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Tuolumne-Calaveras Unit 

Part 2 – Defensible Space Terms and Reality Checks 



DEFENSIBLE SPACE 
TERMS         ILLUSTRATED 



DEFENSIBLE SPACE ZONE  
(0-30 feet from structures) 
(Or to the property line whichever is closest) 

REDUCED FUEL ZONE 
(30-100 feet from structures) 
(Or to the property line whichever is closest) 

The term 

“DEFENSIBLE 
SPACE” 

usually refers to both zones, 
lumped together  



Bare Mineral Soil – (rock, sand, clay) -
almost no organic material, not enough 
to sustain the spread of fire – excellent 
firebreak. Consider erosion control 
measures. 



Leaf Litter – needles, 
leaves, small twigs, etc., on 
the forest floor, all parts are 
still recognizable.  

Will ignite very quickly from 
sparks, embers, or flames. 

IT’S OKAY to leave this 
material 3-4” deep (the 
natural on-going 
accumulation) out past 30 
feet from structures. This 
decomposes about as fast 
as it accumulates.   



Duff – decomposed leaf litter - leaves, pine 
needles, small twigs, pinecones on the forest 
floor, parts no longer recognizable. May smolder 
for hours or days before igniting.  

Many homeowners believe this layer is “dirt” 
and will not burn.  

It is organic and WILL BURN.  



Leaf litter:  
• Needles, leaves,   
twigs, pine cones, 
acorns 

• Highly flammable.  

Duff: 
• The dark organic layer 
• Decomposed leaf litter 
• Leaves are no longer  
  recognizable 
• Will smolder and burn 

Bare Mineral Soil 
• “Dirt”- little or no 
 organic material 
• Will not support the   
 spread of fire 

This particular layer of 
duff is as deep as 3 
AA batteries stacked 
on top of each other.  



Leaf litter 

Duff 

Mineral Soil 



CANOPY / CROWN: 
Tree limbs. 



CONTINUOUS CANOPY: Crowns/canopies that connect – there is no separation 
between the limbs of one tree and the limbs of the next, as in most forests. 



CONTINUOUS CANOPY: Within 100’ of structures, continuous canopy trees 
must be limbed up 15 feet (mature trees) or 1/3 the height of smaller trees.  



CROWN FIRE / CROWNING: 
Fire in the canopy (crown) of trees.  



FIREBRANDS: Burning leaves, twigs, etc. that are carried long distances from the 
fire (up to a mile or more). Wherever they land - on the ground, on and around 
homes (especially roofs, decks and woodpiles), they may start new fires.   



Firebrands find  the same surfaces, nooks, and crannies around homes that rain and 
snow find (especially on roofs and decks), and start  new fires.  



FUEL: anything that can burn – grass, bushes, brush, trees, vehicles, houses, clutter 
around homes. Most often used in reference to vegetation around homes.   



FIRE RESISTIVE 
PLANTS – 
THEIR 
COMMON 
CHARACISTICS:  
•  Open, airy growth 

•  Watery sap (not      
 resinous or pitchy) 

• Moist, supple  
 leaves 

•  Broad leaves 
 (rather than 
 needles) 

• Little or no fine, 
 dry, twiggy, 
 material, thatch, or 
 leaf litter. 

The fewer and lower-growing 
plants there are against any 
building, the better! 

ICEPLANT is a very watery succulent 
which also accumulates a lot of dead 
material that makes it very flammable.  



Plants and trees that 
produce fruit, or flowers 
for bouquets, are usually 
fire-resistive  (except 
blackberry thickets).  

http://www.wallcoo.net/1440x900/1440x900_flower_photograph/images/1440x900_High_resolution_flower_art_204261.jpg


FIRE RESISTIVE PLANTS:  

• Are well-irrigated and well-maintained. 
• Are arranged in patches, not continuous beds.  

The plants in this landscape have 
moist, supple leaves and watery sap, 
not resinous, pitchy, or gummy sap. 



HIGHLY FLAMMABLE PLANTS – THEIR CHARACTERISTICS:  
• Flammable oils, or gummy, pitchy, resinous sap 

• Large amounts of fine, dead, twiggy, leafy, thatchy  material, or loose, papery bark  

• Not maintained (dead material removed) or appropriately irrigated 

Juniper, lavender, and rosemary (below) are  
HIGHLY FLAMMABLE when not properly maintained! 



FIRE RESISTIVE PLANTS:  

• Well-irrigated 

•Well-maintained 

•Patches of plants, not a continuous bed. 

HIGHLY FLAMMABLE VEGETATION INCLUDES:  

• Plants that are not maintained or appropriately irrigated. 

• Continuous beds of vegetation, no spacing between plants. 

• Large amounts of dead, twiggy, leafy, material.  



Ornamental grasses (such as this pampas 
grass) tend to accumulate a lot of dead 
thatch which is HIGHLY FLAMMABLE.  

Ornamental 
grasses must be 
well-maintained, 
and separated 
from structures 
and other 
vegetation to be 
safely included 
in landscaping.   



HIGHLY FLAMMABLE TREES: 
• Eucalyptus and conifers contain volatile oils,  

• Have loose, papery bark,  

• Accumulate lots of dead material.  



HIGHLY 
FLAMMABLE:     

Loose, papery bark  
allows fire to rapidly 
climb up a tree.  

Trees with this type of 
bark should be well 
cleared around and 
pruned. 



FUEL LADDER/LADDER FUELS*: Vegetation that will carry fire from 
ground level to treetops.  Fire would easily climb from dry grass to shrubs to trees to 
propane tank and house.                                     *These terms are interchangeable.  



LADDER FUELS: Fire would easily “climb” from dry grass to 
shrubs to trees to the house and may involve the propane tank.  



LADDER FUEL:       
Dry grass will spread 
fire from ground level 
into the tree. 



No Ladder Fuels here! 
There’s nothing to carry 
fire into these bushes.  



WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE – WUI (“Wooie”) 
– where developed areas meet wildland areas. 



REMEMBER: Paved streets provide 
little or no protection from wildfires.  



REMEMBER: The goal of CLEARING 
DEFENSIBLE  SPACE  is to reduce 
the intensity of fire. 



REMEMBER THAT REDUCING THE FUEL LOAD:  
• Reduces the intensity of fire. 
• Keeps fire out of the canopy and back on the ground where          
firefighters can fight it.  



REMEMBER: If you don’t clear around your home, 
Mother Nature will do it for you, and with a heavier 
hand than you might have used. 



REMEMBER: Failure to clear around your house 
may cause the loss of neighbors’ homes. You 
may be held liable for those losses.   

Clearing more than the law requires 
will improve your margin of safety.  



REMEMBER:  Ember showers will land 
wherever raindrops land – and start new fires.     



REMEMBER: During a fire, this is what happens to 
“privacy screens” of trees and brush that aren’t 
pruned or thinned. What’s around YOUR home? 



REMEMBER: Fire moves 
just like water – but in the 
opposite direction:  
The steeper the slope, 
the faster it moves 
upward.  
Fire will pre-heat 
everything ahead of it, 
making it extra-receptive 
to flying embers, 
firebrands, and flames.  



Compare flame 
height with this 
standard-size 
telephone pole. 

REMEMBER: Flame lengths will be AT LEAST 3x the 
height of whatever is burning (often more) whether 
it’s trees, heavy brush, or pine needles. Which kind 
of flames would you prefer around your home?  

These? Or 
these? 



Many people believe that clearing around their homes is futile. 

REMEMBER: you may not be able to keep fire OFF 
your property, but you can reduce its destructiveness 
by clearing DEFENSIBLE SPACE. 



End of Part 2 
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