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Taking steps to live, work and recreate respon-
sibly in places at risk to wildfire is necessary 
to protect lives, property and the beauty of our 
natural surroundings. We can adapt to living 
in Wisconsin’s fire prone areas by preventing, 
preparing and planning for wildfires.

Preventing wildfires - understanding 
why and when wildfires occur and 
taking proactive measures to prevent 
human-caused wildfire disasters

Preparing for wildfires – before a 
wildfire occurs, learning what actions 
can be taken by homeowners, to help 
homes survive

Planning for wildfires - working togeth-
er to develop a plan and take actions 
on the community level to reduce the 
impacts of a destructive wildfire 
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The good news is that fires can be prevented 
and it is possible to live, work and play safely 
in fire prone areas. By understanding the  
common causes of wildfires and recogniz-
ing when conditions are unsafe for burning 
outdoors, we can reduce the risk of a wildfire 
starting and spreading. 

Be proactive. Know the daily fire danger and 
any local restrictions that may be in place 
before burning. Always consider alternatives to 
outdoor burning such as composting, recycling 
or chipping woody debris. When conditions 
are dry, hold off on operating hot equipment 
in grassy areas or using fireworks. Dispose hot 
ashes from your woodstove or fireplace in a 
metal bucket with a tight fitting lid instead of 
into the outdoors. Lastly, always have proper 
tools and water handy and never leave any  
fire unattended. 

Today, risks and hazards of wildfire are easily 
identifiable and preventing wildfire disasters  
is a reality if people educate themselves on 
safe practices. The key is to understand that 
fire is a tool and is to be respected and  
utilized responsibly. 

Smokey Bear signs displaying the daily fire danger are 
often seen along major roads throughout Wisconsin. 
These ratings describe the potential for a fire to start 
and spread and the intensity at which a fire will burn  
in the wildland. Fire danger ratings are based on 
weather, fuels and changes in the landscape. The signs 
encourage the public to adapt their behavior and obey 
restrictions based on their knowledge of these fire  
danger levels.

Fires do not ignite easily and will spread 
slowly. This is the safest time to burn.

Fires can ignite and will spread, but are 
relatively easy to contain.  Use caution  
if burning. 

Serious conditions. Fires ignite easily, 
spread rapidly and are difficult to con-
trol. Burning is not recommended.

Dangerous conditions. Fires start easily 
and spread rapidly with increased in-
tensity. Fires are very difficult to control. 
Burning is not recommended.

Explosive conditions. Fires start easily, 
spread furiously and burn intensely. 
This is the worst possible danger.  
Burning is strongly not recommended.

dnr.wi.gov (keyword "fire")

1-888-wis-burn (947-2876)

Surviving wildfire by adapting to it

dnr.wi.gov (keyword "fire")        1-888-wis-burn (947-2876)

MODERATE

LOW

HIGH

VERY HIGH

EXTREME

Consistent snow cover greatly reduces the 
likelihood that a fire will get out of control.

For a DNR burn permit or to check today’s burning restrictions 
:dnr.wi.gov (keyword "fire")         

1-888-wis-burn (947-2876)

Debris burning is the number one cause of wildfires in 
Wisconsin. Using fire as a method to dispose of veg-
etative yard waste isn’t the only option. While debris 
burning is legal in most places, let’s face it…it’s unsafe, 
unhealthy and a nuisance. If you choose to burn, follow 
these simple guidelines to ensure you are burning 
SAFELY:

         
n  Find alternatives to burning debris before deciding  

to burn
n  Obtain proper burn permits and follow any restrictions 
n  Comply with local ordinances that may be more re-

strictive than state law
n  Make certain you are only burning legal materials  

(turn over for a complete list)
n  Keep an eye on the weather and avoid burning under 

windy conditions 
n  Make certain the area adjacent to the fire is free of  

all flammables

n Have a water source and firefighting tools handy
n Keep the size of the fire small and manageable
n Maintain a mineral soil firebreak around the burn area
n Never leave your fire unattended
n I f weather conditions change for the worst, put the  

fire out 
n If your fire escapes, dial 911 immediately!

n Make sure the burn is completely out before leaving
n Use lots of water, drown, stir and repeat until cold
n  Go back and check again later for any remaining 

smoke or embers 
n  Fun fact: use cold ashes from your burn as a bed for 

your garden. It makes a great fertilizer! 
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Debris burning (brush, leaves, burn

barrels) is a major contributor to

wildfires in Wisconsin. Most of

these fires occur before 6:00 p.m.

and are often

a result of

people burn-

ing without 

a permit and

burning 

illegal items.

