
REPORT/RECOMMENDATION TO THE BOARD OF SUPERVISORS
 
OF SAN BERNARDINO COUNTY, CALIFORNIA
 

AND RECORD OF ACTION
 

February 6, 2007 

FROM:	 PAT DENNEN, Fire Chief/Fire Warden
 
San Bernardino County Consolidated Fire District
 

SUBJECT:	 COIVIMUNITY WILDFIRE PROTECTION PLAN CREATED BY FIRE SAFE 
COUNCIL OF BIG BEAR VALLEY 

RECOMMENDATION: Acting as the governing body of the County of San Bernardino and 
the San Bernardino County Consolidated Fire District, agree with the contents of the 
Community Wildfire Protection Plan created by the Fire Safe Council of Big Bear Valley. 

BACKGROUND INFORMATION: A Community Wildfire Protection Plan (CWPP) enables a 
community to effectively plan how it will reduce the risk of wildfire. The Inland Empire Fire 
Safe Alliance (IEFSA) has been an effective coordinating force behind the Local Fire Safe 
Councils (FSC) and their Chapters that have taken on the task of completing CWPPs in all 
communities across the mountains. These are the same concerned citizens who were 
instrumental in successfully preparing our communities for the wildfires of 2003. 

CWPPs are authorized and defined in Title 1 of the President's Healthy Forests Restoration 
Act (HFRA) of 2003. The HFRA emphasizes the need for Federal Agencies to work 
collaboratively with communities in developing hazardous fuel reduction projects, and places 
priority on treatment areas that have been identified by the affected communities and 
included in a CWPP. County recognition of the CWPP contents provides communities an 
opportunity to influence where and how federal, state, and local agencies implement fuel 
reduction projects on federal land adjacent to their community, as well as how additional 
federal funds may be distributed for projects on non-federal lands. Other agencies that are 
signatory to the CWPPs include the United States Forest Service, the California Department 
of Forestry, and San Bernardino County Fire. 

The CWPPs must at a minimum, address three areas of concern as identified in the 
Presidents HFRA. These areas are Collaboration, Prioritized Fuels Reduction and 
Treatment of Structural Ignitability. First, the CWPP must be collaboratively developed with 
local and state government representatives, in consultation with federal agencies, and other 
intere~ted parties. Second, the CWPP must identify and prioritize areas for hazardous fuel 
reduction treatments and recommend the types and methods of treatment that will protect 
one or more at-risk communities and essential infrastructure. Third, the CWPP must 
recommend measures that homeowners and communities can take to reduce the ignitability 
of structures throughout the area addressed by the plan. County Fire has determined that 
the CWPP for Big Bear Valley has addressed all of the appropriate elements as provided in 
the National and State Guidelines. 
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The efforts of the Big Bear Valley Fire Safe Council not only meet, but also well exceed the 
requirements of the HFRA for the purposes of their CWPP. 

Approval of this recommendation would agree with the contents of the CWPP and support 
the efforts of the Big Bear Valley Fire Safe Council in their pursuit of grant funds to complete 
their objectives stated in the plan that would ultimately make their community safer. 

REVIEW BY OTHERS: This item has been reviewed by the County Administrative Office 
(Wayne Thies, Administrative Analyst, 387-5409) on January 24, 2007; County Counsel (L. 
Thomas Krahelski, Deputy County Counsel, 387-5436) on January 25, 2007; and 
coordinated with the Third Supervisorial District. 

FINANCIAL IMPACT: None. County agreement with the contents of the CWPP does not 
obligate the County to any future financial liability. Funding for future fuels reduction 
projects as stated in the CWPP will be provided by the Department of Agriculture and the 
USFS directly, or through the California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection to either 
the IEFSA or the local FSC. 

SUPERVISORIAL DISTRICT(S): Third 

PRESENTER: Peter Brierty, Assistant Chief/Fire Marshal, 386-8405 

02/06/07 012
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Section 1.0 Executive Summary 

The Big Bear Valley Community Wildfire Protection Plan (BBVCWPP) discusses both 
public and private concerns. Successful wildfire protection planning involves a review of all 
protection measures that contribute to a collective “systems approach” process. Eliminating 
the risk or threat is not always possible when living in a forest. What is possible is 
minimizing the threat by reducing structure ignitability, developing defensible space, and 
conducting fuels treatment that reduce the intensity and severity of a wildland fire.  

