
CASE 
STUDY
Planning  
the WUI  
in LA  
County, CA 

By Molly Mowery, aicp

American Planning Association

Creating Great Communities for All



a m e r i c a n  p l a n n i n g  a s s o c i at i o n  p l a n n i n g . o r g

2

planning the wui in la county, ca

INTRODUCTION

On November 8, 2018 at approximately 2:24 PM, the Woolsey 
Fire started in Woolsey Canyon in the Santa Susana Mountains 
in Ventura County, near the boundary of Los Angeles County 
(CAL FIRE 2019). Both Ventura and Los Angeles Counties were 
under a red flag warning and extreme fire weather conditions 
persisted for weeks after the fire began. The Woolsey Fire 
burned aggressively into Los Angeles County, primarily in areas 
identified by CAL FIRE as “Very High” and “High” Fire Hazard 
Severity Zones (FHSZ). 

The Woolsey Fire was finally declared extinguished on 
January 4, 2019, but not after incurring a significant toll on the 
communities affected and first responders. The fire burned 
96,949 acres, destroyed 1,643 structures, and damaged 364 
structures (Gary, et al. 2019). At least three firefighters were 
injured and three people died in the fire. Approximately $52 
million was spent on fire suppression costs, while insured 
losses are expected to total between $3 and $5 billion (Gary, et 
al. 2019). An investigation report from the Ventura County Fire 

Department found that Southern California Edison’s electrical 
equipment caused the fire (Holcombe 2019; Rokos, 2019).

While Los Angeles County is no stranger to wildfires, 
the Woolsey Fire one was one of the most destructive 
natural hazards in recent local memory. An After Action 
Review of the Woolsey Fire Incident (2019) found that this 
fire behaved like no previous fire in the Santa Monica Moun-
tains area: the fire burned through three of four historic fire 
corridors at once, and had a wide fire front with a half-mile 
to one-mile-or-more ember cast. Whereas previous fires 
burned as narrow ribbons, this fire fanned out widely and 
quickly through areas loaded heavily with dense vegetation. 
Moreover, within the fire perimeter there were a limited 
number of neighborhoods or communities that were fully 
prepared for wildfire hazard. 

Due to its destructive nature, the Woolsey Fire has also 
served as a catalyst for change. Lessons-learned and calls to ac-
tion were heard from homeowners (Marantos 2019) and state 
and local government officials, including an emphasis on resil-
ient land use planning and building activities. At the state level, 
California Governor Gavin Newsom’s Strike Force Team noted in 
April 2019 that it is critical to “make communities more resilient 
by considering updating codes that govern defensible space, 
encouraging cost-effective hardening of homes, strengthen-
ing evacuation, encouraging other emergency planning, and 
improving land use practices to reduce the damage to life and 
property from wildfires” (Gary, et al. 2019).

At the local level, the Los Angeles County Board of Super-
visors unanimously passed a motion on February 11, 2020 that 
calls for the development of land use solutions that reduce the 
economic, air quality, and health impacts from wildfires by lim-
iting new development within areas of extreme fire risk. On that 
same date, they adopted the After Action Review of the Woolsey 
Fire Incident on February 11, 2020, including the report’s more 
than 80 recommendations, some of which relate to land use. 

As Los Angeles County looks to its future, including 
one with a changing climate that predicts hotter and drier 

Figure 1: Woolsey Fire burn area. (Credit:  Los Angeles County De-
partment of Regional Planning)
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weather, the Woolsey Fire provided a stark reminder on the 
importance of integrating wildfire hazard into the planning 
process. This case study focuses on the suite of planning 
tools that the County of Los Angeles has adopted and 
future initiatives under consideration for the unincorporated 
areas of the County to increase the resilience of its natural 
and built environments from wildfire, while recognizing sev-
eral of the planning complexities that occur across a large 
and geographically diverse area. 

COMMUNITY CONTEXT
Los Angeles County is located in southern California; along 
its southern boundary includes 75 miles of the Pacific Ocean 
coastline. To its east, the County is bordered by Orange County 
and San Bernardino County, to the north by Kern County, and 
to the west by Ventura County. Many features and factors in 
Los Angeles County, including land uses, population, housing 
stock, topography, vegetation, and climate—influence wild-
land-urban interface (WUI) areas. 

Land Use
As one of the largest counties in the country based on land 
area (4,760 square miles), the unincorporated portion of 
Los Angeles County is 2,626 square miles (General Plan). 
The Los Angeles County General Plan identifies more than 
half of the County’s unincorporated area as being desig-
nated for natural resources, which includes all natural areas, 
developed parks, waterways, golf courses, and military areas. 
The next largest land use category is rural, which accounts 
for approximately 39 percent of the unincorporated areas, 
followed by residential (three percent). Additional land 
use categories include commercial, industrial, public and 
semi-public, and mixed use. 

Governance
For those living in the unincorporated areas of the County, 
the Los Angeles County Board of Supervisors serves as the 
executive and legislative governing body. County depart-
ments and agencies provide the public services. There are 
five supervisorial districts and multiple unincorporated 
communities. Density varies across the unincorporated ar-
eas—some areas are urban centers with more than 150,000 
residents while others have sparse populations dispersed 
over hundreds of square miles. The highest number of 
unincorporated areas are located in the northern part (5th 
District) of the County (Figure 2).