Permits

restrict burn-

ing to times

when weather

conditions

are more favorable.

Warm, windy weather in spring creates conditions prime for wildfires. The
possibility increases when people apply fire to the landscape by burning
leaves, brush, and debris on the ground or in barrels. Improper or unsafe
debris burning is the leading cause of wildfires in Wisconsin. More than
1,000 fires each year are caused by debris burning. Most people who burn
debris never intend for their fire to spread and cause damage. In most
cases, when a fire escapes, the person responsible was burning outside
local restrictions. Outdoor burning in Wisconsin is regulated and permits
may be required whenever the ground is not completely snow covered.

To find out if outdoor burning is regulat-
ed where you wish to burn, go to
dnr.wi.gov (keyword ‘fire’) or call 1-888-
WIS-BURN (947-2876).

There are many alternatives to burning
that people can use as they clean up fall-
en tree debris on their property. Wood
chippers can be used to break down
small trees and branches. Debris can be
hauled to a community brush collection
site. Fallen trees and larger limbs can cut
up and used as firewood. On large

woodlots, some fallen trees, limbs, and debris piles can be left for birds and
small animals to use as shelter.

Wisconsin Wildfire Causes 2000-2010

Work with your neighbors to pool resources such as wood chippers and

chainsaws to clean up around your homes.

dnr.wi.gov keyword “fire”

or call 1-888-WIS-BURN (947-2876)

For more information on burning permits
and today’s fire danger, visit 

The Wisconsin Department of Natural
Resources provides equal opportunity
in its employment, programs, services

and functions under an Affirmative Action
Plan. If you have any questions, please write to
Equal Opportunity Office, Department of
Interior, Washington, D.C. 20240.

This publication is available in alter-
native format (large print, Braille,
audiotape, etc.) upon request. Please
call (608) 267-7494 for more infor-
mation.

The fire environment includes many factors that affect

the way a fire starts and behaves. In Wisconsin, the main

components of the fire environment are weather, avail-

able fuels, and human behavior. These components

affect the likelihood of a fire start, speed and direction

the fire will travel, intensity of which a wildfire burns, and

the ability to control and extinguish a wildfire. Although

weather cannot be changed, fuels and human behavior

can be modified. Consequently, many of our opportuni-

ties in reducing wildfire threat lie in proper management

and manipulation of wildland vegetation, and in chang-

ing our behavior.

Weather influences the dryness of the fuels that burn in

a wildfire. In the spring, from the time of snowmelt until

the vegetation “greens up,” the risk of wildfire is often

higher since dead grass and leaves can easily burn. Later

in the year, hot summer weather can dry out vegetation

and increase the risk of wildfires. The combination of

dry fuels, warm temperatures, and windy weather cre-

ate prime conditions for wildfires. These conditions

make ignition easier, allow fuels to burn more rapidly,

and increase fire intensity. High wind speeds, in particular,

can transform a small, easily control-able fire into a cat-

astrophic event in a matter of minutes.

Fuel is required for any fire to burn. With regards to wild-

fire, fuels consist of dead plant material (dead trees, fall-

en branches, cured grass, and dropped leaves and pine

needles) as well as living vegetation (especially ever-

green trees and shrubs). Houses, vehicles, and other

man-made objects can be thought of as “urban” fuels

that can also burn during a wildfire. Altering the vegeta-

tion around the home and minimizing urban fuels

around structures can keep a wildfire from reaching and

destroying a home.

When people are living in fire–prone environments, the

human built environment becomes an important factor

in predicting the loss
of life and property.

Narrow or sandy roads and driveways, limited access,

lack of Firewise landscaping, inadequate water supplies,

and poorly planned subdivisions are examples of

increased risk to people living with the threat of wildfire.

