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L I V I N G  W I T H 



 �This publication is a collaborated effort by the members of  
Fire Safe San Mateo County.

	 Partial grant funding was provided by PG&E and the USFS.

 
 

If you would like to support any future funding for these materials or any other Fire Safe activity, please contact:	

 
   USEFUL LINKS
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LOCAL ORGANIZATIONS 
WORKING TO PROTECT YOU AND YOUR PROPERTY:

IN AN EMERGENCY CALL 9-1-1

Local Fire Protection Agencies and Districts:
CAL FIRE (San Mateo - Santa Cruz Unit):.....................(831) 335-5355 www.fire.ca.gov
Belmont-San Carlos Fire Department:..............................(650) 802-4255 www.bscfd.org
Central County Fire Dept. (Burlingame, Hillsborough): 	(650) 558-7600 �www.burlingame.org/ 
Coastside Fire Protection District: ...................................(650) 726-5213 www.coastsidefire.org
Foster City Fire Department: ............................................(650) 286-3350 �www.fostercity.org/services/safety/fire/
La Honda Fire Brigade: ....................................................(650) 747-0381 www.lahondafire.org
Menlo Park Fire Protection District: ................................(650) 688-8400 www.menlofire.org
Millbrae Fire Department: ................................................(650) 259-2400 �www.ci.millbrae.ca.us/
North County Fire Authority 
(Brisbane, Daly City, Pacifica): .......................................(650) 991-8138 www.northcountyfire.org
Redwood City Fire Department:.......................................(650) 780-7400 www.redwoodcity.org/fire
San Bruno Fire Department: ............................................(650) 616-7096 �http://sanbruno.ca.gov/fire_main.html
San Mateo Fire Department: ............................................(650) 552-7900 �http://www.ci.sanmateo.ca.us/
San Mateo County Fire:....................................................(650) 573-3845 www.cfsfire.org
South San Francisco Fire Department: ............................(650) 829-3950 �www.ci.ssf.ca.us/
Woodside Fire Protection District: ...................................(650) 851-1594 www.woodsidefire.org

Law Enforcement Agencies:
San Mateo County Sheriff’s Office:.................................(650) 363-4911 www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/sheriffs/
California Highway Patrol:  .............................................(415) 557-1094 www.chp.ca.gov/

Local Public Resource Agencies/Organizations:
Animal Control Services 
(Peninsula Humane Society):.......................................(650) 340-7022 �www.peninsulahumanesociety.org/
American Redcross Bay Area:.....................................(415) 427-8000 www.redcross.org
Bay Area Air Quality Management District:...............(415) 771-6000 www.baaqmd.gov/
CAL Water:..................................................................(650) 558-7800 www.calwater.com
California Native Plant Society:.................................. 		     www.cnps.org/
California Oak Mortality Task Force:..........................(650) 363-4700 www.suddenoakdeath.org
Highlands Recreation District:....................................(650) 341-4251 www.highlandsrec.ca.gov/
Jasper Ridge Biological Preserve  
Stanford University:....................................................... (650) 851-6813 http://jrbp.stanford.edu/
Office of Emergency Services:....................................(650) 363-4790 www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/oes
PG&E:..........................................................................(800) 743-5000 www.pge.com
Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District:.............(650) 691-1200 www.openspace.org
San Francisco Water Department (SFPUC):...............(650) 872-5900 www.sfwater.org
San Mateo County Department of Parks:....................(650) 363-4020 �www.co.sanmateo.ca.us/
SMC Sheriff's Emergency Services Detail:.................(650) 363-4012 www.sanmateosar.org/
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+ ++

Fire is a natural  
part of the  

environment.  
Forests, 

shrublands and 
grasslands were 

burning long 
before there 

existed an urban 
interface.

People are now 
living in the 
fire prone 

environments,  
and many 

homes are built 
and maintained 
without regard 

to wildfires.

With more peo-
ple inhabiting  
the wildlands, 
more fires are 
likely to occur.

Wildfires burn 
intensely and 

can be 
difficult 

to control.

=
•	Greater loss of life.

•	Increased property losses.

•	Damage to natural resources.

•	More money spent on firefighting.

Many people assume that when a wildfire starts, it will be quickly controlled and extinguished. 
This is an accurate assumption 97% of the time. Firefighters have the ability, equipment, and 
technology for effective fire suppression, yet 3% of the time wildfires burn so intensely that 
there is little firefighters can do.  