Figure 2: About 65 percent of Los Angeles County is unincorporated. 
These areas are divided into five supervisorial districts, as shown in 
the shaded areas of the map above. (Credit: Los Angeles County 
Department of Regional Planning)

Table 1: Unincorporated LA County Statistical Summary 

category unincorporated area la county

Total Population 1,057,162 10,283,729

Population Density (persons per square mile) 401 2,518

Median Age 34.6 36.0

Number of Households (occupied housing units) 294,730 3,338,658

Average Household Size 3.5 3.0

Number of Housing Units 311,650 3,546,863

Homeownership Rate 60.7% 52.4%

Median Existing Home Sales $625,000 $597,500

Number of Jobs 269,902 4,767,204

Source: Southern California Association of Governments (SCAG). 2019. 



a m e r i c a n  p l a n n i n g  a s s o c i at i o n  p l a n n i n g . o r g

4

planning the wui in la county, ca

Population and Demographics 
Unincorporated Los Angeles County has a population of just 
over one million people—approximately 10% of the county’s 
total population of 10,283,729. A majority of the population in 
unincorporated Los Angeles County is Hispanic (59%), fol-
lowed by non-Hispanic White (19%), non-Hispanic Asian (13%), 
Non-Hispanic Black (8%). All other non-Hispanic populations 
total less are than 2% (SCAG 2019).

Among the most vulnerable population groups in unin-
corporated Los Angeles County that are considered during 
the hazard planning process are those people experiencing 
homelessness; the number of homeless in unincorporated Los 
Angeles County is 5,881 (AHMP 2019).

Housing
Per recent progress reports on the General Plan and Housing 
Element, the total number of residential units completed in 
2019 in unincorporated Los Angeles County was 1,291 (based 
on building permit activity). That same year, the Department 
of Regional Planning also received 1,122 applications for 2,546 
residential units. These numbers do not include accessory dwell-
ing units (ADUs), which have been increasing in recent years 
due to increased demand for affordable housing options in the 
County. In 2019, the County approved 932 ADUs, compared to 
708 approvals in 2018, 309 approvals in 2017, and 63 approvals 
in 2016. This upward trend is likely to continue—in 2019, the 
state legislature adopted Assembly Bill 68, which requires local 
governments to allow for additional ADUs within their jurisdic-
tions and prohibits local governments from imposing restrictive 
requirements that limit the legislation’s effectiveness. 

Geography 
Los Angeles County has a diverse array of geographical features: 
beaches, two offshore islands (Santa Catalina and San Clemente), 
mountains and hills, alluvial valleys, coastal plains, and desert. 
Nearly half of the County’s landscape is mountainous—includ-
ing the Santa Monica Mountains, San Gabriel Mountain Range, 
and the northern tip of the Peninsular Mountain Range. Major 
rivers are the Los Angeles, Rio Hondo, San Gabriel, and Santa 
Clara. Natural and recreational areas include the Santa Monica 
Mountains National Recreation Area, Angeles National Forest 
and Los Padres National Forest, Topanga State Park, Malibu Creek 
State Park, and the Castaic Lake State Recreation Area Preserves.

Climate 
Los Angeles County has a Mediterranean climate, characterized 
by its cool, wet winters and warm, dry summers. The County 
averages only 15 inches of precipitation per year—95% of 
which occurs between November and April. These high mois-
ture levels during the winter rainy season increase vegetation 

growth, while long, hot summers decrease the moisture 
content in plants. As a result, fire susceptibility increases in late 
summer and early autumn. 

In addition, the natural topography creates airflow pat-
terns linking the hot, dry interior desert with the Pacific Ocean, 
resulting in a local meteorological phenomenon known as the 
Santa Ana winds. These winds often sweep west into the County 
during the autumn, bringing extremely dry air and high wind 
speeds that further desiccate plant communities. The County’s 
Fire Department describes these paths that see a high frequency 
of fires from Santa Ana winds as fire corridors. Prominent fire cor-
ridors in the County include Malibu, Arroyo Seco, and San Gabriel 
Canyons (LACO FD). The effect of Santa Ana winds, particularly in 
fire corridors, can greatly increase the rate at which fires spread. 
As a result, the autumn months are typically associated with the 
most devastating time for wildfires. 

Vegetation
Due to its varied geographical features and landscapes, the 
County also has a rich palette of vegetation that supports a 
variety of habitats and species. Chaparral, the shrubby vege-
tation seen on coastal and inland hillsides, is the vegetative 
ecosystem present on most of the watersheds in the County. 
Chaparral can be separated into soft chaparral (usually called 
coastal sage scrub) and taller, hard chaparral. Common exam-
ples include various species of Ceanothus, Manzanita, Sage, 
Sumac, Toyon, and Chamise. Chaparral ecosystems are efficient 
at controlling erosion and protecting watersheds by stabilizing 
slopes through their deep root systems. The tough, leathery 
leaves of chaparral reduce water loss in the dry Mediterranean 
climate, but typically also contain volatile oils that produce a 
strong odor and increase its flammability. Fire is an integral part 
of its life cycle, and periodic burning is essential in order for 
these communities to rejuvenate (LACO FD).

