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SIGNATURES  

 

Community Wildfire Protection Plan for San Luis Obispo County:  

 

This Plan:                   

¶ Was collaboratively developed.  Interested parties, Federal, State, City, and County agencies 
within the County have been consulted and are listed in the plan. 

¶ Identifies and prioritizes pre fire and post fire management strategies and tactics meant to 
reduce the loss of values at risk within the County. 

¶ Is intended for use as a planning and assessment tool only. It is the responsibility of those 
implementing the projects to ensure that all environmental compliance and permitting 
processes are met as necessary. 

¶ This plan recommends measures to reduce the ignitability of structures throughout the area 
addressed by the Plan. 

The Healthy Forests Restoration Act requires that the applicable local government, local fire department, 
and State agency responsible for forest management agree to the Community Wildfire Protection Plan. 
The undersigned have reviewed the CWPP for San Luis Obispo County and agree to this completed 
document.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
 
 
  
 
 
This Community Wildfire Protection Plan (Plan) covers San Luis Obispo County, California and was 
developed to collaboratively address fire protection planning efforts occurring in the County to minimize 
wildfire risk to communities, assets, firefighters, and the public. This Plan presents the Countyôs physical 
and social characteristics, identifies and evaluates landscape-scale fire hazard variables, utilizes Priority 
Landscape data sets for evaluating wildfire risk, identifies measures for reducing structural ignitability, and 
identifies potential fuel reduction projects and techniques for minimizing wildfire risk. The goal of this Plan 
is to provide a planning-level framework for hazardous fuel assessment and reduction within San Luis 
Obispo County so that structures and assets are provided additional protection, reducing the potential for 
wildfire-originated ignitions. This Plan is intended to be a living document managed and updated routinely 
by the San Luis Obispo County Fire Department with community and stakeholder input and involvement.  
  
As a key component of the Healthy Forest Restoration Act (HFRA) of 2003, a Community Wildfire 
Protection Plan (CWPP) serves as a mechanism for community input and identification of areas 
presenting high fire hazard risk as well as identification of fire hazards potential projects intended to 
mitigate such risk. Further, the CWPP process is intended to provide the community a forum for 
identifying values at risk from wildfire, which may include people, property, natural resources, cultural 
values, economic interests, and infrastructure. A CWPP must be collaboratively developed with input from 
interested parties, local, state, and federal agencies managing land within the County, and local 
government representatives. It must also identify and prioritize areas for hazardous fuel reduction 
treatments and recommend measures to reduce the ignitability of structures within wildland urban 
interface areas. CWPPs are intended to better protect communities from the threat of wildfires by 
promoting community-level fuel reduction projects. 
 
Development of this Plan was also intended to support the vision, goals, and objectives of the California 
Fire Plan, thereby creating a cohesive document which integrates the community-focused nature of a 
CWPP while simultaneously functioning as the CAL FIRE Unit Strategic Fire Plan, which also seeks to 
create a state that is more resistant and resilient to the damaging effects of catastrophic wildfire while 
recognizing fireôs beneficial aspects. With consistent goals of improving fire prevention and suppression 
efforts, reducing hazardous fuels, restoring fire-adapted ecosystems, and promoting community 
assistance, integrating these two plans was a logical step for fire planning efforts in San Luis Obispo 
County. The goals of this Plan include: improving the availability and use of information regarding hazard 
and risk assessment; providing guidance for land use planning efforts; promoting a shared vision among 
communities and multiple fire jurisdictions; establishing fire resistance in communities; prioritizing 
protection of communities and other high-priority watersheds; promoting collaboration between 
government agencies and a broad representation of stakeholders; improving fire suppression and 
prevention capabilities; promoting post-fire recovery efforts; and maintaining accountability through 
performance-based monitoring. This Plan utilizes the following strategies to accomplish its goals:  
 

¶ Collaborate with stakeholders and multiple fire jurisdictions 

¶ Conduct and refine risk assessments for wildland urban interface (WUI) areas 

¶ Develop high-hazard wildfire community pre-attack plans  

¶ Foster community involvement in pre-fire planning efforts 

¶ Monitor the effectiveness of programs, projects and initial attack success. 
 
