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A wildfi re is the uncontrolled burning of woodlands, brush, or grasslands. According to FEMA, there are four 
categories of wildfi res that can occur throughout the United States: 

• Wildfi res: Fueled by natural vegeta  on; typically occur in na  onal forests and parks, where federal 
agencies are responsible for fi re management and suppression. 

• Interface or Intermix Fires: Urban wildfi res in which vegeta  on and the built environment provide fuel. 
• Firestorms: Events of such an extreme intensity that eff ec  ve suppression is virtually impossible; occur 

during extreme weather and generally burn un  l condi  ons change or the available fuel is exhausted. 
• Prescribed Fires and Prescribed Natural Fires: Fires that are inten  onally set or selected natural fi res 

that are allowed to burn for benefi cial purposes. 

Wildfi res can be a result of naturally occurring infl uences such as lightning, extreme drought and heat (see: 
Drought, Extreme Heat), and human infl uences such as a discarded cigare  e, improperly ex  nguished 
campfi re, or a stray spark from nearby railroad tracks. The poten  al for threat of wildfi res is dependent 
upon topography and slope, surface fuel characteris  cs, recent climate condi  ons, current meteorological 
condi  ons, and fi re behavior. Once a wildfi re threatens a community, it is o  en too late to protect nearby 
structures, and popula  ons have to be evacuated for their own safety. These fi res could have the poten  al to 
damage structures and u  li  es as well as hundreds of acres of woodlands. 

The 2017 Vermont Forest Ac  on Plan1, from the Department of Forests, Parks and Recrea  on defi nes “wildland 
fi re” as any non-structure fi re that occurs in vegeta  on or natural fuels, including prescribed fi re and wildfi re. 
Most wildland fi res in Vermont are quickly reported and contained, though fi res burning deep in ground fuels 
or in remote loca  ons require more  me and eff ort to fully suppress. Town Forest Fire Wardens and local 
fi re departments primarily handle wildland fi re control with assistance from other towns and the State when 
necessary. 

Vermont has a reliable system of local fi re suppression infrastructure coordinated at the state-level. Vermont’s 
climate, vegeta  on type, and landscape discourage major wildfi re. The majority of fi res in Vermont are caused 
by burning debris2. 

The Na  onal Weather Service (NWS) issues a Red Flag Warning when there is the poten  al for extreme fi re 
danger within 24 hours based on the following criteria: 

• Winds sustained or with frequent gusts > 25 mph
• Rela  ve Humidity at or below 30% any  me during the day
• Rainfall amounts for the previous 5 days less than 0.25 inches (except 3 days in pre-greenup)
• Lightning a  er an extended dry period
• Signifi cant dry frontal passage

1 h  p://fpr.vermont.gov/sites/fpr/fi les/Forest_and_Forestry/Vermont_Forests/Library/2017_VT_ForestAc  onPlan.pdf
2 h  p://fpr.vermont.gov/sites/fpr/fi les/2017%20Vermont%20Wildland%20Fire%20Program%20Annual%20Report.pdf

 4-8: Wildfi re
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• Dry thunderstorms
• Keetch-Byram Drought Index values of 300 or greater (summer only)

Lightning: 

In addi  on to being hazardous to human life, lightning can damage infrastructure, plants, and property, and 
can start forest fi res. According to the NWS, lightning is the fi rst thunderstorm hazard to arrive and the last to 
leave. Lightning can strike up to 50 miles away from a thunderstorm, carry up to 100 million volts of electricity, 
and reach temperatures upward of 50,000 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Since 1950, there have been 87 documented events of lightning strikes in Vermont, resul  ng in 4 deaths 
and 17 injuries3. Lightning is an unpredictable and disbursed weather-related event, making it challenging to 
mi  gate. 