MULTI-HAZARD CONTEXT
Although wildfires are a prominent threat, the County faces a 
number of other hazards. The 2019 All-Hazards Mitigation Plan 
(AHMP), a plan for the unincorporated areas of the County, 
identifies and focuses on eight natural hazards (in alphabetical 
order): Climate Change, Dam Failure, Drought, Earthquake, 
Flood, Landslide, Tsunami, and Wildfire. Some hazards, such as 
earthquakes, can result in secondary hazards (e.g., tsunamis), 
while others, such as landslides, can occur in conjunction with 
floods or other hazards. 

Climate Change
The AHMP refers to climate change as the long-term and irre-
vocable shift in weather-related patterns, including tempera-
ture, precipitation, and seasonal patterns in a particular region. 
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According to the National Climate Assessment, the entire Pacif-
ic coastal region, including the Los Angeles County, has already 
been affected by climate change, and impacts are expected to 
continue. Specific concerns for local impacts include a rise in 
the number of extreme heat days per year, which can trigger 
a host of heat stress conditions, a build-up of pollutants and 
resulting respiratory issues, and an increase in drier, hotter con-
ditions that exacerbate the frequency and intensity of wildfires. 
Climate change may also make mega storms more likely in the 
region, which will cause severe inland flooding and destructive 
coastal storm surges. 

Dam Failure
Dam failure is the structural collapse of a dam that releases the 
water being stored behind the dam in a reservoir. This event 
can occur suddenly and has the potential to result in large eco-
nomic losses, deaths, and environmental damage, including 
extensive flooding. Within the County, there are 90 dams under 
State jurisdiction, 70 of which are classified as either High or 
Extremely High Hazard, meaning that failure of these types of 
dams will cause loss of human life and/or result in an inunda-
tion area with a population of 1,000 or more. Age and condi-
tion, combined with increasing storm intensity from climate 
change, could cause these dams to fail and/or prematurely 
open and flood homes, schools, businesses, and roads.

Drought
The AHMP defines drought as the result of a natural decline 
in the expected precipitation of a region over an extended 
period of time. High temperature, high wind, low relative 
humidity and other climactic characteristics an impact the 
severity of a drought. Droughts in typically affect the entire 
County and can occur in both summer and winter. Southern 
California is predicted to become drier. Severe droughts 
may impact the region’s agriculture, forests, hydropower, 
groundwater supply, recreational activities, aquatic ecosys-
tems, and water supply.

Earthquake
An earthquake is a sudden motion or trembling caused 
by a release of strain accumulated in or along the edge of 
Earth’s tectonic plates, which can occur without warning 
and cause widespread damages and deaths. Earthquakes 
commonly cause ground motion—the vibration or shaking 
of the ground and may also lead to secondary natural haz-
ards such as surface faulting, liquefaction, and landslides or 
debris flows. Since 1769, 163 earthquakes with a magnitude 
greater than 5.0 have been recorded in Southern Califor-
nia. Over 75% of unincorporated Los Angeles County is at 
risk to violent and extreme perceived shaking from future 

earthquakes due to a number of active faults in the region, 
including the Malibu Coast fault system, Oak Ridge fault 
system, Pine Mountain thrust fault and Big Pine fault, and 
San Andreas fault.

Flood
A flood occurs when runoff from rainfall or snowmelt cannot 
be contained within the existing channel of a stream, river, can-
yon, or other watercourse and results in overflow onto adjacent 
lands. Flooding in coastal areas may occur when high winds or 
tides result in a surge of seawater into areas that are above the 
normal high tide line. In addition, floods can prompt secondary 
hazards, such as erosion or scouring of stream banks, roadway 
embankments, or foundations, crop destruction, deposition 
of debris, release of sewage and hazardous or toxic materials, 
and other damages to structures and infrastructure. Floods in 
Los Angeles County usually occur during the season of highest 
precipitation or during heavy rainfalls after prolonged dry pe-
riods. The County has implemented an extensive flood control 
system to address its long history of moderate to severe flood-
ing during major storms, however, flooding remains a problem 
in some areas of unincorporated Los Angeles County. 

Landslide
The AHMP describes a landslide as a general term for the 
dislodging and fall of a mass of soil or rocks along a sloped 
surface, or for the dislodged mass itself. ‘Landslide’ is used for 
varying phenomena, including mudflows, mudslides, debris 
flows, rock falls, rockslides, debris avalanches, debris slides, 
and slump-earth flows. Landslides can occur in combination 
with or resulting from other natural hazards, such as intense 
or prolonged precipitation that causes flooding and ground 
saturation, which causes slope failures leading to landslides. 
Areas within the County that have a high susceptibility for 
landslides include the Santa Monica Mountains, San Gabriel 
Mountains, Sierra Pelona Mountains, Baldwin Hills, Puente 
Hills, and Palos Verdes Hills.