This Plan, with the cooperation of key stakeholders, has been developed with the intention of meeting the 
goals set by community stakeholders and the California Fire Plan while integrating a community input-
focused approach consistent with CWPP requirements. As a combined document, this Plan prioritizes 
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protection of communities, natural resources, and the lives of the public and firefighters. This priority is 
shared among federal agencies, state and local governments, and other community stakeholders. 
Collaboration, priority setting, and accountability provide the framework for the guiding tactical principles 
of this Plan, which include:  
 

¶ Increase the safety to residents and firefighters during wildland fires 

¶ Reduce the costs and losses associated with wildland fires 

¶ Support implementation of WUI building standards through coordination and cooperation with 
local government planning departments 

¶ Support the implementation and maintenance of defensible space around structures 

¶ Support project work and planning efforts that encourage the development and/or 
maintenance of safe ingress and egress routes for emergency incidents  

¶ Promote cooperation between fire agencies in the County to minimize wildland fire damage 
through strategic fuel treatment projects 

¶ Utilize fire prevention efforts to reduce ignitions within the County 

¶ Conduct post-incident analysis to evaluate success in achieving the 95% threshold of 
keeping fires less than 10 acres in size 

¶ Promote public education efforts about wildland fire through the support of the San Luis 
Obispo County Community Fire Safe Council (SLOCCFSC) and Firewise community 
activities. 

 
This Plan provides planning information at a County-wide scale and recognizes the variation in fuels, 
weather, topography, and community/agency priorities present in the County. It is intended to be a 
dynamic planning tool for promoting wildfire protection efforts in the County while recognizing that 
localized planning efforts being carried out at the City or Community level shall have priority and authority 
over the County-level recommendations included in this Plan. Additionally, this Plan is not intended to 
satisfy the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) or regulatory permitting requirements and any 
recommended projects or actions contained herein shall be subject to the appropriate permitting and 
environmental review for the jurisdiction in which they are proposed.  
 
Note: All text in BLUE is hyperlinked to external websites.
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SECTION I:  COUNTY OVERVIEW 

 
 

 
This Plan covers San Luis Obispo County, California. This section presents more detailed information 
about San Luis Obispo County, specifically, a description of factors affecting wildfire risk within the 
County. 
 
LOCATION 
San Luis Obispo County is situated on the Central Coast of California, 
approximately halfway between San Francisco and Los Angeles. San Luis 
Obispo County is bordered by Monterey County on the north, Kern County on 
the east, and Santa Barbara County on the south. San Luis Obispo County 
encompasses approximately 3,615 square miles, supports a population of 
approximately 270,000, and includes seven incorporated cities. Fire protection 
in the County is provided by numerous agencies, including the California 
Department of Forestry and Fire Protection (CAL FIRE), the San Luis Obispo 
County Fire Department, and eighteen local fire departments/districts 
providing fire protection for incorporated cities, communities, and facilities.  

 
LAND OWNERSHIP 
Over 73 percent of the land within San 
Luis Obispo County is privately owned. 
Other significant ownership includes 
United States Forest Service (USFS) 
and Bureau of Land Management 
(BLM) lands. The Los Padres National 
Forest (LPF) covers a large land area 
in the central and southern portions of 
the County associated with the La 
Panza, Garcia, and Santa Lucia 
Ranges. BLM lands are concentrated 
primarily in the southeast portion of the 
County in the Carrizo Plains area. The 
current distribution of land ownership within San Luis Obispo County is presented in Table 1. 
 

 
Table 1. Land Ownership Distribution in San Luis Obispo County 

Ownership Agency/Type* Approximate Acreage Percentage 

California Dept. of Fish and Game 40,706 1.92% 

California Dept. of Parks and Recreation 20,085 0.95% 

California State Lands Commission 2,238 0.11% 

Local Government 22,247 1.05% 

Non-Profit Conservancies and Trusts 2,653 0.12% 

Other State Lands 4,129 0.19% 

Private 1,570,746 73.95% 

U.S. Bureau of Land Management 244,202 11.49% 

U.S. Dept. of Defense 25,643 1.21% 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2,610 0.12% 

U.S. Forest Service 189,039 8.89% 
*Source: CalMapper 2012 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/San_Luis_Obispo_County,_California
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Central_Coast_(California)
http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/site4.aspx
http://www.slocounty.ca.gov/site4.aspx
http://www.co.monterey.ca.us/
http://www.co.kern.ca.us/
http://www.countyofsb.org/
http://www.fs.fed.us/
http://www.blm.gov/ca/st/en.html
http://www.fs.usda.gov/lpnf/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Panza_Range
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/La_Panza_Range
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garcia_Wilderness
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Santa_Lucia_Range
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carrizo_Plain
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POPULATION AND HOUSING 
 
The estimated population of San Luis Obispo County is 269,637 people within 7 incorporated cities and 
unincorporated County lands. The County includes approximately 117,315 housing units. The largest 
population center is the City of San Luis Obispo, with approximately 45,119 people, followed by the cities 
of Paso Robles (29,793 people) and Atascadero (28,310 people). Table 2 presents the population 
distribution in the County within incorporated cities, unincorporated Census-designated places (CDPôs), 
and unincorporated rural portions of the County.  TIGERweb 2010 (beta) is a web based application for 
viewing census based information. 
 