The driving force in developing the BBVCWPP was the Healthy Forest Initiative, the Old & 
Grand Prix Fires, other historic fires (Bear, Panorama, and Willow), and the ongoing 
mortality rate of trees within the San Bernardino National Forest. Three broad categories that 
are discussed in this Plan are (1) the need for fuel breaks and treatments around and within 
the communities of the Big Bear Valley and in the forest itself; (2) the degree to which 
enforcement and voluntary participation contributes to the protection scheme; and (3) the 
willingness to develop and implement retrospective and prospective strategies to reduce the 
structural ignitability of properties within the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI).   

Section 1.1 Plan Process 

This Plan was developed after review and evaluation of the National Fire Plan, California 
Fire Plan template (August 2004 version), South Big Bear Fuels Reduction Project, San 
Bernardino County Operational Area Plan, and other available relevant documents.  

Although this Plan is a public document for Homeland Security issues, certain maps that 
specifically provide information that may be sensitive in nature are not included. They 
include fire regime maps, condition class, fire history, utility maps, and critical infrastructure 
maps. At this time, the writers of this document have chosen not to identify and discuss items 
considered to be of a sensitive nature in accordance with Homeland Security guidelines.  

Section 1.2 Introduction 

The Big Bear Valley is nestled in the San Bernardino National Forest.  The Valley is one of 
the only premiere four season mountain resort communities in Southern California.  This 
Valley supports year round activities for snow skiing, fishing, boating, hiking, hunting, off-
roading, mountain biking, and just relaxing & enjoying the forest environment. It is home to 
small boutique shops, eateries, small entertainment businesses, light manufacturing, and 
commercial industries that support tourism. In 2004, approximately 6 million people visited 
the Big Bear Valley.  
 
Unknown to most visitors is the fact that the City of Big Bear Lake and the unincorporated 
Big Bear City Community Services District are listed in the Federal Registry as communities 
at high risk to wildland fires.  Making fire even more of a threat is the ongoing and continual 
tree death rate within the WUI.  A combination of issues has contributed to the alarming 
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increase in the death rate of various trees within the San Bernardino National Forest. The 
purpose of this document is to address these issues and propose measures that can reduce the 
threat of fire to our communities, simultaneously restoring the health of our forest.  
 
Southern California has had drought-like conditions. This is a recurrent event and similar 
droughts have occurred in the past 100 years, and yet the tree mortality has never occurred to 
this extent.  In some areas of Lake Arrowhead, nearly 90% of all conifer trees have died.  In 
the San Bernardino National Forest, it is estimated that nearly 13 million trees have died. It 
has actually been said, “we have loved our forests to death.” 
 
Secondly, the watershed from years of drought conditions and depletion of the upper ground 
water aquifers has reduced the available water used by both vegetation and domestic sources.   
 
During the last century after human occupation, fires in the Big Bear Valley have been small 
in nature. After the turn of the twentieth century and from the earliest date of Forest Service 
records, the Big Bear Valley has been absent any large or catastrophic fire.  
 
Development in the Valley has caused the elimination of some existing trees, shrubs, and 
other plants, but it has done little to curtail the catastrophic fire hazard potential in the Valley. 
It can even be said that development has added fuel to the fire.  In fact, it could be argued 
recent fire modeling of the Big Bear Valley indicates to a high degree that burnable fuel 
loading, topography, and cyclical climatic conditions cause Big Bear Valley to be susceptible 
to a large and/or catastrophic fire.  
 
In spite of this very high fire hazard potential rating over the past decades, our fire 
suppression efforts have been successful at minimizing property damage as well as large 
vegetation fires in and around the Big Bear Valley. Yet the susceptibility to a large fire has 
not diminished. For the most part, little can be done to change the topographical and climatic 
conditions of the Big Bear Valley leaving one of the only changeable features, that being fuel 
loading. 
 
