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About this guide

Have you created a defensible
space around your home? Have
you reduced flammable
vegetation and debris beyond
the defensible space (sometimes
known as “clearing”)? If so,
congratulations! This is an
important first step in
protecting your home and
property from wildfire. But it’s
only a first step. As plants grow
back and dead woody material
accumulates, fuels treatments
can lose their effectiveness in
only a few years. As a result,
regular maintenance is essential.
In this guide, we provide tips for

maintaining defensible space Create defensible Space

and wildland fuels treatments.

This Oregon property maintains a lean, clean and green defensible space.
Credit: Stephen Fitzgerald, © Oregon State University

Your house and outbuildings are potential fuel in a fire-prone environment.
To help your home survive a wildfire, create defensible space between your
home and its surroundings by 100 feet or more. Defensible space gives
firefighters an opportunity to safely defend your home and other structures
from a wildfire while breaking up pathways for fire that can lead to home
ignition. Firefighters can’t always protect every individual home, so it’s your
responsibility to take action.

Remember, no matter where
you live in Oregon, it’s your
responsibility to maintain your
defensible space and fuels
treatments.

Two important steps in creating defensible space are:

« Landscaping with fire-resistant plants.
* Reducing flammable vegetation and other fuels around the home.

Also, take steps to make the home itself more resistant to fire, such as:

« Screen attic and foundations vents to prevent entry of embers. Also known as firebrands, embers are burning
pieces of wood flying through the air.

« Use fire-resistant roofing, decking, and siding.

« Screen undersides of decks to keep out embers.

* Regularly remove leaves and pine needles from gutters.

» Remove brush and grass around outbuildings.
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Maintain your defensible space!

Defensible space and wildland fuel treatments must be regularly maintained to remain effective. Vegetation grows
back! Fresh-cut hardwood trees resprout rapidly after cutting, and shrubs like manzanita, bitterbrush, and poison oak
often regrow in cleared areas, along with invasive weeds such as cheatgrass, blackberries, and Scotch broom. All this
brush and grass quickly becomes new fuel for a wildfire.

Also, small trees and brush often die, limbs die back, and dead material begins to accumulate on the ground, on
roofs, and in gutters. Without on-going attention to regrowth of vegetation and accumulating dead materials, the
home protection benefits of defensible space will soon (5 to 10 years) be lost. However, the good news is that most
maintenance tasks can be easily accomplished by the average homeowner and don’t require a lot of time or money.

Regular maintenance is important
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Before: After fuels reduction treatment, the ground is  After: Eight years later, the area has been taken over
almost bare. by trees and brush.
Credit: Eric Knapp, U.S. Forest Service Credit; Eric Knapp, U.S. Forest Service
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Zone 1 extends from the house itself out to 30 feet. Zone 2 extends from 30 feet out to 100 feet (or more on
steeper slopes). Zone 3 is the area beyond Zone 2 that extends out to the property line.
Credit: University of Nevada

Fuels reduction zones

In the following pages, we talk about fuels reduction zones 1-3. Think of these as concentric circles around your
house. Zone 1 extends from the house itself out to 30 feet. Zone 2 extends from 30 feet out to 100 feet (or more on
steeper slopes). And Zone 3 is the area beyond Zone 2 that extends out to the property line. How you landscape and
maintain the vegetation in these zones will have a big influence on the survival of your home in a wildfire.

Zone 1. Lean, Clean, and Green area

The portion of your property at least 30 feet from the home should be Lean, Clean, and Green. Lean means that fire-
prone, flammable vegetation is discouraged within 30 feet of the house, and vegetation in general is maintained at a
low density. Clean means there is no accumulation of dead vegetation or flammable debris within this area. Green
means that plants are kept healthy, green, and sufficiently watered during fire season. For most homeowners, the
Lean, Clean, and Green area is the residential landscape. This zone often has irrigation, contains ornamental
plants, and should be maintained annually.

* Trim back fire-resistant shrubs.

* Prune mature trees to at least 10 feet.

» Remove dead plant material such as leaves, needles, and twigs.
* Replace flammable plants with fire-resistant plants.

* Keep grass watered (green) and mowed to 4 inches.
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Zone 1A. Noncombustible area

Create a noncombustible area at least 5 feet wide around
the base of your home. This area needs to have a very
low potential for ignition from flying embers. Use gravel,
rock mulches, or hard surfaces such as brick and pavers.
Keep this area free of woodpiles, wood mulches, and
flammable shrubs such as juniper. This area should be
maintained annually.

