
 
 
 
 

 

 

STAFF REPORT 
SAUSALITO CITY COUNCIL 
 

 

MEETING DATE:  03/12/2019 
 
AGENDA TITLE:  Southern Marin Fire Protection District Wildland 

Urban Interface (WUI) Ordinance and map ratification 
for areas within the City of Sausalito 
 

LEAD DEPARTMENT:  Southern Marin Fire District (SMFD) 
 

 

 
RECOMMENDED MOTION: Introduce and receive the report on the benefits and 

impact of the ratification of the 2009 International Wildland Urban Interface Code and 
amendments as outlined in SMFD ordinance 2011/11-20. 

 
 

SUMMARY 
The Southern Marin Fire District will be introducing the 2009 Wildland Urban Interface 
Code and local amendments to the council. We will be asking at a future council 
meeting for the ratification of the Wildland Urban Interface Ordinance and Map for use 
in the City of Sausalito. The presentation will give the Council an understanding of how 
the new code will help the City manage some of the fire risks from wildfire. The process 
of ratification enables the Fire District and the City’s Community Development Division 
to prescribe and enforce specific codes related to new construction (methods and 
materials), substantial remodel construction (methods and materials), vegetation 
management plans and defensible space clearances on existing properties. The 
educational component will be several outreach meetings allowing the Fire District to 
give overview to the public, share what responsibilities the property owners will be 
tasked with and provide a questions and answers forum. The net result is a marked 
improvement to the safety of our community, our housing stock and most importantly 
our residents. 
 

BACKGROUND 
Following the 2017 Sonoma/Napa conflagrations, which have now been eclipsed by the 
mega-fires in Shasta and Butte Counties, we have been actively 
evaluating/implementing programs and processes to ensure our lowest overall 
community risk possible.  Our evaluation has concluded that many of the Southern 
Marin Fire Protection Districts processes and practices are in alignment with and/or 

 



 
 
 
 

ahead of industry best practices, however, we have identified several gap areas 
needing attention. This WUI ordinance addresses one of the gaps.   
 
Wildland fire conflagration is not new to our region.  One of the most significant 
predictors of particularly destructive fires is the history of fire in that area.  The City of 
Sausalito has its own modern history dating back to the Sausalito Fire of (1919) and 
Marin County’s Mount Vision Fire (1995).  The problem persists, not because there are 
few fire safety guidelines, but because instructions are sometimes not fully implemented 
or interpreted differently. Until recently, homeowner values and motives were not 
recognized as necessary in achieving fire-safe home sites. The current guidelines used 
for the wildland/urban fire interface are fixed specifications that sometimes cannot 
incorporate variations in homeowner values while maintaining a given level of fire 
safety.  The current fire conditions throughout our state and region are changing, 
and we need to change too. 
 
 
Sausalito, CA is located on the southeastern end of Marin County, adjacent to the San 
Francisco Bay, and at the western end of the Golden Gate Bridge. The only large flat 
areas of the community are down near the water – otherwise, it has relatively steep hills 
and valleys filled with homes and other structures. The city often experiences cool and 
moist weather being located along the water, with fog commonly rolling back and forth 
across the hills. 
  
In these cool and moist conditions, it would be hard for visitors to imagine a raging 
wildfire in the area, but under the right weather conditions it can and has occurred. In 
1919 there were few motorized fire apparatus available, with the fire service still in 
transition from the hand and horse-drawn era.  By the time the smoke cleared (of the 
1919 Sausalito Fire), there were twelve homes and five stores were utterly burned out 
by the fire. Also, fires on the roofs of the multiple houses and businesses were 
extinguished before any significant damage. The Holy Family Hall on Third St., used as 
a Catholic church and belonging to the parish, was destroyed. The South End Grocery 
Store, belonging to William McCarthy, was saved with slight fire damage. Many grass 
fires and roof fires were also promptly put out. 
 
