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3505 Paradise Road

Santa Barbara, CA 93105
Commentspacificsouthwestos-padressantabarbara@fs.fed.us

Re:Santa Barbara Mt. Communities Defense ZBrgject

DearMr. Smith,

We appreciate thepportunity to comment on thigdéjectand would like to offer a new vision
for how the Los Padres National Forest addresses fire hazard.

The first priority in fire hazard reduction needs to be the protection of lif@ropertythrough
community retrofits, appropriate defensible space,mogerly constructedtrategic fuel
modifications directlynext to communitiesall based on the best availaldcience. This is a
different priority than the one that currently drives wildland fuel treatsnattempting to stop
the fire.

fiHow do we best protect life and properto rather than fiHow do we stop a wildland
fire 20 are two completelydifferent questions that result in two completely different
solutions.

As a consequence, a Categorical Exclus@B) (s not appropriatéor this Projecbecausét
does notdequatelyddress possible alhatives that can provide greater reductions in fire

hazard with less ennmental impact. In addition, a CE is not appropriate because this Project

will likely have fisignificanteffects on thenvironmenp and there is th@resence ofiunusual
circumstances Suchvariables cannotbe properly addressed withoutconducting a
thorough Environmental Assessment (EA
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We have addressele inapplicability of thevildlife exclusionunder 36 CDF 220.6(e)(@nd
otherissuesin our joint letter with Los Padres Forest Watch. Iis kbiter, we will supplement
those commentsy expanding on three different issualiernatives tancreasng fire hazard due
to spread ofveedsthe misplacement of fuel brealksndfailure to account forsensiive species

Alternatives to increasng fire hazard due to spread ofweeds

We strongly support construction D0 feet of defensiblgpacebecause this has been clearly
verified as the most effective way to protect communities and structuresvitdiand fire.

However, ¢earance beyond 100 foot defensible space zamesactually increaséré risk rather
than reduce it

Forexample, over the past decadeveral large areas around the community of Painted Cave
have beemnnecessarilgleared inhe name of fire protectidoy the Wildland Residents
Association(seeFigurel below). These projects are referenced in the Proposed Action
documentWhat has actually been amoplished by the cleanceactivity is an increase in fire
hazarddue to the invasion of light, flashy fuels

Recent research examining fire risk in California by studyegetation growing within roughly
half amile of structures has found thtae exotic grasseshat often sprout in areas cleared

of native habitat like chaparral can be more of a fire hazard than the shrubs'We ironically
found that homes that were surrounded mostly by grass actually ended up burning more than
homes with higher fuel volumes likarsibs," lead scientist Alexander Syphard said (Syphard et
al. 2012).

Research has cleardjhown that better use akesources and tgxayer dollarsvould have been
to help the residents of Painted Cave to retrofit their structures with fire séifegrattic vents,
and other structural changes.

It is thehouses themselves, thenachtion,and the fuels within@0O feet of those houses
(including litter in gutters, yard junk, cultivars like palms and acaciadwmles, etc.), that
determinewhethe the property is vulnerable to fire.

Dr. Jack Cohen (2000), a research scientist with the US Forest Service, has concluded after
extensive investigations that home ignitions are not likely unless flames and firebrand ignitions
occur within 120 feet of thstructure. His findings have shown that,

eeffective fuel modi fication for reducing
losses need only occur within a few tens of meters from a home, not hundreds of meters



or more from a home. This researchigates that home losses can be effectively reduced
by focusing mitigation efforts on the structure and its immediate surroun@@odgen
1999).

Cohen6és work is consistent with the research
other scientists. Ding WUI wildland fire eventsi-oote and Gilless (1996) at Berkeley found an
86 percent home survival rate for homes with a defensible space of 84 feet.

The removal of chaparral camdeedreduce flame lengths agstribed in the Proposed Aati
However, the focus ofhamelengthsis embeddedn the older paradigm afttempting tdistap

fireso rather tharemphaging the protectiorof lives and propertyin addition,thefine, flashy
fuelsthattypically replace chaparral in poorly constructed fuel treatments are one of the common
denominator®n fatal and neafiatal fires(Mangan 2007)This issue musbepart of the

cost/benefit analysiwithin an EAwhen designing fuel treatment projecdsCE cannot

adequatly accomplish this calculation.

Although vegetation management is a critical component in reducing fire risk and hazard,
excessive learance beyond reasonable defensible space zones is unnecessary andieate
a number of serious problemsncluding increased flammability due to weeds, erosion, and
loss of habitat.

Grassy fiels are also where most of Califor@iavildland fires startincluding many of the
largest in the state.

