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Wildfi re is an inherent part of life in 
Southern California. It is both an essential 
element of our local ecology and a very 
real and dangerous threat. This guide will 
introduce you to the basics of wildfi re in 
Southern California through the lens of 
native plants and offers easy actions you 
can take at home to create and maintain a 
wildfi re resilient landscape.

Scan the QR codes throughout this guide with 
your smartphone for additional information.

Presented by Theodore Payne Foundation 
for Wild Flowers & Native Plants
Illustrations by Edward Lum



FIRE ECOLOGY
Fire ecology is the study of the role of wild�re in the natural environment. While often 
viewed simply as a destructive force, �re is an intrinsic part of many ecosystems around 
the world that o�ers a variety of bene�cial services including creating open habitats and 
controlling pests.[1]

In Southern California, �re has been part of our landscape for millions for years and has 
played an important role in shaping habitats and plant communities. Many California native 
plants have adapted to survive �re and some even require elements such as heat, smoke, or 
charred wood in order for seeds to germinate. It’s estimated that more than 200 species are 
obligate seeders, meaning that they require post-�re conditions to germinate.[2] 

Our Unique Fire Regime
A �re regime is a naturally occurring pattern of wild�re in a particular region. As a very large 
state, California has a variety of regimes. Northern California’s forested landscapes have 
historically experienced natural intervals of �re every 20 to 30 years. These are low-intensity 
�res that burn across the surface of the forest �oor below the tree canopy. In contrast, the 
natural interval of �re in Southern California’s shrublands is every 30 to 130 years.[2] These 
are typically high-intensity �res that burn plants down to the ground. Unfortunately, due 

to climate change and our growing population, we 
are experiencing a much higher frequency of wild�res 
in Southern California, and the vast majority of these 
�res are started by people. When �res burn too 
frequently, native plants do not have enough time to 
establish themselves and non-native, invasive plants 
take over. In Southern California, it’s di�cult to �nd 
landscapes that have not burned in the past 50 years. 

1.   Pausas, Juli G, and Keeley, Jon. “Wild�res as an Ecosystem Service.” The Ecological Society 
of America, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 6 May 2019, esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/
doi/10.1002/fee.2044.

2.   Keeley, Jon. “Post�re Ecology and What Urban Communities Can Learn About Adapting to 
Fire”. Theodore Payne Foundation Fire Lecture Series. 2017, Theodore Payne Foundation, 
Sun Valley. Lecture.
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POST-FIRE REGENERATION
Immediately following a �re, a wild landscape can be a devastating and alarming sight— 
a moonscape that contains only charred skeletons of woody plants. However, beneath  
their blackened exteriors, shrubs and trees are resprouting and on the ground seeds  
are germinating.

Many native plant species are able to come back following a �re, including shrubs and trees 
known as crown resprouters. The root systems of these plants store nutrients that enable 
them to survive and produce new growth from the root crown, the area between the root 
and shoot. Seeds of many native plant species are �re-responsive, meaning that they only 
“wake up” and sprout after a burn. In fact, some of our most spectacular wild �owers are 
endemic �re followers, which means that they only occur in the post-�re landscape, waiting 
quietly as seeds in the soil for years to reappear in massive numbers after a burn!

Restoration
In open spaces and wilderness areas, the best way to support post-�re habitat is to avoid 
direct intervention and allow the land the time it needs to regenerate naturally. This approach 
protects the delicate balance of native ecosystems. In select cases, active restoration by land 
managers may be necessary due to high �re frequency, the presence of invasive species, 
human disturbances, or other factors. This work should always be led by experts. 

Many California native plants have adapted to survive �re and some even require elements 
such as heat, smoke, or charred wood in order for seeds to germinate. 

Fire Poppy (Papaver californicum)Foothill Poppy (Eschscholzia caespitosa) Kellogs’ Snapdragon (Antirrhinum kelloggii)
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THE WILDLAND-URBAN 
INTERFACE
The wildland-urban interface (WUI) is the area where human communities meet natural 
habitats. Homes here are at the highest risk for wild� re. In California, there are more than 
11 million people living in the WUI,[1] which means more than a quarter of the state’s 
population lives in a high � re hazard zone. The WUI is expanding rapidly across the country, 
and as a result, wild� res are becoming more frequent due to human ignition and lives and 
property are at greater risk because of the di�  culty � ghting � res in these areas.[2]

Wild� re preparedness is essential for people, 
communities, and homes in the WUI. This 
includes registering for warning systems, making 
evacuation plans, hardening homes and structures, 
and maintaining Defensible Space with wild� re 
resilient landscaping. It’s only a matter of time 
before natural areas will burn and � re� ghters 
often face limitations in the WUI, meaning that 
protection from � res is not guaranteed.

Living in the WUI also means you’re directly connected to California’s unique ecosystems. 
California is home to the most diverse plant life in the United States with more than 7,000 
types of native plants, one-third of which occur nowhere else on earth. Common plant 
communities in Southern California include coastal sage scrub, chaparral, and oak woodland. 
By creating a wild� re resilient landscape with plants native to your area, you can actively 
support the health of the surrounding wildlands by creating wildlife habitat and preventing 
non-native invasive plants from escaping into the wild.
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1.   Martinuzzi, Sebastián, et al. “The 2010 Wildland-Urban Interface of the Conterminous 
United States.” 2015, Research Map NRS-8. Newtown Square, PA: U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, Forest Service, Northern Research Station. doi:10.2737/nrs-rmap-8.

