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The area within 1.5 metres of a home and any attachments is the most critical area of defensible space. However, this perimeter is often filled with highly combustible items like plants, mulch, wooden fences or gates, and outdoor furniture. During a wildfire, wind-driven embers can travel miles ahead of the fire front and accumulate in this zone, where they can ignite nearby materials and lead to direct flame contact with the home.

IBHS research shows that when embers are blown by high winds, they hit the walls of a home, bounce out to 1.5 metres, and accumulate at their base. Combustible items in this area, such as vegetation and wood mulch, act as both ember collectors and fuel, which can catch fire and bring flames and radiant heat dangerously close to the home.

Combustible fences, such as wood or vinyl, pose another risk. Embers can ignite anywhere along the fence, and flames can travel along it like a candle wick, leading the fire directly to the home. While vinyl fencing is more fire-resistant than wood, it can still melt or ignite in extreme wildfire heat and spread fire to the home. To address this vulnerability, at a minimum, the first 1.5 metres surrounding a home and any attached structures must be non-combustible and kept completely free of materials or items that can burn.

When all combustible items are removed from this area, it is referred to as the 0 to 1.5 metre non-combustible zone. This zone acts as a moat, creating a critical buffer designed to stop embers from sparking spot fires next to the structure. Measure the zone horizontally using a measuring tape from the exterior walls and, if present, the outermost post of a deck or covered porch, extending outward to 1.5 metres. This zone also extends vertically to the sky to include trees.

Within this zero to 1.5 metre non-combustible zone, vegetation, grass, and mulch must be removed to bare soil. This includes plants that are irrigated or classified as wildfire-resistant. These items can be replaced with non-combustible hardscape materials like gravel, pavers, or concrete.

Additionally, within 1.5 metres of the home, combustible materials like wood or vinyl must be replaced with a non-combustible material like metal, and all overhanging tree branches must be removed to help with maintenance from falling leaves and needles near the home. Finally, vehicles, firewood, wood, or plastic furniture or other combustible items cannot be stored in this zone since it must serve as a protective buffer to keep embers from igniting the home.

Source: IBHS, "Mitigations That Matter: Zone Zero", YouTube. Original imperial measurements converted to metric for Brown Hill FireAware Network use.
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