
MONTECITO FIRE DEPARTMENT An Independent Fire District 
 

 
 

November 25, 2019                     Vegetation Management Page 1 of 8 
 

 

DEVELOPMENT STANDARD #2 
 

VEGETATION MANAGEMENT 
 
 
This Standard provides provisions intended to identify hazard areas and mitigate the risk 
to life and structures caused by a wildfire exposure and mitigate fires spreading to wildland 
fuels that may threaten to destroy life, overwhelm fire suppression capabilities, or result 
in large property loss.    
 
The purpose of this section is to establish minimum standards for protection of life and 
property by reducing fuel loading and increasing the ability of a building located in any Fire 
Hazard Severity Zone within the District to resist the intrusion of flames or burning embers 
projected by a vegetation fire and contribute to a systematic reduction of conflagration 
losses through the use of performance and prescriptive requirements. 
 

Code Standard References: 
 California Resource Code Section 4291 

 California Government Code Sections 51175 through 51189 

 California Fire Code 2019 Edition Chapter 49 

 California Building Code 2019 Edition Section 705A 

 

DEFINITIONS 
 

DEFENSIBLE SPACE An area either natural or man-made surrounding a structure or 
building, where material capable of allowing a fire to spread unchecked has been 
treated, cleared or modified to slow the rate of intensity of an advancing wildfire or 
escaping structure fire.  The area is characterized by the establishment and 
maintenance of fuel modification measures that creates an area for fire suppression 
operations to occur.   
 
FUEL BREAK  An area, strategically located for fighting anticipated fires, where the native 
vegetation has been modified or replaced so that fires burning into it can be more easily 
controlled.  Fuel Breaks divide fire-prone areas into smaller areas for easier fire control 
and to provide access for firefighting.   
 
FUEL MODIFICATION  A method of modifying fuel load by reducing the amount of non 
fire-resistive vegetation or altering the type of vegetation to reduce the fuel load. 
 
FUEL MOSAIC  A fuel modification system that provides for the creation of islands and 
irregular boundaries to reduce the visual and ecological impact of Fuel Modification.  
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GREENBELTS  A facility or land-use, designed for a use other than fire protection, which 
will slow or resist the spread of a wildfire. May include parking lots, irrigated or 
landscaped areas, golf courses, parks, playgrounds, maintained vineyards or orchards.  
 
PARCEL  A portion of land of any size, the area of which is determined by the assessor’s 
maps and records and may be identified by an assessor’s parcel number whether or not 
any buildings are present. 
  
WILDFIRE EXPOSURE  One or a combination of radiant heat, convective heat, direct 
flame contact and burning embers being projected by vegetation fire to a structure and 
its immediate environment. 

 
 

FIRE HAZARD REDUCTION 
 

I. FIRE HAZARD SEVERITY ZONES IN MONTECITO 
 

Fire Hazard Severity Zone (FHSZ) maps are created by the California Department of 
Forestry and Fire Protection (Cal Fire) to identify areas where a wildfire is more likely 
to occur.   FHSZ maps help homeowners, landscape design and construction 
professionals determine which exterior wildfire-related construction and landscaping 
standards, found within the California Building Code apply to their residential or 
commercial construction projects. 

Scientific models are used to geographically identify FHSZ's through an analysis of 
factors, such as: 

 Predominant vegetation type (vegetation is the fuel for a wildfire) 
 Terrain (severity of slopes) 
 Fire history (past fires are good predictors of future fires) 
 Weather patterns (high winds, low humidity, and high temperatures 

contribute to fire severity) 

Please visit www.montecitofire.com/maps to determine whether your property falls 
in the Moderate, High or Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.montecitofire.com/maps
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II. VEGETATION CLEARANCE FROM STRUCTURES   

DEFENSIBLE SPACE Research clearly demonstrates how defensible space significantly 
improves the probability of a structure surviving a fire. For the purposes of this 
standard, defensible space consists of two zones; 0 – 30 feet (Zone 1), and an 
additional 70 feet (Zone 2) totaling 100 feet from all buildings or structures. A greater 
distance may be required on a case-by-case evaluation.  Final approval of the 
adequacy of the defensible space shall be at the discretion of the Fire Code Official or 
his or her designee.  

1. Property Owners shall maintain defensible space of 100 feet from all sides of any 
structure but not beyond the property line except when adverse conditions exist 
as referenced in paragraphs 2 and 3 below.  
 
The level to which the Fire District will require fuel modification will depend on 
the flammability of the structure pursuant to building materials used, position of 
the structure in relation to the topography, and characteristics of the surrounding 
vegetation. 
 
Defensible space shall be maintained so a wildfire burning under average weather 
conditions would be unlikely to ignite the structure. Further, a working structure 
fire would be less likely to ignite adjacent vegetation if adequate defensible space 
is provided.  
 
