
What Is the Fire Problem?
Every year, devastating wildfires burn across the 

United States. At the same time, a growing number 
of people are living where wildfires are a real risk. 

While these fires will continue to happen, there are 
things you can do to protect your home and neigh-
borhood as well as your family’s safety. NFPA® has 

found that in many cases of home destruction during 
wildfires, the homes were more flammable than the 
surrounding brush and trees. By taking action now, 

before a fire starts, you can increase your chances of 
having an ignition resistant home and community.

What Can Be Done About It?
Research shows that embers (burning pieces of 

airborne wood and/or vegetation that can 
be carried more than a mile through the wind) 
and small surface fires are the primary source 

of home ignitions during wildfires.

To make your home safer, you need to prepare 
it to withstand embers and keep flames or 

surface fire from touching the home or any attach-
ments. You can do this by limiting the amount 

of flammable vegetation, choosing ignition- 
resistant building materials and construction 
techniques, and conducting periodic outdoor 

maintenance within the three home ignition zones 
(HIZ). Learn more about the HIZ at Firewise.org

WORKING WITH NEIGHBORS
Home ignition zones often overlap onto adjacent properties. 
This makes the conditions of neighboring homes and vege-
tation a part of the wildfire threat. It’s extremely important 
that neighbors work collaboratively with each other— 
and talk with each other—to reduce their shared risk. 

FIREWISE USA® PROGRAM
Firewise USA® is a voluntary program that
provides a framework to help neighbors
get organized, find direction, and take 
action to increase the ignition resistance 
of their homes and community.

HOW DOES THE PROGRAM WORK?  
Organize it: Create a board or committee of volunteers to 
represent your community. They will work with partners such 
as local forestry agencies or the fire department to complete a 
wildfire risk assessment and present it to the community.

Plan it: The wildfire risk assessment should highlight recom-
mendations for action. From this risk assessment, the board 
will identify and prioritize action items for reducing ignition risk 
to homes. This action plan may span several years.

Do it: Host an outreach event and work with neighbors on 
addressing items in the action plan.

Tell us about it: New and renewal applications can be 
completed at portal.firewise.org. Tell us about the actions and 
efforts in your community to engage residents and complete 
mitigation work at the home level.

VISIT FIREWISE.ORG TO:

»  Find tools to organize your community
»  Download and share research fact sheets on 

wildfire and home construction
»  Hear from other residents about importance of 

work at the home and community level
»  Learn the basics of wildfire and what actions to 

take around your homes

This publication was produced in cooperation with: The National Fire Protection Association® (NFPA®), the USDA Forest Service, the US Department of the Interior, and the
National Association of State Foresters. Firewise USA® is a registered trademark of the National Fire Protection Association. NFPA is an equal opportunity employer.

https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/Fire-causes-and-risks/Wildfire/Firewise-USA%20


HOW TO

WILDFIRE RISK REDUCTION STEPS THAT CAN MAKE YOUR HOME SAFER DURING A WILDFIRE

PREPARE
YOUR HOME

FOR WILDFIRES

   BE PREPARED 

   FIRE RESISTIVE CONSTRUCTION

   VEGETATION MANAGEMENT
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Order a Reducing Wildfire Risks in the Home Ignition Zone checklist/poster at Firewise.org

TALK TO YOUR LOCAL FORESTRY AGENCY 
OR FIRE DEPARTMENT TO LEARN MORE 
ABOUT THE SPECIFIC WILDFIRE RISK 

WHERE YOU LIVE.

VISIT FIREWISE.ORG FOR MORE DETAILS

1. HOME IGNITION ZONES 

To increase your home’s chance of surviving a wildfire, 
choose fire-resistant building materials and limit the amount 
of flammable vegetation in the three home ignition zones. 
The zones include the Immediate Zone: (0 to 5 feet around 
the house), the Intermediate Zone (5 to 30 feet), and the 
Extended Zone (30 to 100 feet). 

2. LANDSCAPING AND MAINTENANCE 

To reduce ember ignitions and fire spread, trim branches 
that overhang the home, porch, and deck and prune 
branches of large trees up to 6 to 10 feet (depending on 
their height) from the ground. Remove plants containing 
resins, oils, and waxes. Use crushed stone or gravel instead 
of flammable mulches in the Immediate Zone (0 to 5 feet 
around the house). Keep your landscape in good condition. 

3. ROOFING AND VENTS 

Class A fire-rated roofing products, such as composite 
shingles, metal, concrete, and clay tiles, offer the best 
protection. Inspect shingles or roof tiles and replace or 
repair those that are loose or missing to prevent ember 
penetration. Box in eaves, but provide ventilation to prevent 
condensation and mildew. Roof and attic vents should be 
screened to prevent ember entry. 

4. DECKS AND PORCHES 

Never store flammable materials underneath decks or 
porches. Remove dead vegetation and debris from under 
decks and porches and between deck board joints. 