- The 2007 Zaca Fire (SB County) was caused by sparks from a grinder igniting nearby
grass.

- - The 1991 Oakland Hills Fire, the most devastating fire in California (lives
lost/insurane costs), began as a small grass fire in the Berkeley. Hill

- The 2007 Witch Creek Fire (San Diego County) was started by sparks from power lines
igniting grass below.

- The 2013 Springs Fire in the Santa Monica Mts. was started in grass along the side of
Highway 101.



Figurel: Painted Cave clearance operation. The foreground represents the impact of
masticationof native chaparrashowing significant soil disturbance. In the background, the
longerterm impact of earlier treatments showke invasion and spread of highly flammabile,
non-native weeds and grasses. This process has increased the ignitability of this area with
addition of flashy fuelsAdditional pictorial examples of habitat clearance projects for the
LJdzN1J2 & S 2 Tf adan®dlwiihin yha LoF Radres National Forsst be found in the

followingonline album:
https://plus.google.com/photos/111832478062101189732/albums/5592%92339288961

Most wildfiresalsostart along roadsidesuch as East and Wé&samino Cielowhere grass is
the predominant fuel typ@herdore, we strongly recommend the following to rgéite the
spread of flammable, invasive weeds and to help restore previously damaged habitat:

1. Anticipate, monitor, and provide for perpetual treatment of weed infestations anywhere within

theexisting fuelbreakusing hand toolshandheld power toolsand haneapplied herbicidesNe
do not recommend goats as they are known to disrupt fragile soil ecBkafic invasive
grasses in the fuélreak éong theedges of West Camino Cieland other open public roads and
congregating points should be mahennually to reduce the risk of wildfire ignitions. Highly
noxious invasive weeds should be treated annually to prevent colonization and spread into
nearby native vegetation;


https://plus.google.com/photos/111832478062101189732/albums/5512793492339288961

2. Instead of the massive clear cuts that have been created along West Camiont@eepast
(Figure 2) the district should allow for the recolonization of native vegetation wekisting
and new fuelbreakis order for habitat islands to form the following manner:

Fuel breakshouldbe no wider thai50feet, except fospecific firefighter safety zones.

For initial mastication and hand cut treatments, 50 to 70 percent of the vegetation would
be treated, leaving untreated islanfisfmubs generally no greater than 0.25 acre in size.
These islands would have undulating edges to provide a natural appearance. If possible,
the retained islands would consist of differing plant species to maintain plant species

diversity.

3. Reduce fie risk by closingVest and East @aino Cielo Roadsluring Red Flag Days

Figure 2 Clearing of chaparral along Wesiriino Cielo. Leaving random, individual
specimens during a mastication effort does pobvide anysignificant value.Rather
islands of halvat of approximately.25 acres shoultle retainedwithin fuelbreaksthat
areno wider than 150 feetalong with perpetual invasive vee control.



Embers

Discussing wildland firégnitionscaused by hot metal fragmenige the source of the Zaca
Fire, Zak et al. 2015 concluded,

fAlthough these bits cool as they fall to the ground, they can ignite a flame that quickly
spreads if they land on a prime fuel source like pine needles or dry grass.

At least 28,000 firesccur each year in the United States due to hot metal hazards,
according to a 2013 U.S. Department of Agriculture report. For instance, in 2007, a spark
from power lines traveled over the wind and landed in dry grass near Witch Creek
Canyon in CaliforniaDays later, 1,100 homes and 200,000 acres haegtduwith $1.8

billion in losse

Another issue concerning ovelearing relates to how fire behaves once it encounteaseduel
breakwithout enountering objects (such as properly thinned vegetation) that can interfere with
air flow. Large areas of clearance around homes can créatening alleyo effect whereby

embers & directed straight to the hont€oo et al. 2012 discuss this issue in a recent paper.

ASimulations of HIGRAD/FIRETEQvith fuel breaks Rimontet al.2009 demonstrated
that theentrainment flow from the fuel break side was enhanced Wigefireline hit the
fuel break owing to a decrease in drag. €hkanced entrainment clft more
firebrands, which coincidesith the field experiments and observatiocadire that
reaches duel break often releases a shower of firebraftéiguldet al.2009.0

Grants to Retrofit Unsafe Communities

We urge the US Forest Service and the local Santa Barbara area Fire SafiésGoavall
themselves t6EMA predisaster gantsto retrofit communities like Paiat Cave.

Last yar, David Yegge, a fire official withite Big Bear Fire Departmersiibmitedhis fourth
grant proposal to the FEMA piisaster mitigation grant program to pay up to 70% of the cost
of re-roofing homes with firesafe materials in the Big Bear area of San Bernardino County.
Yegge has also assisted the towns of Ididhand Lake Tahoe to do the same. The grant
includes the installation of neamber intrusion attic vents.