The most aggressive clearing of vegetation occurs within Zone 1, the first 30 feet 
around the structure.  For the purposes of this section, “fuel”, means any 
combustible material including petroleum-based products and wildland 
vegetation. 

 
a. All mature trees shall be trimmed up off the ground 6 feet above ground 

level.  For young/immature trees ensure limbs are trimmed well above 
ground level. The objective is to prevent a ground fire from spreading into 
the tree canopy.   
 

b. All native brush and shrubs within Zones 1 and 2 should be thinned and 
stripped of dead and/or decadent fuels.    
 

c. Provide and maintain adequate spacing between the plants in order to 
minimize fire spread.  
 

d. Remove that portion of a tree that extends to within 10 feet of the outlet 
to a chimney or stovepipe, including outdoor kitchen areas    
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e. Maintain any tree, shrub, or other plant that is adjacent to or overhanging 
a building free of dead or dying wood.    
 

f. Maintain the roof of a structure free of leaves, needles, or other vegetative 
materials.    
 

g. Remove dead trees, plants and other vegetative materials within 100 feet 
of any structure, driveway, road or as determined necessary by the Fire 
Code Official.  
 

h. If it is necessary or desirable to re-vegetate, refer to the plant list located 
on the Fire District website for guidelines.  

“Creating Firewise Landscapes” www.montecitofire.com 
 

2. A greater distance than that required under paragraph 1 may be required by 
special order from the Fire Chief or designee if additional distance is necessary 
due to extreme risks. Such risks could include, but are not limited to, slopes 
greater than 40% and heavy fuel loading.  

 
3. Fuels reduction on adjacent properties may be required if it is determined that 

additional clearing is necessary to significantly reduce the risk of transmission of 
flame, heat, or embers sufficient to ignite the structure and there is no other 
feasible mitigation measure to reduce that risk. Additionally, the property owner 
must have done everything reasonable to meet defensible space requirements 
on their property. Clearance on adjacent properties shall only be conducted 
following written consent by the adjacent landowner. It is the responsibility of 
the property owner to obtain such consent. 
 

4. The Fire Chief may authorize the removal of any vegetation on a given property 
that is not maintained consistent with the standards of this section. Following 
written notice, the Fire Chief may prescribe a procedure for the removal of such 
vegetation and seek reimbursement from the property owner for work that was 
done consistent with the procedures prescribed in the Code.  

 
VEGETATION MANAGEMENT PLAN (VMP)  A VMP is a document prepared for a 
specific project or development that describes ways to minimize and mitigate 
potential for loss from wildland exposure.   

 
1. A VMP is required for all new construction projects in the Montecito Fire 

Protection District High & Very High Fire Hazard Areas and may also be required 
in other plan areas if deemed necessary by the Fire Code Official or designee.  
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2. The VMP must be submitted and approved by the District prior to the erection of 
combustible materials.  The VMP must describe all actions that will be taken to 
prevent fire from being carried toward or away from structures.  The 
requirements of the VMP shall be applicable for the life of the project or 
development.  The plan shall include: 

 
a. A copy of the site plan that includes a landscape plan, property line 

boundaries, and topographic reference lines 
b. The building envelope with all structures and improvements 
c. Designated Fuel Modification Zones 

  
i. Zone 1 - (Cleared Zone) which is from the structure(s) exterior edge to 

30’ surrounding the structure(s). Vegetation in this zone is limited to 
ground covers, green lawns, a limited number of selected ornamental 
plants, select native species listed on the Fire District’s “Desired Plants 
List”, and single specimen trees. All plants, shrubs and trees should be 
spaced and arranged in a manner that makes it difficult for fire to 
transfer from one fuel source to another, including the structure itself. 
Ensure at least 5’ of separation from the structure and combustible 
ground cover such as bark, mulch, etc.  Trees (when the canopy is fully 
grown) shall not be planted closer than 15’ from a structure. No 
plantings shall be connected to the structure.  
 

ii. Zone II – (Reduced Fuel Zone) which is from 30’ to 100’ from the 
structure(s) edge surrounding the structure(s). Vegetation in this zone 
is characterized by disruption of the vertical and /or horizontal 
continuity of flammable and combustible vegetation with the goal of 
reducing the rate of fire spread, and providing a safer environment for 
firefighters to suppress wildfires.  
 

iii. Zone III – (Constrained Fuel Zone) which is from 100’ to 200’ from the 
structure(s) edge surrounding the structure(s). It is defined as having 
slopes greater than 25% and/or having fuel loads in excess of 100 tons 
per acre. Clearance distance between vegetation will depend on slope, 
size, type, and fuel compaction and chemical content.  

 
d. Elements of the plan shall include removal of dead vegetation, litter, 

vegetation that may grow into overhead electrical lines; certain ground 
fuels, and ladder fuels as well as the thinning of live trees. 
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III.  VEGETATION CLEARANCE FOR VACANT PARCELS 
 

Annual grasses/ readily combustible fuels (less than ¼ inch shaft diameter).  This 
standard applies to all parcels, regardless of proximity to structures. 
 
