
Record-breaking heat, below-
average precipitation, and a prolifer-
ation of Santa Ana wind events have 
dominated the state of California for 
the past decade. As a result, fire sea-
son is now considered year-round by 
experts, with climate change being 
identified as a major contributing 
factor. Our dry, sunny climate and 
variable terrain combine to create an 
environment where wildfires are 
now part of the natural ecosystem.

Local controlling agencies are 
required to identify Fire Severity 
Zones, adopt standards and 
guidelines for establishing a defens-
ible space, and to develop Fuel 
Modification Plans in order to min-
imize the spread of fire. Vegetation 
management therefore, plays an 
important role in wildfire risk reduc-
tion along the urban wildland inter-
face.

An effective fuel modification 
plan does not necessarily mean 
clear-cutting to achieve a defensible 
space. Proper fuel modification 
strategies include selective thinning 
of vegetation to reduce the fuel load 
while maintaining a vegetative cover 
for erosion control purposes. It is 
also important to have trained staff 
who can identify and implement 
vegetation thinning and mainten-
ance in areas with native plant spe-
cies.

Fuel modification, fuel reduc-
tion, and weed abatement are typic-
ally performed annually in late 
spring, after the rains have stopped, 
and before the heat of summer sets 
in. Vegetation management tasks 
generally include removal of light 
fuel and grasses and pruning of trees 
and shrubs within the Fuel Modifica-
tion and Weed Abatement areas.

Exceptions may be areas 
intended to remain in a native state, 
such as bird nesting habitats or 
other environmentally- or biologic-
ally-protected sites.

California’s climate is changing. Heat 
waves have become more common and less 
precipitation is falling when and where it is 
needed the most. These changing weather pat-
terns are impacting the state’s water supply, 
increasing the risks of wildfires, and threatening 
our ecosystems.

Meteorologists and climatologists have 
identified several factors that contribute to the 
changes in our climate. Of major significance is 
an imbalance in the earth’s natural cooling pro-
cess, causing a warming of the earth’s surface 
and lower atmosphere, aka troposphere.

The troposphere, where clouds are 
formed and most of our weather occurs, has 
the capacity to draw moisture up from the land 
and surface waters through evaporation.

As land, air, and water temperatures 
rise, the evaporation rate increases producing a 
condition experts refer to as a “thirsty atmo-
sphere”. This high evaporative demand unfortu-
nately, increases the rate of soil moisture evap-
oration and vegetation transpiration, which 
leaves less water available for plants.

The atmo-
sphere can 
only hold a 
certain 
amount of 
water vapor at 
a given tem-
perature 

before it condenses into a liquid and returns in 
the form of rain or snow. With warming tem-
peratures however, the atmosphere is capable 
of holding more moisture before reaching its 
saturation point.

When warm moist air rises and con-
verges with the cold air above, long narrow cor-
ridors of condensed water vapor are formed 
known as “atmosphere rivers”. They can make 
landfall carrying substantial volumes of mois-
ture and producing heavy amounts of precipita-
tion.

Atmospheric rivers come in all shapes 
and sizes and are responsible for up to 50% of 
the state’s annual precipitation. Numerous 

studies predict atmospheric rivers to increase 
in frequency and severity due to increasing 
evaporation rates and higher atmospheric 
water vapor levels caused by the climate 
changes.

The major-
ity of the precip-
itation that feeds 
California’s water 
supply systems 
historically falls 
within a wet-sea-
sonal period 
between November and March. Numerous 
studies however, indicate that California will 
likely have a larger percentage of its annual 
precipitation fall within a narrower window.

The effects of longer and warmer dry 
seasons, compounded by the narrowing of 
concentrated wet periods, produces an effect 
called “climate whiplash”. The whiplash 
effect disrupts the seasonal balances with a 
late-season arrival of precipitation produced 
by a handful of intense storms. This late 
arrival, together with higher temperatures, is 
causing the snowpack to melt sooner, with 
the potential to overload the state’s water 
supply networks and increase flood risks.

The rising variability of changes in cli-
mate due to a thirsty atmosphere, atmo-
spheric rivers, and climate whiplash, poses 
many obstacles for California's water man-
agers, who already face a serious challenge 
in balancing the increasing needs for water 
against a reduction in supply.

Environmental Concepts recognizes 
the importance of developing a comprehens-
ive water management program for the com-
munities we serve. To that end, we continu-
ally monitor water budgets, agency watering 
allocations, and water usage, as well as 
observing onsite conditions to determine the 
balance between the needs for water and 
what is available to use. To achieve this bal-
ance, we also help our valued customers 
with participation in various water conserva-
tion incentive programs.

