
A WILDLAND FIRE SAFETY GUIDE 
FOR TENNESSEE RESIDENTS

Wildfire threat reduction recommendations are presented for three areas around your home.

Information for residents of Tennessee to protect their 
homes and communities from the effects of wildfire.

Access Zone

Interior  Zone

This zone provides suggestions that 
help emergency responders locate 
your home in a timely manner.

Access

This zone pertains to the vegetation 
surrounding your home, both  
landscape plants and native plants.

Defensible Space

Home and Construction Materials

This zone includes recommendations 
for home construction.

Contact your local fire department or 
Tennessee Division of Forestry for free Firewise 

literature.  Information can also be obtained from 
www.BurnSafeTN.org and www.fireadapted.org.

Tennessee Fire Adapted Communities Guide



Living in a High Wildfire Hazard Area

The potential for loss of human life and property 
due to wildfire in Tennessee is great. In response, 
local, state, federal, private, and nonprofit 
organizations have banded together to implement 
the Ready, Set, Go! and Firewise programs.  These 
programs work in concert to prepare homeowners 
and reduce the wildfire threat. 

These programs are not about fire prevention.  
Their combined purpose is to teach people how to 
be prepared and live more safely with the threat of 
wildfire.  Fires always have and always will occur- 
we must learn to live with that fact.

Fa c t :   F l a m m a b l e 
vegetation combined 
with hot, dry, windy 
weather creates an 
extreme fire hazard.  
Steep slopes and valleys 
make the conditions 
even worse.

Fact:  Many homes and 
cabins in Tennessee are 
built and maintained in 
a manner that makes 
them easily ignitable 
during wildfires.

Fact:  With only one 
way in and out of many 
areas, there is poten-
tial for people to be 
trapped by wildfires. 

Fact:  Many wildfires in 
Tennessee are due to 
hot ashes and embers 
from grills, campfires, 
fireplaces, and wood 
heaters, being discard-
ed in woods or yard 
grass.

The homeowner is the most important person in preventing a house from being 
destroyed by wildfire.  It is the actions that a homeowner takes before a wildfire 
occurs that are critical. 
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Who Wins, Who Loses...
Why do some houses survive a wildfire, while others are destroyed? Research 

findings prove that house survival during wildfire is not random, miraculous, 
or “dumb luck.”  Rather, it is how the house is built, the characteristics of the 
adjacent vegetation and other fuels, and routine maintenance that often de-
termine which homes burn and which survive.  These factors are all considered 
by Firewise.  Firewise activities are actions completed before a wildfire occurs 
which improve the survivability of people and the home.  The “winners” will be 
the people who implement Firewise practices.  For more Firewise information,  
go to www.BurnSafeTN.org and the Fire Adapted Communities program website 
at www.fireadapted.org.

The charred remnants of this trailer 
provides evidence of the wildfire 
potential throughout the area.

Tennessee is at Risk for Wildfire

YOUR PERSONAL WILDFIRE 
ACTION PLAN
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CONCERNED ABOUT YOUR HOME? 

On Page 17 and 18 is the “TDF Home Assessment Form”.  
It will help you evaluate your landscaping, building 
materials and housekeeping practices. For more  
information, go to www.BurnSafeTN.org. 



CONTACT BY FLAMES
This type of threat occurs when vegetation and other 
fuels burning near the house produce flames that 
come in contact with the home and ignite it.  Often, 
it happens when fire burns through a uniform layer 
of vegetation right up to the house.  Direct contact by 
flames is probably what most homeowners visualize 
when they think of a house burning during a wildfire.  

RADIANT HEAT
Radiant heat melted the vinyl siding on this house.  
Flames never came in contact with it.  Radiant heat is 
produced by invisible thermal energy that travels out 
in all directions from a flame.  When a house receives 
enough radiant heat for sufficient time, it will ignite. 
Sometimes radiant heat can break windows and allow 
burning embers to enter the house. 

FLYING EMBERS
More houses burn due to flying embers than any 
other reason.  If fire conditions are right, embers 
can be lofted high into the air and transported more 
than a mile.  If these burning embers land on easily 
ignitable materials, this includes your home, a new 
fire can start.  