WILDFIRE EQUATION
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TEAR THIS PAGE OUT AND POST IT ON YOUR REFRIGERATOR
 
 

LONG BEFORE A FIRE THREATENS
Prepare an Evacuation Checklist and Get Organized:

 Critical medications
 Important personal papers, photos and digital files
 Essential valuables
 Pet and Livestock transport and equipment

 • �Pet carriers, food, water, medications, halters, leashes, blankets, 
plastic bags, paper towels, first aid kit, toys, treats, etc.

 Change of comfortable clothing and toiletries
 Cell phone with charger
 An evacuation route map with at least 2 routes and a family meeting place
 Drive your planned route of escape before an actual emergency
 Sign up for San Mateo County's Community Alert System at www.smcalert.info

WHEN WILDFIRE APPROACHES AND EVACUATION IS IMMINENT
 Locate your evacuation checklist and place items in your vehicle
 Park your vehicle facing outward and with your keys in the ignition
 Locate your pets and keep them nearby
 Prepare farm animals for transport (if capable)
 Close windows and doors, chimney dampers to the house – air conditioning off.
 Close garage doors and all inside doors including pet doors
 Take down drapes and curtains to prevent combustion from radiant heat
 Turn on all lights so your house is visible in heavy smoke
 Charge pre-positioned garden hose lines for firefighters use in combating fire
 If the roof is combustible, clean off debris and wet roof down -- place ladder 

leading to roof
 Move propane BBQ appliances away from structures
 Remove any combustible patio furniture or other items such as door mats, play 

structures, and firewood from structures
 Keep the radio tuned to local stations for timely reports on the fire status and for 

evacuation instructions
 Cover up.  Wear long pants, long sleeve shirt, heavy shoes or boots, cap, 

bandana for face cover, goggles or glasses   
 If told to evacuate, leave the area as directed.  All evacuation instructions 

provided by officials should be followed immediately for your safety
 If the fire cannot be stopped and passes over your home before you and your 

family evacuate, the safest place for your protection is inside the house with all 
the doors closed

COMPLY WITH ALL EVACUATION ORDERS

P.L.E.A.S.E.
Prepare Leave Early And Save Everyone
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THE FIRE ENVIRONMENT
The �fire environment� is defined as the 
�surrounding conditions, influences and modifying 
forces that determine wildfire behavior.� Firefighters 
recognize three components of the fire environment: 
weather, topography and fuel. Together, these three 
components affect the likelihood of a fire start, speed 
and direction at which a wildfire will travel, intensity 
at which a wildfire burns, and the ability to control 
and extinguish a wildfire. Although weather and 
topography cannot be changed, the fuels (or 
vegetation) can be modified.

WEATHER: Dry, hot and 
windy weather increases the 
likelihood of a major wildfire. 
These conditions make  
ignition easier, allow fuels 
to burn more rapidly, and 
increase fire intensity. High 
wind speeds, in particular, 
can transform a small, easily 
controllable fire into a 
catastrophic event in a matter 
of minutes.

TOPOGRAPHY: Of all the 
topographic features, the 
steepness of slope is among the 
most influential on fire behavior. 
As the steepness of the slope 
increases, a fire will spread faster. 
Other important topographic 
features include aspect, south 
and southwest slopes usually 
have more fires, and chimneys  
(steep, narrow drainages) can 
significantly increase the rate of 
fire spread.

FUEL: Fuel is required for any 
fire to burn. With regards to 
wildfires, fuels almost always 
consist of living vegetation 
(trees, shrubs, grass and 
wildflowers) and dead plant 
material (dead trees, dried grass, 
fallen branches, pine needles, 
etc.). Houses, when involved in a 
wildfire, become a source of 
fuel. The amount, size, moisture 
content, arrangement and other 
fuel characteristics influence ease 
of ignition, rate of fire spread, 
length of flames produced and 
other fire behaviors.