» Remove dead plant material that has accumulated
such as leaves, needles, and twigs.
* Keep gutters and roofs cleaned of debris. - A
» Make sure any overhanging limbs are trimmed back at s C
least 10 feet or more from the roof. A noncombustible area adjacent to a structure.
Credit: Stephen Fitzgerald, © Oregon State University

Zone 2. Outer defensible space

This area extends from the 30 foot “Lean, Clean and Green” area out to at least 100 feet, and up to 200 feet on
steeper slopes with thicker vegetation. It usually lies beyond the residential landscape and often consists of naturally
occurring plants such as conifer and hardwood trees, brush, weeds, and grass.

Annual maintenance tasks in this zone
» Remove dead fine vegetation, including dead shrubs, fallen branches, thick accumulations of needles and leaves,
etc.
» Before fire season, mow grass to 4 inches or less in height.

Longer-term maintenance tasks
Do the following every few years, or on a portion of the area every year, so that the entire area is treated within a 5-
to 8- year timespan:

« Thin out dense patches of trees and shrubs to create separation between them in order to slow the spread of fire.
If you want to keep a particular small dense clump or patch of trees and shrubs for a visual screen, clear out 5 to
10 feet around it, creating an island and ensuring that you are breaking up the continuity of fuels.

 Reduce ladder fuels by removing low tree branches and shrubs growing directly under trees.

» Remove invasive weeds such as blackberries, cheatgrass, and Scotch broom.

Zone 3. Wildland fuel reduction area

Some properties extend beyond the home’s defensible space. Fuels reduction is appropriate here too, but doesn’t
need to be as intensive as inside the defensible space area/zone. The overall goal is to break up fuel and vegetation
continuity (create spaces between plants so that fire has less chance to sustain itself). This zone should be
maintained every few years, or a portion should be treated every year.

Thin out dense patches of trees and shrubs to create separation between them. If you want to keep a particular
dense clump or patch of trees and shrubs for a visual screen or wildlife habitat, clear out 5 to 10 feet around it to
ensure you break up the continuity of fuels.
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* Reduce "ladder fuels" such as smaller trees and brush growing under larger trees, and lower tree limbs.
 Reduce heavy accumulations of woody material (dead branches and twings, slash, etc.)
* It's fine to leave some brush patches, downed logs, and dead trees for habitat and soil benefits.

AT
ard

This illustration gives an example of maintenance intervals for the various zones around the house. In Zone 1,
the noncombustible and Lean, Clean, and Green areas, maintenance is done over the whole area annually. In
Zone 2, the outer defensible space area, maintenance tasks like thinning and pruning can be done over the
whole area every few years, or a portion of the area can be treated each year, as shown in the illustration
above. How much is done each year depends on the amount and speed of vegetative regrowth, and the owner’s
finances and physical capacity. Zone 3, the wildland reduction area, can be approached similarly to Zone 2.

Credit: University of Nevada
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When pruning smaller trees, remove only a third of
the live branches at one time.

Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry

Fall is the best time to prune conifers.

Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry

Seasonal guide — winter tasks

Winter is often the best time to thin, prune, trim back vegetation, and dispose of woody material and vegetation.
Below are some important winter maintenance tasks for your fuel reduction zones.

Thin out overly dense patches of trees and shrubs, and retain larger, healthier trees. Remove all dead or dying trees
and some of the less vigorous or suppressed trees. Thinning increases separation between tree crowns which helps
to reduce tree-to-tree spread of fire. Healthy, well-spaced trees are also more fire-resistant and less susceptible to
insects and disease.

Remove flammable brush and weeds from your home’s defensible space (Zone 2). Understory brush and weeds can
act as ladder fuels—vegetation that allows fire to climb from the ground up into the tree canopy. Remove or prune
ladder fuels in winter to early spring.

Prune limbs of mature trees up at least 10 feet above the ground. Smaller trees can also be pruned, but remove only
a third of the live branches at any one time.

As the tree gets older and taller, it can be pruned again, raising its crown. Fall and winter are the best times to prune
conifer trees; hardwoods are best pruned in spring. Be careful not to damage the branch collar.

A properly maintained driveway is essential for providing a safe access and escape route for your home. If
firefighters can’t see down your driveway, they will not enter.

