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WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO CLEAR VACANT LAND? 

AND HOW CAN IT BE ACCOMPLISHED? 

 

Patrick Mason—Deputy Fire Marshal, Nevada County Consolidated Fire 

  

One of the most frequently asked questions Fire Officials receive today is, “What can I do to protect my 
house from wildfire?” There are numerous agencies around the county, (i.e. local Fire Stations, the Fire 
Safe Council of Nevada County, and Nevada County Office of Emergency Services) and Internet 
websites to obtain the defensible space requirements.  

The one question we rarely receive is, “What can I do with my vacant parcel of land to help protect the 
community?” There are large areas of land surrounding our small communities that are overgrown with 
vegetation. It comes down to one simple fact, out of sight – out of mind. 

Most vacant land owners don’t live in the immediate area and often it’s been years since they’ve seen 
the property. Vacant parcels of land pose a real threat when not managed correctly. The energy that 
could be created by the overabundance of fuel in a wildland urban interface (WUI) situation is a recipe 
for disaster. 

You must obtain a minimum of one hundred (100) feet of defensible space. If you live next to a vacant 
parcel and your home is just fifty (50) feet off the property line, that leaves you short of the necessary 
clearance. Nevada County Ordinance 2411 gives the authority to the local fire officials to require the 
vacant parcel owner to clear the additional distance needed to meet the defensible space requirements 
of adjacent homes. These requirements can range from establishing fuel modification zones around the 
property boundary, up to and including creating fire breaks within the parcel. The slope of the land, 
improved parcels next door, and fuel types are all taken into consideration when establishing these 
requirements. 

We always encourage you contact the property owner yourself as they may not be aware of the 
hazard on their property. These requirements can be enforced by filing a complaint with your local 
fire agency. If you must proceed with a complaint an inspection is performed and a determination 
is made as to what amount of vegetation removal is needed. The goals are to work with the 
property owner through education to gain compliance and any necessary clearance to make the 
whole community safer. This process does take approximately five (5) months if the property 
owner is not receptive to clearing his property.  
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