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WHAT IS DEFENSIBLE SPACE?  In the 1980's, the term "defensible space" was coined 
to describe vegetation management practices aimed at reducing the wildfire threat to homes.  
Defensible space refers to that area between a house and an oncoming wildfire where the 
vegetation has been modified to reduce the wildfire threat and which provides an opportunity 
for fire fighters to defend the house.  
 

HOW BIG IS AN EFFECTIVE DEFENSIBLE SPACE?  California state law requires 
100 feet of clearance around a home.  The Los Angeles Fire Department requires 200 feet 
clearance around a home.  Many people think more is better. In contrast, distances larger than 
100 feet do not provide additional protection, even for structures located on steep slopes. The 
most effective treatment distance varies between 16 to 58 feet from the structure. In addition to 
the fact that larger distances do not provide additional benefit, excessive vegetation clearance 
presents a clear detriment to wildlife, native habitat, and ecological resources (Syphard et al. 
2013).  

 
WHAT IS THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VEGETATION AND WILDFIRE 
THREAT?  Many people view the plants growing on their property as a wildfire threat. But 
trees help keep the surface cool when their canopy is green. And green understory plants slow 
down the spread of flames because fire has to drive off the moisture before it will ignite, 
according to ecologist Chad Hanson, PhD.  Low growing moist native groundcovers are ideal 
close to the house.  The shade of evergreen trees can inhibit the growth of more flammable 
species, and keep the area near your home cool and moist. Native species such as Oaks are not 
highly flammable and often recover well after a fire, re-sprouting at the base. While maintaining 
defensible space may require trimming individual branches, it rarely requires removal of an 
entire tree, shrub or ground cover.  
 
ARE THERE ANY SPECIAL REQUIREMENTS FOR TREES?  Yes. It is illegal to 
remove a protected tree, dead or alive, without a permit from the City of Los Angeles Urban 
Forestry Division. There are four species of protected trees in the City of Los Angeles pursuant 
to Ordinance No. 177404 that naturally dominate yards in the hills.  They include Oak trees 
including Valley Oak (Quercus lobata) and California Live Oak (Quercus agrifolia); Southern 
California Black Walnut (Juglans californica var. californica); Western Sycamore (Plantanus 
racemose; California Bay (Umbellularia californica).  Any act that will cause a protected tree to 
die including, but not limited to, mal-pruning is subject to a penalty.  For more about trees visit. 
treeology.org.  
 
DOES DEFENSIBLE SPACE REQUIRE A LOT OF BARE GROUND AROUND 
A HOUSE? No. Bare ground does not provide effective defensible space.  In the July 2006 
Sawtooth Fire north of Palm Springs, homes with more than 100 feet of bare dirt clearance burst 
into flames (Syphard et al. 2013). When done well, “cleared” defensible space should still 
include plants and trees with little to no bare ground.    
 



 

DOES CREATING A DEFENSIBLE SPACE REQUIRE ANY SPECIAL SKILLS, 
KNOWLEDGE OR EQUIPMENT?  Yes. Many weekly landscape maintenance and clean-
up crews are skilled with power equipment – mowers, string trimmers, power hedge shears, and 
blowers.  But they know very little about pruning, horticulture, arboriculture, and laws about 
nesting birds.  Further, these crews are not typically familiar with the city’s protected tree 
ordinance or LAFD’s brush clearance requirements and restrictions including, but not limited 
to, use of metal cutting blades and gas powered leaf blowers.  Unfortunately, it is common for 
protected Walnut trees to be cut down because they are mistaken for dead when they are 
dormant.   Any work performed on one of the City’s protected tree species should be by a tree 
expert - A certified arborist with the International Society of Arboriculture (ISA), horticulture 
professional, landscape architect or registered arborist with the American Society of Consulting 
Arborists.  
 
WHEN IS THE BEST TIME OF YEAR FOR A DEFENSIBLE SPACE?   A 
defensible space should be maintained year round.  October to December is typically the most 
horticulturally sound times of the year to prune and clear, and avoid active nesting season. 
There are laws that protect almost all nests.  Use spring and summer to focus on selective 
pruning vegetation so it does not overhang or touch the house. The hills are home to a lot of 
wildlife so consider hiring a qualified biologist to perform a nest survey of the area before work 
or learn how to perform your own nest survey at treecareforbirds.com.  
 

DOES HAVING AN EFFECTIVE DEFENSIBLE SPACE MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE?  Yes. Investigations of homes threatened by wildfire indicate that houses 
with an effective defensible space are much more likely to survive a wildfire.  In terms of 
actionable measures to reduce fire risk, a study measuring a suite of variables on 1000 destroyed 
and 1000 surviving structures for all fires where homes burned from 2001 to 2010 in San Diego 
County, CA found that that homes were more likely to survive a fire with defensible space 
immediately adjacent to them (Syphard et al. 2014). Furthermore, homes with both an effective 
defensible space and a nonflammable roof (e.g., composition shingles, tile, metal, etc.) are many 
more times likely to survive a wildfire than those without a defensible space and flammable 
roofs (i.e., wood shakes or shingles). 
 
DOES HAVING A DEFENSIBLE SPACE GUARANTEE MY HOUSE WILL 
SURVIVE A WILDFIRE?  No. We’re losing homes in wildfires because wind-blown 
embers from miles away are landing on rooftops, not because of over-grown vegetation or trees.  
But having a defensible space will improve the odds of your home surviving a wildfire when 
done in combination with other fire safety measures.  
 
 

WHAT ARE THE MOST EFFECTIVE STEPS I CAN TAKE TO MAKE MY 
PROPERTY DEFENSIBLE?  Research shows that the most effective steps to prevent 
homes from burning involve incorporating fire-safe features on buildings (e.g., roof materials, 
vent screens).  Remember, many homes with defensible space have burned to the ground 
because embers entered through attic vents, ignited flammable materials around the home 
(litter in the gutter, wood stacks, wood fencing) or found their way under roofing materials 
(Maranghides and Mell 2009). Make sure to keep flammable things like firewood piles and 
propane tanks away from your house. To reduce the flammability of the house as much as 
possible install ember resistant vents, Class A roofing, exterior sprinklers operated by an 
independent system, prune vegetation so it does not overhang or touch the house, keep moist 
green plants and trees, and remove flammable materials 16 to 100 feet from around the 
structure.  For more about fighting fires with brush clearance visit treeology.org.  