HUMAN ENVIRONMENT: When people are 
living in high fire hazard environments, 
the human built environment becomes an 
important factor in predicting the loss of life 
and property. Untreated wood shake and 
shingle roofs, narrow roads, limited access, 
lack of fire-wise landscaping, inadequate 
water supplies and poorly planned subdi
visions are examples of increased risk to 
people living with the threat of wildfire.
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IMPROVE THE ODDS:
CREATE A…

	 Creating defensible space means 
modifying and reducing vegetation 
30 to 100 feet around the structure 
to provide an opportunity for 
firefighters to effectively defend the 
home or structure in the event that 
a wildfire should approach. 

THE LIMITATIONS 
OF WILDLAND FIREFIGHTING

FLAME LENGTH

Less than 4 ft

4 to 8 ft

 

8 to 11 ft

 

More than
11 ft

EFFECTIVE FIREFIGHTING TACTICS
Firelines constructed with hand tools, such as shovels and axes, can be 
effective at the front of the fire.

Bulldozers and other heavy equipment will be needed to construct an 
effective fireline.  Where bulldozers are not available, fire engines with 
hoses and water will be required to “knock down” the flames before 
the fire crews with hand tools can be effective, or fire crews must 
construct a fireline at a considerable distance from the fire.

Airtankers with fire suppressing retardant or helicopters with water are 
required to reduce the fire’s rate of spread before fireline construction 
by crews or bulldozers can be effective.

Direct fire suppression efforts will be ineffective.  Firefighters retreat to 
existing roads, streams and other barriers and attempt to burn out fuels 
between the fireline and the advancing fire front.
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The Santiago Fire rages above Foothill Ranch.
(Submitted to YourScene By jwlchr)

Firefighter Jason Falarski battles to save a house in Poway on Monday. For many in San Diego 
County, the scene was reminiscent of the deadly 2003 Cedar fire. Several hundred thousand people 
evacuated their homes as wildfires flared across the county, but the size of the exodus made escape 

impossible for some.
(Wally Skalij / Los Angeles Times)

October 22, 2007

Frequently Asked Questions  
ABOUT
DEFENSIBLE SPACE

WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP 
BETWEEN VEGETATION AND 
WILDFIRE THREAT? 

All vegetation, including naturally 
occurring native plants and orna-
mental plants in the residential 
landscape, is potential wildfire fuel.  
If vegetation is properly modified and 
maintained, a wildfire can be slowed, 
the length of flames shortened, and 
the amount of heat reduced, all of 
which assist firefighters to defend a 
home against an oncoming wildfire.

THE FIRE DEPARTMENT IS 
SUPPOSED TO PROTECT MY 
HOUSE, SO WHY BOTHER WITH 
DEFENSIBLE SPACE?

During a major wildfire, it is unlikely 
there will be enough firefighting 
resources available to defend 
every home.  In these instances, 
firefighters will most likely select 
homes they can safely and effec-
tively protect. Even with adequate 
resources, some wildfires may be 
so intense that there may be little 
firefighters can do to prevent a house 
from burning.  The key is to reduce 
fire intensity as wildfire nears the 
house.  This can be accomplished by 
reducing the amount of flammable 
vegetation surrounding a home.  The 
action taken by the owner before 
the wildfire occurs (such as proper 
landscaping) is critical and is also 
required by the Government Code 
and the Public Resources Code.    

DOES DEFENSIBLE SPACE 
REQUIRE A LOT OF BARE 
GROUND IN MY LANDSCAPE?

No. Unfortunately that is a common 
misconception. While bare ground 
may be effective in reducing the 
wildfire threat, it lacks in appearance 
and may cause soil erosion. 
Landscaping can be designed to 
create an attractive well-vegetated 
property that also provides effective 
defensible space for homes.

DOES CREATING A DEFENSIBLE 
SPACE REQUIRE ANY SPECIAL 
SKILLS OR EQUIPMENT?

No.  For the most part, creating a 
defensible space employs routine 
gardening and landscape mainte-
nance practices; such as, pruning, 
mowing, weeding, plant removal, 
appropriate plant selection and 
irrigation.  The necessary equipment 
consists of common tools, like a 
chain saw, pruning saw, pruning 
shears, loppers, weed-eater, shovel 
and a rake.  A chipper, compost bin 
or a large rented trash dumpster may 
be useful in disposing of unwanted 
plant material. * Do not use power 
equipment on red-flag days. 

WHAT DOES THE LAW SAY?

