Vertical/Ladder Fuels

Ladder fuels are defined as smaller trees and brush that provide vertical continuity, which
allows a fire to burn from the ground level up into the branches and crowns of larger trees.
Lower branches on large trees also can act as ladder fuels. These fuels are potentially very
hazardous, but are easy to mitigate. The hazards from ladder fuels near homes are especially
important to address. Prune all tree branches from ground level up to a height of 10 feet
above ground or up to /3 the height of the tree, whichever is less. Do not prune further

up because it could jeopardize the health of the tree. Shrubs should be pruned based on
specifications recommended for the species. Dead branches should be removed whenever
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Naturally occurring woody material on the ground and debris from cutting down trees
(also known as slash) may increase the intensity of fires. Increased fire intensity makes a
fire harder to control and increases the likelihood of surface fires transitioning to crown
fires. Dispose of any heavy accumulation of logs, branches and slash by chipping, hauling

to a disposal site or piling for burning later. Always contact your county sheriff’s office or
local fire department first for information about burning slash piles. Another alternative is
to lop and scatter slash by cutting it into very small pieces and distributing it widely over
the ground. If chipping logs and/or slash, it’s essential to avoid creating continuous areas

of wood chips on the ground. Break up the layer of wood chips by adding nonflammable
material, or allow for wide gaps (at least 3 feet) between chip accumulations. Also, avoid
heavy accumulation of slash by spreading it closer to the ground to speed decomposition. If
desired, two or three small, widely spaced brush piles may be left for wildlife habitat. Locate ~ p, gure 5: Surface fuls include logs,
these well away from your home (NOT in Zones 1 or 2; see page 5-8 for zone descriptions). branches, wood chips, pine needles,
duff and grasses. Photo: CSFS

Pine Needles/Duff Layers

Due to decades of fire suppression, decomposing layers of pine needles, twigs and other organic debris—called duff - is
deeper under many large trees today than it would have been a century ago. This is especially true in ponderosa pine forests
where frequent and naturally occurring fires have been absent. These large trees often are lost when fires occur, because
flames burning in the dufflayer can pre-heat live vegetation and ignite the trees, or the tree’s roots can be damaged from the
intense heat of the smoldering duff, killing the tree. It is important to rake needle or duff
layers deeper than 2 inches at least 3 feet away from the base of large trees. This should be
done annually, and the additional duff also should be removed from the area.

Grasses

Grasses are perhaps the most pervasive and abundant surface fuel in Colorado. Mow grasses
and weeds as often as needed throughout the growing season to keep them shorter than 6
inches. This applies to irrigated lawns and wild or native grasses. This is critical in the fall,
when grasses dry out, and in the spring, after the snow is gone but before plants green-up.

Be especially careful when mowing in areas with rocks. Mower blades can hit rocks and
create sparks, causing fires in dry grass. Consider mowing only on days with high humidity
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When mowing around trees, be sure to avoid damaging the root system and tree trunk by
using a higher blade setting on the mower and trimming grass that grows against the trunk only by hand.

Crown Fuels

An intense fire burning in surface fuels can transition into the upper portion of the tree canopies and become a crown
fire. Crown fires are dangerous because they are very intense and can burn large areas. Crown fire hazard can be reduced
by thinning trees to decrease crown fuels, reducing surface fuels under the remaining trees, and eliminating vertical fuel
continuity from the surface into the crowns. Specific recommendations are provided in the Defensible Space Management
Zones, pages 5-8.