5. SIDING AND WINDOWS 

Embers can collect in small nooks and crannies and ignite 
combustible materials; radiant heat from flames can crack 
windows. Use fire-resistant siding such as brick, fiber-
cement, plaster, or stucco, and use dual-pane tempered 
glass windows. 

6. EMERGENCY RESPONDER ACCESS 

Ensure your home and neighborhood have legible and 
clearly marked street names and numbers. Driveways 
should be at least 12 feet wide with a vertical clearance of 
15 feet for emergency vehicle access. 

n   Develop, discuss, and practice an emergency action plan 
with everyone in your home. Include details for handling 
pets, large animals, and livestock. 

n   Know two ways out of your neighborhood and have a 
predesignated meeting place. 

n   Always evacuate if you feel it’s unsafe to stay—don’t 
wait to receive an emergency notification if you feel 
threatened from the fire. 

n   Conduct an annual insurance policy checkup to adjust 
for local building costs, codes, and new renovations. 

n   Create or update a home inventory to help settle 
claims faster. 

Firewise® is a program of the National Fire Protection Association. 
This publication was produced in cooperation with the USDA Forest Service, US Department 
of the Interior, and the National Association of State Foresters. NFPA is an equal opportunity 
provider. Firewise® and Firewise USA® are registered trademarks of the National Fire Protection 
Association, Quincy, MA 02169.

https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/Fire-causes-and-risks/Wildfire/Firewise-USA
https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/Fire-causes-and-risks/Wildfire/Firewise-USA
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Every year, wildfires 
burn across the U.S., 
and more and more 
people are living where 
wildfires are a real 
risk. But by working 
together, residents 
can make their own 
property — and their 
neighborhood — much 
safer from wildfire.  
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Action Items to Improve Your Home’s Survivability:
•  REMOVE leaves, pine needles, and other flammable 

material from the roof, gutters, and on and under the 
deck to help prevent embers from igniting your home.

•  SCREEN areas below decks and porches with 1/8” 
wire mesh to help prevent material from accumulating 
underneath.

•  COVER exterior attic and soffit vents with 1/8” wire mesh 
to help prevent sparks from entering your home.

• ENCLOSE eaves to help prevent ember entry.
•  INSPECT shingles or roof tiles. REPLACE missing shingles 

or tiles. COVER ends of tiles with bird stops or cement to 
help prevent ember penetration during a wildfire.

Tips for Landscaping Around Your Home
•  REMOVE dead vegetation and other flammable 

materials, especially within the first 5 feet of the home.
•  KEEP your lawn hydrated and maintained. If it is brown, 

cut it down to help reduce fire intensity.
•  PRUNE tree limbs so the lowest branches are 6 to 10 

feet above the ground to help reduce the chance of fire 
getting into the crowns of the trees.

•  MOVE construction material, trash, and woodpiles 
at least 30 feet away from the home and other 
outbuildings.

•  DISPOSE of branches, weeds, leaves, pine needles, and 
grass clippings that you have cut to reduce fuel for fire.

YOU CAN 
MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE!
Increase your wildfire safety. 
Make simple low-cost changes 
to your home and landscape 
starting today.

Visit www.firewise.org for 
more information.

10 Safety Tips10 Safety Tips
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HOMEOWNERS NEED TO IMPLEMENT RISK REDUCTION ACTIONS THAT MAKE HOMES 
BETTER ABLE TO SURVIVE A WILDFIRE - AND THE ROOF IS A GREAT PLACE TO BEGIN!

HOW HOMES IGNITE
Homes ignite in one of three ways:  embers/firebrands, radiant heat exposure or direct 
flame contact. An example of an ember ignition is when wind-blown embers accumulate 
on combustible materials such as a wood shake roof. An untreated wood shake or  
shingle roof covering is the greatest threat to a home. 

ROOF COVERINGS AND ASSEMBLIES
Roof covering fire ratings are Class A, B, C, or unrated; with Class A providing the best 
performance. Common Class A roof coverings include asphalt fiberglass composition  
shingles, concrete and flat/barrel-shaped tiles. Some materials have a “by assembly” 
Class A fire rating which means, additional materials must be used between the roof  
covering and sheathing to attain that rating. Examples of roof coverings with a  
“by assembly” fire rating include aluminum, recycled plastic and rubber and some  
fire-retardant wood shake products. If a wood shake roof does not have the  
manufacturer’s documentation specifying the fire retardant, assume it’s untreated.

TILE AND ROOF COVERINGS WITH GAPS BETWEEN THE COVERING AND ROOF DECK
Flat and barrel-shaped tiles, metal, and cement roof coverings can have gaps between the 
roof covering and sheathing, which typically occur at the ridge and edge of roofs. These 
openings can allow birds and rodents to build nests with materials that are easily ignited 
by embers. Flames from this type of ignited debris can spread to the structural support 
members, bypassing the protection offered by a Class A rated roof covering. Plugging 
these openings between the roof covering and the roof deck, is commonly called “bird 
stopping”. Regularly inspect and maintain these areas.

