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PUTTING PUBLIC SAFETY FIRST: 

FIRE DANGER IN THE WILDLAND/URBAN INTERFACE 

 
Throughout Southern California, there are areas where homes and wildlands intermix.  This is 
commonly referred to as the “Wildland/Urban Interface.”[1]  California has long recognized the 
benefit of the Wildland in the Interface.  Wildland parks and open space are protected from 
development and provide valuable recreational opportunities for city-dwellers.  However, as 
California’s population grows – and the number of homes in the Interface increases - there has 
been a dramatic increase in loss of life and property damage from wildfires.  Wildfires also 
threaten watershed, cripple infrastructure, promote erosion and landslides, temporarily displace 
residents, and damage local economies by impacting recreation and tourism opportunities. 
 
To mitigate risk and keep people out of harm’s way, it is essential that planners and decision 
makers consider wildfire danger from many angles.[2]  One of those aspects demands our 
immediate and focused attention on the following questions: 
 

How can we protect the Urban from the Wildland?  How can we make land use 
and planning decisions which enhance public access opportunities in the Interface 
Wildland and – at the same time – minimize the risk to surrounding residential 
communities?  

 

It is Essential that the Issue Be Addressed NOW 
 

California is suffering a drought and fires have devastated communities throughout the State.  
The California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CDF) has acknowledged 1,264 
Interface communities “at Risk” -- 92 of those communities are in Los Angeles County.[3] 
 
Planning activities are currently underway in many of these Interface communities and for Los 
Angeles County as a whole.  These plans will ultimately define the permissible use of the 
Wildland -- i.e., lands which are designated parkland and open space, and which are adjacent to 
or nearby a myriad of other uses (residential, commercial, institutional (schools, hospitals, 
etc.).[4]  One aspect of these planning discussions has sparked bigger questions about the 
Urban/Wildland relationship because some plans currently on the table include “trail camps.”  A 
“trail camp” is a small campsite, located to the side of a trail.  These camps are generally 
designed in chains, to accommodate overnight users on extended trips.  Proposals for these 
camps are generally accompanied by “no campfire” and “no smoking” rules.  However, because 
of the remote location of these camps, the rules will be virtually impossible to enforce. 
 
Given the combination of Southern California’s topography, weather patterns and vegetation 
impacted by the ongoing drought, climate change that increases the risk of wildfire, and a State 
budget that limits our ability to protect and defend ourselves from wildfires, allowing camping 
and other high-risk activities in the WUI creates an unreasonable risk for our residents and our 
communities.  We hope that the situation will change someday – and that there will be no need to 
limit any recreational use of the Wildland.  Right now, however, the risks are too extreme to 
ignore.  
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Some Compelling Facts About Fire 
 
People Cause Fires.   The majority of fires within California, and specifically within Los 
Angeles County, are caused by humans – on average ten times more than by natural causes.  
During the last 20 years in California, 142 fires were started by campfires alone; those fires 
burned more than 360,000 acres and cost more than $140 million to suppress.[5] 

Southern California Is One Of The Most Hazardous Fire-Prone Areas In The Country. 
Southern California’s Mediterranean climate is typified by mild wet winters, in which vegetation 
grows freely, and warm dry summers, when vegetation turns to fuel and the Santa Ana winds 
begin to blow.  Fires driven by Santa Anas have been known to burn as much as 74,000 acres in 
a day.[6]  “Chaparral” – a semi-arid, shrub – is California’s most extensive, native plant 
community.[7]  There are more than 550,000 acres of chaparral in Los Angeles County alone.  
Chaparral has a very high “fuel load,” which makes it the most extensive wildland fire threat in 
the County.[8]  In the steeply sloped coastal and inland canyons, fires create upslope drafts, 
which increase the potential for extreme fire behavior and rapid spread.[9]  Steep terrain also 
creates extremely hazardous conditions for fire-fighting personnel and limits the use of heavy 
equipment, such as bulldozers, to create fire lines. 
 