The distribution of the 
population in San Luis 
Obispo County creates 
several different conditions, 
each of which is unique to 
pre-fire planning. Urban 
areas are predominantly built-
up environments with little or 
no exposure to wildland 
vegetation (fuels). The area 
where urban development 
abuts non-maintained 
wildland fuels is known as the 
wildland-urban interface 
(WUI). Rural areas, as 
defined in the NWCG 
Glossary of Wildland Fire 
Terminology are ñAny area 
wherein residences and other 
developments are scattered 
and intermingled with forest, 
range, or farm land and 
native vegetation or cultivated 
cropsò,  More recently,  
ñwildland-urban intermixò is a 
term being used to describe 
WUI areas where the density 
of housing units and 
structures is relatively low 
and the space between 
consists of wildland fuels 
capable of propagating fire.   
While often used 
interchangeably when 
discussing WUI issues, the 
difference between the terms 
ñinterfaceò and ñintermixò, 
generally speaking, is that the boundary between rural and urban areas is typically much more distinct 
when referred to as an ñinterfaceò.  The ñinterfaceò boundary is relatively easy to decipher and map, 
whereas the ñintermixò boundary can be several miles wide and is often difficult to map precisely. 

 

 

 

Table 2. Communities and Population Distribution in San Luis Obispo County 

Community* Population Percentage 

Incorporated Cities 

Arroyo Grande  17,252 6.40% 

Atascadero  28,310 10.50% 

Paso Robles  29,793 11.05% 

Grover Beach  13,156 4.88% 

Morro Bay  10,234 3.80% 

Pismo Beach  7,655 2.84% 

San Luis Obispo  45,119 16.73% 

Unincorporated Areas (Census-designated Places) 

Avila Beach 1,627 0.60% 

Callender (includes Woodlands) 1,838 0.68% 

Cambria 6,032 2.24% 

Cayucos 2,592 0.96% 

Creston 94 0.03% 

Edna (includes Los Ranchos) 1,670 0.62% 

Garden Farms 386 0.14% 

Lake Nacimiento (includes Oak Shores) 2,748 1.01% 

Los Berros 641 0.24% 

Los Osos (includes Baywood Park) 14,276 5.29% 

Nipomo (includes Blacklake) 17,644 6.54% 

Oceano 7,286 2.70% 

San Miguel 2,336 0.87% 

San Simeon 462 0.17% 

Santa Margarita 1,259 0.47% 

Shandon 1,295 0.48% 

Templeton 7,674 2.85% 

Whitley Gardens 285 0.11% 

Unincorporated Communities (not Census-
designated Places) 

47,973 17.79% 

*Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2010 

 

http://www.google.com/publicdata/explore?ds=kf7tgg1uo9ude_&met_y=population&idim=county:06079&dl=en&hl=en&q=population+graph+of+san+luis+obispo+county
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/06/06079.html
http://tigerweb.geo.census.gov/TIGERweb2010/
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/w.htm#Wildland
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/f.htm#Fuel
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/w.htm#Wildland_Urban_Interface
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/q.htm#Rural
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/index.htm
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/index.htm
http://www.nwcg.gov/pms/pubs/glossary/index.htm
http://www.arroyogrande.org/
http://www.atascadero.org/
http://www.prcity.com/
http://www.grover.org/
http://www.morro-bay.ca.us/
http://www.pismobeach.org/
http://www.slocity.org/
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Wildland-Urban Interface 

 
Wildland-urban interface areas are those within the 

ñvicinityò of wildland vegetation, typically with housing 

density exceeding 1 house per 40 acres, but with 

vegetation covering less than 50% of the parcel. In 

addition WUI areas must be within 1.5 miles of an 

area that has vegetative cover exceeding 75% to 

ensure that small urban parks are not classified as 

WUI. The California Fire Alliance (2001) defined 

"vicinity" as all areas within 1.5 miles (2.4 km) of 

wildland vegetation, the anticipated distance that 

firebrands can be carried from a wildland fire to the 

roof of a house. 