DEBRIS ACCUMULATION – ROOF AND GUTTERS
Wind-blown debris (including leaves and pine needles from nearby and overhanging trees) 
will accumulate on roofs and in gutters. Dry debris can be ignited by wind-blown embers. 
These flames can extend to the edge of the roof and adjacent siding. Even with Class A 
fire-rated roof coverings, vertical surfaces next to the roof edge will be exposed to flames 
from the ignited debris. Regularly remove vegetative debris from your roof and gutters.

ATTICS, CRAWLSPACES, SOFFITS AND EAVES 
Post-fire research has shown attic vents, roof and gable end vents and under-eave areas 
are entry points for embers and flames. Reduce the size and number of embers that pass 
through vents into attic and crawlspaces by covering them with a 1/8-inch metal mesh 
screen. When wildfires threaten, vents can be covered with ½-inch or thinner plywood, 
or a thin metal plate. Ensure these are removed when the threat has passed.

Roofs should be Class A fire-rated, 
such as asphalt composition 
shingles. If you’re unsure about 
your roof’s rating, hire a professional 
roofer to make a determination.  

Remove debris on the roof and in  
the gutters at least twice a year, or 
more often if necessary. 

Remove tree branches that 
overhang the roof.

Periodically inspect exposed areas 
under eaves and soffits to ensure 
construction materials are in good 
condition.

Cover vents, e.g., with 
noncombustible, corrosion-resistant 
1/8-inch metal mesh screens.

Inspect and maintain your roof 
on a regular basis. Replace when 
necessary.
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REDUCE YOUR ROOF’S 
VULNERABILITY TO WILDFIRE

WILDFIRE RESEARCH FACT SHEET

Roofing Materials:

Roofs are a highly vulnerable part of 
a home during wildfires
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IMMEDIATE (NONCOMBUSTIBLE) ZONE

WILDFIRE RESEARCH FACT SHEET
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Why is it important to create and maintain 5 feet of noncombustible space around the exterior 
of a building?

Figure 1 – Creating and maintaining home 
ignition zones (defensible space) around your 
property are proven ways to reduce risks of 
property damage during a wildfire, as tests 
at the IBHS Research Center have shown. 

Figure 2a Experiments conducted at 
the IBHS Research Center to study the 
effectiveness of creating a noncomsbutible 
space around buildings.

Figure 2b Embers impacting a building: left 
side with combustible (wood) and the right 
with noncombustible (rock) mulch. 

Wildfire risks are on the rise, but there are ways home and business owners can take 
control of their vulnerabilities. Changes made to a structure and its surroundings within 
100 feet can make a big impact. Research from the Insurance Institute for Business and 
Home Safety (IBHS) shows that the first 0 to 5 feet around the structure, known as the 
immediate zone or noncombustible zone, has the greatest impact on your risk. IBHS and 
the National Fire Protection Association® (NFPA®) recommend keeping this zone well-
maintained and clear of combustible materials. 

IBHS Research 
The main objective of the 0-to-5-foot zone is to reduce the potential that embers landing 
near a building will ignite fuels and expose the area around a home to a direct flame 
(Figure 1). Removing anything that can ignite from embers is critically important.  To 
verify how effective a 5-foot noncombustible zone is around a building, more than 180 
tests were conducted in 2018 at the IBHS Research Center to evaluate fire behavior and 
heating of buildings (Figures 2a & 2b). 

Key Observations
• For combustible landscaping, such as wood mulch, the thickness of the mulch 

bed, wind speed, and location of the flame and building all impact the potential of 
mulch to ignite and how quickly fire can spread to the building.

• Burning mulch generates embers that can ignite nearby mulch, increasing the 
chances of direct flame contact spreading to the building. 

• When flames are 5 feet away, a building’s surface temperature is below 
temperatures that could cause ignition. However, corners of a building (45-degree 
angles) experience a higher temperature when exposed to flames, even when a 
5-foot space is present. Testing showed that corners can be more vulnerable due 
to fire spread through fuel (such as mulch) on the ground, because at the same 
wind speed, wind blowing directly at a wall (90-degree angle) will result in taller 
flames and more radiant heat, while wind on a corner (45-degree angle) will result 
in longer flames that are closer to the ground. 

Recommendations
• Keep the corner areas of a building clear of combustible materials due to the 

higher probability of having direct flame touching the surrounding ground.

• Keep gutters free of debris and use metal gutters. 

• Install hard surfaces, such as a concrete walkway, or use noncombustible mulch 
products, such as rock. 

• Keep the lawn well irrigated and use low-growing herbaceous (non-woody) plants. 
Shrubs and trees are not recommended in the 5-foot zone. 

• Remove dead vegetation and implement a maintenance strategy to keep the 
5-foot zone clear of dead plant materials.

• Mitigating home ignition zones shouldn’t stop at 5 feet from the building. It should 
be combined with the footprint of an attached deck and area that extends away 
from the building up to 100 feet or to the property line. 

Learn More
 X For online training and other resources, 
see nfpa.org/firewise. 

 X Access the latest research from IBHS at 
ibhs.org. 

© Insurance Institute for Business & Home Safety
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