
Expert Quotes on Wildfire Safety

Safety Preparation
Before a Wildfire Occurs

Safety During a Wildfire

What to Include in Your Emergency Plan

How Various Groups Can Help

The bad news is that wildfires can be incredibly destructive and deadly. The even worse news: They’re 

poised to wreak more havoc in the years to come. In fact, more than 4.5 million homes in the United 

States are at a high or extreme risk from those fires, according to a 2017 Verisk wildfire risk analysis.

If you live in a wildfire-prone state, it’s especially important to be aware of how to stay safe when 

wildfires break out. These states are California, Texas, Colorado, Arizona, Idaho, Washington, Oklahoma, 

Oregon, Utah, Montana, New Mexico and Wyoming. That said, states such as Florida, Tennessee, 

Georgia, Kansas and North Carolina are by no means immune to wildfire danger. This guide provides tips 

to help no matter where you live.

Take steps now so that if a wildfire breaks out, you and your property are in better shape to get through 

it. The first thing is to sign up for your community’s warning system alerts. The Emergency Alert System 

and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration Weather Radio also alert the public to 

wildfires and other dangers.

In some cases, a wildfire may take your area by surprise, as the 2018 Camp Fire did with Paradise, 

California. You may be told to evacuate immediately—do it! Any reluctance to leave may prove fatal.

However, you do get some warning in many situations. For example, fires may have been raging in your 

general area for a few days or weeks, and you’re aware that you may need to evacuate at some point. In 

those cases, keep an eye on conditions, and get ready to evacuate should the need arise.

Evacuating can mean spending lots of time in your vehicle waiting for traffic to move. If possible, evacuate 

in a vehicle that can hold lots of gas and that can withstand the waiting. Evacuate away from the fire 

and away from the direction it is moving. Aim for wide roads if feasible because narrow roads can easily 

become blocked. Keep your vehicle’s doors unlocked and the headlights on. In smoky conditions, close 

all windows, and switch off ventilation fans.

Developing an emergency plan is a key part of wildfire safety preparation. Include the following 

essentials in your plan:

During
Wildfires

A guide to staying safe

https://www.verisk.com/insurance/visualize/key-findings-from-the-2017-verisk-wildfire-risk-analysis/?utm_source=Social&utm_medium=Twitter&utm_campaign=VeriskSM&utm_content=842017
https://www.iii.org/fact-statistic/facts-statistics-wildfires
https://www.knoxnews.com/story/news/2018/11/28/gatlinburg-wildfire-sevier-county-smoky-mountains-two-years-later/2029279002/
https://www.fcc.gov/consumers/guides/emergency-alert-system-eas
https://www.nws.noaa.gov/nwr/
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/us/survivors-of-deadly-fire-in-paradise-california-say-warnings-came-too-late/ar-BBPH7M7
https://www.safehome.org/security-systems/best/
https://www.fema.gov/media-library-data/20130726-1652-20490-9209/fema_p_737_fs_4.pdf
https://www.safehome.org/medical-alert-systems/best/
https://www.sacbee.com/news/california/fires/article221385910.html
https://www.sacbee.com/news/california/fires/article221385910.html
https://www.fda.gov/medical-devices/personal-protective-equipment-infection-control/masks-and-n95-respirators
https://www.safehome.org/security-systems/best/garage/


Pet and Livestock Safety

Safety After a Wildfire

If a Wildfire Affects Your Air Quality

Sheltering in Place

How to Shelter in Place

Driving in a Wildfire

How to Avoid the Flames

On Foot in a Wildfire

Livestock Tips

Sometimes, evacuation isn’t safe, for example, when your only evacuation routes would take you into the 

fire or when the fire is moving too quickly/is too close that you don’t have the time to safely evacuate. 

Other scenarios in which you shouldn’t evacuate: If you can’t see where you’re going due to smokiness or if 

your escape routes are too congested or blocked. Emergency personnel may also recommend that you stay.

However, some houses and structures aren’t safe for sheltering in place. In those cases, make plans with 

neighbors to evacuate to their safer house should the need arise.

Do any of the following sound like your home? If yes, your home is an unsafe shelter.

After the fire passes through and the thick smoke has cleared, heed any radio instructions for what to do. 

Check the rooms of the house as well as its exterior and the roof. Also check below decks and around 

fences. Put out any fires, sparks or embers. Avoid opening any interior doors that feel hot, and stay away 

from fragile trees and downed power lines. Wear long pants, long-sleeved shirts and gloves made of 

cotton or wool.

Many people who perish in wildfires do so in vehicles. One reason is because they wait too long to 

evacuate or they think that their vehicle can move faster than a wildfire. However, wildfires have the ability 

to leapfrog and hopscotch obstacles. Another reason people die in vehicles is due to the conditions—

debris on the road, poor visibility and high evacuee traffic, for example.