Spring
2021

Edition

THE 
IMPACT OF

CALIFORNIA’S CHANGING CLIMATEFuel Modification



Plants and trees are not entirely self-
sustaining in an urban setting because they are 
continuously growing, adjusting to seasonal 
changes, and cannot be left unattended. Land-
scape maintenance is fundamental to protecting 
the health of plants and trees and in preserving 
the aesthetics of the communities in which they 
grow. A comprehensive landscape management 
program is essential in carrying out these 
objectives and is beneficial to sustaining the 
economic value of the community. 

Developing a landscape management 
program takes experience in landscape mainten-
ance practices, a broad plant and tree know-
ledge-base, and a detailed inventory of the pro-
ject area and site conditions. Thorough know-
ledge of these components is vital in determin-
ing the scheduling for each of the numerous 
maintenance tasks that are fundamental to 
proper landscape maintenance.

The above factors, when combined with 
the size of the community, contribute to the 
development of a landscape maintenance 
schedule. Schedules are not only created for 
maintenance efficiency, but they also benefit 
the community financially. It is more cost-effect-
ive, productive, and efficient, to follow a specific 
work-flow pattern in order to avoid duplication 
of effort and to eliminate backtracking.

The core mainten-
ance tasks are gener-
ally the same for 
each community – 
mowing, pruning, 
weeding, watering, 
etc. – regardless of 
its size. What does 
vary with the size of 

the community is the volume of maintenance 
needed to perform all of the associated tasks. 
For example, turfgrass mowing is routinely per-
formed on a weekly basis, weather permitting. 
How long it takes to complete all of the mowing 
tasks, in terms of minutes, hours, or days, is 
determined by the total area of turfgrass within 
the community.

Creating a maintenance schedule also 
includes combining task-related items. Using the 

example given above, turfgrass mowing is gen-
erally proceeded by turf edging and followed 
with blowing or sweeping of adjacent pathways. 
These additional related tasks are factored into 
the total mowing schedule, combining them 
into a single maintenance category: mowing. 

Each variety 
of plant has its own 
specific mainten-
ance needs. The 
type of mainten-
ance and frequency 
thereof may be in 
common with other 
types of plants. In 
these instances, a task or multiple tasks may be 
grouped together. A good example is hedge 
pruning. A hedge may consist of a variety of 
shrubs, each with a similar need for pruning, 
which can be performed concurrently.

Large communities are typically divided 
into separate areas for the purpose of creating a 
maintenance rotation schedule. The areas are 
defined by size, number of maintenance cat-
egories, and frequency; typically ranging from 
four- to six-week rotations. In general, all of the 
required maintenance tasks would be com-
pleted before moving on to the next area.

Mowing is an exception to the above 
because it is performed on a weekly or bi-
weekly basis depending on the growing season 
and weather. It is sometimes confusing for 
homeowners to see the turfgrass being 
routinely mowed on a certain day of the week 
while the shrubs, groundcover, and small trees 
are not being trimmed at the same time. This 
can sometimes give the appearance that need 
maintenance is not being performed, which is 
not the case.

Environmental Concepts recognizes that 
the level of maintenance within a community is 
determined by its operating budget and govern-
ing body. By applying the principles discussed 
herein we are able to develop a productive and 
efficient landscape management program while 
balancing the needs of the community with the 
needs of the plant materials in order to create 
the highest level of service.

One year ago, it felt 
COVID-19 went from being an item 
of concern to becoming a pandemic 
overnight. Its effects have been felt 
globally and have touched busi-
nesses and industries of every size.

The impact of COVID-19 
on the landscape maintenance 
industry created some challenges 
as health and safety guidelines 
were applied to daily operations.

Landscape maintenance is 
considered an Essential Service and 
falls in the “lower risk” category of 
exposure. Companies are instruc-
ted to follow all Federal, State, and 
Local public health and safety dir-
ectives, including the CDC, OSHA, 
and Federal Labor Laws.

The nature of landscape 
work is performed outdoors, either 
individually or in small teams with 
little or no contact with the public. 
This poses a lower risk of spreading 
COVID-19, according to OSHA.

Under these guidelines, 
some adjustments have been made 
to the overall workflow and main-
tenance operations by companies 
needing to continue operating dur-
ing the pandemic. Additional safety 
precautions have also been applied 
to protect both staff and custom-
ers.

Environmental Concepts 
continues to maintain strong safety 
protocols as we navigate through 
the pandemic, while performing at 
a high-level quality of maintenance 
in order to provide the services that 
you are accustomed to and depend 
on.

Our primary goal is to be 
part of the solution. We accomplish 
this by focusing on the safety and 
welfare of our clients, residents, 
and crew members, with an 
emphasis on staying healthy as we 
all move forward.
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