1. Parcels less than one acre in size:  All grasses shall be mowed or disked to less 

than 3 inches in height. 
 

2. Parcels one acre or larger in size:  Create 30 foot wide fuel breaks around and 
across the property dividing it into approximately one acre sections.  Grasses 
shall be mowed or disked to less than 3 inches in height. 
 

3. Soil disturbance shall be minimized when working on steep slopes, above 
waterways, and in environmentally sensitive habitat areas.   
 

4. Dead trees, plants and other vegetative materials shall be removed from  
vacant parcels as determined necessary by the Fire District. 

 

IV. WILDFIRE RISK AREA (WRA) 

 
RESTRICTED ENTRY TO PUBLIC LANDS Fire Code Official is authorized to determine 
and publicly announce when an WRA shall be closed to entry and when such areas 
shall again be opened to entry. Entry on and occupation of an WRA, except public 
roadways, inhabited areas or established trails and campsites that have not been 
closed during such time when the WRA is closed to entry, is prohibited.  

 
Exceptions:  

 
1. Residents and owners of private property within a HFA and their 

invitees and guests going to or being on their lands. 
 
2. Entry, in the course of duty, by peace or police officers, and other duly 

authorized public officers, members of a fire department and members 
of the Wildland Firefighting Service. 

 
RESTRICTED ENTRY TO PRIVATE LANDS When the Fire Code Official determines that 
a specific area within an WRA presents a fire danger because of the density of 
natural growth, difficulty of terrain, proximity to structures or accessibility to the 
public, such areas shall be restricted or closed until conditions allow termination of 
such restriction or closure. Signs prohibiting entry by un-authorized persons shall 
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be placed on every closed area.  Entering and remaining within areas closed and 
posted is prohibited.  

 
Exception: Owners of private or public property within closed and posted areas; 
their guests or invitees; authorized persons engaged in the operation and 
maintenance of necessary utilities such as electrical power, gas, telephone, 
water and sewer; and local, state and federal public officers and their 
authorized agents acting in the course of duty. 

 

V. ROADWAY/DRIVEWAY VEGETATION CLEARANCE 
 

1. Property owners are responsible for vegetation maintenance along private 
roadway / driveways and in most cases along public roads which front their 
property. 

2. A minimum 13 ½ foot vertical clearance shall be maintained above full width of 
the required roadways and driveways to allow for effective response of 
emergency vehicles at all times.  

3. Horizontal clearance of vegetation shall be maintained, at minimum, to the 
road right-of-way or the edge of the pavement depending on individual 
easements to maintain maximum traffic circulation in the event of emergency 
evacuation. 

4. Flammable vegetation such as dead materials, annual grasses, and readily 
combustible fuels shall be removed for 10 feet on each side of every roadway 
to prevent wildfire from spreading as a result of vehicular causation (catalytic 
converters, sparking due to metallic/asphalt abrasion, discarded cigarettes, 
vehicle fires, etc.). 

 Exception: Single specimen trees, ornamental vegetative fuels or 
cultivated ground cover, such as green grass, ivy, succulents or similar 
plants used as ground cover, provided they do not form a means of readily 
transmitting fire. 

5. Remove dead trees, plants and other vegetative materials within 100 feet of 
any driveway, road, or as determined necessary by the Fire District. 

6. Excessive accumulation of waste, trash, rubbish and other belongings which 
prevent fire fighters from accessing the full perimeter of the structure or from 
gaining access to the structure shall be mitigated. 
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VI. PHOTOVOLTAIC SYSTEMS 

CLEARANCE The clearance requirements around free standing photovoltaic 
systems and equipment shall comply with the following:  
 

1. A minimum 10-foot clearance for arrays of panels not exceeding 1,500 
square feet of combined panel area.  
 

2. A minimum 30-foot clearance for arrays of panels greater than 1,500 square 
feet of combined panel area.  

 

3. Arrays shall be separated a minimum of 20 feet.  
 

 

VII. ENVIRONMENTALLY SENSITIVE HABITAT (ESH) 

Selective fuel management shall be practiced to minimize the removal or clearance 
of dead and/or decadent native riparian vegetation to the extent feasible.  Maintain 
native vegetation to the maximum extent possible, consistent with fuel 
modification requirements.  It is important to make efforts to minimize soil 
disturbance.   
 
For clarification or advice on clearing in sensitive areas, please contact County of 
Santa Barbara Planning and Development. 

 


