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Part 645 – National Range and Pasture Handbook
Subpart J – Prescribed Burning
645.1001 Introduction
A. Fire has played a key role in the formation and maintenance of most ecosystems in North America
and the world. Research on rangelands in the United States has revealed that woody shrubs and trees
increase, and herbaceous vegetation decreases with long-term fire removal. Periodic fire on
rangelands is required to maintain or increase herbaceous vegetation (Fuhlendorf, S.D., et.al, 2011).
When executed properly, prescribed burning is a safe and effective way to apply a natural ecological
process, promote ecosystem health and reduce the risk of wildfire. Figure J-1 shows some typical
prescribed burns.
Figure J-1. Prescribed burns.
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B. NRCS has technical responsibilities to assist private landowners and managers to use prescribed
burning as a conservation resource management alternative. Fire can positively affect multiple
ecological conservation resource concerns such as soil health, plant structure and composition, plant
productivity and health, wildlife habitat, and facilitates distribution of grazing and browsing animals.
Prescribed burning can also reduce plant pest pressure, invasive species, and wildfire hazards from
biomass accumulation (NRCS CPS 338, 2020). Figures J-2, J-3, and J-4 show planning a burn,
starting a burn, and controlling a burn.
Figure J-2. Prescribed burn training.

Figure J-3. Starting a prescribed burn.
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Figure J-4. Prescribed burn mop-up.

C. The opportunities to utilize prescribed burning certainly present several serious responsibilities.
Prescribed burns must be conducted safely, with good control, and must meet the stated management
objectives. Successful prescribed burning requires training, careful planning, and skilled execution,
performed in a patient and deliberate method (Wright and Bailey, 1982).
D. NRCS supports and encourages the use of prescribed burning to meet specific resource
management objectives. Burning is also practiced at Plant Materials Centers for the development,
evaluation, and production of conservation plant materials. Employees acting in accordance with all
Federal, State, and local laws and within the scope of their work accept no greater or less liability
than that associated with the performance of any other assigned duty. Additional information about
liability is provided later in this subpart. Any questions concerning liability should be referred to the
appropriate State conservationist. The national policy for prescribed burning is in the General
Manual, Title 190, Part 413 – available online at NRCS eDirectives - Part 413 - Prescribed Burning
(usda.gov).
E. The national conservation practice standard for prescribed burning is in Title 450, National
Handbook of Conservation Practices, Conservation Practice Standard (CPS) Prescribed Burning
(Code 338). National practice standards are available online at
https://directives.sc.egov.usda.gov/34544.wba. The standard does not, and is not, intended to preempt
or supersede requirements established by local, State, Tribal, or Federal agencies, but is intended to
serve as a baseline for effective planning and implementation of prescribed burns.
Warning: Reading this or any other material on prescribed burning does not by itself prepare
one for planning or using fire as a conservation practice. You must first gain experience and
job approval authority by participating on prescribed burns, attending instructive workshops,
and following NRCS’s prescribed burn training requirements according to policy.
F. Differentiation of Fires
(1) Wildfire – A wildfire, brushfire, wildland fire or rural fire is an unplanned, unwanted,
uncontrolled fire in an area of combustible vegetation starting in rural areas, forests,
wilderness areas and urban areas (Wikipedia).
(2) Controlled Burn – A “controlled fire” is ignited intentionally by humans with a desire to
control it; however, the fire likely has inadequate planning, preparation, labor, and equipment
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to contain it. A controlled fire is typically what is referenced by the media when a “controlled
burn” escapes and becomes a wildfire (Porter 2021).
(3) Prescribed burn – A prescribed burn is thoughtfully planned with written prescriptions that
describe the following. The prescribed burn is only ignited when all the procedures and
considerations are in adherence to the burn plan prescriptions (Porter 2021). Figure J-5 shows
a technician monitoring a burn.
(i) the objectives of the burn unit
(ii) firebreaks
(iii) fuel considerations
(iv) acceptable weather parameters
• wind speed and direction
• temperature
• relative humidity
• smoke management
(v) labor and equipment required
(vi) notifications to neighbors and civil authorities
(vii) ignition procedures
(viii) contingency plans
(ix) mop-up and monitoring procedures.

