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AT A GLANCE

• Wildfires can start almost anywhere in the world

at any time. But they are most common in summer

when the weather is hot, dry, and windy.

• People are responsible for starting almost 90 percent

of wildfires. Campfires are among the most

common causes.

• California faces the highest risk of wildfire among all

the mainland US states.

• Land, air, and water quality can all suffer due

to wildfires.

• As the Arctic has warmed, the area has seen more

wildfires. This has led to a cycle of thawing land,

rising temperatures, and more wildfires.
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Dry grass is especially prone to burning. 
Trimming dry grass can help prevent fire 

from climbing trees and buildings.

W ildfires can start nearly anywhere. 

They may sweep across forests, 

grasslands, or shrublands. They can 

happen in almost any part of the world. 

Wildfires even happen in the Arctic. 

Temperatures in the Arctic have been rising 

in recent decades. Higher temperatures 

create ideal conditions for wildfires. An 

increase of just 3.6°F (2°C) raises the risk 

CHAPTER ONE

WHAT ARE 
WILDFIRES?
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risk. That number was expected to reach 

30 percent over the next 2 decades.

California faces the highest risk of all 

mainland US states. This is largely because 

of the state’s size and climate. Other 

states with high risk include Texas, Florida, 

ACRES BURNED BY 
WILDFIRES ANNUALLY

Source: “Total Wildland Fires and Acres (1983–2022),” 
National Interagency Fire Center, n.d. www.nifc.gov.

This line graph uses US government data to display the 
area of US land affected by wildfires each year between 
1983 and 2022.
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and many western states. These include 

Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, and Montana. 

Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming 

are also on the list.

Some people are more at risk to wildfires 

than others. People of color are more 

likely than white people to live in areas 

most prone to wildfires. People in rural 

areas cannot always afford to move to 

regions with lower risk. Many of these 

people farm. Their job may require them to 

The 2023 Wildfires in Hawaii
Wildfires aren’t just a problem for the mainland 
United States. Some of the deadliest wildfires 
in history happened in Hawaii in 2023. The 
fires ravaged the island of Maui. Dozens of 
people were killed. Thousands of homes and 
other buildings were destroyed.
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work outdoors when air quality is bad due 

to wildfires.

A 2019 study by Boise State University 

collected data about wildfires and 

US residents. Professor Mojtaba Sadegh 

worked on the study. He explained that 

the climate was different when many 

people moved to areas now at high risk. 

He said, “These people didn’t realize 

how dramatically wildfire dynamics would 

change during their lifetimes.”4

A 2020 wildfire in California made the sky near the fire 
look orange.
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GLOSSARY
debris
scattered wreckage

evacuated
forced to leave an area for safety reasons

extinguish
to stop from burning

fire retardant
a chemical that discourages the spread of fire

flammable
easily ignited or burned

flourish
to grow well

ignite
to set on fire

sediment
grainy material deposited by water

soil erosion
the wearing away of the upper layer of soil
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