Tsunami
A tsunami is a series of traveling ocean waves of extremely 
long length that are generated by disturbances such as 
earthquakes occurring below or near the ocean floor, un-
derwater landslides, or volcanic eruptions. Tsunamis affect 
beaches that are open to the ocean, bay mouths, tidal flats, 
and shores of large coastal rivers and can also affect areas 
further inland areas depending on their size. In unincorpo-
rated Los Angeles County, areas at risk of inundation from 
tsunamis are the five coastal zones: Marina Del Rey, Santa 
Catalina Island, Santa Monica Mountains, San Clemente 
Island, and Ballona Wetlands Area A. 
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Figure 3: Fire Hazard Severity Zones are geographical areas designated pursuant to California Public Resources 
Code Sections 4201 through 4204 and classified as Very High, High, or Moderate in State Responsibility Areas or 
Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones in Local Responsibility Areas designated pursuant to California Government 
Code Sections 51175 through 51189 This map identifies the FHSZs in Los Angeles County and is adopted in the 
General Plan Safety Element. (Credit: Los Angeles County Department of Regional Planning)
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Table 2: Examples of Significant WUI Fires in Los Angeles County (2000-2018)

name start date acres burned area cause significant impacts

Grand Prix Fire October 21, 2003 50,618 Between Claremont  
and Lytle Creek

Accidental 
but human- 
initiated

136 homes destroyed

Simi Fire October 25, 2003 107,570 Eastern Ventura County and  
western Los Angeles County  
(between Simi Hills and  
southeastern Simi Valley)

Unknown 37 homes destroyed 
278 outbuildings  
destroyed

Station Fire September 22, 2009 160,883 Angeles National Forest Arson 89 residences destroyed 
120 buildings of  
significance destroyed
2 firefighters killed

Woolsey Fire November 8, 2018 96,949 Los Angeles and Ventura  
counties (including Thousand 
Oaks, Agoura Hills, Calabasas,  
Santa Monica Mountains,  
Malibu, West Hills)

Power line 
failure

1,643 structures destroyed  
3 people killed
$5 billion in damages
Approximately 300,000 
evacuations 

Sources: Los Angeles County All-Hazards Mitigation Plan (2019); Woolsey Fire After Action Report (2019)

Wildfire
A wildfire is an unplanned wildland fire, including unautho-
rized human-caused fires and escaped prescribed fire projects 
that can be caused by human activities or natural events (e.g., 
lightning). Wildfire frequency and severity can increase due to 
other hazard impacts, such as drought or insect infestations. 
Los Angeles County has a long history of wildfires; areas most 
susceptible to wildfires are generally located in mountainous 
or hillside areas, including the Santa Monica Mountains, San 
Gabriel Mountains, Palos Verdes Hills, and Puente Hills. Howev-
er, some of the most destructive wildfire events have occurred 
since 2000 in the wildland-urban interface (Table 2). 

WUI PLANNING FRAMEWORK
In geographically large and diverse counties like Los Angeles 
County, planning in the wildland-urban interface typically 
requires a suite of plans, regulations, programs, and voluntary 
actions or incentives to address wildfire risk across multiple 
scales. Similarly, these activities are often developed, adminis-
tered, and implemented by a range of federal, state, and local 
agencies that requires ongoing coordination and collaboration. 

Agencies and Responsibilities
Los Angeles County illustrates the complexity of planning for 
wildfires across a network of agencies with different responsi-

bilities within the County’s jurisdictional boundaries. 
External agencies and organizations with land manage-

ment responsibilities include: 

• USDA Forest Service manages the Angeles and Los 
Padres National Forests – both of which have lands within 
Los Angeles County. Watersheds within forest boundaries 
provide valuable water to California communities; lands 
are also managed to protect surrounding communities 
from catastrophic floods and fires, provide recreational 
opportunities, promote habitat restoration, and conduct 
other vegetation management activities. 

• National Park Service owns and manages the Santa 
Monica Mountains National Recreation Area (SMMNRA), 
designated in 1978 by Congress as part of the National 
Park System. The SMMNRA is comprised of more than 
153,075 acres of ecologically diverse mountain and coastal 
lands, and is a cooperative effort that connects federal, 
state, and local park agencies with private preserves and 
landowners to protect natural and cultural resources.

• California State Parks (Angeles District) manages more 
than 280 park units across the state, which in Los Angeles 
County include Malibu Creek (State Park), Topanga (State 
Park), Kenneth Hahn (State Recreation Area), and Will Rog-
ers (State Beach and State Historic Park).
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• Santa Monica Mountains Conservancy, a state agency 
established in 1980, has helped to preserve over 75,000 
acres of parkland in wilderness and urban settings through 
buy back, protection, restoration, preservation, and land 
enhancement strategies. 

Within the County, multiple departments are engaged 
in decisions that affect land management, development, and 
wildfire planning and response activities: 

• Los Angeles County Department of Regional Planning 
performs all land use planning functions for the unincor-
porated areas of the County. Services include long range 
planning, land development counseling, processing and 
issuing land use entitlements for projects, environmental 
review, and zoning enforcement.

• Los Angeles County Fire Department provides a range 
of emergency response services to unincorporated areas 
of the County and also provides contracted services with 

some incorporated cities. The department conducts devel-
opment application reviews and enforcement, administers 
wildfire hazard programs, and performs other wildfire safe-
ty and vegetation management activities. Tasks related to 
wildfire are primarily conducted through the department’s 
Forestry and Fire Prevention Divisions (organized under 
the Prevention Services Bureau). 

• Los Angeles County Department of Public Works is 
responsible for the design, construction, operation, and 
maintenance of roads, traffic signals, bridges, airports, sew-
ers, flood control, water supply, water quality, and water 
conservation facilities. Public Works sits on the Subdivision 
Review Committee to provide input into development 
decisions and has led many Woolsey Fire recovery and 
rebuilding operations. 