Wildfi re History 

The wildfi re threat in Vermont is rela  vely low based on historical occurrences. Wildfi re condi  ons in Vermont 
are typically at their worst either in spring when dead grass and fallen leaves from the previous year are dry 
and new leaves and grass have not come out yet, or in late summer and early fall when that year’s growth 
is dry. In drought condi  ons, this risk is obviously higher, and the risk of wildfi re due to drought was severe 
enough to warrant a statewide ban on open burning in 1966. That was the last such statewide ban un  l one 
was issued in 1999 due to drought. However, due to a very dry April 2000, the State once again had to declare 
a temporary burning ban, and at the end of 2001, the State remained in a drought. There was a statewide ban 
on open burning that occurred in October 2005 and was rescinded in April 2005. Most recently, there was a 
threat of explosive fi re growth poten  al in March 2012. This was due to low humidity, warm temperatures, and 
strong winds. In addi  on, dry grass was a wildfi re threat during the spring of 2012 due to a mild winter leaving 
grass exposed through the winter months. 

Despite the drought in 2016-2017, Vermont’s 2017 Wildland Fire Program Annual Report notes that the 2017 
fi re season was well below normal at 49 acres burned from 51 fi res. The average between 2012 and 2016 was 
109 fi res and 317 acres per year4. 

There has not been a major wildfi re in Vermont in the last 50 years. NOAA’s Storm Events Database only 
include one documented wildfi re event since 1950. This event was in July of 2002 in Windham and Bennington 
Coun  es, with no deaths, injuries, or noted damages. 

“Smoke, from many forest fi res across the Nemiscau region of northern Quebec, became trapped under a 
subsidence inversion, and was transported south across southern Vermont from the evening hours of July 
5, to the late evening of July 7. The forest fi res were sparked by excep  onally hot and dry weather over that 
part of Canada followed by an unusual amount of thunderstorm ac  vity, resul  ng in many lightning strikes. 
The circula  on between high pressure over Hudson’s Bay and a low pressure off  the Canadian Mari  mes 
transported the smoke southward. The smoke obscured the sky, and even reduced surface visibili  es to as low 
as one mile, especially on the early morning of July 7. Advisories were issued warning people with respiratory 
problems to remain indoors and all individuals to curb outside ac  vity. No major problems were reported to 
the Na  onal Weather Service as a result of this smoke. By late Sunday, July 7, the low pressure weakened and 
moved further east, allowing the wind to back into more of a westerly direc  on, fi nally dissipa  ng the smoke5.”  

3 h  ps://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/stormevents/
4 h  p://fpr.vermont.gov/sites/fpr/fi les/2017%20Vermont%20Wildland%20Fire%20Program%20Annual%20Report.pdf
5 h  ps://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/stormevents/
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Wildfi re Trends & Vulnerability 

Although wildfi res are currently uncommon in Vermont, the Steering Commi  ee acknowledged that extended 
periods of warming due to climate change have the poten  al to increase the occurrence of wildfi re events, 
thus ranking Wildfi re with a probability score of Occasional. Vermont is seeing an increase in average annual 
maximum and minimum temperature (see: Extreme Heat), which is also contribu  ng to an increased likelihood 
of drought (see: Drought) and wildfi re risk, though an increase in precipita  on events (see: Inunda  on & 
Fluvial Erosion) may limit that risk during certain  mes of the year. 

The poten  al impact from a plausibly signifi cant wildfi re event is expected to be Moderate on infrastructure, 
life and the economy, with a less signifi cant impact on the environment. Given the low probability of wildfi re in 
Vermont, the risk is considered to be rela  vely low. 

The vulnerability to wildfi res is constantly changing. Predic  ve models for fi re poten  al are o  en generated 
each month or season. These models incorporate the state of fuels across various areas based on the latest 
precipita  on and soil moisture anomalies, drought, and snow depth data. While giving an overall predic  on 
for each season, models cannot incorporate the daily weather changes that aff ect fi re risks. The Wildland Fire 
Assessment System is available online from the U.S. Forest Service6. This system provides na  onal fi re danger 
ra  ngs that are updated daily. The maps take into account current and antecedent weather, fuel types, and 
both live and dead fuel moisture. 

There is no specifi c geographic area of the state par  cularly more vulnerable to wildfi re, given that 76% of 
Vermont is forested7  - 79% and 21% privately- and publically-owned, respec  vely8. 