Modern day fire history is prevalent and occurring regularly.  Many fires occur 
throughout the summer and are quickly extinguished, never rising to the conscious level 
of the public.   October of 2017, the City of Sausalito experienced a roadside vegetation 
fire that quickly threatened several homes on Wolf Back Ridge.  Although the fire was 
contained to less than 5 acres and extinguished quickly, evacuations were prompted by 
the Police Chief in addition to an augmented response to include helicopters and 
multiple air tankers.   
  
What is WUI and how does it apply to our community?   According to the National 
Wildfire Coordinating Group, the WUI is the zone of transition between unoccupied land 
and human development. It is the line, area, or zone where structures and other human 



 
 
 
 

development meet or intermingle with undeveloped wildland or vegetative fuels. 
Approximately 99 million Americans are living in 44 million structures within the urban-
wildland interface (WUI).  Within the City of Sausalito, there are about 2800 residential 
structures within the identified WUI area see attachment 1.   
 
 To understand the best way to make a WUI home defensible, you must first understand 
how a wildland fire propagates.  
 
Wildland fires move through the WUI by three primary methods: 

 Direct flame contact – Direct flame impingement refers to the transfer of heat by 
direct flame exposure.  Direct contact with the fire flames will heat the 
combustibility of building materials of the home.  Depending on the exposure 
(time/intensity) of the flame, materials can ignite or break windows.     

 
 Radiant heat- By creating defensible space around homes, we can significantly 

reduce the heat. Radiant heat decreases with the square of the distance. A 
house with 20-foot clearance from 20-foot flames will receive one-quarter of the 
radiant heat of a home with a 10-foot clearance. A home with 100 feet of 
clearance from forest or shrubs will usually have minimal impact from heat or 
flame. Although still at risk from ignition by embers, a home with sufficient 
defensible space can have minimal risk to the people in the house. 

 
Embers - According to recent research, embers are the most prolific cause of 
home ignition at a rate of two out of every three homes destroyed. Embers are 
glowing or burning pieces of vegetation or construction debris that are lofted 
during the wildfire.  Embers can move up to a mile ahead of a firestorm.  These 
small embers or sparks may fall on the vegetation near your home: on dry 
leaves, needles or twigs on the roof on the roof and then subsequently 
concentrated within a few feet of the house or under the deck with subsequent 
ignition of vegetation or debris that could then ignite and burn down the home.  If 
ignited, a continuous sequence of vegetation can carry flames from your 
landscaping to your house.   

 
To reduce the chances of wildland fire losses, there are two essential factors to focus 
on: 
 

1. The WUI home requires a wise selection of building materials and designs 
that will help the house resist the wildfire.  Chapter 7A of the California 
Building Code offers good direction on appropriate building materials and 
construction methods.  
  

2. The WUI home must have adequate defensible space, based on the 
careful selection, placement, and maintenance of vegetation near a 
structure.  Both the appropriate construction methods and materials along 
with the strategic plantings of vegetation enable the most significant 



 
 
 
 

opportunity for survival of the structure.  Incidentally, with fewer homes 
burning during a conflagration, there is a net reduction in fire intensity and 
an improved opportunity for our residents to make a safe exit.    

 
By reducing the flammability of structures, fuel treatments can be designed such that an 
extreme wildfire can occur in the WUI without having significant residential fire loss. 
Although extensive wildfire control efforts may not benefit from fuel treatments during 
extreme fire behavior, fuel modifications and ignition resistive building construction can 
significantly change outcomes of a wildfire.   
 
How do we accomplish defensible space in the WUI environment?   
 

Education:  Appropriate education is the first key towards achieving a survivable 
and adaptive fire community.  Given our community, we anticipate that 
approximately 80% of the WUI parcels will comply when educated on the issues, 
methods, and practices for improving the survivability of their home.  Education 
needs to include: 

 Neighborhood hazard assessment visits 

 Demonstration properties throughout neighborhoods 

 Pop-up neighborhood meetings  

 Handouts and mailings, and short videos  

 Seminars such as the “Fire in Marin” class 
 

Incentives:  The use of incentives have shown to be enough inducement for 
residents to take actions.  In some case, appropriate measures can lead to a 
reduction insurance cancelations, reduction in insurance premiums while only 
marginally increasing the constructions costs.  Current District incentives include: 

 Chipper days – Helping the community remove the biomass from 
the hillside is sometimes all that is needed to push a resident 
towards taking 

 Grants – The District is evaluating opportunities for qualifying 
residents of the community to take advantage of matching grants 
that assist in the removal of flammable vegetation among our at-
risk population.   