• Los Angeles County Office of Emergency Manage-
ment is tasked with comprehensively planning for, 
responding to and recovering from large-scale emergen-
cies and disasters that impact Los Angeles County. The 

CALIFORNIA GOVERNMENT CODE REQUIREMENTS FOR GENERAL PLAN SAFETY ELEMENT – FIRE HAZARD §65302 (g)(3)

(3) Upon the next revision of the housing element on or after January 1, 2014, the safety element shall be reviewed and updated as necessary to address the 
risk of fire for land classified as state responsibility areas, as defined in Section 4102 of the Public Resources Code, and land classified as very high fire hazard 
severity zones, as defined in Section 51177. This review shall consider the advice included in the Office of Planning and Research’s most recent publication of 
“Fire Hazard Planning, General Plan Technical Advice Series” and shall also include all of the following:

(A) Information regarding fire hazards, including, but not limited to, all of the following:

(i) Fire hazard severity zone maps available from the Department of Forestry and Fire Protection.

(ii) Any historical data on wildfires available from local agencies or a reference to where the data can be found.

(iii) Information about wildfire hazard areas that may be available from the United States Geological Survey.

(iv) General location and distribution of existing and planned uses of land in very high fire hazard severity zones and in state responsibility areas, including 
structures, roads, utilities, and essential public facilities. The location and distribution of planned uses of land shall not require defensible space compliance 
measures required by state law or local ordinance to occur on publicly owned lands or open space designations of homeowner associations.

(v) Local, state, and federal agencies with responsibility for fire protection, including special districts and local offices of emergency services.

(B) A set of goals, policies, and objectives based on the information identified pursuant to subparagraph (A) for the protection of the community from the 
unreasonable risk of wildfire.

(C) A set of feasible implementation measures designed to carry out the goals, policies, and objectives based on the information identified pursuant to sub-
paragraph (B) including, but not limited to, all of the following:

(i) Avoiding or minimizing the wildfire hazards associated with new uses of land.

(ii) Locating, when feasible, new essential public facilities outside of high fire risk areas, including, but not limited to, hospitals and health care facilities, emer-
gency shelters, emergency command centers, and emergency communications facilities, or identifying construction methods or other methods to minimize 
damage if these facilities are located in a state responsibility area or very high fire hazard severity zone.

(iii) Designing adequate infrastructure if a new development is located in a state responsibility area or in a very high fire hazard severity zone, including safe 
access for emergency response vehicles, visible street signs, and water supplies for structural fire suppression.

(iv) Working cooperatively with public agencies with responsibility for fire protection.

(D) If a city or county has adopted a fire safety plan or document separate from the general plan, an attachment of, or reference to, a city or county’s adopted 
fire safety plan or document that fulfills commensurate goals and objectives and contains information required pursuant to this paragraph.

Figure 4: All cities and counties in California are required to adopt a general plan that both addresses natural hazards generally, and that 
meets state requirements for fire hazards.  (Credit: State of California)
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• Conservation and Natural Resources Element con-
tains goals and policies for scenic resource protection and 
hillside management that consider fire, flood, erosion, and 
landslides.

• Safety Element provides background information, goals, 
and policies to reduce the potential risk of death, injuries, 
and economic damage from natural and man-made 
hazards. This element works in conjunction with plans 
prepared by other agencies or departments, including 
the Los Angeles County Integrated Waste Management 
Plan, Operational Area Emergency Response Plan, and the 
County’s AHMP. 

The County also adopted a Community Climate Action 
Plan in 2015, which is a component of the General Plan. 
While currently undergoing an update, the overall goal of the 
Community Climate Action Plan remains reducing greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions. The plan does not specifically address 
wildfire, but it supports mutually beneficial outcomes that 
reduce wildfire risk in the WUI. For example, the plan promotes 
strategies that limit development in outlying areas to reduce 
vehicle miles traveled. These areas also coincide with Very High 
Fire Hazard Severity Zones. 

At a more refined scale, community-based plans and Com-
munity Wildfire Protection Plans also address wildfire hazard to 
varying degrees. For example, the Board of Supervisors adopted 
the Santa Monica Mountains North Area Plan (2000), which cov-
ers an unincorporated portion of the Santa Monica Mountains 
and is a component of the General Plan, provides focused poli-
cies for the regulation of development within the Santa Monica 
Mountains North Area. The Santa Monica Mountains North Area 
Plan includes a Safety and Noise Element that address fire and 
other hazards. Fire hazard goals and policies emphasize fire pre-
vention and vegetation management strategies that minimize 
biological impacts. This plan is currently being updated and will 
include an enhanced focus on fire hazard prevention. 

The Santa Monica Mountains Community Wildfire Pro-
tection Plan (2013) covers a broad area of the Santa Monica 
Mountains, focused primarily on the residential areas in both 
Ventura and Los Angeles counties. This plan identifies mitigation 
actions for each planning unit, such as fuel reduction projects, 
and areas requiring improvements to access and water supply. 
Any proposed hazard fuel treatment project recommended in 
the CWPP must comply with California Environmental Quality 
Act regulations, except those that occur exclusively on federal-
ly-owned lands. 