Much of Los Angeles is a Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone.   “Fire Hazard” is a way to 
measure physical fire behavior so that people can predict the damage a fire is likely to cause.[10]  
Los Angeles County includes two very large regions designated as Very High Fire Hazard 
Severity Zones: one region includes the Santa Monica Mountains and covers nearly all of the 
unincorporated Third Supervisorial District; the other region includes the Santa Susana and San 
Gabriel Mountains and covers approximately two-thirds  of the Fifth Supervisorial District.[11]  
The City of Los Angeles has identified most of its hilly and mountainous regions - 38 
communities in all - as Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones.[12]   
 
Drought and Warming Intensify the Fire Risk.   In June of 2008, following two straight years 
of below-average rainfall, very low snowmelt runoff and the largest court-ordered water transfer 
restrictions in state history, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger proclaimed a statewide drought.  
The Governor acknowledged that the drought has created extreme fire danger due to dry 
conditions.[13]  Recent studies predict that based upon weather conditions for future climate 
scenarios (including the intensification of warming), the frequency of wildfires will increase in 
the Western U.S. – perhaps as much as 35 percent by mid-century and 55 percent by the end of 
the century.[14] 

The Numbers are Staggering.   Fifteen of the twenty largest wildfires in California history have 
occurred since 1985; nearly 1.2 million acres burned during the record-setting 2008 fire 
season.[15]  CDF provides fire management for “state responsibility areas.”  In 2000, CDF 
reported 5,177 fires which destroyed 130 structures and caused damage in excess of 
$29,800,000.[16]  In 2007, the number of fires was down (3,610), but there were 3,079 structures 
destroyed, and damage in excess of $ 254,000,000.[17]  The statewide numbers for 2008 are not 
yet in.  However, in 2008, Los Angeles saw a dramatic increase in the number of fires, e.g., 
Sayre Fire (burned 500+ structures and 17 sq. miles including the Oak Ridge Mobilehome Park 
in Sylmar); Freeway Complex Fire ($14.8M+ in damages); fires in Corona, Yorba Linda, 
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Anaheim Hills (unincorporated Los Angeles and San Bernardino Counties); and a fire which 
destroyed the Sun Terrace Mobile Home Park in Lakeview Terrace.[18] 

The CDF’s fire protection expenditures grew from $475 million in 1996-97 to $869 million in 
2006-07 – an 83% increase.[19]  The 2008-09 budget for CDF is $1.6 billion.[20]  However, the 
increased risk of wildfires cannot be managed by fire suppression strategies alone.[21]  The 
“most effective way to limit damage and loss due to wildfire is to prevent all but the most blatant 
ignitions due to arson or other unforeseeable circumstances.”[22]  

A Four Point Plan for Providing SAFE Access to Wildlands in Los Angeles County 

Access to the Wildland Areas in Los Angeles County will always involve risk to nearby 
communities and to wildland visitors, because people cause fires. However, there are ways in 
which Los Angeles County officials can – and must – manage access and use of Wildland Areas 
in Los Angeles County so as to decrease the risk. 

We recommend the following four specific measures: 

Point 1:  Strict Enforcement of State and Local Fire Codes (No Modifications, No Waivers).  
Most people who die in wildland fires do so while evacuating.  Evacuation operations require 
large commitments of firefighters who could be better utilized on the fire, and impairs traffic, 
affecting the response of firefighters.[23]  For both public and private development, a 20-foot 
wide access road is mandatory.[24]  Fire officials have the discretion to modify this requirement, 
if certain legally-required findings are made.[25]   However, in light of current conditions 
(statewide drought, lack of funds for fire suppression, increasing frequency and severity of 
wildfires), no modifications should be granted for properties in Very High Fire Hazard Severity 
Zones.  Instead, in these Zones, fire officials should exercise their discretion to require roads in 
excess of 20 feet and/or secondary access roads where needed to prevent vehicle congestion due 
to the condition of terrain, climatic conditions, or other factors that could limit fire apparatus 
access or impede evacuation.[26]   
 

Point 2:  No High Risk or Intensive Public Uses Should be Allowed in Very High Fire 

Hazard Severity Zones.   A flat prohibition should be imposed on high risk or intensive public 
uses in these Zones.[27]   Those activities include unsupervised camping and large group 
“gatherings” which can put both the visitors and adjoining neighbors at risk. 

Point 3:  Require Conditional Use Permits for Non-Residential Uses in Very High Fire 

Hazard Severity Zones.   No new non-residential use (public or private) should be permitted in 
these Zones without a Conditional Use Permit with notice given to all property owners within 
1000 feet and to all public agencies with jurisdictions within two miles.  
 
Point 4:  Public Safety First Should Be a Basic Policy.   Every local agency should direct their 
land use planners, in conjunction with state and local fire officials, to formulate a set of Wildland 
Area access and use policies based on the principle that public safety is the first priority, and 
must take precedence over public access or natural resource protection.  Appropriate 
amendments to each agency’s general plan, coastal plan, zoning ordinances and other regulations 
should be drafted and adopted.  
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