2.   Radelo� , Volker C., et al. “Rapid Growth of the US Wildland-Urban Interface Raises 
Wild� re Risk.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, vol. 115, no. 13, 2018, pp. 
3314–3319., doi:10.1073/pnas.1718850115.



WILDFIRE RESILIENT 
GARDEN DESIGN
California native plants have remarkable characteristics that provide protective services to 
homes and structures during and after a � re. The massive canopy of a coast live oak can act 
as a shield for your home, extinguishing embers that travel miles ahead of a � re. The deep 
roots of many species such as toyon can help stabilize slopes, preventing mudslides after a 
� re. With strategic garden design, careful plant selection, and proper maintenance, you can 
have a beautiful garden that is both resilient and habitat-rich.

Defensible Space is the area surrounding your home that can help protect it from loss or 
damage in a wild� re. Depending on your location, proximity to neighbors, terrain type, and 
habitat, Defensible Space is typically de� ned as a radius of 100-ft surrounding a structure. 
Maintenance beyond 100-ft does not make a di� erence for structure survival in a wild� re.[1] 

Defensible Space is divided into di� erent zones, starting with the home 
and radiating outwards: 

■ HOUSE

■  ZONE 0: 0 TO 5FT: 
THE EMBER-RESISTANT ZONE

■  ZONE 1: 5 TO 30-50FT: 
HOME PROTECTION ZONE

■  ZONE 2: 30-50 TO 100FT
THE REDUCED FUEL / 
THINNING ZONE

■  THE SURROUNDING WILDLAND
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1.   Syphard, Alexandra D., et al. “The Role of Defensible Space for Residential Structure Protection during Wild� res.” International 
Journal of Wildland Fire, vol. 23, no. 8, 2014, p. 1165., doi:10.1071/wf13158.
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Garden design by FormLA Landscaping

PLANT SELECTION 
& MAINTENANCE
No plant is � reproof, but some plants are harder to ignite than others. Evergreen plants 
which hold moisture are a much better choice than plants which are resinous, have volatile 
oils, accumulate dead wood, and/or have peeling bark. 

Maintenance is a critical element of landscape management in 
high-risk wild� re areas. A manzanita can be an evergreen, ember-
di� using ally or a � re hazard, depending on pruning and irrigation. 
Routine practices should include removing dead plant material, 
trimming lower branches from trees/large shrubs, and weeding out 
invasive plants that provide fuel for � res. 

Native plants for wild� re resilient gardens in Southern California
Native plants o� er many services such as erosion control and water conservation while 
o� ering beauty, habitat, and a sense of place. Use Calscape’s native plant database (see 
Resources on page 13)  to � nd plants local to your area with desired characteristics (e.g. 
evergreen, erosion control, deer resistant, low water, etc.). While this brochure o� ers 
general guidance, it is essential that you review and follow your local � re district codes. 

Fuschia Flowered Gooseberry 
(Ribes speciosum)
Easy to grow, hardy, and drought tolerant. 
Abundant � owers support numerous pollinators.  

Erosion Control |  Deer Resistant

Common Yarrow (Achillea millefolium)
A � owering groundcover that can be used as a 
lawn substitute. Aromatic, feathery leaves grow 
to 6” tall. 

Evergreen |  Erosion Control |  Deer Resistant

See complete
seasonal checklist



Toyon (Heteromeles arbutifolia)
LA’s o�cial native plant! Recommended as a hedge 
or small tree. Berries attract songbirds in winter.

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Coast Live Oak (Quercus agrifolia)
A majestic tree with high wildlife value. One of 
the fastest growing oaks and a local native. 

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Catalina Perfume (Ribes viburnifolium)
A groundcover with dark green fragrant leaves. 
Works well in dry shade and can grow up to  
three feet high or be pruned lower.

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control

Paci�c Mist Manzanita  
(Arctostaphylos ‘Paci�c Mist’)
A groundcover with red bark and pointed green 
leaves. Easy to grow and drought tolerant on coast. 

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Beach Strawberry (Fragaria chiloensis)
A groundcover with glossy leaves, fragrant 
�owers, and delicious fruit. Great plant for  
coast and shady inland areas.

Evergreen 

Pigeon Point Coyote Brush  
(Baccharis pilularis ‘Pigeon Point’)
A dependable, drought tolerant groundcover  
recommended for slopes and parkways.

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Western Redbud (Cercis occidentalis)
A small, multi-trunked tree. Magenta �owers in 
early spring are followed by heart-shaped leaves. 

Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Lemonade Berry (Rhus integrifolia)
A local shrub/small tree that is hardy and drought 
tolerant. Fruit is edible and tastes like lemons. 

Evergreen  |  Erosion Control  |  Deer Resistant

Sage (Salvia spp.)
Flowers attract hummingbirds, butter�ies, 
and native bees while seeds feed birds such as 
�nches. Look for deer resistant species. Drought 
tolerant once established.

Monkey�ower (Mimulus spp.)
A shrub with showy �owers and a hummingbird 
favorite. There are many species o�ering a variety 
of colors and characteristics. Look for drought 
tolerant and deer resistant species. 

See a complete list 
of resources and 
acknowledgments

RESOURCES

See select plants 
at Theodore Payne 
Foundation’s nursery 
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Visit Calscape to  
�nd plants local  
to your area
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