure or from a structure to 
other nearby vegetation.  



“The intensity of fuels management may vary 
within the 100-foot perimeter of the structure, the 
most intense being within the first 30 feet around 
the structure. Consistent with fuels management 
objectives, steps should be taken to minimize 
erosion. 

 



“For the purposes of this paragraph, “fuel” means any 
combustible material, including petroleum-based 
products and wildland fuels.  



“(4) Remove that portion of a tree that extends within 
10 feet of the outlet of a chimney or stovepipe. 
(5) Maintain a tree, shrub, or other plant adjacent to or 
overhanging a building free of dead or dying wood. 
(6) Maintain the roof of a structure free of leaves, 
needles, or other vegetative materials.” 



“(b) A person is not required under this section to manage 
fuels on land if that person does not have the legal right to 
manage fuels, nor is a person required to enter upon or 
to alter property that is owned by any other person 
without the consent of the owner of the property.” 



TO CREATE 

DEFENSIBLE SPACE: 
  Within the first 100 feet beyond a structure, OR 

to the property line, whichever is closest:  

 Get rid of the dead stuff 
 Thin out the live stuff 
 Prune up the trees 

   

In other words... 



Within 100 feet of all structures:  
(or to the property line whichever is closest):  

 REMOVE ALL DEAD VEGETATION 
EXCEPT the following, which can stay: 

 Stumps or logs: IF cleared around and isolated from structures or other vegetation. 

 BEYOND 30 feet from all structures (including decks) these may stay:  

•  Dead leaves and needles 3-4” deep (normal leaf/needle drop) 

•  Dead grass, cut to 4” (trimmings may remain on the ground) 

•  Dead grass to 18” tall IF required for animal grazing, OR erosion control on steep ground, 

 AND IF it won’t spread fire to structures or other vegetation.  

AND… 



30-100’ 0-30’ 0-15’ 

Owners are NOT required to clear beyond 
their property lines.  



0-30’ 30-100’ 

PROPERTY LINE 

B 

30-100’ 0-30’ 
A 

Both owners should clear more of their respective properties than required by law. 

PRC 4291 does not require owners to clear beyond 100 feet from their 
homes, even if their vegetation is very close to their neighbor’s house.  



TO RECAP - PRC 4291 IS INTENDED TO: 

1. Increase firefighter and public safety. 

2. Keep wildland fires from spreading to structures. 

3. Keep structure fires from spreading to the wildland. 

Compliance with PRC 4291 is NO GUARANTEE that a 
structure will not be destroyed during a wildland fire! 

It’s just the best way homeowners can increase the 
chances that their home will survive a wildfire.  

 

End of Part I 
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