
April 20, 2011

Dave Bing
21991 Navarro Ridge Rd.
Albion, CA  95410

Subject:  Tree Planting Requirements

Dear Mr. Bing:

You recently learned that California Coastal Commission Special Condition 1 (March 6, 2001) 
for the home in Albion that you own included planting trees to screen the view of the home 
from Highway 1.  That requirement pre-dated your purchase of the property.  The previous 
owner failed to implement the planting, and you are now required to do so.  You asked that I 
evaluate the planting plan and consider what will occur when the trees reach maturity.  I 
visited the site on Feb. 16, 2011.

Current site conditions
Your home is sited on Navarro Ridge. The lot is approximately three acres in size.  
Approximately two acres of the property is on a generally south-facing 1.5:1 slope that begins 
4’ to 6’ beyond the rear deck and 20’ to 25’ from your home.  There is a cluster of three 
mature fir trees arising approximately 15’ below the top of slope and 50’ south of the house.  
The canopy extends to the top of slope.  A single fir (tree 1) is present near the west property 
line at pad grade.  Exhibit 1 illustrates the placement and canopy conformation of the existing 
trees.

Landscape planting requirements
The Landscape Plan (2001) approved by California Coastal Commission indicates that five 
grand fir (Abies grandis) and five shore pine (Pinus contorta contorta) trees were to be 
planted in a 60’-wide band along the top of bank, starting approximately 25’ from the rear of 
your home. The mature size of grand fir is 80-200’ and 25-35’ wide; shore pine, 20-35’ tall 
and wide.  As the trees mature, the canopy will encroach to within a few feet of your home 
(Exhibit 2).

California fire-safe requirements
California Law (PRC 4291) requires property owners to create 100’ of defensible space for 
fire around homes (Exhibit 3).  Defensible space includes a ‘clean and green’ zone 30’ 
immediately surrounding the home.  This is accomplished by minimizing vegetation over 2’ 
tall, and planting primarily herbaceous plants instead of shrubs and trees.  A fuel reduction 
zone is required in the remaining 70 feet (or to the property line).  This requires creating 
horizontal and vertical space between trees.  

The Mendocino County Fire Safe Council1

Because fire travels much more quickly uphill than it does on level ground, homes on steep 
slopes require a larger defensible space.  Homes with a 40% or greater slope, such as this 
one, require a 400’ defensible space downslope with a 30’ separation between the canopies, 
according to the book California Wildfire Landscaping

recommends the following on level ground:  Within 
the 30’ zone, “canopies of coniferous trees (Douglas-firs, pines, etc.), individually or in clumps 
of 3 or less, should be separated by 20’ or more.”  Within the 70’ zone, canopies should be 
separated by 15’ or more.” 

2

1

.

http://firesafemendocino.org/pdf/Wildfire%20Risk%20Assessment%20%202010.pdf
2 California Wildfire Landscaping, Maureen Gilmer, Taylor Publishing, 1994, pgs 58-61.
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Impacts of Landscape Plan on your defensible space
As illustrated in Exhibit 2, the tree planting locations plotted on the 2001 Landscape Plan are 
in conflict with the County and State fire safety requirements.  The ten trees are to be planted 
10’ to 30’ apart.  Because the trees naturally grow to be 20’ to 35’ wide, there will be no 
canopy separation several years after planting.  The ten trees will form a dense mass of 
vegetation within a few feet of your home.  Because of the density of the planting, pruning to 
raise the canopies would not be adequate to meet the fire safe requirements.  Rather, it 
would be necessary to remove trees to create required canopy separation. 

To adhere to the California Fire Safe laws, it would be necessary to plant the ten trees 
required in the Landscape Plan 100’ to 200’ down the slope, with the farthest tree being 
planted at an elevation of approximately 250’.  With this spacing, none of the shore pines 
would create a visual screen from Highway 1, and only half of the grand firs would provide 
screening.

Species Selection
Grand fir is not an ideal species for your planting site – a windward slope directly exposed to 
the ocean.  Native stands of grand fir are common on the southern side of the Navarro River, 
where they are more protected from the wind.  Shore pine, however, does naturally occur on 
windward slopes, and therefore is better adapted to your planting area. I therefore 
recommend planting shore pine rather than grand fir at this location.

Recommendations
The goal of the planting is to screen the view of the home from Highway 1.  This can be 
accomplished by planting trees farther down the slope than depicted on the Landscape Plan.
Highway 1 is located approximately 400’ below the Bing home. The view of the home is up 
the slope and existing trees below the home screen portions of the structure from view 
(Exhibit 1, View C).  