645.1002 Prescribed Burning Objectives
A. Fire is part of the ecological process that falls right behind sunlight and precipitation in
importance of shaping North American forests and grasslands (Pyne 1982, Axelrod 1985).
B. Prescribed burning is an alternative conservation practice used to meet land management
objectives and treat resource concerns utilizing a natural process. NRCS practice standard purposes
for prescribed burning are to:
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
(7)

Manage undesirable vegetation to improve plant community structure and composition
Manage pests, pathogens, and diseases to reduce plant pressure
Reduce wildfire hazards from biomass accumulation
Improve terrestrial habitat for wildlife and invertebrates
Improve plant and seed production, quantity, and/or quality
Facilitate distribution of grazing and browsing animals to improve forage-animal balance
Improve and maintain habitat for soil organisms and enhance soil health

C. While any one purpose or objective may be used as a determining factor to utilize prescribed
burning as a practice in the conservation planning process, generally, the nature of fire itself can
accomplish more than one of the purposes or objectives. However, a single burn alone is rarely
enough to complete a transformational process if that is the planned objective. Within the current
ecological site descriptions (ESDs), lack of fire and prescribed burning are listed as drivers in
maintaining the potential or (reference) plant communities and is as important as herbivory and rest in
maintaining and enhancing many landscapes. Removal of fire from these communities will likely
cause the community or phase to cross a threshold, often leading to development of a woody plant
dominated community, which adversely affects livestock production and ultimately the loss of other
ecosystem services (CEAP, 2011).
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Figure J-5. Monitoring a prescribed burn.

