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Extensive urbanization in Southern California has increased the 
amount of land in the wildland urban interface (WUI), where homes 
are immediately adjacent to natural areas. While wildfires are a 
natural part of ecosystems like coastal sage scrub and chaparral, 
invasive plants, climate change, and increased human ignition 
sources all interact to increase fire frequency. Taken together with the 
spread of homes into the wildland urban interface, there is an 
increased risk to people and structures from fires in the region.   
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To reduce risk from fire, vegetation 
within 100-170 feet of homes is 
managed to slow fire: this area is 
referred to as the fuel modification 
zone1. Vegetation is also managed to 
facilitate the ability of fire authorities 
to defend homes, or provide 
d e f e n s i b l e s p a c e . M a n a g i n g 
vegetation in these areas can involve 
planting drought-tolerant or fire 
resistant plants, as well as increasing 
space between shrubs.  
 
   
  

A common practice in fuel modification zones is planting non-native, 
often highly invasive succulents or mowing weedy species to comply 
with modification standards. However, these practices result in areas of 
low habitat value that can facilitate the spread of invasive plants to other 
sections of the natural area2.    
 

Above: University Hills community members help plant and weed around cactus pads during a 
volunteer event. Lower: Student interns from the UCI Center for Environmental Biology assist with 
collecting, planning, and planting cactus. 

CAL FIRE 

Education is critical to reducing the risk of devastating wildfires in 
our communities. By involving students and community members 
in the planting process, we hope to spread the word about fire-safe 
land management practices that also benefit wildlife! 

1 - Orange County Fire Authority. www.ocfa.org. “Vegetation Management Guideline Technical Design for New Construction Fuel Modification 
Plans and Maintenance Program”. 
2 - Foxcroft, LC & Richardson, David & Pyšek, Petr & Genovesi, Piero. (2014). Plant Invasions in Protected Areas. 10.1007/978-94-007-7750-7. 
3-  Natural Communities Coalition. https://occonservation.org.  Natural Community Conservation Plan & Habitat Conservation Plan. (1993).  
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Attend one of our cactus planting or seed collection events 
Learn how to reduce fire risk on your property at our fire 
safety, ecology, & education seminar 
Stay informed – Sign up for emails from UCI Nature about 
upcoming events and research activities on the preserve 
  

Get Involved 

This project was designed to demonstrate a fuel modification zone that 
reduces fire risk while also providing wildlife habitat. By planting 
Coastal Prickly Pear (Opuntia littoralis) and Coastal Cholla 
(Cylindropuntia prolifera) we can create nesting habitat for the Coastal 
Cactus Wren, a species of special concern and a target for coastal sage 
scrub habitat conservation3.  

A collaboration between UCI Nature and the 
Natural Communities Coalition 

Defensible Space 

Above: A cactus wren coming back to the nest, on right, with a juicy caterpillar prey item for its young. 
Photo captured on the UCI Ecological preserve, courtesy of Sandrine Biziaux-Scherson. 
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