






 

 

 
RE: Prescribed Fire Program and Non Fire-Fuels Reduction 
 
Dear Division Chief Sampson and Fire Marshal Enea, 
 
Thank you for your support of the Midpeninsula Regional Open Space District (Midpen) 
expanding its vegetation management activities to continue to address and enhance wildland fire 
resiliency on the San Francisco Peninsula. Midpen recognizes the risks and challenges faced by 
communities within the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI). 
         
As land stewards, fire safety has always been a critical component of our work. To reduce the 
risk of wildland fires, Midpen:  

• Maintains hundreds of miles of fuel breaks and fire roads;  
• Reduces fuels on 8,500 acres of grassland with grazing;  
• Strictly enforces no smoking and fire regulations;  
• Educates visitors about fire safety;  
• Follows maintenance practices to minimize risk of ignition;  
• Provides a defensible space clearing permit program to neighbors who own structures 

adjacent to our Preserves; and  
• Works with communities on escape routes. 

  
Midpen also works to complement the local fire agencies responsible for fire suppression by: 
training its staff on wildland fire suppression to act as fire first responders; providing staff with 
required safety equipment; equipping ranger trucks with water pumpers and fire tools; 
evacuating visitors from preserves during an emergency; providing fire suppression agencies 
with local knowledge of preserves; and coordinating closely with incident commanders during a 
response to wildland fires.  
 
Midpen’s Board of Directors formally recognized the need to quickly and proactively adapt to 
California’s intensified wildfire season by updating their Fiscal Year 2019-20 Strategic Plan 
Objectives to include the following directive to staff: Work with fire agencies and surrounding 
communities to strengthen the prevention of, preparation for, and response to wildland fire.    
 
In response to this highlighted goal and objective, staff are working to create a more robust, 
strategic, and comprehensive fire management plan: the Wildland Fire Resiliency Program 
(Program). This work began in July of 2018.  Midpen staff have been coordinating with fire 
agencies such as CalFire, since December of 2018, on our new Program. Through a 
comprehensive and collaborative effort with Midpen’s fire ecologists, we will: 
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• Identify the highest risk areas on Midpen lands;  
• Accelerate fuels reduction projects; 
• Create fire response pre-plans for each preserve;  
• Identify where prescribed fire can be used as a tool; and  
• Efficiently undertake the California Environmental Quality Act process to guide 

informed decisions that protect the environment.  
 
Fire is a natural part of wildland areas and the District plays a crucial role in keeping fire prone 
areas as undeveloped open spaces to limit the potential fire risk and exposure to people.  The 
Santa Cruz Mountains are part of the California Floristic Province and recognized as one of 36 
biological hotspots in the world, with extraordinarily high biodiversity, including many rare, 
threatened and endangered species that the public has entrusted in our care.  Biological hotspots 
support nearly 60% of the world's plant, bird, mammal, reptile, and amphibian species while 
taking up just 2.3% of the land surface area of the world. As such, any work in wildland areas, 
including Midpen’s 26 Open Space Preserves, warrants a great degree of sensitivity to potential 
ecological impacts. The Program will allow Midpen to accomplish fuel reduction work and 
reduce fire risk to neighboring communities while ensuring that natural resources are protected. 
 
Midpen is starting a pilot restoration forestry project in La Honda Creek Open Space Preserve 
that aims to thin redwood forests to promote growth of the largest trees.  This project has the 
potential to increase carbon storage, reduce fuel loads, reduce fire risk, improve fire resiliency 
within the forest, and serve as an example for future projects. 
 
Prescribed fire can also be an effective tool to manage fire risk and will only be considered after 
Midpen has gone through an extensive review process that incorporates public input and 
scientific analysis.  We will only pursue prescribed fire with the support of Cal Fire and we will 
seek approval from the fire agency that has jurisdiction over the preserves where a prescribed 
fire is considered before conducting any burns. 
 
We agree that increasing our vegetation clearing and fuel reduction work along existing roads is 
a good strategy to increase fuel reduction work prior to the development of the Program and 
subsequent CEQA review. Midpen will be emphasizing increased maintenance of fire roads, 
which has already been evaluated under our Integrated Pest Management CEQA, as a method to 
improve access for firefighters and reduce fuel loads near trails. Midpen currently follows the 
maintenance protocols described in your letter to treat fuel from downed and dead vegetation 
along roadways and trails.  Midpen’s standard vegetation management practice along roads and 
trails is to chip, lop, or masticate brush and trees that are cleared from the road and trail corridor.   
 
Midpen will continue to work with the fire jurisdictions in the creation of preserve fire response 
pre-plans.  Our Program will accelerate the development of these plans.  Our intent is to provide 
these pre-plans to fire agencies for use as a resource when responding to fires to help inform the 
most effective locations for fighting fire and to locate critical resources like access roads and 
water.  At the same time, they will provide information to help reduce the environmental impacts 
of firefighting by identifying sensitive resources.  While we are unable to create a region-wide 
data set ourselves, we share your goal of having a region-wide data set available to first 
responders and will share our internal GIS data with you to help with this goal.  
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We understand that preparing for wildfire and enhancing our region’s wildland fire resiliency for 
ecological and human communities is a multifaceted issue requiring each of us to work together. 
Midpen commends fire agencies such as yours for recommending stricter building standards and 
laws that help “harden” homes against a wildland fire, as well as updating city planning 
regulations that determine where and how buildings are constructed in the WUI. Ultimately, 
actions like these complement fire-related conservation priorities. 
 
I understand that staff have been working with you to set up the meeting you requested in the 
letter and I look forward to meeting with you to hear your input on how we can work together to 
reduce wildland fire risk.  Midpen will continue reaching out to fire agencies and other 
stakeholders within our boundaries as we proactively expand our ongoing land management 
efforts to reduce fire risk and meet the new challenges we are all facing as a result of California’s 
changing climate.  Thank you again for your interest and support of a more robust, strategic, and 
comprehensive fire management plan.  We look forward to your continued participation in its 
development.  
 
Regards, 
 
 
 
Pete Siemens 
MROSD Board President 
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