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For Molly, Erica, and Kathryn. My inspiration. My hopes. My heroes.







Introduction


The 3-foot-high grape-stake fencing that lines my property is showing its age. On one side, the fence has been overwhelmed by a neighbor’s newer, higher, and more solid privacy fence.


In back, the same fencing separates our yard from an apple orchard. The small gate has completely fallen over, and deer, raccoons, humans, and other creatures pass through without a thought.


My fence, in other words, might easily be viewed as a very poor example of the type of fencing this book seeks to help you design, build, and maintain. It is largely useless and mostly overlooked and can barely stand on its own any more. You, to the contrary, want a fence that serves a vital function, looks great, and can be expected to be standing strong years from now.


That, at any rate, is one way of looking at it. Here’s another: I like my fence. It, like my house, is nearing 70 years of age, and, also like the house, it was built with a high level of quality and integrity. The hundreds of hand-split redwood stakes that define the fence are, for the most part, still solid and free of rot.


The wood’s well-earned patina — wrinkles, pockmarks, and all — exudes the sense of pride that living a long, healthy life commands. Once I’ve finished remodeling the interior of the house, I’ll turn my attention to that old fence. I’ll remove parts of it and reuse some of the stakes for garden fencing.


And if I decide I really have no use for the rest of the other stakes, I’ll sell them. Good quality grape stakes are much in demand here in California wine country. My old fence embodies the essence of sustainable building practices — no landfills required. The next time I build a new fence, it’s a lesson that will drive my design.





Chapter One




Planning, Design, and Layout


The planning and design phase of fence building involves much more than choosing a style, materials, and decorative elements. There are laws to satisfy (not to mention neighbors and homeowner association boards), as well as numerous design considerations, both practical and aesthetic. Many of your decisions will hinge on your answers to two big questions: 1) Why are you building the fence? and 2) How will the fence affect the look, the function, and the feel of your home and landscape? When you’re ready to take your ideas from the drawing board to the ground, a few simple layout techniques will help you get it right.





Fence Law


Fences often are subject to strict legal definitions and restrictions. Building codes, zoning ordinances, and homeowners associations may specify whether or not you can build a fence at all, what style of fence you can build, how high the fence can be, and how far it must be kept from a property line or street.


Start your research at your local building department, typically an office of city government. Many city websites include checklists that outline the basic rules and restrictions for fences, as well as what types of projects need permits. In addition, it’s also a good idea to talk with a department official to confirm that your fence plan meets all requirements — even if you’re confident you won’t need a permit. Be prepared to explain the fence in detail and where you want to build it (how close to the neighbors’ property, sidewalks, streets, and so forth). Your local building code may have minimal requirements other than those mentioned in this book.


You should also make preparations to have your property marked for underground electrical, plumbing, and other service lines. (See Before You Start Digging.)




Building Permits and Zoning Restrictions


If your fence project needs a building permit, your local building department will provide you with details for obtaining one. Be sure to find out what information you need to submit to the building department, how much the permit will cost, how long you are likely to have to wait to get it, and at what stage or stages you will need to have the fence inspected. If you plan to take your time building the fence, you should also ask how long the permit will remain valid; most permits are valid for no more than 1 year.


Most zoning laws relate to property lines and property use, both of which can affect your fence design. Common restrictions include a 3-foot height limit on fences facing the street and a 6-foot limit on side and backyard fences. Another restriction is the setback. Often, you can’t build a fence right up to the edge of your property line. Instead, you must set it back several feet from the line.
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A minor setback. Even though you own the property out to the property line, you may not be allowed to add new construction beyond the setback line.









When a Fence Is Not a Fence


If you run into a code or zoning problem with a fence project, it’s worthwhile finding out exactly what the relevant board considers to be a “fence.” You may find that a fence is defined as something that is built, and not something that is planted. If you are prohibited from building a fence high enough to suit your needs, you may still be allowed to plant a hedgerow or some trees that can meet the height you need. Such a “living fence” offers little security and won’t corral animals, but it can be an effective privacy screen. And neighbors might be much less offended by some shrubbery than by a solid fence. Hedgerows can be created with trimmed shrubs, ornamental grasses, small evergreen trees, even living bamboo.


Another potential solution for building a fence higher than allowed is to offer to use a more transparent material, such as metal or lattice, on top of the solid lower portion of fencing.
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A high, solid fence or wall (left) may not be allowed by local code, but you might be able to achieve the same effect by building a shorter fence and topping it with lattice (right) or vines.










Variances


If you want to build a fence 20 feet from the street, but a zoning law says it must be at least 30 feet away, you can apply for a variance (special permission to build something that violates existing requirements). Don’t hesitate to apply for one if you feel you have a legitimate argument, and be prepared to do some research and present a good case.


Take the time to understand the law and learn why your fence might not follow it. If the issue is public safety, such as with fences on corner lots restricting traffic visibility, you probably won’t win your case. On the other hand, if you want to build a privacy fence to block an unpleasant view but the view is uphill from the fence location, you might be able to successfully argue that a height limit of 6 feet is too restrictive for your needs.