Prior to Valley development, the Forest Service notes that area fires were more frequent and 
less intense. This was during an era where fires started by Native Americans and/or lightning 
caused fires removed the natural accumulation of burnable fuels such as pine needles, twigs, 
brush, saplings, branches, snags, and down dead trees and were left to burn out naturally 
leaving a mosaic pattern of fuel density across the landscape of the National Forest.  
 
Over the years, logging of trees helped to reduce the fuel density found in the forest. This 
practice has been eliminated as a current use of the forest as it transitioned to a tourism and 
urbanized relief setting, except for the reduction of trees for firewood or small thinning 
projects. Even the harvesting of Christmas trees by permit is forbidden. This is an indication 
of the times where environmental sensitivity and preservation of most trees was seen as a 
normal course of action on both private and public lands but did little to curb fuel loading in 
our communities and in the forest.  
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The heightened awareness from a series of catastrophic fires, the rise of beetle infestation,
disease, and drought led to experts  rethinking past policies and to prescribe treatments to
create and sustain forest health as well as provide fuel breaks that would reduce the threat to
communities which are at risk.

The hands off  approach to harvesting/thinning trees combined with quick suppression
efforts and cyclical climatology has combined to exacerbate the declining health of the forest.

This has only increased the
probability that a catastrophic fire
would occur consuming large areas
currently populated by all sizes and
types of trees and vegetation.
Harvesting/thinning selected trees and
brush in forest areas that are densely
overpopulated to help reduce the
wildfire threat and to create a more
bio-diverse ecosystem is necessary. It
must be recognized that fuel loading
is at its all time high on both private
and public lands. The understory of

manzanita, ironwood, and scrub oak height range up to 3 to 18 feet with a dense co-mingled
canopy that makes it difficult to walk through.  Increasingly, the number of dead pine and fir
trees is noticeable in the forest in contrast to having one of the wettest years on record.

The tree mortality rate is relatively indiscriminate of age and size.  Some of the largest and
oldest trees in the San Bernardino National Forest exist within the Big Bear Valley.  One of
the largest lodge pole pine trees in the United States is located in the forest just south of Big
Bear Lake. Large Jeffery pine and white fir series are 250 to 350 years old. Measures to
protect and preserve these trees may be necessary, i.e., removing other trees and brush in and
around these trees and potentially spraying the trees on an ongoing basis to protect them from
beetle infestation.

During the Old Fire in 2003, this conflagration reached a triggering point that forced the
evacuation of the communities of the Big Bear Valley for a period of three days.  The social
and economic effect that resulted has made it difficult for some in the business community to
survive. More importantly, there is a feeling of complacency that has set in.  People s
perception is that the evacuation was unwarranted. Citizens have been heard to say The next
time, I am not going to evacuate.   These attitudes and the high fuel loading combine to set
the stage for a potential disaster that could occur the next time a large fire occurs.  Public
education measures must be taken to inform the community on construction standards,
defensible space practices, forest health issues, the need for forest thinning, fuel loading,
hazard analysis, protection of old growth trees, the importance of protecting the watershed,
and to actively educate the community on the reintroduction of prescriptive and controlled
fires into the Big Bear ecosystem on both public and private lands.
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It is, therefore, essential to effect a community fire protection plan that addresses the 
following issues. 
 
Section 1.3 Overall Goals 

 
General Goals 
• Ensure the long-term economic stability of the communities by reducing the fire 

threat risk from very high to moderate/low.  
• Identify lands private, public, forested, urbanized or otherwise that, if treated, would 

reduce the potential fire impact to communities and structures in and around the Big 
Bear Valley. This is commonly referred to as the Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) 
zone. 

• Implement fuel reduction measures to assure continuing and ongoing safety of the 
Big Bear Valley watershed and recharge aquifers.  

• Identify high valued areas that, if absent from trees, would have a detrimental effect 
on the appearance and ambiance of the communities of the Big Bear Valley.  Propose 
and implement measures to assure the long-term survivability of these trees.  

• Identify and support new markets that collectively, with public and private 
partnerships, assure that the forest vegetation and trees that are removed go to sources 
that have a beneficial use, i.e., lumber, biomass chips for landscaping, erosion 
control, and/or energy.  