 
The Healthy Forests Restoration Act of 2003 (HFRA) defines the term ñWildland-Urban Interfaceò to 
mean: 

¶ An area within or adjacent to an at-risk community that is identified in recommendations to the 
Secretary in a community wildfire protection plan; or in the case of any area for which a 
community wildfire protection plan is not in effectð 

o An area extending ½-mile from the boundary of an at-risk community; 
o An area within 1½ miles of the boundary of an at-risk community, including any land that: 

Á Has a sustained steep slope that creates the potential for wildfire behavior 
endangering the at-risk community; 

Á Has a geographic feature that aids in creating an effective fire break, such as a 
road or ridge top; or 

Á Is in condition class 3, as documented by the Secretary in the project-specific 
environmental analysis; and 

Á An area that is adjacent to an evacuation route for an at-risk community that the 
Secretary determines, in cooperation with the at-risk community, requires 
hazardous fuel reduction to provide safer evacuation from the at-risk community. 

The wildland fire risk associated with WUI areas includes propagation of fire throughout WUI communities 
via house-to-house fire spread, landscaping-to-house fire spread, or ember intrusion. Advantages and 

http://silvis.forest.wisc.edu/old/Library/WUIDefinitions.php
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-108hr1904enr/pdf/BILLS-108hr1904enr.pdf
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disadvantages associated with WUI areas include: 
 
WUI Advantages: 

¶ WUI areas often have 
community water supply 
systems 

¶ Many homes can be 
accessed by a single 
road 

¶ Emergency equipment 
can protect multiple 
assets at once 

¶ Houses usually only 
exposed to flammable 
fuels on one side 

 
WUI Disadvantages: 

¶ High housing density 

¶ Roads can become 
congested during 
emergencies 

¶ Limited options if the community water systems fail 
 

Wildland-Urban Intermix 
Wildland-urban intermix areas are those where 
housing and vegetation intermingle. In the 
Intermix, wildland vegetation is continuous and 
greater than 50% of the land area is vegetated 
with combustible fuels. The wildland fire risk 
associated with Intermix areas includes 
vegetation-to-house fire spread or ember 
intrusion. Advantages and disadvantages 
associated with Intermix areas include: 
 
Intermix Advantages: 

¶ Low housing density 

¶ Diversity in water supply systems 
 
Intermix Disadvantages: 

¶ Increased risk to firefighters 

¶ Emergency equipment can only protect 
single assets 

¶ Emergency equipment response times 
can be delayed due to: 

o Rural Roads (single lane, windy, heavy fuel loading) 
o Long Driveways 

¶ Roads can become congested during emergencies 

¶ Diversity in water supply systems 

¶ Houses are surrounded by vegetation 
 
Intermix areas identified within San Luis Obispo County include portions of Cambria, Suey Creek, West 
Atascadero, and Parkhill.  
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Population Flux 
 
Another important factor in evaluating the 
population in San Luis Obispo County is the 
temporal shift in population density, which has 
implications for firefighter or emergency 
response and fire risk reduction project 
planning. Temporal shifts in population can 
occur across multiple scales, including daily, 
weekly, seasonally, or annually. For example, 
the population at California Polytechnic State 
University, San Luis Obispo (Cal Poly) 
fluctuates on a daily basis during the academic 
year with an increased population of students, 
faculty, and staff during daytime hours. 
Additionally, the population at Cal Poly 
fluctuates on an annual basis, with peak 
populations occurring during the academic year between September and June and reduced populations 
during the summer months. 
  

 
Other areas of the County are subject to population fluctuations at 
various scales, including an influx of tourists to coastal communities 
during summer months, increased populations during daytime/work 
hours in larger urban areas, and increased human presence in 
wildland areas during the summer months for recreation purposes. 
Millions of visitors from around the world are drawn to the County 
due to the combination of consistently mild weather and the variety 
of recreational opportunities provided by coastal areas and the 
numerous local, county, state, and federal parks. 

Consideration of these temporal effects is important for planning strategic fuels treatment projects 
intended to protect communities or resources, allocating emergency response personnel, and reducing 
potential ignition sources.  
 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.calpoly.edu/
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FIRE ENVIRONMENT 
 
The fire environment is defined as the ñsurrounding conditions, influences, and modifying forces that 
determine fire behaviorò.  The four components that affect fire behavior in this County are fuels, weather, 
topography, and human behavior.  Understanding the relationship between these factors and their 
influence on fire behavior must be considered in order to plan the most effective strategies for reducing 
the threat of unwanted fire. 
 