Wildfire will threaten your 
house in three ways…
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Access Zone

Interior  Zone

Access Zone

This provides suggestions that help 
emergency responders locate your 
home in a timely manner.

Access

This pertains to the vegetation 
surrounding your home, both  
landscape plants and native plants.

Defensible Space

Home and Construction Materials

This includes recommendations 
for home construction.

Wildfire threat reduction recommendations presented for three areas 
around your home.  Each one will be discussed in detail.

What can homeowners do to 
reduce the wildfire threat?

Contact your local fire department or Tennessee Division of Forestry for free 
Firewise literature.  Information can also be obtained from www.BurnsafeTN.org 

and the Fire Adapted Communities website at www.fireadapted.org.
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Above are three types of vegetation common to Tennessee.  These are computer generated estimates of 

how they would burn under certain conditions.  These pre dictions assume a wind speed of 20 mph, 

flat terrain and typical moisture contents of living and dead vegetation in the spring.  Importantly, 

frequent spotting can greatly increase spread rates shown.
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Access
Road Width and Grade:  Roads and long 
driveways should be at least 12 feet wide 
with a steepness grade of less than 12%.

Address:  The home address should 
be readily visible from the street.  
The address sign should be made of 
reflective, noncombustible material 
with characters at least 4 inches high.

Turnarounds:  Homes located at the 
end of long driveways or dead-end 
roads should have turnaround areas 
suitable for large fire equipment.  
Turnarounds can be a cul-de-sac with 
at least a 45-foot radius or a location 
suitable for a three-point turn.
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Turnouts:  Homes located at the end of 
long, narrow streets and dead ends can 
discourage firefighters and complicate 
evacuation.  If possible, create turnouts in 
the driveway that will allow two-way traffic.

Bridges and Culverts:  Inadequately 
built bridges and culverts may prevent 
firefighting equipment from reaching your 
home. Ask your local fire chief about proper 
bridge and culvert design for your area. 

Street Signs:  Street signs 
should be posted at each 
intersection leading to your 
home.  Each sign should 
feature characters that 
are at least 4 inches high 
and should be made of 
reflective, noncombustible 
material. 

Driveway Clearance:  Remove flammable 
vegetation extending at least 10 feet from 
both sides of the driveway.  Overhead 
obstructions, such as overhanging 
branches and power lines, should be 
removed or raised to provide at least a 
15-foot vertical clearance.
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Home and Construction Materials

Windows:  Windows are one of the weakest 
parts of a home and usually break before the 
structure ignites. This allows burning embers 
and heat to enter the home, which may lead 
to internal ignition. Single-paned and large 
windows are particularly vulnerable.  In high fire 
hazard areas, install windows that are at least 
double-glazed or tempered glass. Windows 
with aluminum frames and sashes are better 
choices than those with wood or vinyl frames.

Vents:   Vents on homes are potential entry 
points for flying embers. All vent openings 
need to be covered with 1/8-inch or smaller 
wire mesh.  Do not use fiberglass or plastic 
mesh because they can melt or burn. 

Chimneys:  Chimney and stovepipe openings 
should be screened with 1/2-inch or smaller 
wire mesh or an approved spark arrestor cap. 

Eaves:  The eaves of a home act as a heat trap for hot 
air and gases, greatly increasing the chance of ignition. 
Covering the underside of the eave with a soffit, or 
“boxing in” the eave, allows the heat to escape. 

Rain Gutters:  Rain gutters trap flying embers. 
Always keep your rain gutters free of leaves, pine 
needles, and debris. Check and clean them several 
times during the spring and fall fire seasons. 

Exterior Siding:  Vinyl is a common siding 
material.  Wood products, such as boards, 
panels, and shingles, are also common.  
However, they are combustible and not good 
choices for fire-prone areas. Noncombustible 
siding materials, such as stucco, brick, and 
cement board, are better choices. 

6



Firewood:  Firewood stacks should be located at 
least 30 feet from the home.  If the stacks are stored 
uphill from the house, make sure that burning 
firewood cannot roll downhill and ignite the home. 