 
Compliance: Inspections are necessary to outline the residential expectations 
within the community, neighborhood, and homeowner.  This program includes:  

 

 Establishment of expectations and time frames by the Southern 
Marin Fire Protection District Board of Directors.   

 Enforcement inspections of each parcel through our current 
formalized process outlined in fire ordinance 2016-17-22 section 
4907.1.  

 Non-compliance could lead to citations, fines, and liens. 



 
 
 
 

 
 
Education, appropriate incentives, inspection, and compliance will be significant and 
necessary parts of this proposal.  Our firefighters have handled initial and annual 
vegetation inspection and follow-up, however, the changes proposed will require 
substantially more effort.    
 

DISCUSSION/ANALYSIS  
As discussed, we are facing a potentially severe fire situation due to the possibility of 
wildfires within the City. The Southern Marin Fire Districts existing Wildland-Urban 
Interface Code (WUI), has the necessary code sections to provide a feasible and fiscally 
responsible way to, over time, make a transition to a much safer living and working 
environment for those who live and visit the City of Sausalito. This code if adopted 
requires property owners to do their part in reducing the flammable vegetation and 
creating defensible space surrounding their properties and neighboring properties. It 
requires homeowners, new and existing when in the construction process, to include 
specific methods and materials to prevent the intrusion of embers into their structures.  
The ratification of this ordinance extends the coverage of the WUI ordinance to areas 
within the Fire District not currently covered.  This allows for a more robust and effective 
tool for its purpose of reducing the spread of wildfire ignition to structures. The proposed 
ordinance bridges the gap between sections not covered in the California Fire Code and 
specific wildfire area needs. The WUI code offers clear data-driven guidance. The fire 
mapping locates the areas that could be most affected from ember ignition due to 
ember shower.  
 
Some areas of the code outline the requirement to use building products not normally 
required in standard building practices. Although these materials are at an additional 
cost to the lesser standard building produces, they are designed for specific use in 
these special conditions. Embers are unable to intrude into the structure and cause an 
ignition and slow the spread of structure to structure fires. 
 
Another area of the code discusses vegetation and the necessity to create up to 100 
feet of defensible space to the property. This would be completed by the removal of 
flammable vegetation and cleaning up and liming up mature trees. The misconception in 
this process is cost and clearing. Costs relative to the intentional clearing of flammable 
vegetation can cost more, where future maintenance is much more achievable and at a 
lower cost. The code does not require property owners to clear all vegetation (moon 
scape) in fact, it requires vegetation to provide shade and water retention in the ground 
soil. The Fire District will be helping the citizens with brush removal and some of the 
costs associated with this process. We will be utilizing the recent tax measure funding to 
provide a chipper program within the City. 
 
Specific prescriptive code requirements will aid in the education of property owners, 
provide guidance to our construction professionals and enable the Fire District to follow 
a particular condition consistent with many jurisdictions throughout Marin County and 



 
 
 
 

have been the centerpiece of the Marin County Community Wildfire Protection Plan 
(CWPP).  
 

ALTERNATIVES 
 
 

FISCAL IMPACT 
The District has spoken to neighboring jurisdictions as well as construction 
professionals and notes that a 5 to 10% increase in construction costs is consistent with 
this WUI application. 

 
STAFF RECOMMENDATIONS 

Staff recommends the City Council approve the ratification of Southern Marin Fire 
District ordinance 2011/11-20 Wildland Urban Interface Code at a future meeting in 
April. 

 
ATTACHMENTS 

 
Attachment 1- SMFD Ordinance 2011/11-20 Wildland Urban Interface Code 
Attachment 2- SMFD WUI Map of Sausalito 
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