• Enhance biodiversity and forest health. 
 
Buildings  
• Review, evaluate, and modify fire wise building codes and fire protection laws for 

private landowners/builders to reduce home ignitions. 
• Review, evaluate, and make recommendation for a fuel reduction and vegetation 

management/landscape ordinance.  
• Design and develop a list of building standards that existing homeowners can 

voluntarily install to reduce the vulnerability of their homes.   
 
Public Education 
• Provide education to property owners about the need for fire wise construction 

standards, laws, and codes.  
• Through public education and enforcement efforts, maintain ongoing practices of 

assuring the removal of overgrown vegetation and fuel loading on private lands. 
Emphasize defensible space clearing on private lands within the Big Bear Valley.   

• Monitor, report, and educate citizenry on changes in the biodiversity evidenced 
within the Big Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface (WUI). 

• Seek as needed assistance from the Natural Resource Conservation Service on 
monitoring and implementing ways to educate citizenry on methods and techniques to 
help reduce soil erosion. 

• Educate the public on public land fuel treatments, which will reduce local fire risk 
and improve forest health conditions. 
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Table 5.0 — Big Bear Valley (WUI) Fire History from 1900
to 2004

Decade Number of
Fires Total Acres Mean

Acres/Fire
1900-1919 13 1,586 122
1920-1939 2 1,463 732
1940-1959 13 18,181 1,399
1960-1979 21 60,105 2862
1980-1999 23 78,625 3,418

2000- 1 16 16

Section 5.1 What is the fire and fuels problem?

Recent history has seen an increasing trend of record breaking wildfires on public forests and
grasslands nationwide. In 2002, wildfires on our nation s forest burned 7.2 million acres in
seven western states.

Locally in 2003, the Old Fire and the Grand Prix fire combined to create a conflagration of
approximately 150,729 acres. It is estimated that only 3-4% of the Old Fire burned in timber
stand concentration.  Although this can be seen as positive, it can and does mean that within
the Big Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface, fire, a natural occurrence as a result of
lightening strikes in past generations and used by Native Americans, has been significantly
inhibited from naturally burning away fuels such as pine needles, twigs, brush, saplings,
branches, snags, and down dead trees that accumulate on the forest floor. These burnable
fuels have not been removed in decades.  This inhibition is most likely a result of aggressive
fire suppression efforts.

Just as important in any discussion concerning
accumulation of fuels is the prohibition to harvest live,
over-dense tree stands in the forest. An example of this is
indicated in the South Big Bear Fuels Reduction Reports
Environmental Assessment  that indicates Many of the
low-departure stands that are on dry, low productivity
sites were heavily logged in the 1960s.  Prohibiting
consumptive use of a renewable natural resource can/does
contribute to the changes in the historic vegetation
structure. The build-up and accumulation of unnatural
historical vegetation structure ultimately has an

accumulated effect on the forest health causing existing live vegetation to compete for the
same nutrients and water. An over-dense vegetation structure reduces the vegetation s ability
to resist disease and insects like the bark beetle. Thus, an increase in the forests vegetation
mortality rate can be predicted as well as an increase in insects and bark beetles.
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Over-densification of the vegetation effectuates an increase in the populations of insects 
including bark beetles and other disease agents beyond historic levels. Thus unnatural 
accumulation of dead fuels over time has occurred to the point that the condition class within 
the WUI is significantly modified. It is estimated that in some areas, 50 to 120 tons of 
burnable fuel per acre has been left to accumulate. In accordance with the United States 
Forest Service, the forest within the Big Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface has been 
“significantly altered from the normal range” (see Table 5.1). The Big Bear Valley 
communities are now listed in the Federal Register as communities at “high risk”.  

The most extensive and serious problem related to health of the national forests in the interior 
west is the over-accumulation of vegetation, which has caused an increasing number of large, 
intense, and many times uncontrollable and catastrophically destructive fires.  All vegetation, 
whether live or dead, serve as fuel for fires.  In a natural state, a Jeffery/ponderosa pine tree 
forest consists of open stands of large diameter older trees with very little undergrowth. The 
burnable fuel in this type of forest is minimal.  In contrast, the forest within the Big Bear 
Valley Wildland Urban Interface today consists of burnable fuels that are four times the 
historic levels.  

