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Townsand citiesare spreading into the surrounding

countryside as more and more people moveout to the
woods. If youliveon forested property, or are consid-

ering building there, you are part of thegrowing
wildland-urban interface—where the urban environ-
ment meetsthewild.

Idahoispart of alargeareaof the United Stateswith
fire-based ecosystems. Fire hasbeen anatural part of
our ecological history, and will continueto be so.
Wildfirescan bevery destructive, destroying homes
and property and placing firefightersat risk. Residents
of theforested areas of 1daho should view wildfirethe
sameway residents of the Midwest view tornadoes—
an expected natural phenomenon that can devastate
property and life—and prepare accordingly.

L andscapematerials. Beforeany discussion of fire
resistive plant materials, thispoint should bemade
clear —thereis no plant species that will not burn.
All plantswill burnif thereisenough heat and other
conditionsareright. Theterm*“fireresistive” isused
whenreferring to plantsthat arelessflammablethan
others.

Plantsthat readily igniteand burnintensely, known as
pyrophytesor “fire-prone” plants, typicaly share
smilar characterigtics. They:

« areusualy blade-leaf or needle-leaf evergreens.

* havedtiff, leathery, small, or finelacy leaves.

* haveleavesand wood containing vol atile waxes,
fats, terpenes, or ails.

« aretypically aromatic (crushed leaveshave strong
odors).

* have gummy, resinous sap with astrong odor.

« usualy accumulatefine, twiggy, dry, or dead
meterid.

» may have pubescent (hair covered) leaves.

» may haveloose or papery bark.

« are plantsthat flame (not smol der) when preheated
andignited with amatch.

Plantsthat are”fire-resstive’ sharethefollowing
characterigtics. They:

» havelittle or no seasonal accumulation of dead
vegetation.

* have an open, loose branching habit.

* have non-resinouswoody material.

* havealow volumeof total vegetation.

* have high moisture content in leaves.

* aredrought tolerant.

* aredow growing.

» arewel maintained.

Thesinglemost effectiveway to protect your home
fromwildfireisby creating defensible spaces. Defen-
sible spaceinvolves creating concentric zonesaround
structures, withincreasing fireresiivenessin zones
closest to structures. Plantsin each zone performa
digtinct function. Thetransition areas between zones
create breaksto dow advancing flames. A minimum
distance of 100-150 feet around your home needsthis
typeof comprehensivelandscaping. Greater defense
distances are necessary on steep slopesor windswept
exposures. Figure 1 shows and describesthefour
defensiblezones.

L andscaping M aintenance Procedur esthat
ReduceFireHazard. Inmaintaining defensible
space, you must actively reducefuel accumulation by
regular pruning, mowing, raking, and disposa. The
lessaccumulated plant debris, thedower afirewill
spread. Reducing theamount of fudl limitsthefire's
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intengty and shortensthetime until firefighterscan
directly attack theflames. To modify existing vegeta:
tionto reducefirehazard:

* Remove, or mow, tall grassy fuelsfor 30 feet
aroundal dwellings.

* Removehighly flammable shrubsform around each
homefor adistance of not lessthan 100 feet.

* Thin shrubsgrowing 100 feet and further from
each houseintoindividua plants. Suchthinning
should becarried out to adistance of fivetimes
shrubheight.

* Apply al known cultural practices(irrigation,
fertilization, etc.) that improve health and vigor of
trees/shrubsaround homesites.

« Shrubs should not be planted at the base of
structures, and should be kept well-watered and
pruned.

» Keep tree branches at least 15 feet away from
chimneysand stove pipes, which should be cov-
ered by screens. Tree branches should also be
kept at least 15 feet from utility linesand roofs.

* Storefirewood 30 to 100 feet from any structure,
and create adefensible spacearound thepile.

» Make sureyou clean the debrisfrom your roof
andyard several timesayear.

* Remove dead shrubsand trees.

* When possible, keep the surrounding forest
hedlthy by thinning trees, controllinginsect and
disease problems, and reducing fuel accumulations.

« Eliminate*ladder fud” configurationsin vegetation
growing 100 feet and further (ladder fuel configu-

ration refersto the growth of aplant community in
asuccession liketherungsof aladder —leaves,
grasses, short shrubs, tall shrubs, and trees of
varioussizes). Removal or dteration of these
“rungs’ reducesthe chancesfor thefireladdering
up into amore destructivecrown fire.

* Thintreesto 10 feet or more between crownsto
reducetheprobability of firemovinglaterdly
between crowns.

* Prunetreestoraisethelowest level of thecrowns
6 to 15 feet from the ground to reduce the prob-
ability of asurfacefiregettinginto crowns. Prune
out all dead branches.

Lifeontheurban-wildland interfaceisenjoyable, but
not without danger. Inwesternforest environments,
wildfire should beanticipated and planned for, not
unexpected and dismissed. Taking the steps presented
hereto protect your property will increaseyour
chances of escaping seriousdamage and death from
wildfire

For more compl eteinformation contact your local
Cooperative Extension Officeor fire protection
digtrict.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 9,
No. 1.
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Figurel. Defensible zones.
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Zone 1: Moist and trim. In Zone 2: Low and sparse. In
zone 1, low-growing plants zone 2, slow growing, drought-
which resist catching fire and tolerant shrubs and

provide little fuel are used. Turf, groundcovers are used to keep
perennials, groundcovers, and fire near ground level. Native

annuals form a greenbelt that is  vegetation can be retained
regularly watered and maintained here if it is low growing, does
to eliminate dry plant litter. This not accumulate dry, flammable
zone may contain individual material, and is irrigated.
shrubs and trees located at least

10 feet from the house.
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Zone 3: High and clean. In Zone 4; Natural area. Zone
zone 3, native trees or shrubs 4 is composed of native

are thinned and dry debris on plants that are selectively
the ground is removed. this thinned. if possible, highly
Zone requires removing flammable vegetation is
overgrowth and pruning trees removed and replaced with
every three to five years. less fire-prone species.

Specimen trees can be planted
at the edge of this zone, if well
cared for.
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