D. One advantage to using prescribed fire is the lower cost of burning compared to other land
management options. In comparison with mechanical or chemical treatments, prescribed burning is
usually the most economical way to manage native landscapes (Bidwell et al. 2002). There are times
when, due to years of mismanagement, prescribed fire alone is not the most effective management
method. In this case, incorporating mechanical or chemical treatments with prescribed burning, to
reclaim or restore certain areas may be needed. Combining treatment options with pre-burn planning
allows prescribed fires to be more effective. Ultimately, the land manager chooses which treatments
are best suited to their goals and objectives on a particular parcel of land (Weir, 2009).
E. Livestock Production
Figure J-6. Prescribed burning can be an important part of a livestock production plan.
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(1) One of the main reasons many ranchers or land managers use prescribed fire is for the
enhancement of livestock forage production. Improvement of forage production usually
increases individual animal performance and possibly overall livestock carrying capacity.
One of the main ways this is accomplished is through the control of woody plant species that
are invading rangelands throughout the U.S. One, but not the only one, of the main woody
plant problems that occurs throughout much of the Great Plains is the invasion of the eastern
redcedar (Juniperus virginiana). This juniper species causes many problems in the areas
where it grows, with the primary problem being a drastic decline in forage production.
Fine fuel loading and continuity are two the most important considerations of any burn.
For pasture and rangelands, greater fine fuel loads will allow a more uniform ignition and
burn pattern, thus enhancing ability to achieve burn objectives. Therefore, maintaining
adequate fuel loads through proper stocking rates is the most important part of any
prescribed fire and grazing program (Weir, 2009).
(2) Other brush species are also overtaking or invading the grasslands, shrublands, and
forestlands of the U.S. However, most of these species will resprout after a fire. Some of the
non-native brush species include multiflora rose (Rosa multiflora), Siberian elm (Ulmus
pumila), and honey suckle (Lonicera spp.) or native species such as oaks (Quercus spp.),
sumac (Rhus spp.), plum (Prunus spp.), dogwood (Cornus spp.), and other junipers
(Juniperus spp.) aside from the eastern redcedar. These species tend to increase in height,
density, and coverage area. Fire will reduce the height of these plants but increases the
number of stems. Repeated fires will keep most of these plants suppressed or even remove
certain species from the area all together (Weir 2009). Fire is as important as climate and
soils to the structure, function, and maintenance of ecosystems. Altered fire regimes are the
primary cause of ecological sites moving across thresholds (Twidwell et al. 2013).
(3) Another major benefit of using prescribed burning is the increase in weight gains of stocker
cattle. Studies have shown that prescribed burning increases summer stocker cattle gains by
10 to 20 percent in the summer following the burn (Anderson et al. 1970; Smith and
Owensby 1972; Wolfolk et al. 1975; Owensby and Smith 1979). Research on cow/calf
operations that use fire to manage grazing land has shown that cows can usually increase their
body condition score by one class over cows on unburned range, and calves have sometimes
shown increased weaning weights (Weir 2009). Figure J-7 shows a burn being conducted on
rangeland.
Figure J-7. A prescribed growing season burn on rangeland.
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F. Wildlife Habitat
(1) Prescribed fire is a very important management tool for wildlife habitat improvement,
reclamation, and maintenance. Implementing prescribed burns may increase flowering and
seed set in many species. When using prescribed fire to manage for wildlife, be sure to
consider the needs of all the species that utilize the habitat. Burning at different times of the
year can increase the number of forbs or can cause different species of broad leaf plants to
emerge. Forbs are an important component in many wildlife species diets. Keep in mind that
burning during the same time of year over and over will promote certain forbs. By changing
the time of year that you burn, you can encourage many other species to grow that normally
would not occur or might not be there in large enough numbers to make a difference (Weir,
2009).
(2) Fire can be used with grazing to create a mosaic or heterogeneous landscape for wildlife
(Fuhlendorf and Engle 2001). This mosaic landscape is important for many species. Some
species require areas that are not grazed and not burned, while other species may require
areas that are burned more frequently and grazed more heavily. Certain individual wildlife
species require a broad range of habitats for survival. The lesser prairie chicken (Typanuchus
pallidicinctus) is one such species. For nesting, the lesser prairie chicken requires areas that
have not been burned or grazed for two years, while for brood rearing, it prefers areas that
have large amounts of forbs. These weedy areas are created in the year following a fire and
after heavy grazing has occurred. The lesser prairie chicken also requires areas that have very
little vegetation present for their booming or leking. These booming grounds are found in
areas that have been burned and grazed heavily. Finally, the lesser prairie chicken does not
prefer vertical obstructions such as trees or tall shrubs anywhere on its range. These vertical
obstructions can be removed and kept in check by frequent fires (Bidwell et al. 2003).
(3) Understanding the needs of the species living in your burn area is important, but there is no
need to be overly concerned about trapping too many species within the prescribed burn.
Most vertebrate animals escape the heat of fires by going underground just a few centimeters,
finding water, rock outcrops, barren, or black areas, or just flying or running away.
Infrequently, a single animal may have fire-induced mortality, but keep in mind what will
eventually happen to the health of the habitat and wildlife population in total if you do not
burn (Weir, 2009).
G. Forestry
(1) Fire has a large application in the forest industry throughout the U.S. Prescribed fires can be
used to thin dense stands of trees, eliminate young trees, and maintain park or savanna-like
openings (Wright and Bailey 1982). Prescribed burns can be used to thin stands and allow
remaining trees to increase in diameter while eliminating thicket areas (Weaver 1967). Figure
J-8 shows a burn being conducted in a forested area.
(2) Prescribed fires also help reduce the wildfire potential. In certain areas this protection can last
for five to seven years following the burn (Truesdell 1969). Wildfires that start in areas that
have been managed with prescribed fires are easier to control and cause less damage to the
standing timber than do wildfires in unmanaged areas. In New Mexico and Arizona,
prescribed burning significantly reduces the fire intensity and fire damage to trees following
wildfires (Cram et al. 2003).
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Figure J-8. A prescribed burn in a forested area.