Flammable Items:  Keep the porch, deck, and 
other areas of the home free of easily combustible 
mater ials,  such as  baskets,  dr ied f lower 
arrangements, newspapers, pine needles, and 
debris. 

Roof:  Homes with wood-shake or shingle roofs are 
much more likely to be destroyed during a wildfire 
than homes with fire-resistant roofs.  If you have 
a wood-shake or shingle roof, consider replacing 
it with a fire-resistant type. Fire-resistant roofing 
materials include asphalt shingles, metal, and tile. 
Regardless of the type of roof you have, keep it 
free of fallen leaves, pine needles, and branches. 

Decks:  The underside of the deck should be 
enclosed with fire-resistant materials. At the 
very least, the underside of the deck should 
be covered with 1/8-inch wire mesh. Keep this 
area free of all easily combustible materials. 
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 Defensible Space

Wildland Fuel Reduction 

Area: The Wildland Fuel Re-
duction Area usually lies be-
yond the residential landscape 
area and is where mountain 
laurel, rhododendron, and 
other wild plants grow.  Within 
this area:

(dead shrubs and trees, dried 
grass, fallen branches, pine 
needles, etc.). 

trees to create a separation 
between them. 

removing low tree branches, 
and removing or pruning the 
shrubs under the trees.
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N o n co m b u s t i b l e  A re a :   C re a t e  a 
“Noncombustible Area” at least 3 to 5 feet 
wide around the base of your home. This 
area needs to have zero potential for ignition 
from flying embers or low intensity fire when 
walls are made of combustible materials.  
Use rock mulches, or hard surfaces, such as 
concrete, brick, and pavers in this area.  Keep 
it free of woodpiles, wood mulches, dead 
plants, dried leaves and needles, flammable 
shrubs (such as juniper), and debris. 
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Lean, Clean, and Green Area:  For a 
distance of at least 30 feet from the 
home, there should be a “Lean, Clean, 
and Green Area.”  “Lean” indicates that 
only a small amount of live flammable 
vegetation, if any, is present within 30 
feet of the house. “Clean” means there is 
no accumulation of dead vegetation or 
flammable debris within the area. “Green” 
requires that plants located within this 
area are kept healthy, green, and irrigated 
during fire season. For most homeowners, 
the Lean, Clean, and Green Area is the 
residential landscape. This area often has 
irrigation, contains ornamental plants, 
and is routinely maintained. 

It is important to minimize or eliminate 
flammable materials near your home 
regardless if your property line is 10 feet 
or 300 feet away.

For landscaping suggestions, see “Firewise 
Landscaping in Tennessee” on pages 14 
and 15.  Additional information can be 
found at  www.BurnSafeTN.org , just click 
on the Tennessee Firewise logo and then 
go to the “Home Landscaping” section.



Ember Preparedness Checklist
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Living with Fire-University of Nevada Cooperative Extension.

1)  WOOD ROOFS – Replace wooden shake and shingle roofs with fire resistant types such as composition, 

metal or tile.

2)  ROOF OPENINGS – Plug openings and gaps in roofs with non-combustible materials.

3)  ROOF DEBRIS – Keep roofs cleared of combustible debris such as pine needles of leaves.

4)  SKYLIGHTS – replace plastic ones with double pane types in which one layer is tempered glass.

5)  SPARK ARRESTER – Install and approved spark arrester on chimneys or stove pipes.

6)  WINDOWS – Replace single pane windows with multi pane tempered glass types.  Close windows if wildfire 

is threatening.

7)  VENTS – Cover attic, crawl space and eve vents with 1/8 wire mesh.  Change plastic vent covers to heat 

resistant metal covers.

8)  RAIN GUTTERS – Keep gutters free of combustible debris.

9)  SIDING – Fill gaps in siding and trim with good quality caulk.  Consider replacing siding with non-

flammable construction materials.

10)  WOODPILES – Store firewood and lumber out away from home, 30’ if possible.

11)  PATIO FURNITURE – Place combustible patio furniture inside house or garage if wildfire is threatening.  

12)  DECK BOARDS – Replace boards that are in poor condition or less that one inch thick.  For wood decks 

place metal flashing against house.  When replacing use one inch thick boards or cement boards.


