
Fire has been an important part of the landscape 
throughout history (Figure 1)1. Entire wildlife-rich, diverse 
ecosystems developed in fire-prone settings, relying 
on periodic fires to keep harmful insects, disease, and 
competitive vegetation in check. However, a policy of fire 
suppression was adopted in the early 20th century, and 
the landscape began to change. Open, diverse woodlands 
and savannas gave way to dense, crowded forests, and 
native grasslands became overgrown with trees. 

This changing landscape caused a loss of critical wildlife 
habitat, which sent many wildlife species into a decline. 
Prime examples of this habitat loss-induced decline are 
the northern bobwhite, gopher tortoise, and red-cockaded 
woodpecker, as well as a host of disappearing grassland 
and shrubland birds2. By re-introducing fire onto the 
landscape, wildlife and forestry professionals know that 
healthy forest systems and grasslands, and the wildlife that 
depend on them, can be restored. 

What is Prescribed Fire?
Prescribed fire is the 
intentional application of 
fire to the landscape under 
site-specific, carefully 
monitored conditions, 
which are outlined in a burn 
plan prepared by trained 
professionals. Prescribed 
fire is a versatile land 
management tool; while 
burn objectives can vary 
greatly between sites, it is 
commonly used to improve 
wildlife habitat, enhance 
forage on grazing lands, 
and improve vegetation. 
Approximately 11.7 million 
acres were treated with 
prescribed fire in the US in 20173. 

Prescribed Fire in the US
Given the destructive nature of recent wildfires in the 
western US, many people are wary of fire, especially at the 
wildland-urban interface. Destruction of habitat, damage 
to trees, loss of timber value, and potential property 
damage are often cited as reasons to not conduct a 
prescribed fire. However, because every prescribed fire is 
dictated by the site conditions and burn objectives listed in 
the burn plan, damage to habitat, timber, and property is 
usually avoided altogether. Perceived danger to personnel 
is another common concern; but the safety risk from 
conducting a prescribed fire is the lowest of other common 
land management practices (Figure 2)4.

Prescribed burn in Kentucky;  
photo by Ben Robinson

A fire-maintained pine savanna in Florida; photo by Greg Hagan. 

Figure 1: Map of historic fire 
frequency from 1650-1850 for the 
continental US. 
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Did You Know?
Frequent prescribed 
fires reduce the 
amount of “ground 
fuel” on a forest 
floor, which in turn 
reduces the risk of 
wildfire5. 
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Using Prescribed Fire to Enhance Forest and Grassland 
Health, Reduce Wildfire Risk, and Improve Wildlife Habitat



Policy Recommendations
•	 Revise the US Forest Service (USFS) fire suppression 

policy6 to authorize and prioritize professionally planned 
and supervised prescribed fires to reduce hazardous 
fuels, improve forest and grasslands health, and 
enhance wildlife habitat. 

•	 Direct the USFS to integrate prescribed fire on national 
forests at the proper scale to improve  forest and 
grassland health and restore wildlife populations to a 
diverse, abundant, and productive condition. 

•	 Authorize categorical exclusions of appropriate size to 
allow prescribed burning at the proper scale without 
unnecessary environmental reviews.  

•	 Appropriate sufficient funds for the US Department of 
Agriculture and Department of the Interior to support 
prescribed burn associations and fire councils and to 
establish regional fire teams to assist private landowners 
who implement prescribed burns on their land.

Forests and grasslands on public and private lands have been degraded by fire suppression and land use 
changes. This has caused a serious decline in forest and grassland health and a heightened risk of wildfire. 

By adopting federal policies that encourage professionally planned, supervised, and adequately funded 
prescribed fires, our forests and grasslands can be restored to a healthier, more productive condition, 
while reducing the risk of catastrophic wildfires.  

Figure 2: Relative risk of different management techniques used by 
private land managers, based on occupational fatality rates as proxies

Ra
te

 o
f F

at
al

 In
ju

rie
s

0

25

50

75

100

125

Logging
Workers

Crop
Produc�on

Animal
Produc�on

Construc�on
Equipment
Operators

Fire
Fighters

F=110.4. p<0.001

A

A A

B

C

Twidwell et al. 4

Citations
1 	 Guyette, Richard P.; Stambaugh, Michael C.; Dey, Daniel C.; Muzika, Rose-Marie (2012). Predicting Fire Frequency with Chemistry and 

Climate. Ecosystems. 15:2 322-335. Retrieved from: www.doi.org/10.1007/s10021-011-9512-0
2	 Vickery, Peter D.; Herkert, James R.; Knopf, Fritz L.; Ruth, Janet; Keller, Cherry E. (2000). Grassland Birds: An Overview of Threats and 

Recommended Management Strategies. In Strategies for Bird Conservation: The Partners in Flight Planning Process, Proceedings of the 3rd 
Partners in Flight Workshop. 74-77. Retrieved from www.pubs.er.usgs.gov/publication/5210995

3	 Melvin, Mark A. (2018). 2018 National Prescribed Fire Use Survey Report. Retrieved from: www.stateforesters.org
4	 Twidwell, Dirac; Wonkka, Carissa L.; Sindelar, Michael T.; Weir, John R. (2015). First Approximations of Prescribed Fire Risks Relative to Other 

Management Techniques Used on Private Lands. PLoS ONE 10(10). Retrieved from www.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0140410
5 	 Waldrop, Thomas A.; Goodrick, Scott L. (2012). Introduction to Prescribed Fires in Southern Ecosystems. Retrieved from: www.srs.fs.usda.

gov/pubs/41316
6	 Berry, Allison (2007). Forest Policy Up in Smoke: Fire Suppression in the United States. Retrieved from: www.perc.org/2007/09/17/forest-

policy-up-in-smoke/

National Bobwhite Conservation Initiative 
www.bringbackbobwhites.org
University of Tennessee | 274 Ellington Plant Sciences Bldg., Knoxville, TN 37996

One-year fire return interval plot (left) vs. an unburned plot (right) at Tall Timbers Research Station in Tallahassee, FL. 