Check your driveway each winter for encroaching brush or overhanging tree limbs. Strive for at least 13.5 feet of
vertical clearance and trim brush back 10 feet or more from the edge of the driveway. Make sure your address signs
can be seen so emergency responders can find you!
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Winter checklist: Mark your progress
Zonel

* Are any tree limbs overhanging or touching your
home's roof, deck, porches, or outbuildings? Prune
them back at least 10 feet from these structures

» Have branches on mature trees lengthened so they
droop closer to the ground or into small plants? Prune
limbs on mature trees so that branches are at least 10
feet above the ground.

 Have tress branches grown out over the top of your
your driveway? For safe access and egress, always
maintain at least 13.5 feet of vertical clearance across
the entire width of your driveway.

* Are ladders fuels encroaching on the driveway from
the sides? Remove small trees, lower limbs of larger
trees and brush to maintain at least 10 feet of
horizontal clearance from the edge of the driveway.

* |s your address sign visible? Clear away any vegetation
to make your reflective sign clearly visible from all
directions both day and night, winter or summer.

Zones1-2

* Has previously cut brush grown back into your
defensible space? Time to cut it back.

 Have trees or shrubs grown near phone lines, power
lines or electric fences? Check and prune them back
annually. Be safe- call your utility company first!

» Have young trees or shrubs grown into your defensible
space since the last time it was cleared? Create
separation between trees and shrubs in your
defensible space zone, and remove smaller trees and
shrubs growing underneath larger trees.

e B i

A homeowner prunes with loppers.
Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry

Trim brush back 10 feet or more from the edge of your
driveway.
Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry
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Seasonal guide — spring and early summer tasks

While winter is often the best time to complete “heavy duty” maintenance tasks, there is a lot you can do in spring
prior to fire season, and even during fire season.

Clear all flammable debris from the roof, gutters, and around your home. Tree litter (needles, leaves) on or around
your home is highly flammable and easily ignited by airborne embers. Mow or weed-whack grass around barns and
other outbuildings.

Check your roof and gutters at least twice annually, fall and spring; remove any flammable debris (nearby madrone
trees, which lose their leaves in early summer, necessitate removal during summer too). Rake leaves and needles
away from your home, decks, and outbuildings. Also, screen the underside of your deck.

During summer, never store flammable materials near your home. Flammable items such as firewood and even patio
furniture are easily ignited by airborne burning embers. Move all firewood piles at least 30 feet away from all
structures in the spring. During fire season, things like gas grills and patio furniture cushions are especially
susceptible to embers and should be stored indoors when not in use.

Remove highly flammable plants such as juniper and replace with attractive, fire-resistant plants. There are a variety
of ground covers, flowers, and even trees and shrubs to choose from. Both native species and ornamentals can be
used.

Keep grass and weeds mowed to less than 4 inches in height. Dry grass and weeds are very hot, flashy fuels that
ignite easily and spread quickly. Flames can be three times the height of the grass. Mow or weed-whack vegetation
near barns and other outbuildings, around vehicles, RVs, fences, along roadways, and under power lines.

Avoid grass fires by mowing before fire season when grasses are still green. Mowing in the spring will also reduce
the chance of weeds maturing and spreading viable seed. During fire season, restrict mowing to early morning hours.
However, mowing may be prohibited entirely under extreme conditions; check with your local fire district for current
restrictions.




Mow or weed-whack dry grass and weeds that ignite
easily

Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry

Tree litter and pine needles are easily ignitable and
should be removed.

Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestry
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Around your home, plant fire-resistant vegetation.

and structures.

Photo: John O’Connor, © Oregon Department of Forestr:
Photo: Shannon L. VanDeventer, © Oregon Department of Forestry 9 P y

Spring checklist: Mark your progress
» Have leaves or pine needles accumulated on your roof, in gutters, on or under decks, or on the ground right next
to your home? Time to get out the ladder, leaf blower or rake!
» Have you moved firewood piles left over from winter at least 30 feet from your home? Cover them if possible.
 Have you replaced flammable groundcover near your home with fire-resistant landscaping?
» Have grasses and weeds grown up tall over the spring? Keep them mowed to 4 inches or less.
» Have weeds or grass grown up around electrical fences? Clear flammable material away from the fence to prevent
a ground fire from igniting.
* Is your line tester functioning on your electric fence? Prevent a grass fire by inspecting the tester and all fence
connections for shorts.
« Are flammable household items such as patio furniture pads, doormats and mops sitting near the home? Cover or
move these items inside if a wildfire is near.
» Will you be prepared if a fire comes? Make sure you have a family emergency preparedness plan and evacuation
kit. Discuss home evacuation plans and routes with family members. Include pets and livestock in the plan.
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Practice the plan with family members.