Title 21 Subdivisions
The County’s Subdivisions Code addresses wildfire haz-
ard primarily through its restrictions on the number of 

Office of Emergency Managements coordinates closely 
with other County departments on the development of 
emergency plans and operations. 

• Los Angeles County Department of Agricultural Com-
missioner/Weights and Measures, Weed Hazard and 
Pest Abatement Bureau (Weed Abatement Division), 
jointly administers the Brush Clearance Program with the 
Fire Department. This Division is responsible for brush 
clearance on vacant property, whereas the County Fire 
Department is responsible for blush clearance on non-va-
cant property.

• Los Angeles County Department of Parks and Recre-
ation owns and/or operates more than 70,000 acres of local 
and regional parkland, which include community parks, 
neighborhood parks, open space nodes, regional parks and 
special use facilities (golf courses, nature centers, wildlife 
sanctuaries, equestrian facilities, etc.), and a system of multi-
use trails. 

WUI PLANNING TOOLS
The scope of planning tools used to manage or support 
decisions affecting the County’s WUI is broad. This section 
highlights some of the most prominent or innovative strate-
gies used primarily by the County’s Department of Regional 
Planning and Fire Department to address the County’s WUI and 
wildfire hazard. 

General Plan
All cities and counties in California are required by state law to 
adopt a general plan, which includes a requirement to address 
hazards to ensure “the protection of the community from any 
unreasonable risks associated with the effects of seismically 
induced surface rupture, ground shaking, ground failure, 
tsunami, seiche, and dam failure; slope instability leading to 
mudslides and landslides; subsidence, liquefaction, and other 
seismic hazards…; flooding; and wildland and urban fires.” (Cal-
ifornia Gov. Code §65302(g)(1)). Specific to wildfire, a general 
plan must meet state planning requirements for fire hazard 
established by Senate Bill 1241 (2012) and codified in Govern-
ment Code §65302 (g)(3)—see Figure 4 on page 9.  

The Los Angeles County General Plan 2035 (adopted in 
2015) integrates wildfire and other hazards in multiple ways: 

• Land Use Element identifies Special Management Areas, 
including the Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zones (VHF-
HSZ), Flood Hazard Zones, Seismic and Geotechnical Hazard 
Zones, Open Space Areas, National Forests, and Significant 
Ecological Areas and Coastal Resource Areas. Through goals 
and policies, the County minimizes risks to hazards and 
discourages development in Special Management Areas. 
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Figure 5: As part of its General Plan, the County developed a Hazard, Environmental and Resource Constraints  
Model, which shows several of the Special Management Areas to inform applicants and property owners of  
potential site constraints. (Credit: Los Angeles County Department of Regional Planning)
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residential dwelling units allowed based on the type of 
street system and proximity to wildland areas. If a street or 
street system is restricted to a single route of access to a 
highway (as shown on the County’s Highway Plan), except 
for a limited secondary highway, which is maintained and 
open to public travel, whether at the point of intersection 
with the highway or at some point distant from the high-
way, the street or street system shall serve not more than: 
150 dwelling units where the restriction is designed to be 
permanent and the street or street system does not traverse 
a wildland area that is subject to hazard from brush or forest 
fire, or; 75 dwelling units where the restriction is designed 
to be permanent and the street or street system traverses a 
wildland area that is subject to hazard from brush or forest 
fire (§ 21.24.020). Additional requirements for subdivisions 
are found in the Title 32 Fire Code (page 12). 

A committee, comprised of representatives from the 
Departments of Regional Planning, Public Works, Public Health, 
Parks and Recreation, and the County Forester or Fire Warden, 
meets regularly to discuss and review subdivision applications. 

Title 22 Planning and Zoning
The Los Angeles County Zoning Code contains a chapter on 
the Santa Monica Mountains Local Implementation Program 

(LIP), which is the implementation mechanism for the Santa 
Monica Mountains Land Use Plan (LUP). This chapter identifies 
wildfire and other hazards and requires that applicants submit 
a site-specific report that evaluates the applicable hazard 
and addresses how the proposed development can avoid or 
reduce the hazard to an acceptable level through appropriate 
mitigation measures (§ 22.44.2100). 

For example, any property application in the VHFHSZ 
must consult with the County Fire Department to address 
an evaluation of slope, aspect, fire topography, fire history/
potential, habitat, adjacent properties (existing structures, fuel 
modification, habitat, parkland status), existing vegetation, fuel 
modification, type of plants to be planted onsite, fire hydrant 
locations and fire flows, and access standards (e.g., width, 
grade, slope, paving, overhead clearance). In addition, new 
development is required to: 

• utilize design and construction techniques and materials 
that minimize risks to life and property from fire hazards 
by ensuring that structures are constructed with appropri-
ate features and building materials (fire-resistant exterior 
materials, windows and roofing, eaves and vents that resist 
the intrusion of flame and burning embers)

• be located off ridgelines and away from other dangerous 

Figure 6:  New subdivisions built in a Fire Hazard Severity Zone in Los Angeles County must meet requirements for access, water supply, 
and fuel medication  (Credit: Molly Mowery)
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topographic features, such as chimneys, steep draws,  
and saddles