The risk of wildfire increases when people use fire in a

wildland environment. Instead of burning household

garbage and yard waste, think of alternatives such

as composting or chipping. Keeping campfires

and warming fires small and contained will also

help reduce the risk of wildfire. 

Dry fuels, warm tempera-
tures, and windy weather

create prime conditions for
wildfires.

Homes, vehicles, and other
possessions can become

fuel for wildfires.
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Simple Things You Can
Do to Help Your Home
Become “Firewise”

11 22

Clean pine needles, leaves and branches
off roofs and out of rain gutters.

Remove tree branches that extend over
your roof.

Improving your home’s chance of
surviving a wildfire can seem like an
overwhelming task – one that you
may feel is impossible to achieve.
Not necessarily so! Research shows
that flying embers (firebrands) and
creeping surface fire are significant
contributors to the loss of homes to
wildfires…sometimes hours after
the fire has passed. To begin making
your home and property “Firewise,”
start with the structures on your
property and move out as time
allows. Keep in mind that anything
attached to a structure (deck, 
fence, overhang, etc) is part of 
the structure.

33 44

Clean out all areas that tend to be natural
traps for leaves, pine needles and embers
from a fire such as on and under decks,
window wells and next to foundations.

Remove all flammable materials within the
first 3 to 5 feet around structures. Fill in this
area with something completely non-flam-
mable, such as decorative stone or gravel.

On Any Given Weekend

55 66

Evergreens are especially flammable;
remove any trees necessary to keep at
least 15 feet between the branches from
tree to tree within 30 feet of buildings.
Lower branches should be pruned up 6

to 10 feet from the ground.

Keep flammables like lumber and fire-
wood at least 30 feet from buildings.

Embers have been known to smolder in
firewood stacks and catch fire long after

the fire itself has passed.

77

Create a 10-foot clearance around
your propane tank. Keep grass

mowed short or fill in the area with
rocks or gravel.

88 99

Remove all dead branches, trees and
shrubs within 100 feet of your home.

Keep trees and shrubs well-spaced in the
area 30 to 100 feet around buildings; thin

trees and shrubs so that their branches are
at least 10 feet apart.

As a final check, take a stroll around
your property area with an imaginary
match in your hand. If you see a
place where you would not feel
comfortable lighting a match, throw-
ing it down and walking away, you
still have some Firewise work to do.
Remember to keep a maintenance
schedule to ensure your property is
lean, clean, and green before spring
and fall.
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Where do I begin?
If you answer  “no” to any of the self-assessment items, there
is still work you can do to better prepare your home for
wildfire. Remember, a fire needs fuel to burn. By reducing or
changing the fuels around your home, for example pruning
trees, cleaning out gutters and raking leaves, you are starving
a wildfire of the fuel it needs to burn.

Start right away.
Study of past fires has shown that the little things can make a
big difference when it comes to your home surviving a wild-
fire. Maintenance suggestions can be implemented quickly and
for little or no cost. You can tackle bigger projects as time
and resources allow. Every step you take, no matter how
small, will make your home safer.

For more information...
If you have questions about this self-assessment form or if

you’d like more information on what you can do to better
prepare your home for wildfire, contact your local ranger 
station or:

WDNR - Forestry
PO Box 7921
Madison, WI 53707
Forestry.Webmail@wisconsin.gov

Learn more at:
dnr.wi.gov and search for “firewise”
Firewise.org

The Home Ignition ZoneDear Wisconsin Homeowner:

Research has shown that the
characteristics of buildings and
their immediate surroundings de-
termine the risk of ignition during
a wildfire.

That’s why preparing your home
and the area around your home,
known as the home ignition zone,
is so important. The steps you
take to reduce or change the
fuels in your home ignition zone
could determine whether or not
your house survives a wildfire.
For example, raking leaves out of
your yard may prevent a surface
fire from burning right up to your
house. A windblown ember which
lands in a metal gutter free of
pine needles will not have any
fuel to ignite and so will extin-
guish. Since you, as the home-
owner, are the only one who has
authority to make changes
around your home, you have a
vital role in protecting it.

A Firewise Home Has…
• Fire-Resistant Construction
• Lean, Clean and Green Landscaping
• Regular Maintenance
• Safe Distance to Flammables

The Home Ignition Zone is your home and
its surroundings out to 100-200 feet. You
can make your home Firewise by reducing
the amount of fuel in your home ignition
zone.