However, if you find yourself driving or in a vehicle during a wildfire, you do have options:

Your tires might explode, but stay inside the car. If you get out, you’ll never be able to stay ahead of the 

fire. Also, bring wool blankets instead of synthetic blankets because wool isn’t as flammable.

If you’re on foot in a wildfire, find a space with no vegetation and flammable material, and get as 

low as possible like in a ditch. Lie with your face down, and cover your body with water, dirt, mud or 

nonflammable fabrics (a wool blanket is more flame-resistant than a synthetic blanket). If you call 911, it’s 

possible but unlikely that rescuers can get to you soon. It won’t hurt to reach out.

Your biggest risk often comes from smoke inhalation, not from the flames themselves. It’s critical that you 

have a supply of clean air. Use a cloth to act as a filter around your mouth, and remain calm.

It can take a lot of planning to ensure that your pets and livestock get the best chance possible to 

survive a wildfire. If you have barns or other structures for the animals, treat them as you would your home. 

In other words, take steps such as clearing the area around them of debris and combustible materials.

Above all, evacuate your livestock as early as possible. Once you sense danger may be on the way, get 

out instead of waiting for officials to sound the alarm.

For pets such as cats and dogs, the preparations aren’t as extensive as they are for livestock, but they’re 

just as important. Many of the steps are the same.

If you must leave your pets at home, bring them inside. Never leave them outdoors. Put them in a room 

such as a bathroom, utility room or garage. These spaces have sufficient ventilation, no windows and 

won’t be too much of a pain to clean afterward.

Listen to officials about when it’s OK to return after a wildfire. If you attempt to go home before the all 

clear, you could end up dealing with smoldering ash, live embers, hot pockets that could spur another 

fire and water that is unsafe to drink. 

When you do return, you’re likely at high risk for inhaling unsafe dust particles. Get the debris and land 

around you wet, and wear NIOSH certified-respirator dust masks such as the N95. Also, try to use social 

media or texting to communicate with loved ones. Phone systems may be overburdened, so reserve calls 

for emergencies.

Interestingly, you may be at increased risk of flooding in the five years after a wildfire because these 

fires seriously change conditions on the ground. Mudflows and flash flooding could become more 

frequent, especially if the land has lost vegetation that will take a while to regrow. In fact, you may need 

to evacuate your home again due to floods or mudslides in the days, weeks or months after you return 

home. Heed these orders, and take out a flood insurance plan to further safeguard your property.

In many cases, wildfires burning an hour away or even many hours’ drive from where you live can affect 

you. In fact, they may compromise the air quality in your town so severely that officials alert you not to 

venture outside. Here’s what you can do in such situations. 

Trees or thick grass grows right next 

to the home.

Brush piles, wood sheds or wood 

piles are right next to the home.

Thick shrubs are near sliding glass 

doors and windows.

The house is on a steep slope with 

lots of vegetation below.

The house has wood shingles or 

wood siding.

If you have pets, take special care with those who are elderly, pregnant or young. Keep your pets inside 

as much as possible until the air improves. Definitely don’t force dogs to keep up if you’re jogging or 

biking. They should go on short walks only for bathroom purposes. In addition, make fresh water plentiful 

for your pets.

Birds in particular are susceptible to airborne particles. Keep them inside, and monitor them.

Make It Your Aim to Evacuate
Evacuating as early as possible is your best bet for staying safe when wildfires rage around your home. 

To avoid lingering, set up plans early so that you, your loved ones and pets have multiple evacuation 

possibilities. Stay away from the area until authorities say it’s fine to return, and be mindful of the potential 

risk of mudflows and floods.

Additional Resources
Firewise USA:  Home prep for wildfires, home fire sprinklers and much more

Cal Fire: Wildfire prevention, debris burning safety and other issues that can benefit residents 

of California and other states

Landslide Hazards: Identifying potential debris flow risks before a wildfire even occurs

Wildfire Kit: Assemble an emergency supply kit

Leaving: Pre-evacuation checklist

https://www.safehome.org/smoke-detectors/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/tripping/wp/2017/10/13/what-to-do-if-youre-trapped-in-a-vehicle-in-the-middle-of-a-wildfire/
https://blog.uspatriottactical.com
https://www.safehome.org/security-systems/best/pet-owners/
https://www.cdc.gov/niosh/npptl/topics/respirators/disp_part/default.html
https://www.dailybreeze.com/2018/11/28/rain-storms-in-southern-california-lead-to-worries-in-wildfire-burn-areas-some-evacuations-ordered-in-riverside-county/
https://www.cnn.com/2016/11/15/health/wildfire-smoke-air-quality-health/index.html
https://www.nfpa.org/Public-Education/Fire-causes-and-risks/Wildfire/Firewise-USA
https://www.fire.ca.gov
https://www.usgs.gov/natural-hazards/landslide-hazards
https://www.readyforwildfire.org/prepare-for-wildfire/get-set/emergency-supply-kit/
https://www.readyforwildfire.org/prepare-for-wildfire/go-evacuation-guide/pre-evacuation-preparation-steps/