Yeggebs first grant was for $1:rédfechorheinon i n 2
need of retrofits in the community of Big Bear Lake. Only 67 remain. Helping to push

homeowners to take advantage of the pnogisaa forwarek h i n k i-shaker oo @ or di nan
passed by the Big Bear City Council in 2008 requiring roofing retrofits of all homes by this year.



San Bernardino County passed a similar ordinance in 2009 for all mountain communities.
Homeowners have untl next year to compl yinancBsucanthe Af ut ur e
models forSanta Barbara County as well.

I n order to qualify for the FEMA grant, a cos
indicated that $9.68 million would be saved in property loss for every $1 million aviarde

grant funds, 0 Yegge said. AFEMA coul dndét bel.
conducted by then Cal Fire Assistant Chief Et
ri sk by removing wooden roofs. o

AThe FEMA appl ihcaltlieomgipnrgo,c ebsust ivgelcl worth it,
Director of the Il dyllwild Mountain Communitie
homes are now safer because of theording prograno

The state agency that manages t hEmegenaynt s 1 s t
Services (Cal OES), Hazard Mitigation Grants Division. Cal OES is the go between agency and

they decide what grants get funded based upon priority established by the State Hazard

Mitigation Plan.Without the help and assistance of Cal OE£, ot likely the FEMA grants

would have be funded.

The Mountain Area Safety Taskforcemfing program:
http://www.thinisin.org/shake/

The Big Bear regoofing ordinance:
http://www.thinisin.org/home/images/stories/downloads/Ord_ 2888 pdf

The San Bernardino County-reofing ordinance:
http://www.thinisin.org/shake/images/DOVLOADS/ORDINANCES/ord_4059.pdf

FEMA grant program:
http://www.fema.gov/pralisastemitigation-grantprogram

A comprehensive approach to home protection:
http://www.californiachaparral.org/bprotectingyourhome.htmi

Misplacement of Fuelbreaks

We understand the rationale of tying into previously treated areas by creating nbredkslin
order to create strategic points to condu $ippression activities. Howevesxpanding a
ridgeline fuel breakip to 300 feet acss (the length of a football fielthas been demonated to


http://www.thinisin.org/shake/
http://www.thinisin.org/home/images/stories/downloads/Ord_2008-383.pdf
http://www.thinisin.org/shake/images/DOWNLOADS/ORDINANCES/ord_4059.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/pre-disaster-mitigation-grant-program
http://www.californiachaparral.org/bprotectingyourhome.html

have questionable val@specially wherwompared tareatments directly around thteaed
commuirities. We discuss the scienbehindthis conclusion irour joint leter with Los Padres
Forest Watchwith references to relevant research such as Syphald2&14.

Local experience confirms this researEbr exampletheWindy Gap fuelbreak was ineffective
in stopping the spread of t2@08Gap Fireaccording to testimony from residents in the
community of Painted Cave.

Theproposed widening of th@aviota Refugio Canyon fuelbretdk up 300 feetannot be
justified if a thorough codbbenefit analysis is completeThe fuelbreak isn a remote area that
does not provide significant value to nearby communifié&sough the 1955 Refugio Fire did
burn over the ridge onto the northern side ofShata Yiez Mountainsit was stoppedy
suppression efforts in thalley before causing serious loss of propéeftye 2004Gaviota Fire
did notburn overin part because theiaent ridgeline fuel break as adequate.

The 2013 Falls Firen the Cleveland National Forest provides an examplta@iack of
efficacy of300 foot wide, ridgeline fuelbreakbigures3 and 4. Even in the presence of fire
crews, the fire jumped the ridge and headed into valley communities.

The orly treatmens that we find justified for community protectiam the Projecaremodified
versiors of the Painted Cave treatment and the North and South San MardoClub
treatmentsThe southern portion of thelaney Tract Wedtreatmenis right next to an already
extensive, typeonvertedarea There is no need for additional damage that would be caused by
another treatmenThe Rosario Park treatmetdn be justified as a strategic project, but it needs
to be modified to refledhe design explained above (Invasive weed mitigati®n
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Failure to account for sensiive species

The excessive widths employed in the construction of the GavidtaiBéuelbreak will likdy
causea significantiossfor the sensitive species, Refugio manzamietiostaphylos

refugioensig. The fuelbreak is proposed ton down the center of the species only area of
distribution.See distribution map in Figuge

Figure 5.Characteristics and difbution of Refugio manzanitgArctostaphylos
refugioensig. From Kauffmann et al. 2015.