o~

Here is an example of fuel reduction that maintains ~ On this property, cover patches have b

e

een left but

aesthetics and wildlife habitat. there are no shrubs under the remaining trees.
Photo: Max Bennett, © Oregon State University Photo: Marty Main

Fuels reduction and wildlife
habitat — what's the balance?

Many landowners have other objectives for their land
beyond reducing the fuel hazard, such as aesthetics or
maintaining or creating wildlife habitat. These two
objectives can be compatible with fuel hazard reduction,
but some compromises may need to be made. Wildlife
utilize herbaceous grasses and forbs, shrubs, logs, trees,
and snags for food, cover, and nesting. Several species of
birds utilize shrubs for nesting and cover, yet many
native shrubs are also fire-prone (manzanita, bitterbrush, Snags are valuable habitat but be aware that they can
sagebrush, etc.). The key is to reduce the fuel ladders and ignite and spew embers that create new spot fires.
fuel continuity enough to reduce the risk, but still keep Photo: Stephen Fitzgerald

some untreated cover areas (in between) for wildlife

habitat. You must decide how much risk you are willing

to accept and balance accordingly.

Zone 1 (0 to 30 feet)— This zone should have the highest priority for fuel reduction and creating defensible space.
In this zone, you can provide or create food and water sources for wildlife. Wildlife considerations may include use of
fire-resistant plants as food sources and providing water features.

Zone 2 (30 to 100 feet)— Leave a limited amount of shrub cover in patches but avoid leaving patches under trees as
you don’t want to create ladder fuels.

A few downed logs can be left, but there shouldn’t be any snags in this zone. Plant or retain hardwoods that provide
food sources, like oak, cherry, and others that are also fireresistant. Leave deciduous shrubs for food and cover that
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have a higher moisture content, such as oceanspray.

Zone 3 (100+ feet)—Leave some shrub patches and downed logs. Snags also may be left, but be aware that if they
ignite, they could create a hazard by spewing embers across your property. If you own several to tens of acres or
more, you can leave a few snags per acre without greatly increasing the fire risk.

For more information:

Wildlife-friendly Fuels Reduction in Dry Forests of the Pacific Northwest (https://woodlandfishandwildlife.com/wp-
content/uploads/2019/12/Wildlife-Friendly-Fuels-Reduction-in-Dry-Forests-of-the-Pacific-Northwest reduced.pdf), Woodland Fish
and Wildlife Group.

Fuels reduction and visual
screening

For many landowners, fuel reduction can visually

improve the appearance of the forest. However,

sometimes this means that there is an unwanted, direct

line of sight to neighboring homes or roads. If you want

to maintain a visual screen or barrier to block a particular

view and maintain aesthetics and privacy, you can easily

incorporate visual screening into your existing fuel-

reduction management strategy.

This landscape is both fire-resistant and attractive.
The dense patch of vegetation in the background was
left to screen adriveway. Because it is separated from
other trees and shrubs, it does not pose a significant
fire hazard.

Photo: Max Bennett

» Promote trees of various sizes and species to provide
complexity in your visual screen.

« Include individual scattered small trees, patches of
small trees, as well as patches of denser vegetation.

 To promote fire-resistance, separate the denser
patches and clumps so there are not large contiguous
areas of heavy fuels.

* Rather than leaving or planting one homogenous row
of trees, create depth by staggering the spacing of
several rows of trees to increase the effectiveness of
your visual screen.

Tools and techniques for fuels maintenance

Preventative management

Most plants grow fastest in full sun. Fuels reduction treatments help reduce the regrowth of young vegetation by
decreasing the density of trees and removing ladder fuels. It is important to retain a canopy, however, so unwanted
vegetation will grow slower and/or be shaded out.

Weed germination can be reduced by covering bare ground with organic materials such as leaves, wood chips, or
bark, but use these materials sparingly within 30 feet of the home, and not at all in the non-combustible area within
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