Of the factors listed above, fuels (vegetation, buildings, etc.) are the component that is targeted most 
often since this factor is the most easily affected.  For example, vegetation can be removed or 
manipulated in ways that will dramatically reduce the fire risk.  Homes can be ñhardenedò, i.e. built with 
non-combustible or fire-resistant materials and maintained with adequate defensible space. 
 
While the weather cannot be controlled, it is important to understand what types of weather can occur that 
increase the fire hazard and what options there are for reducing this hazard.  An example of this is limiting 
certain activities including open burning, welding, or mowing when weather conditions are hot and dry. 
 
As with the weather, topography, the terrain or lay of the land, cannot be significantly altered to reduce 
the fire hazard.  Terrain, however, has a strong influence within the fire environment and should be 
carefully assessed when designing fire hazard reduction treatments.  Aspect  has a strong bearing on the 
type of vegetation present and the temperature and moisture regime of the soil and vegetation.  Slope 
steepness (gradient) is important since fire behavior usually increases with steepness.  Slope position 
(ridge, valley, saddle, draw, etc.) should be considered when planning fire prevention measures.  For 
example, additional defensible space may be warranted where slopes are steep and if positioned on a 
warm southerly aspect and/or within a ñchimneyò (draw, saddle). 
 
ñFull alignmentò is a term used to describe the fire environment when all the conditions are conducive for 
increased fire activity.  This occurs when fires burn in heavy fuels, during hot, dry weather with strong 
winds blowing up steep slopes and draws.  Highest priority for fire prevention measures should be 
focused on areas where these types of conditions are known to occur or are considered likely.  Additional 
discussion on fuels, weather and topography is below. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Terrain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aspect_(geography)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Grade_(slope)
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Vegetation/Fuels 

 
Due to the countyôs varied climate and geography, there is a diverse 
population of plants. In fact, the Central Coast Bioregion is considered 
one of the most biologically diverse areas in North America and many 
species are found nowhere else in the world. Plants are categorized as 
native (naturally-occurring prior to European settlement, endemic) or 
non-native (introduced) which have been transported into San Luis 
Obispo County from other regions or ecosystems.  All plants and 
vegetation types have a range of environmental conditions within which 
they can grow known as ñlimits of toleranceò. For plants, the limiting 
factors  that determine the range of a species or plant community are 

precipitation, temperature, solar radiation, soil structure, elevation, and disturbance regime.  
 
 
The California Wildlife Habitat 
Relationships System  (CWHR) provides a 
classification system of existing vegetation 
types and hardwood habitats important to 
wildlife. The CWHR system was developed 
to recognize and categorize major 
vegetation types in California at a scale 
sufficient to predict wildlife-habitat 
relationships. Table 3 presents the CWHR 
vegetation types identified for San Luis 
Obispo County and includes acreages and 
percentage cover for the County.  
As discussed above, vegetation (or fuel) 
plays a major role in affecting fire behavior 
and shaping fire hazard potential. 
Vegetation distribution throughout the 
County varies by location and topography, 
with dramatic differences observed 
between the eastern, agricultural and 
ranching portions of the County and the 
more mountainous central and southern 
regions. Current land cover/surface fuels 
distribution within the County is 
characterized by 32 different vegetation 
types which have been classified into 14 
different fuel models (FRAP 2012), as 
presented in Table 4. The most abundant 
vegetative cover within San Luis Obispo 
County is herbaceous (46.9%), or annual 
grassland, distributed primarily in the 
inland valley and plain areas east of the La 
Panza, Garcia, and Santa Lucia Ranges. 
While this fuel type can burn quickly under 
strong, dry wind patterns, it does not 
produce the high heat intensity and high 
flame lengths associated with scrub, 
chaparral, and forest fuel types. Other 
significant vegetative cover types include 
light brush (16.5%), pine/grass (12.1%), 
and hardwood/conifer litter (8.3%). These 
vegetation types are primarily associated 