• be adjacent to existing development perimeters
• be located close to public roads
• avoid overlong driveways
• incorporate fuel modification and brush clearance tech-

niques that minimize clearance of natural vegetation and 
reduce impacts to sensitive natural habitat 

• provide for emergency vehicle access and adequate fire-
flow water supply in compliance with applicable fire safety 
regulations

The County’s zoning code also establishes regulations for 
Special Management Areas, including Significant Ecological Ar-
eas (§ 22.102) and Hillside Management Areas (§ 22.104). These 
chapters establish regulations to limit or modify development 
and other land uses to preserve and protect the unique 
character and biodiversity in sensitive areas. Many of the areas 
that contain biological resources in the unincorporated areas, 
including those within Significant Ecological Areas (SEAs) and 
Coastal Resource Areas (CRAs), as well as oak woodlands, over-
lap with fire hazard areas, which require additional coordina-
tion across departments in terms of vegetation management, 
habitat/species protection, and hazard mitigation. 

Title 26 Building Code
The County has adopted the 2019 California Building Code 
with local amendments. Included in the County’s code is a 
requirement for new buildings, and any additions, alterations, 
or repairs made to existing buildings, located in or moved with-
in any Fire Hazard Severity Zone, within State Responsibility 
Areas, or any Wildland-Urban Interface Fire Area designated by 
the Los Angeles County Fire Department to comply with the 
provisions of Chapter 7A–Materials and Construction Methods 
for Exterior Wildfire Exposure. Requirements address a range 
of building materials, systems, and/or assemblies used in the 
exterior design and construction of applicable structures, such 
as roof coverings, eaves, windows, and vents. 

Title 32 Fire Code
The Los Angeles County Fire Code (Title 32) adopts, with local 
amendments, the 2019 Edition of the California Fire Code, Part 
9 of California Code of Regulations Title 24; select chapters of 
the 2018 Edition of the International Fire Code (as published 
with the 2019 Edition of the California Fire Code, specifically for 
sections that were not adopted as part of the 2019 Edition of 
the California Code), and; additional chapters and appendices. 

Related to wildfire, the code establishes regulations for 
water supply, access, weed abatement, combustible brush, and 
vegetation that represent an imminent fire hazard, and other 

safeguards to ensure the safety of firefighters and emergency 
responders during emergency operations, and prevent the 
occurrence of fires and control their spread in wildfire risk areas. 
Requirements include:

• Clearance of brush and vegetative growth by any person 
owning, controlling, operating, or maintaining any electri-
cal transmission or distribution line upon any mountain-
ous, or forest, or brush-covered lands, or lands covered 
with flammable growth.

• Permits for recreational activities (rifle ranges, carnivals and 
fairs, public assembly events, fireworks, open burning) and 
temporary or permanent activities that provide a source of 
ignition (e.g., stands for cooking) in wildfire risk areas. 

• Submittal of a fire protection plan prepared for a specific 
project or development proposed for a Wildland-Urban In-
terface Fire Area describing ways to minimize and mitigate 
potential for loss from wildfire exposure

• Submittal of a fuel modification plan for preliminary ap-
proval prior to any subdivision of land or final approval pri-
or to the issuance of a permit for any permanent structure 
used for habitation when located within areas designated 
as a Fire Hazard Severity Zone within State Responsibility 
Areas or Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone within the Lo-
cal Responsibility Areas, applicable Fire Hazard Zone maps.

• Turnarounds for dead-ends in excess of 150 feet, min-
imum turning radius, and maximum grades for fire appara-
tus access roads.

• Water supply to reliably provide required fire flow, includ-
ing new swimming pools and spas (5,000 gallon or greater 
capacity) constructed/installed in a fire hazard severity 
zone that provide a drain and discharge line connected to 
a draft hydrant.

Enforcement of Fire Code ordinances pertaining to brush 
clearance occurs through the Brush Clearance Program, which 
is a joint effort between the County of Los Angeles Fire Depart-
ment (Brush Clearance Unit) and the County of Los Angeles 
Department of Agricultural Commissioner/Weights and Mea-
sures, Weed Hazard and Pest Abatement Bureau (Weed Abate-
ment Division). This unified enforcement legally declares both 
improved and unimproved properties a public nuisance, and 
where necessary, requires the clearance of hazardous vegetation.

FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS
County planners find themselves balancing multiple, and 
sometimes competing, priorities that play out across different 
plans, programs, and other tools. These influences occur at the 
state and local level and result in a dynamic planning land-
scape for the WUI. 
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State Requirements
State legislation will continue to shape local activities in 
wildfire-prone areas. For example, since 1991 the State has had 
Fire Safe Regulations which set minimum fire safety standards 
for “perimeters and access to all residential, commercial, and 
industrial building construction” in State Responsibility Areas 
(areas where CAL FIRE has a legal responsibility to provide fire 
protection). These Fire Safe Regulations set forth standards for 
roadways and fire equipment access, signage, water supplies 
for emergency fire use, and fuel breaks and greenbelts. Starting 
on July 1, 2021, these requirements will also apply in Local 
Responsibility Areas identified in the Very High Fire Hazard 
Severity Zone (VHFHSZ), per Senate Bill 901. The updated reg-
ulations will also expand the applicability to address construc-
tion on ridgelines. Los Angeles County will be subject to these 
standards unless it adopts its own local ordinance that meets 
or exceeds such standards.  

