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The Risk
Today 45 million homes are in 
the Wildland/Urban Interface 
(WUI). WUI describes those 
areas where homes and 
communities encroach on 
landscapes prone to periodic 
wildfires. 

The highest wildfire risks 
are older existing homes



East Bay Hills 
are in the 
WUI…
Red and Pink 
are Very High 
Risk, Orange 
and Light 
Orange are 
High Risk



The Response

• Up to 90% of homes in a WUI Fire are damaged or destroyed by flying 
embers.
• The most recent fire safety standards call for 
• Zone 0: 0-5 feet “Ember Resistant Zone” around structures
• Zone 1: 5-30 feet “Lean, Clean and Green Zone”
• Zone 2 : 30-100 feet “Reduced Fuel Zone”

• Latest standards call for constant maintenance of defensible space, as 
well as “hardening” your home to keep embers from entering 
through vents, cracks, under doors, and other small openings.

Embers fly a mile or more ahead of a wildfire front



Protect your home and loved ones

Goals are—
•Time to escape
•Give first responders a fighting chance 
to protect your home

Not necessarily to save your home



Two Key Factors in Creating 
a Fire-Smart Landscape

• Plan and implement—keep safe distance between your home and 
other structures, and combustible materials like plants, decks, wood 
fences, trash bins, wood piles, compost bins, etc.
• Maintain—keep your landscape groomed, hydrated, trimmed, and 

correctly mulched. The goal is to grow an earth-friendly garden while 
increasing the odds that your garden will survive a wildfire.

A Fire-Smart landscape is water-wise, too!



Choose the RIGHT PLANT for the Right Spot
• Deciduous rather than evergreen 

leaves
• Large and broad rather than 

needles and bladelike leaves
• Leaves that are moist and easily 

bent instead of stiff and 
leatherlike
• Thick instead of fine or thin 

leaves
• Low amount of litter

• Sap that looks more like water, 
as opposed to thick, gummy  or 
resinous 
• Leaves and stem without heavy 

fragrance, as opposed to strong 
aromatic qualities
• Leaves that are silver or grey
• Leaves without hair (cilia)
• Trees with smooth bark
OCP&R Guide # 14

Note: ALL conifers are high risk choices 
due to heavy litter and volatile oils.



For the RIGHT SPOT
• Within first 5 feet, inorganic mulch 

and fire resistant plants that grow 
no higher than 3“ are best; no 
flammable plants

• Separate shrubs by two times their 
height (separate 8-foot shrubs by 
16 feet) and trees by three times 
their driplines (with 12-foot wide 
canopy, the next tree’s mature 
canopy should be 36 feet away)

• Leave 10 feet between trees and 
the side or roofline of a structure 
(house, wooden fence, 
outbuilding) OCP&R Guide #13



Fire Retardant vs Fire Resistant
(0-30 feet) (30-100 feet) 

• Will sizzle and wilt when exposed 
to flames and heat but are 
reluctant to produce a flame.
• If properly maintained, can catch  

and extinguish embers.
• The trade off on this protection is 

irrigation, with exception of 
succulents.

• Repel fire or allow embers to blow through.
• Leaves and twiggy growth will produce a flame 

when exposed to fire and heat, but the flame 
quickly dies.

• Thick bark and dense wood protect the plant 
from fully igniting.

• Many survive direct flame contact, some 
resprouting within a month after a wildfire.

• Using plants that resist fire and rapidly 
resprout is vital to reduce risk of erosion 
following a fire.

• Most benefit from an occasional deep 
watering.



When It Comes to Firescaping “Less is More”
When designing your landscape, 
always plan on the plant’s 
MATURE size

A carefully planted landscape 
• avoids continuous lines of plant 

fuels (stone paths! rain gardens! 
raised beds!)
• reduces pest damage 
• considers maintenance effort 

and cost
• promotes sustainability through 

healthy soil and wise water use  



Firescaping Check List*

• Know your evacuation route-
keep it cleared of vegetation so 
fire fighters can gain access and 
you can evacuate safely in the 
event of an emergency. If you 
have a long driveway, staging 
area must allow fire trucks to 
turn.                                       
OCP&R Guide # 05

• Start at the house and work 
outwards—learn how to harden 
your home. Mark house entries 
clearly and have wide, stable 
walkways.                                     
OCPR Guide # 09

*Many thanks to UC Marin Master Gardeners



• Evaluate the 5-foot perimeter 
surrounding your house—use 
hard surfaces and gravel 
mulches, which will be easy to 
keep debris free and offer easy 
access to firefighters. Plant 
sparsely with low-growing, non-
woody plants and keep them 
well hydrated.                               
OCPR Guide # 13

• Develop a plan—Use the 3 
zones of defensible space as well 
as plant spacing and 
maintenance guidelines
• Start now!—Remove all 

flammable debris within 30 feet 
of structures (including wood 
piles). Compost using weekly 
green waste pickup (in Oakland)

*Many thanks to UC Marin Master Gardeners
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• Monitor and maintain 365 days 
a year
• Clear any dead plants or branches; 

keep grasses and weeds at or less 
than 3” within 30-foot zone.
• Remove all fallen leaves and other 

debris within the 30-foot zone 
(pay special attention at base of 
wooden fences). 
• Use non-flammable compost or 

gravel to mulch within the 30-foot 
zone. Wood chip (not bark!) is 
useful for weed suppression in 30-
100-foot zone. 
• Keep up watering to support plant 

health (especially trees!) within 
30-foot zone.

• Work with neighbors—burning 
homes are the biggest risk to 
surrounding homes. Aim for 
neighborhood defensible space.
OCP&R Guides # 01 & # 12

*Many thanks to UC Marin Master Gardeners

Under drought restrictions, 
consider planting less this year, 

and prioritize health of trees and 
perennials.



Resources
• Firescaping, Protecting Your Home with a Fire-Resistant Landscape, by Douglas Kent, Wilderness Press, 

Second Edition 2019 (Excellent!!)
• Oakland Community Preparedness and Response

https://www.oaklandcpandr.org/
• Oakland Firesafe Council—https://oaklandfiresafecouncil.org/
• Fire-Smart Landscaping, UC Marin Master Gardeners  

www.marinmg.ucanr.edu/BASICS/FIRESMARTLANDSCAPING/
• Firesafe Marin—https://www.firesafemarin.org/
• Diablo Firesafe Council—Alameda and Contra Costa Counties

http://www.diablofiresafe.org/
• CalFire’s Ready for Wildfire site—https://www.readyforwildfire.org/
• California Building Code re. Very High and High Fire Hazard Risk Areas: 

• Chapter 7a—https://up.codes/viewer/california/ca-building-code-2016/chapter/7A/sfm-materials-and-
construction-methods-for-exterior-wildfire-exposure#7A

• Chapter 49—https://up.codes/viewer/california/ca-fire-code-2016/chapter/49/requirements-for-
wildland-urban-interface-fire-areas#49

https://www.oaklandcpandr.org/
https://oaklandfiresafecouncil.org/
http://www.marinmg.ucanr.edu/BASICS/FIRESMARTLANDSCAPING/
https://www.firesafemarin.org/
http://www.diablofiresafe.org/
https://www.readyforwildfire.org/
https://up.codes/viewer/california/ca-building-code-2016/chapter/7A/sfm-materials-and-construction-methods-for-exterior-wildfire-exposure
https://up.codes/viewer/california/ca-fire-code-2016/chapter/49/requirements-for-wildland-urban-interface-fire-areas
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