There is new tree mortality in multiple areas, but for the most part, it is within affected areas 
observed in 2004. Many of the older standing dead trees (3 months or more) are losing 
needles. Trees that have recently died are still holding onto their needles, and some green 
trees that appear to be alive are, in fact, dead. You can see this across much of the forest. 
North facing slopes where we normally find higher live fuel moistures are experiencing high 
mortality. It would be best to describe the timber mortality as standing heavy slash or a 
"Vertical Fuel Model 13". The Fuel Model Matrix identifies per management unit the amount 
in acres of the various fuel models within the Big Bear Wildland Urban Interface. Combined, 
the standing and down dead fuel loadings could equate to several hundred tons of fuel per 
acre. 
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Table 5.1 Big Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface Fire Regime 
and Condition Class Percentage by Management Unit* 
 

Management 
Units 

Fire 
Regime** 

Condition 
Class 1 % 

Condition 
Class 2 % 

Condition 
Class 3 % 

Condition 
Class 9 %  

Baldwin Lake/     
Erwin Lake I/III 4 50 27 19% 

Lone Valley I/III/IV 6 82 12 0 
Sugarloaf I/III 15 41 29 15 
Moonridge I/III 12 8 42 38 
Big Bear City I/III 12 34 10 44 
Big Bear Lake I/III 6 7 60 27 
Fawnskin I/III 10 54 31 5 
Gray’s Peak I/III 13 11 72 4 
Mill Creek I/III 19 24 55 2 
Holcomb I/III 12 56 30 2 
Santa Ana I/II/III 18 44 37 1 

*Fire Regime and Condition Class   information provided by the California Department of Forestry, Fire Resource and Assistance 
Program (FRAP) 

**The Fire Regime in Table 5.1 is identifies the primary class in forested areas. 

 Section 5.2 Air Quality 

The South Coast Air Quality Management District (SCAQMD) is the regulatory agency that 
monitors air quality within the BBVWUI.  Any and all approvals on prescriptive burns would 
require approval from the SCAQMD.  

Section 5.3 Natural Resource Management 

The use of forest products has seen a decline.  The last large scale local mill closed in the 
early 1980s after environmental constraints reduced the supply of timber to the point that it 
was no longer economically viable to continue the milling operation.  The harvesting of the 
wood/timber from private property was the only remaining option.  Small boutique 
businesses use wood for woodcarvings and firewood, but for the most part, up until 2000, the 
use of wood /timber was limited. Issuance of a permit for harvesting Christmas trees is not 
allowed in spite of an overly dense forest of small trees.  

In the San Bernardino National Forest, the drought and bark beetle infestation left an 
estimated 13 million trees across the forest dead - trees of all sizes and age.  There were 
insufficient harvesting companies to remove the trees. Local governments were limited and 
perplexed on what to do with the trees.  Many trees were not useful due to type, size, and 
condition after they died. Burying or leaving them in their natural felled position to litter the 
forest floor was and remains a vital economic solution to some, but it does little to reduce the 
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burnable fuels in our forest.  Local governments purchased incinerators, chippers, and 
initially helped fund small sawmills.  Private companies looked into biomass electric 
generation but were frustrated by federal & state bureaucracy, regulations, and/or red tape. 
To operate such a process would require a guarantee from public land managers to provide a 
sustainable supply of wood biomass from public lands.  San Bernardino National Forest 
representatives met with several biomass co-generation firms early in the tree mortality 
event.  One failed to produce a business plan as was needed to evaluate their proposal; 
another indicated that they needed a guaranteed biomass stream of such quantity and duration 
that extensive and costly environmental analysis would be required, and they appear to have 
lost interest in committing the level of investment necessary to pursue the matter further.   

Meanwhile, the wood has been backing up in firewood businesses in and around Big Bear.  
Some businesses have been offering free wood and chips just to get rid of them. Small 
milling operations have begun to operate.  The Inland Empire Council for Boy Scouts 
operates a small mill at Camp Emerson in Idyllwild. Milling operations for wood pallets and 
crates have used some portions of the forest products.  Some trees are shipped to Terra Bella 
in central California for milling. Some material is shipped to a co-generation facility in 
Thermal, California as long as shipping is provided.   