In general, wildfi re risk is considered statewide, though a specifi c loca  on where infrastructure and life are 
poten  ally more vulnerable to structural fi re is the wildland-urban interface (WUI). The WUI represents the 
area where infrastructure interacts with undeveloped land, crea  ng the poten  al for fi re to move from a 
forested environment to a grassed neighborhood. 

The 2017 Vermont Forest Ac  on Plan defi nes the WUI as a priority landscape, no  ng that: 
“Although the WUI term originates in wildland fi re management, the WUI is also a useful indicator of human 
infl uence on natural ecosystems. The WUI is an 
area where people and their homes aff ect the 
natural environment, contribu  ng to the loss of 
habitat for na  ve species, forest fragmenta  on, 
the introduc  on of exo  c species, domes  c pets 
that can disturb or prey on birds and other wild 
animals, and poorer water quality due to runoff  
from pavement and lawns. These trends will 
threaten biodiversity and ecosystem health if 
WUI residents and communi  es are not a  en  ve 
to the poten  al harms and ac  vely caring for the 
environment around their homes.” (pg. 45)9

6 h  p://www.wfas.net
7 Morin, R.S.; Domke, G.M.; Walters, B.F.; Wilmot, 
S. 2017. Forests of Vermont, 2016. (h  p://fpr.vermont.gov/
forest/forest_business/forest_sta  s  cs/fi a)
8  h  ps://www.fs.fed.us/nrs/pubs/ru/ru_fs119.pdf
9 h  p://fpr.vermont.gov/sites/fpr/fi les/Forest_and_

A forest fi re in Bolton, VT in 2016 due to dry condi  ons and warm temperatures. 
Photo Credit: Lars Lund
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Wildfi re Mi  ga  on

Several ac  ons within this plan address wildfi re (see: Mi  ga  on Strategy), such as the strategy on resilient 
design and construc  on standards, including ac  ons around developing sample building standards and 
educa  onal resources for resilient design and construc  on. 

Within Vermont, much of the focus around wildfi re is in the preparedness and responses phases. On the 
preven  on side, per Vermont statute, open burning of natural and untreated wood, brush, weeds, or grass 
requires a ‘Permit to Kindle Fire’ from the Town Forest Fire Warden. When there is signifi cant fi re danger, open 
burns can be banned en  rely. The drought mi  ga  on strategy (see: Mi  ga  on Strategy) includes ac  ons that 
will assist in preparedness planning for wildfi re, including ac  ons to expand monitoring wells and develop 
groundwater resource maps. 

Large-scale mi  ga  on for wildfi re is predominately not feasible in Vermont. The 2017 Vermont Forest Ac  on 
Plan has a much stronger focus on preven  ng forest fragmenta  on, which runs counter to mi  ga  on ac  ons 
such as defensible space. The Ac  on Plan including strategies to: 

• Strengthen collabora  ve land use planning and 
policy eff orts with partners to conserve forests, 
developing strategies to reduce or mi  gate 
the rate of forest conversion and reduce forest 
fragmenta  on and parceliza  on at local, statewide, 
and regional levels (Strategy 3). 

• Prepare for, mi  gate, and respond to emergency 
events such as wildland fi res and signifi cant weather 
events (Strategy 16). 

• Provide training and technical support, and maintain 
partnerships for wildland fi re preven  on and 
response (Strategy 53). 

On a local level, a number of Regional Planning 
Commissions (RPCs) have assisted local communi  es with 
preparing Community Wildfi re Protec  on Plans (CWPP), 
which are aimed at lessening the impacts of interface 
wildfi re. These CWPP’s are authorized and defi ned in Title 
I of the Healthy Forests Restora  on Act (HFRA, PL 108-148, 
2003), which does not prescribe the exact form of a CWPP, 
but states that they should address local forest and range 
condi  ons, values-at-risk, and priori  es for ac  on. CWPPs 
are another tool to assist communi  es in understanding 
their vulnerability and can inform Local Hazard Mi  ga  on 
Plans.

Forestry/Vermont_Forests/Library/2017_VT_ForestAc  onPlan.pdf
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Figure 56: 2010 Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) map for Vermont
Source: h  p://silvis.forest.wisc.edu/maps/wui/2010/download