The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources provides equal opportunity in its employ-
ment, programs, services, and functions under an Affirmative Action Plan. If you have any
questions, please write to Equal Opportunity Office, Department of Interior, Washington,
D.C. 20240.This publication is available in alternative format (large print, Braille, audiotape,
etc.) upon request. Please call 608/267-7494 for more information.
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WDNR - Forestry
Firewise
PO Box 7921
Madison, WI 53707

Outbuildings located
within 30 feet of homes
or other buildings are
clear of flammables

qYes

qNo

qNot applicable

If flammable buildings are within 30
feet of one another, the ignition of one
could result in the ignition of the other.
Because of this, it is important to keep
flammable materials such as leaves and
needles off outbuildings and create a 3-
5 foot zone around outbuildings where
nothing flammable is allowed, especially
when outbuildings are within 30 feet of
other buildings. 

Firewood and other 
flammable materials are

kept at least 30 feet
from buildings
qYes

qNo

qNot applicable

A pile of cured firewood and other
flammable materials like brush piles,
stacked lumber, and broken down vehi-
cles are particularly at risk of ignition
from flying embers and surface fire. If
such materials catch on fire and they
are near a building, it is highly likely that

the building will also ignite. Store fire-
wood and other flammable materials at
least 30 feet from all buildings. Go one
step further and create a cleared area
around these flammables.

Propane tanks or fuel oil
tanks are free of com-

bustible materials in the
surrounding area
qYes

qNo

qNot applicable

Clear the area 10 feet around propane
tanks. Keep surrounding grass short
and green or, better yet, fill in the area
with non-flammable materials such as
decorative stone or gravel.

Nearby neighbors have 30
feet of defensible space

around their homes
qYes

qNo

qNot applicable

Sometimes buildings may be more
flammable than the surrounding vegeta-
tion. This is especially true if they are
made of flammable materials or if a
lack of upkeep and maintenance in-
creases the possibility of ignition. Talk
to your neighbors about your concern
regarding wildfire safety and work to-
gether to lower your overall risk. Re-
member: fire does not respect
property boundaries.

Safe Distance to Flammables

The area around this propane 
tank is free of vegetation and 
other flammable material. 

The firewood is stacked 30 feet
from the home.

This home is both forested and Firewise.
Although the lot is wooded, there are 
few trees within 30 feet of the home. It’s
important that your nearby neighbors
also prepare their homes for wildfire 
because the decisions they make can 
affect you! Share what you learn about
how to be Firewise.

Firewise

Landscaping

Every year, many homes in the Great Lakes  
region are damaged or destroyed by wildfire, yet nearly  
all of these homes could have been saved if owners  
had followed a few simple rules. 

This guide is designed to provide homeowners with the information they 

need to protect their homes from wildfires through appropriate landscaping 

techniques.  The guide also includes information on what and where the 

risks from wildfires are, and how individual homeowners can manage their 

property to minimize the risk of wildfire damage. 

Defensible space in a front 
yard, well-spaced plants 

close to the home, and a 
lean, clean, and green 

backyard are Firewise 
landscaping techniques.

     A Guide to 
Protecting Your Home
               from Wildfire

SAFER FROM THE START

A Guide to Firewise-Friendly Developments 

COMING 

SOON

FIRE PROTECTION IN WUI AREAS - BEST PRACTICES GUIDE 1

A Best Practices Guide for Planners and Regulators

Community Wildfire Safety 
Through Regulation

Community Wildfire  
Regulation 

#FWC50113
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The Home Ignition Zone
Reduce the fuels around your home.

On lands protected by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, 
1,500 wildfires burn more than 4,000 acres annually. Dozens of buildings 

burn and hundreds more are threatened. 

Learn more at:

Seven Steps to a Safer Home  
Bookmark
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Smokey’s  
Fireworks
#FR-288

Max. Order 10
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Protect Your 
Home

#FR-347
Max. Order 10

______copies

Debris Burning 
vs Campfire

#FR-441
Max. Order 10

______copies

Debris Burning
#FR-381
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Pin the Hat on Smokey
grades pre-K - 4
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Forestry & Fire  
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