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Background 

The San Rafael Zone Open Space Management Project (project) was approved by the Marin 
Wildfire Prevention Authority (MWPA) on October 21, 2021, and a notice of exemption was 
filed with the County of Marin on November 1, 2021. The project would involve a reduction in 
fuel loads around structures and roadways within approximately 78 acres on City of San 
Rafael-owned open space parcels. Project treatments would include handheld manual and 
mechanical fuel reduction using chainsaws, loppers, pole pruners, other similar handheld 
tools, chippers, and potentially an air curtain burner1. A trailer-mounted chipper or tracked 
chipper would be towed to work areas, depending upon site access. 

Modification 

The City of San Rafael applied for and received funding through the Hazard Mitigation Grant 
Program to remove hazardous fuels within a 2.7-acre area near Gerstle Park and the historic 
Stagecoach Road on City-owned property around structures. This 2.7-acre area of fuel 
management is mostly funded by the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), with 
the MWPA providing a 25 percent funding match.  
1.2 acre overlaps with the approved up to 78 acres of fuel management, resulting in a new 
total of up to 79.5 acres of fuel management under the project. The treatment methods and 
scope of activities in this 2.7-acre area would be similar to what was addressed in the 
approved project. Non-native species, poison oak, and dead vegetation would be removed 
using a combination of cutting and pulling techniques. Plants would be pulled by hand or cut 
and removed with broom loppers, pullers, and weed wrenches. Trees that pose an immediate 
or imminent threat to safety would be considered hazardous and removed. Hazardous trees 
would include those that are leaning excessively over the trail or road; are dead, dying, or 
diseased; or that display compromised structural integrity at the roots or bole. Healthy trees 
less than 8 inches diameter at breast height (dbh) may be removed if fire hazardous or to 
provide at least 20 feet of horizontal spacing between the boles of retained trees or if they are 
determined to be hazardous. Trees would be selected individually for removal to achieve 

 

1   An air curtain burner places a high velocity curtain of air over a defined burn chamber, which can be a 
temporary pit in the ground or a well-conceived above ground structure with refractory walls. In either 
case, the rising particulates or smoke particles (also referred to as “Black Carbon”) from burning the wood 
waste hit the curtain of air, are bounced back down and reburn in the area just below, which is usually the 
hottest area in the burn box and referred to as secondary burn chamber. They now are small or light 
enough to penetrate the air curtain and rise as gaseous emissions consisting mostly of water vapor and 
(biogenic) carbon dioxide. The result is not only a much cleaner, nearly smokeless burn, but also a much 
faster burn, as some of the air curtain’s volume is decisively directed in the burn chamber over-
oxygenating the fire, thereby accelerating it. 
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desired stem spacing and canopy coverage. Downed trees would be cut and carried out of 
the project site or left in place. No healthy, mature, scenic trees would be removed. 
The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) determined that this project is covered 
under the Region IX Programmatic Environmental Assessment (PEA) for Recurring Actions in 
Arizona, California, and Nevada under Category Section 2.5.1 Mechanical or Hand Clearing 
of Vegetation (FEMA, 2014). This category covers the implementation of this project and, 
therefore, the project is consistent with these PEA categories. A list of typical Best 
Management Practices (BMP) is available in the Record of Environmental Consideration 
(REC) for this project (FEMA, 2021). 

Purpose and Need 

The additional treatment area is intended to reduce the risk of loss and damage of structures 
due to wildfire by way of reducing fuel loads on City of Rafael-owned open space, which is in 
compliance with the approved project purpose. 

Project Exemptions and Exceptions (CEQA Section Guidelines 15300.2) 

The project was determined to be categorically exempt under California Quality Act (CEQA) 
Guidelines Section 15304, Class 4, for Minor Alterations to Land and Section 15301, Class 1, 
for Existing Facilities. The minor modification of additional acreage around structures to be 
treated is consistent with the approved project as a minor alteration to the condition of the 
vegetation around structures. Additionally, no healthy, mature, scenic trees would be 
removed: no work would take place within sensitive habitat, including wetlands or waterways; 
and no substantial ground disturbance, such as excavation, would take place. There are no 
facts or circumstances specific to the minor modification that would trigger an exception to the 
categorical exemptions. No exceptions listed under Section 15300.2 apply to or are triggered 
by the minor modification.  
The minor modification to the project does not alter the adequacy or applicability of the notice 
of exemption filed on November 1, 2021, which included an analysis of the project’s effect on 
environmental resources. FEMA also conducted a review of environmental resources in the 
REC. Compliance with the BMPs identified in the PEA and REC for this project is a condition 
of FEMA funding and will be implemented for this particular work area, in addition to any more 
protective Project Design and Implementation Measures (PDIFs) identified in the approved 
categorical exemption determination memorandum filed for the Open Space Management 
Project.   
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Figure 1 Additional Project Treatment Area 
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