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INTRODUCTION 

This report is intended to provide a vegetation management strategy to improve fire-resistance 
and maintain defensible space at 360 Kings Mountain Road. The property is 4.5 acres and slopes 
up gently from southwest to northeast. It is moderately to heavily wooded, with a mixed canopy 
of live oaks, conifers, and eucalyptus. A deer fence encircles the property, demarcating a more 
landscaped and maintained domestic zone from a more naturalized and densely vegetated zone.  

 

The report is organized into management zones of the property. These management zones are: 

• Driveway zone 
• Structural zone (5’ around perimeter of structures) 
• Landscaped zone (area of property within deer fence) 
• Naturalized zone (area of property outside of deer fence) 

 

DRIVEWAY ZONE 

Maintaining the area directly adjacent to and above the driveway is critical to mitigate wildfire 
risk. Not only will the driveway serve as the exit route for residents in the event of a wildfire, it 
must also allow safe entry for a fire engine arriving to protect the home. Additionally, the length 
and orientation of this property’s driveway creates an opportunity as a fuel break for any wildfire 
approaching the home from a northwesterly direction. 

 

All tree branches that extend over the driveway should be pruned to a height of 15’ to provide 
vertical clearance for a fire engine and reduce the likelihood of fire jumping the driveway. 
Within 5’ of either side of the driveway, groundcovers should be kept to 6” or less and shrubs to 
18” or less. The tall hedge of oleander (Fig. 1) should be trimmed so as not to overhang the 
driveway or intersect oak canopy above.  The cluster of elms on the north end of the drive (Fig 2) 
should be thinned to allow roughly 10’ of spacing between specimens. Any dead or unhealthy 
trees should be considered for removal (see Appendix C for signs of tree distress).   Finally, the 
wood pile on the north side of the driveway near the entry gate should be removed.  
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Figure 1 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

STRUCTURAL ZONE 

The 5’ immediately surrounding a structure are the most important to maintain as protection 
from wildfire. This is the area where a small spot fire caused by a wind-driven ember has the 
best chance to ignite the home’s siding via conduction. 
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While the heavy planting around the main house is not ideal for fire protection, all plants seem 
well-irrigated and healthy, and very few are combustible species such as juniper or ornamental 
grasses. There should be close attention paid to remove dead plant material and to thin out older 
shrubs of interior branches. Avoid mulching with wood chips or other flammable material, and 
check irrigation system periodically (once every couple weeks in the summer) to prevent plants 
from drying out. Cut back any plant that is in immediate contact with the structure by 9”-12” 
from the face of building. This will reduce heat conduction in the event of a fire and prevent 
moisture buildup on siding.  

 

There was some discussion during the site visit about removing the magnolia and sycamore trees 
located between the main house and guest house (Fig 3). While neither tree looks unhealthy, it is 
typically advisable to avoid having large trees so close to a structure. These trees, while not 
particularly combustible, would create a significant heat source if ignited, and could carry a fire 
to the structure’s roof. If these were removed, they should be replaced with a low growing shrub 
or perennial. Many of the species planted around the pool would be great candidates.  

 

The plum trees and large rhododendron along the northeast side of the house (Fig 4) could also 
be problematic because they provide opportunity for fire to be carried towards the roof of the 
structure. If these are not removed, an alternative mitigation strategy could be increasing the 
vertical space between the tree canopy and plantings underneath. Trees should be limbed up a 
third the height of the tree, and shrubs and groundcovers below should be kept to 18” or less. 
This will reduce the risk of “ladder fuels” that can carry a fire vertically.  

 

 
Figure 3 
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Figure 4 

 

LANDSCAPED ZONE 

This zone encompasses everything within the perimeter deer fence not already discussed. 
Maintenance priority should be given first to the 30’ surrounding any structure, followed by the 
remaining territory.  

 

In general, this property’s 30’ buffer zone is well-suited as a defensible space. On the northeast, 
southwest, and southeast sides of the structure the landscape is a combination of sodded lawn, 
hardscape, pool, and low-growing shrubs and perennials. These landscape conditions provide 
very low-flammability and a good staging ground for firefighting activity. It is important 
pathways around the structure are kept free of overhanging vegetation and illuminated to allow 
firefighters and their equipment to move freely in the event of a wildfire. 

 

The remainder of this zone is typically oak woodland, with a canopy of established trees and a 
ground plane of leaf litter and low grasses. Grasses should be mowed to 4” or less in early 
summer once they’ve cured, and trees should be limbed up to 6’-10’. The olive orchard 
southwest of the main house should be treated in a similar manner, with young sapling removed 
to reduce ladder fuels (Fig 5). 

 

The redwood trees that appear by the pool and in a grove northeast of the main house pose a risk 
because of their flammability due to fine, dry foliage and high resin content. These should be 
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limbed up 10’ and pruned of dead material on an annual basis. The grove of younger redwoods 
(Fig 6) should be thinned out to allow 10’ between canopies.   

 

 
Figure 5 

 

 
Figure 6 
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NATURALIZED ZONE 

This zone, or the “North 40”, includes vegetated area beyond the deer fence. The same 
maintenance rules apply here as the rest of the site, although maintenance activity does not need 
to be as frequent. Dead and dying plant material should be removed, trees limbed up to 3’-6’, 
ladder fuels eliminated, grasses mowed to 6” in the summer, and dense groups of shrubs and 
trees thinned. Removal of highly flammable trees such as eucalyptus and pines should be 
prioritized for removal to further thin vegetation. This will slow rate of wildfire spread through 
this zone.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