The Government Code 51182 and 
the Public Resources Code 4291 
requires that any person that 
owns, leases, controls, operates, or 
maintains a building or structure in, 
upon, or adjoining any land covered 
with flammable material shall at all 
times maintain 100 feet of defensible 
space.

DOES DEFENSIBLE SPACE MAKE 
A DIFFERENCE?

Yes. Post fire investigations of homes 
threatened by wildfire indicate that 
houses with an effective defensible 
space were much more likely to  
survive a wildfire. Furthermore,  homes 
with both an effective defensible  
space and a nonflammable roof 
(composition shingles, tile, metal, 
etc.) are many times more likely to 
survive a wildfire than those without. 
These conditions give firefighters the 
opportunity to effectively and safely 
defend a home.
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THE THREE R’s OF DEFENSIBLE SPACE
This technique involves the elimination of entire plants,  
particularly trees and shrubs, from the site.  Examples 
of removal would be the cutting down of a dead tree 
or the cutting out of a flammable shrub.

The removal of plant parts, such as branches or leaves, 
constitute reduction.  Examples of reduction are  
pruning dead wood from a shrub, removing low tree 
branches, and mowing dried grass.

Replacement is the substitution of less flammable 
plants for more hazardous vegetation.  For example, 
removal of a dense stand of flammable shrubs and 
planting an irrigated, well maintained flower bed 
would be a type of replacement.

Removal

Reduction

Replacement

DOES HAVING A DEFENSIBLE 
SPACE GUARANTEE MY HOUSE 
WILL SURVIVE A WILDFIRE?  

No. Under extreme conditions, 
almost any house can burn.  But 
having a defensible space will 
significantly improve the odds of 
your home surviving a wildfire.

WHY DOESN’T EVERYONE LIVING 
IN A HIGH WILDFIRE HAZARD 
AREA CREATE A DEFENSIBLE 
SPACE?

The specific reasons for not creating 
a defensible space are varied.  Many 
individuals believe “It won’t happen 
to me.”  Others think the costs (time, 
money, effort, loss of privacy, etc.) 
outweigh the benefits.  And some 
have failed to implement defensible 
space practices because of lack of 
knowledge or misconceptions.

WHY 100 FEET?

Two zones make up the required 100 
feet of defensible space. The first 

30 feet immediately surrounding 
your home should be an area of 
lean, clean and green vegetation. 
The remaining 70 feet (or to the 
property line) should be a reduced 
fuel zone. Comply with the law and 
help save your home by creating 
defensible space.

If the recommended defensible 
space goes beyond your property 
boundaries, contact the adjacent 
property owner and work cooper-
atively on creating a defensible 
space.  The effectiveness of 
defensible space increases when 
multiple property owners work 
together.  The local assessor’s office 
can provide assistance if the owners 
of adjacent properties are unknown.  
Do not work on someone else’s prop-
erty without their permission.

HELPFUL TIP

Temporarily mark the recommended 
distance with flagging or strips of 
cloth tied to shrubs, trees, or stakes 
around your home.  This is your 
defensible space area.

HOW DO I CHANGE THE 
VEGETATION ON MY PROPERTY 
TO REDUCE THE WILDFIRE 
THREAT?

The objective of defensible space 
is to reduce the wildfire threat to 
a home by changing the character-
istics of the adjacent vegetation. 
Defensible space practices include:

n	 Increasing the moisture content 	
	 of vegetation (irrigation).

n 	Decreasing the amount of 
	 flammable vegetation.

n 	Lowering plant height.

n 	Altering the arrangement of 	
	 plants.

n 	�Increasing the distance between 
plants entries

This is accomplished through the 
“Three R’s of Defensible Space” 
(see chart below).
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STEP 1) 	 Remove all dead and dry vegetation.
STEP 2) 	 Break up continuous vegetation.
STEP 3) 	 Reduce height of vegetation in 30-foot zone.
STEP 4) 	 Remove ladder fuels such as low tree limbs 6 to 8 feet off 

the ground.
STEP 5) 	 Create a 30-foot wide �lean, clean and green� area and  

a 70-foot wide area with reduced fuel.
STEP 6) 	 Maintain the vegetation within the defensible space.

Are you worried about the wildfire threat to your home, but 
are not sure how to get started in making your home defensible?

Follow these steps to create an effective defensible space.

CREATING A DEFENSIBLE SPACE
A Step-by-Step Guide
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