Privately in and around Big Bear, tree trimmings and slash are part of the solid waste stream.  
Little is done to separate this biomass from the rest of the trash and use it in a beneficial 
manner. Biomass continues to be a key community issue to overcome.  There is a need for 
both public land stewards and private landowners to work together with business interests to 
seek viable and sustainable solutions for the reuse of biomass material. Help is on the horizon 
with the completion of the “Southern California Biomass Disposal and Utilization 
Assessment” conducted by TSS Consultants.  This report can assist Southern California 
agencies in developing plans to market and utilize biomass materials at a local, state, and 
regional level.  

6.0 What is Fire Safety? 

How to be ready when fire comes. 

6.1 Before Fire 

6.1.1 Defensible Space 

Creating defensible space is one of the two 
most important actions that a homeowner can 
create before a fire occurs in order to 
decrease the likelihood of an ignition around 
their home. Developing a WUI standard for 
defensible space that works for Big Bear 
Valley which meets state and local statutes as well as the vegetation landscape of the Bear 
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Valley intermix and is clearly enforceable remains a high priority of the Big Bear Valley 
Wildland Urban Interface. 

6.1.1.1 Legal Requirements 

Legal requirements vary within the communities of the Big Bear Valley. The use of Public 
Resources Code, Section 4291, applies to private lands in unincorporated areas of the Valley. 
Furthermore, the County of San Bernardino enforces a vegetation ordinance for use in the 
City of Big Bear Lake, the Big Bear City Community Services District, and in the 
unincorporated area of the Valley.  In addition, agencies have adopted the California Fire 
Code, which contains Appendix II-A.  Appendix II-A contains various requirements for the 
suppression and control of fires in a hazardous fire area. The City of Big Bear Lake has 
adopted a separate fire hazard abatement ordinance similar to the County ordinance in 
addition to the adoption of Appendix II-A.  

The City of Big Bear Lake has a tree conservation ordinance that establishes certain criteria 
for the conservation of trees, and the Development Code grants the authority to provide 
thinning of overly dense trees on private properties at the time of construction.  

Another consideration for Valley fire agencies is to adopt the Wildland Urban Interface Code 
published by the International Code Council or adopt National Fire Protection Association 
Standards. 

The County of San Bernardino Fire Department has adopted the 1991 edition of the Uniform 
Fire Code as compared to the Big Bear City CSD Fire Department and the City of Big Bear 
Lake Fire Department that have adopted the 2001 edition of the Uniform Fire Code as 
amended by the State of California.  When assessing the significance of San Bernardino 
County not adopting the most current code, one can easily see that the layering of other 
County or State adopted laws and regulations fill the gap created by their political bodies’ 
denial of the adoption of the 1994, 1997, and 2000 editions of the Uniform Fire Code, yet it 
complicates the process at the enforcement level. Thus it slows down the approval processes 
for new and existing construction, fosters obsolescence, and creates difficulty approving 
technological advancements.   

In 1995, the enactment of certain state laws required the California Department of Forestry to 
identify lands that are considered as a “Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone”.  The Big Bear 
City CSD Fire Department adopted by ordinance the “Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone” 
criteria.  This is in contrast to the Big Bear Lake Fire Department, which did not adopt the 
criteria. 

Furthermore, the Pubic Resources Code was recently modified to require 100 feet clearances 
around structures. 



Big Bear Valley 
Community Wildfire Protection Plan    
 
 
 

Page 38 

The California Office of the State Fire Marshal has developed a series of guidelines for 
agencies to use within a hazardous fire area.  

In August 2001, the Federal Register listed only the communities of Big Bear City, an 
unincorporated area and the incorporated community of the City of Big Bear Lake in its list 
of communities at “high risk”.  Communities such as Baldwin Lake, Fawnskin, and Erwin 
Lake were not specifically identified, yet meet the criteria for inclusion as a community at 
risk.  