Table 3. Vegetation Types in San Luis Obispo County 

Vegetation Type* 
Approximate 

Acreage 
Percentage 

Agriculture 120,908 5.69% 

Alkali Desert Scrub 32,415 1.53% 

Annual Grassland 991,331 46.66% 

Barren 6,160 0.29% 

Blue Oak Woodland 185,966 8.75% 

Blue Oak-Foothill Pine 36,302 1.71% 

Chamise-Redshank Chaparral 130,021 6.12% 

Closed-Cone Pine-Cypress 3,121 0.15% 

Coastal Oak Woodland 188,229 8.86% 

Coastal Scrub 88,528 4.17% 

Desert Scrub 670 0.03% 

Desert Succulent Shrub 245 0.01% 

Desert Wash 469 0.02% 

Eucalyptus 10 0.00% 

Freshwater Emergent 
Wetland 

25 0.00% 

Juniper 5,538 0.26% 

Lacustrine 59 0.00% 

Mixed Chaparral 158,147 7.44% 

Montane Hardwood 28,521 1.34% 

Montane Hardwood-Conifer 12,528 0.59% 

Montane Riparian 252 0.01% 

Pinyon-Juniper 5 0.00% 

Ponderosa Pine 684 0.03% 

Sagebrush 4,747 0.22% 

Saline Emergent Wetland 294 0.01% 

Unknown Conifer Type 1,240 0.06% 

Unknown Shrub Type 44,753 2.11% 

Urban 53,659 2.53% 

Valley Foothill Riparian 3,264 0.15% 

Valley Oak Woodland 11,120 0.52% 

Water 15,170 0.71% 

Wet Meadow 17 0.00% 

*Source: FRAP 2012 

http://biodiversity.ca.gov/Bioregions/centralcoast.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Native_plant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Introduced_species
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Limiting_factor
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Limiting_factor
http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/projects/frap_veg/classification.html
http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/projects/frap_veg/classification.html
http://www.dfg.ca.gov/biogeodata/cwhr/
http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/webdata/maps/san_luis_obispo/hdwd_map.40.pdf
http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/webdata/maps/san_luis_obispo/fvegwhr_map.40.pdf
http://frap.cdf.ca.gov/webdata/maps/statewide/fmod_map.pdf
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with the steeper, upland areas in the La Panza, Garcia, and Santa Lucia Ranges throughout the central 
portion of the County. Fire behavior in brush fuel types produces higher flame lengths than that in 
grassland, although spread rates are typically slower. Fire behavior in forests is variable, depending on 
surface fuel conditions and the presence of ladder fuels.  
 
Variations in vegetative cover type and species composition have a direct effect on fire behavior. Some 
vegetation types and their associated plant species have increased flammability based on plant 
physiology (resin content), biological function (flowering, retention of dead plant material), physical 
structure (leaf size, branching patterns), and overall fuel loading. For example, the native shrub species 
that compose chaparral vegetation types present a high potential hazard based on such criteria.  
 
 As described, vegetation plays a 
significant role in fire behavior. A 
critical factor to consider is the 
dynamic nature of vegetation types. 
Fire presence and absence at varying 
cycles or regimes affects vegetation 
type succession. Succession of 
vegetation types, most notably the 
gradual conversion of scrublands to 
grasslands with high fire frequency 
and grasslands to scrublands with fire 
exclusion, is highly dependent on fire 
regime. Biomass and associated fuel 
loading will increase over time, 
assuming that disturbance or fuel 
reduction efforts are not implemented.  
 
Wildfire disturbances can also have 
dramatic impacts on plants and plant 
composition. Heat shock, 
accumulation of post-fire charred 
wood, and change in photoperiods 
due to removal of shrub canopies may all stimulate seed germination. The post-fire response for most 
species is vegetative reproduction and stimulation of flowering and fruiting. The combustion of 
aboveground biomass alters seedbeds and temporarily eliminates competition for moisture, nutrients, 
heat, and light. Species that can rapidly take advantage of the available resources will flourish. It is 
possible to alter successional pathways for different vegetation types through manual alteration. This 
concept is a key component in the overall establishment and maintenance of fuel reduction projects. 

 

Table 4. Fuel Model Types in San Luis Obispo County 

Fuel 
Model 

Number* 
Description 

Approximate 
Acreage 

Percent 
Cover 

1 Grass 997,984 46.98% 

2 Pine/Grass 256,610 12.08% 

4 Tall Chaparral 88,290 4.16% 

5 Light Brush 349,780 16.46% 

6 Intermediate Brush 3,103 0.15% 

8 Hardwood/Conifer Litter 176,008 8.29% 

9 Medium Conifer 242 0.01% 

10 Heavy Conifer Litter w/ 
Understory 9,630 0.45% 

12 Medium Slash 228 0.01% 

15 Desert 545 0.03% 

28 Urban 19,687 0.93% 

97 Agriculture 220,097 10.36% 

98 Water 1,726 0.08% 

99 Barren 458 0.02% 

*Source: FRAP 2012 




