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The area around a home is often filled with trees, shrubs, sheds, and storage items that can act as fuel for a wildfire. Defensible space refers to the strategic management of these types of items to reduce wildfire risk. During a wildfire, windblown embers, which are capable of travelling miles ahead of the fire front, can ignite these materials and start spot fires that can spread to the home.

Overgrown grass, fallen leaves, pine needles, branches, shrubs, and low-hanging tree limbs, once ignited, create ladder fuels that allow ground fires to climb into tree canopies. Dense foliage, such as closely spaced shrubs and trees, can form connective pathways for the fire, enabling it to spread quickly from plant to plant and tree to tree, increasing fire intensity and rate of spread.

IBHS wind-driven building-to-building fire spread research shows that large detached structures within 10 metres — like sheds and granny flats (ADUs) — can also pose a high wildfire risk to a home. When ignited, these structures contribute a significant fuel load, burn longer than vegetation, and expose the home to increased radiant heat, flames, and embers. Other combustible items such as hot tubs, outdoor kitchens, large fuel tanks, and combustible water storage tanks can also increase risk if left unmitigated or placed too close to the home.

Creating and maintaining a 1.5 to 10 metre defensible space zone is crucial for reducing fire intensity and slowing the spread to the home. It ensures that appropriate horizontal and vertical separations are in place between vegetation, structures and other combustible materials on the site. The 1.5 to 10 metre defensible space zone is measured horizontally from 1.5 metres away from the home's exterior walls and extends outward to 9 metres, or to the property line.

To reduce wildfire risk, maintain your trees and shrubs within 10 metres. Prune tree branches to provide a 1.8 metre vertical clearance from the ground and remove shrubs beneath them. Maintain at least 3 metres of horizontal space between tree canopies and any chimneys. Privacy rows (hedges) of trees must be removed. For shrubs, keep clusters under 3 metres wide and space them at least twice the width of the tallest shrub. Cut grass under 10cm and remove any dead or dying vegetation, and store firewood at least 10 metres from the home or inside an enclosed, mitigated structure.

To reduce wildfire risk, detached structures such as garages, pergolas, playsets, and greenhouses must be treated like the home. Each detached structure needs a 0 to 1.5 metre non-combustible zone around it, a Class A roof covering or retrofitted pergola slats, flame- and ember-resistant vents, non-combustible gutters, and at least 15cm of non-combustible material at the base of all exterior walls.

Limit the number of structures within 10 metres to no more than three, and space each structure at least 3 metres from the home and from each other. For even greater fire risk reduction, place large structures 10 metres or more away from the home.

Source: IBHS, "Mitigations That Matter: 5–30 Foot Defensible Space Zone", YouTube, 19 August 2025. Original imperial measurements converted to metric for Brown Hill FireAware Network use.
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