This emphasizes the layering of laws and regulations that frustrate agencies and departments 
when talking to the public about creating defensible space. The challenge for the BBVWUI is 
to identify differences in various regulations and implement practical solutions.  

6.1.1.2 Fire Resistant Landscaping 

The Big Bear Valley fire agencies have begun aggressively communicating the need for 
private property owners to reduce the overgrown vegetation maintained on properties within 
the Big Bear Valley. Mass media campaigns with Valley fire agencies and the Big Bear 
Valley Fire Safe Council have begun informing property owners what they need to do to 
create defensible space.  Fire resistant landscaping starts with the elimination of pine needles, 
leaves, and dead vegetation. Limbing up trees and bushes as well as removing over-dense 
trees is all part of creating a fire resistant landscape.   

With the high density of structures, small lot sizes, and properties with side yard setbacks 
being a minimum of three feet for older subdivided properties, utilizing standard printed 
materials that show houses with clearances around them up to 100 feet, creates unique 
challenges when communicating “how to create fire resistant landscaping” and defensible 
space guidelines.  The primary reason is that intermix landscape preprinted universally used 
brochures do not fit the communities of the Big Bear Valley.   

Valley officials and community stakeholders are working on developing materials that 
explain “how to create fire resistant landscaping” and defensible space that meets an 
acceptable standard. Since all live or dead vegetation will burn, officials are guarded to use 
plants that may be the “lesser of two evils” when recommending plants in and around 
structures.  

6.1.1.3 Separation Requirements vs. Vegetation  

Currently, the fire agencies of the Big Bear Valley utilize the requirements within the 
California Fire Code and/or the Public Resources Code 4291 to assure proper vegetation 
clearance from structures or hazardous materials. The following requirements in Table 6.1 
are some of the spacing requirements required by law.   
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The County of San Bernardino and the Big Bear City Community Services District have 
adopted standards on distances from structures for firewood.  The County’s Fire Safety 
Overlay requirements establish a 30 feet minimum separation from structures while the CSD 
requires 20 feet separation. Yet neither of these requirements is strictly enforced. The City of 
Big Bear Lake has no specific requirement for firewood separation from structures.  

Table 6.1 List of Separation Requirements from Vegetation 

Reference Section Clearance by Type Separation Distance 
Section 7904.2.5.4.1 CFC Class I Class II Liquids 50 ft. min. 
Section 16 CFC Clearance 
of Brush CFC 

Flammable vegetation 
Combustible vegetation 30 ft. to 100 ft. 

Section 16 II A CFC Remove Limbs  10 ft. from chimney outlet 
Section 17 II A CFC Brush clearance from roadways 10 ft. min. 
Section 15 II A CFC Clearance around electrical lines 10 ft. min. 
Section 8209 CFC - LPG Clearance from LPG tank/ 

containers from combustibles 10 ft. min. 

Section 8003.1.12 CFC 
Hazardous Materials 

Clearance of vegetation from 
hazardous materials outdoor 
storage area or tanks. 

30 ft. min. 

Section 3008.4 CFC Storage 
of Wood Products 

Clearance of vegetation As determined by the Chief 

Unincorporated Areas Fire 
Safety Overlay 

Section 85.020220 

Minimum setback requirement 
from property line.  

Minimum distance between 
buildings. 

Minimum setback from National 
Forest boundaries. 

Minimum 5 ft. 

 

Minimum 10 ft. 

Minimum 30 ft. 

6.1.1.4 Recommended Building Materials/Fire Wise Construction 

The current building material used to construct the majority of the buildings within the Big 
Bear Valley Wildland Urban Interface is wood frame construction with exterior surfaces 
being of T-111, masonite, exterior wood facade, vertical wood shake, shingle, etc. The 
building requirements are different in the City versus the County unincorporated area. The 
Uniform Building Code currently used is the 2001 California Building Code. It is adopted 
Statewide.  The County has enacted a more restrictive development code for areas in a high 
fire hazard area.  These high fire hazard requirements have been utilized since 1989 and are 
applicable throughout the unincorporated areas, including the CSD.  These requirements 
include the installation of Class A roof coverings, the elimination of eave vents, multi-pane 
windows, and upgraded roofing requirements to meet current standards when replacing  