To provide the desired screening from Highway 1, the most effective location for planting the 
shore pines is at the same elevation as the existing fir trees, approximately 40’ south of the 
existing home.  To comply with State Fire Safety regulations, they should be planted to 
maintain 15’ canopy separation. To meet both the screening and fire safe requirements I
recommend planting two shore pines between the existing grand fir trees and the 
northwestern property line at the same elevation as the firs, as depicted in Exhibit 2.

Sincerely,

Nelda Matheny
Consulting Arborist

HortScience, Inc. 2150 Rheem Dr., Suite A 
phone 925.484.0211 www.hortscience.com
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Existing tree 
cluster 

Exhibit 2:  Landscape
Plan and Defensible Space 

Bing Residence 
21991 Navarro Ridge Rd. 

Albion, CA 

April  2011 

N

30’
“lean, clean 
and green 

zone”* 

70’
“reduced fuel 

zone”* 

Tree #1 

Est. 30’ diameter 
mature canopy 
for trees in 2001 
Landscape Plan 

Existing tree 
canopy 

Notes:
Landscape Plan approved by 
California Coastal Commission 
3/6/01. Canopies and defensi-
ble space notations added by 
HortScience 2/25/11. 

View A photograph
(Exhibit 1) overlaid with 
images of four mature 
trees required to be 
planted within 10-30’ of 
Bing home.  by 3/6/01 
Landscape Plan. 

Existing tree 
cluster 

  0’      20’               40’               60’ 
SCALE 

Bing
Home 

*See Exhibit 3:  Cal Fire 100’ 
Defensible Space 

Recommended 
planting of two 
shore pines in 
compliance with  
CA Fire Safe 
laws.
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Contact your local CAL FIRE office, fire department, 

or Fire Safe Council for tips and assistance.

www.fire.ca .gov

e, fire department, 

e Safe Council for tips and assistance.

Contact your local CAL FIRE office

or Fire Safe Council for tips and

Trees spaced to 
reduce fire spread

Lower tree limbs 
removed to reduce 

"fire ladder"

Space plants and shrubs
to prevent fire from spreading

Reduced Fuel Zone
70 ft.

Reduced Fuel Zone
70 ft.

or

30’

a

b

LL
rrrrememmmeme oooovvveee

"fi"fifi"ff rrree
e

Trees trimmed
at least 10’

from chimney

70’

(or to property line)

Why 100 Feet ?100’ DEFENSIBLE SPACE

July 2007

1.  These regulations affect most of the grass, brush, and 
timber-covered private lands in the State. Some fire depart- 
mentjurisdictions may have additional requirements.  Some 
activities may require permits for tree removal.  Also, some 
activities may require special procedures for, 1) threatened and 
endangered species, 2) avoiding erosion, and  3) protection of 
water quality.  Check with local officials if in doubt.  Current 
regulations allow an insurance company to require additional 
clearance.  The area to be treated does not extend beyond your 
property. The State Board of Forestry and Fire Protection has 
approved Guidelines to assist you in complying with the new 
law. Contact your local CAL FIRE office for more details.

 1

1

2

2

1 2

30 ft.

30 ft.

Following these simple steps can 
dramatically increase the chance of 
your home surviving a wildfire!

2

a

b

1

A Defensible Space of 100 feet around 
your home is required by law.1         The 

 goal is to protect your home while 
providing a safe area for firefighters.

“Lean, Clean and Green Zone.”

– Clearing an area of 30 feet immediately 
surrounding your home is critical. This 
area requires the greatest reduction in 
flammable vegetation.

“Reduced Fuel Zone.” 

– The fuel reduction zone in the re- 
maining 70 feet (or to property line)  
will depend on the steepness of your 
property and the vegetation.

Spacing between plants improves the chance 
of stopping a wildfire before it destroys your 
home.  You have two options in this area:

      Create horizontal and vertical spacing 
between plants.  The amount of space will 
depend on how steep the slope is and the 
size of the plants.

      Large trees do not have to be cut and 
removed as long as all of the plants 
beneath them are removed.  This 
eliminates a vertical “fire ladder.”

When clearing vegetation, use care when 
operating equipment such as lawnmowers.
One small spark may start a fire; a string 
trimmer is much safer.

Remove all build – up of needles and 
leaves from your roof and gutters.  Keep 
tree limbs trimmed at least 10 feet from 
any chimneys and remove dead limbs 
that hang over your home or garage. The   
law also requires a screen over your chim- 
ney outlet of not more than ½ inch mesh.

Exhibit 3
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No zoom. 
Photos taken from 
pull-out north of 
Mile Marker 
41.07.

Mid-zoom. 
Cars can be seen 
travelling Highway One 
below.

Full digital zoom. 
(280%)
Note shadows cast 
by existing trees 
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