The County must also balance how it allows for densifica-
tion of housing while ensuring any new units in the VHFHSZ 
meet fire safety standards. With the recent adoption of Assembly 
Bill 68 to allow for additional ADUs within their jurisdictions, 
this legislation aims at addressing the statewide housing crisis. 

However, it may inadvertently put pressure on development in 
fire-prone areas. The County is currently considering an ordi-
nance that will prohibit ADUs in areas within the VHFHSZ unless 
they meet certain criteria, such as requirements for access. 

Proposed legislation for the 2020 session included Senate 
Bill 474, which proposed prohibiting all commercial and residen-
tial development in VHFHSZs and State Responsibility Areas, and 
Senate Bill 182, which would have required that any construction 
in a VHFHSZ meet new wildfire risk reduction standards estab-
lished by the State Fire Marshal, which include hardened homes, 
evacuation routes, defensible space for homes and communities 
and sufficient fire response. Ultimately, neither bill was enacted, 
but similar bills have already been proposed for the most recent 
legislative session. In sum, while the County already regulates 
many aspects of development in the VHFHSZ, current and future 
state regulations may impose additional requirements or consid-
erations related to development and wildfire. 

Local Implementation
By its nature, planning is a forward-thinking process. How-
ever, the County also faces historical planning decisions 
that will take some time to reverse. The County’s previous 

Figure 7: An area affected by the Woolsey Fire is experiencing signs of vegetation regrowth and housing rebuilding activity, as seen in this 
photo taken in February 2019. (Credit: Molly Mowery)
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General Plan (1980) identified urban expansion areas that 
are now recognized as areas within a Fire Hazard Severity 
Zone (FHSZ) where growth is strongly discouraged. Despite 
having some of the strictest fire regulations in the country, 
these rules do not apply retroactively. Moreover, 89% of the 
County’s housing stock was built before 1990, pre-dating 
many subdivision or structural requirements for wildfire haz-
ard (SCAG 2019). Contending with existing development in 
hazard-prone areas may require additional solutions, such as 
retrofit programs that support home hardening for wildfire 
(similar to programs for earthquakes and floods).

The County will also have to decide if and how it imple-
ments recent and upcoming recommendations related to land 
use planning. For example, recommendations from the After 
Action Review of the Woolsey Fire Incident include creating 
a layered fire defense approach using structure hardening 
and fuel management to buffer development in relation to 
managing a neighborhood’s expected fire intensity potential, 
and; increasing the requirement for development/construction 
codes and public education programs to gain more hardening 
of structure. In addition, the County participated in the Com-
munity Planning Assistance for Wildfire program in 2019/2020. 
The program provided planning and fire experts to analyze the 
County’s existing regulations and recommend improvements. 
Forthcoming recommendations support the Board of Super-
visor’s motion passed in February 2020 entitled Title 21 and 22 
– Reduce Damage to Life and Property from Wildfires, and are 
anticipated to propose changes to the County’s Subdivisions 
Code that may restrict any increases in density or intensity of 
use in an applicable FHSZ.

CONCLUSION
The 2018 Woolsey Fire underscored how features of Los 
Angeles County’s landscape and climate—including its 
mountainous terrain, flammable vegetation, and the Santa Ana 
winds—make this area extremely vulnerable to wildfire hazard. 
Moreover, some areas of the County were developed long 
before wildfire was recognized as such a threat, resulting in 
thousands of homes in what is now identified as a Fire Hazard 
Severity Zone. Layered upon this challenge are the dynamics of 
a statewide housing crisis seeking to accommodate a growing 
population and improve housing affordability, and other state 
legislation that may have implications on the type of local 
development allowed in fire-prone areas. 

All of this is occurring against the backdrop of climate 
change and the more immediate unfolding crisis of the coro-
navirus pandemic. Both of these events introduce additional 
uncertainty in the planning process. Climate change is exac-
erbating conditions that are conducive to creating extreme 
wildfire events, and the current pandemic is wreaking havoc 

and state and local budgets that support wildfire mitigation ac-
tivities. As a result, creative, ambitious, and long-term solutions 
will be required, particularly for the County’s most vulnerable 
populations.

To address these challenges, the County operates within 
a robust state planning framework that requires local jurisdic-
tions to plan and regulate development in designated FHSZs. 
The General Plan is one of the primary tools County planners 
have to meaningfully address hazards and their potential 
impacts. The County of Los Angeles has integrated wildfire 
hazard into its land use, safety, and conservation-related goals 
and policies. Additionally, the County’s Department of Re-
gional Planning and Fire Department implement fire safety 
regulations across multiple scales through the implementation 
and enforcement of the subdivision, zoning, fire, and building 
codes. Other agencies at the local, state, or federal level also 
play a role in collaboration and planning for wildfire. 

The County has both immediate and long-term opportu-
nities to strengthen its land use planning approaches through 
plan updates, implementation of recent or forthcoming 
recommendations, and integration of state mandates. These 
combined efforts cannot prevent the inevitable occurrence 
of fire, but they can mitigate its impacts and support resilient 
recoveries to people and landscapes to ensure that a disaster at 
the scale of the Woolsey Fire does not repeat itself. 
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