Easements


An easement defines the rights of parties other than the property owner to use the property for specific purposes. For example, utility companies may have a right to drive their trucks through your property to tend to repairs. Shared driveway arrangements between adjoining properties are other protected areas.


Easements typically are noted in title reports (ask your title insurance company for a copy if you don’t have one), and it’s the homeowner’s obligation to know about them. A fence that violates an easement may have to be taken down at the owner’s expense. If you have any concerns about easements, it might be wise to discuss the matter with a real estate attorney.





Fencing with a Purpose


Every major decision about fence design is best made with specific goals in mind. Often, various needs and functions overlap, which means you’ll likely have to prioritize and prepare for compromises. For example, if security is your sole objective, you might choose a type of fence that has little visual appeal. But if you also want your fence to be an attractive addition to your property, you may have to sacrifice a bit of security in favor of a nicer looking fence.




Privacy and Security


The two goals of privacy and security often go together in fence design, but not always. Privacy fences can substantially expand the usable living space of your house, turning much of your yard into functional outdoor rooms where you can sit, read, relax, and converse without feeling that you are on display. A good fence designer will think about privacy fences the way an interior decorator might think about walls, and try to create different colors and textures to help define different “outdoor rooms.”


Privacy is usually achieved by way of a high fence with solid or near-solid infill — the slats, planks, or other materials that make up the fence panels. Board fences are the most common choice, but a thick row of hedges could also achieve the same end result.
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In a property with an open expanse of yard (left), privacy is confined to the house interior. Fences effectively enlarge the living space by expanding the privacy realm away from the house (right).







By contrast, a security fence is designed to discourage intruders from going over, under, or, in extreme cases, through the structure. Height and sharp edges can address the first concern, while strength and ground-hugging construction can handle the second. Chain-link fences are easy to install and relatively inexpensive (if unattractive) options for security. A wood fence is hard to kick through but easy to saw through. For combining good looks and solid security without blocking views, a fence made with ornamental metal is tough to beat.


Gate construction is frequently the weak link in a security fence. The hinges must be strong and fastened securely to both the gate and the post, and the latch should be lockable and jimmy-proof.






Marking (and Decorating) Boundaries


Boundary fences offer simple comfort, neither blocking views nor discouraging conversations. They define limits without excluding. Typically low and simple, a boundary fence subtly reminds neighborhood athletes that your front yard is not a soccer field, just as it encourages visitors to approach the house via the sidewalk. Many boundary fences are built simply for visual impact, perhaps to break the monotony of a large stretch of turf or to provide a backdrop for a garden or a support for climbing vines. Classic choices for boundaries include picket, post-and-rail, and ornamental metal fences.







Controlling the Elements


Wind, snow, and noise can all be subdued with the right type of fence in the right place.


Fences for shade. Like shade trees that prevent the summer sun from heating up a house, a fence can shade a driveway, sidewalk, or patio to reduce heat buildup in the solid mass. It can also shade the side of the house from early morning and late evening sun.


Fences for windbreaks. In cold climates, wind contributes to heat loss. A fence can reduce the velocity of the wind striking your house and thus potentially reduce heating bills. Contrary to what you might think, a solid fence typically isn’t the best windbreak. It’s better to let some wind pass through, such as with horizontal louvered fence boards that are angled down toward the house. A hedgerow planted a foot or two away from a house wall can help redirect a cold breeze up and onto the roof. In warm weather, a windbreak fence can tame breezes and improve the comfort of outdoor sitting areas. Note: Windbreaks are effective only when placed perpendicular to the prevailing breeze, or as close to perpendicular as possible.


Fences for snow. A good windbreak fence can also control snowdrifts. Style and location are critical considerations. A solid fence creates deep drifts on both sides of the fence, while an open-style fence produces longer, shallower drifts and less snow buildup on the downwind side. Don’t place a snow fence too close to a driveway or sidewalk; it should be at least as far from the passageway as the fence is high. As with windbreaks, snow fences are most effective when running perpendicular to prevailing winds.


Fences for blocking noise. Noise is airborne vibration, so a dense barrier (such as a concrete or stone wall) is the best fencing solution for reducing noise. A fence made from solid wood is the next best choice. Because fences offer minimal noise reduction, the most effective strategy for noise reduction indoors is to soundproof the house.




Pool Fencing


Swimming pools must be surrounded by code-approved fencing. The United States Consumer Product Safety Commission offers guidelines for safety-barrier fencing (follow the link in Resources). More importantly, check with your local building department for specific requirements in your area. Typical recommendations include (but may not be limited to):




	Ensure a minimum fence height of 48", and remove nearby objects that would facilitate climbing (garbage cans, for example).


	Avoid fence styles that are easy to climb; keep horizontal rails at least 45" apart and place them on the inside (the pool side) of the fence.


	Space pickets no more than 13⁄4" apart. With chain-link or lattice fencing, spaces should not exceed 13⁄4".


	Keep the bottom of the fence 2" to 4" aboveground to prevent crawling under.


	Include self-closing hinges and a self-latching latch on the gate. It’s best to have the gate swing out, away from the pool. The latch should be set high enough so that it is out of a child’s reach. 
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