(3) Although it depends upon the intensity and frequency of fires, prescribed burning is
beneficial for forest regeneration because it encourages natural renewal. This is accomplished
by seed bed preparation, as well as fire scarification of serotinous cones and other seeds.
Prescribed fire can also be used for hardwood reduction in pine forests, which will reduce
competition between pine seedlings and hardwoods. Prescribed fires will reduce competition
for water, space, sunlight, and nutrients by thinning out the plant species, and will help
recycle nutrients, making them available for the new growth (Weir, 2009).
Figure J-9. Prescribed burns can also control diseases and foster regeneration.

(4) Prescribed fires can be conducted to control many forest disease problems (Theis 1990; Wade
and Lunsford 1989; Froelich et al. 1978). Many times, the fire destroys the infected tree or
tree part, or the fire can change the micro-climate on the forest floor, which may destroy the
disease. Fire can also be used to control many forest insect problems and has been shown to
be more cost effective than chemical controls for certain insects (Mitchell 1990; Wade and
Lunsford 1988; Miller 1978; Simmons et al. 1977).
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645.1003 Training, Certification, and Authority
A. Successful prescribed fire requires training and experience, careful planning, and skilled
execution. Clear and distinct knowledge of the physical, biological, and ecological effects of fire on
specific ecosystems and the impact fire has on plants and plant communities are required (Wright and
Bailey, 1982). The NRCS encourages its employees to participate in prescribed burn training
activities and workshops. Training is required to address both the principles of planning and safely
executing the prescribed burn, as well as the effects that the fire will have on the plant and animal
species and communities within and outside of the burn area. Policy for prescribed burning is in the
General Manual, Title 190, Part 413 – available online at NRCS eDirectives - Part 413 - Prescribed
Burning (usda.gov).
B. Only trained and qualified personnel are authorized to assist in planning or implementing
prescribed burns. The extent to which an NRCS employee may provide technical assistance is
restricted by the job approval authority or certification level that has been attained. NRCS job
approval authority criteria are required to be established in States where prescribed burning is
practiced. Authority criteria are progressive in nature, allowing employees to participate in more
complex burns only when they are qualified. Exhibit J-1 shows job approval authority criteria in the
NRCS. In States where certification or licensing is required for prescribed burning authority, NRCS
personnel must be certified or licensed, or both, by the designated agency to participate in prescribed
burning activities.
C. Any NRCS employee who violates NRCS prescribed burning policy may have disciplinary
actions taken or job approval authority (JAA) revoked as determined by the State conservationist.
D. Prescribed burn JAA may be granted to employees who have documented evidence of previous
training or experience that equals or exceeds NRCS prescribed burning requirements. NRCS
employees with extensive training, experience, and education in prescribed burning may provide
supporting documentation to the State conservationist and directors of the Caribbean and Pacific
Islands Areas to receive consideration for certification and JAA.
E. Employees without appropriate level of prescribed burn JAA are encouraged to participate, under
the supervision of an employee with proper certification and prescribed burn JAA or others with
appropriate authority (State certification, National Wildfire Coordinating Group certification, etc.), as
a means of receiving training and experience.
Figure J-10. Training and JAA are required to conduct prescribed burning.
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Exhibit J-1. Job Approval Authority (JAA) Criteria
To have ESJAA above Awareness Level, an employee must have completed an approved
prescribed burning training course, including participation in a field training burn. Employees
will develop plans and provide technical assistance on at least three burns at a class rating
equivalent to the desired JAA level that has been approved by an employee with the appropriate
JAA. Complexity ratings can be used and set by the state. Following are the requirements for the
job approval authority for prescribed burning:
Class I – Awareness Level – Individual must complete 16 hours of awareness training to discuss
prescribed burning as an alternative practice in a conservation planning process.
Class II – Individual must have properly planned and participated on at least three Class I burns
which have been approved and must have demonstrated good judgment, knowledge, and
skills for Class I burns.
•

Size of area: <= 100 acres
Vegetation: non-volatile fuels OR Low Complexity Rating
Terrain: <= 15% slope

Class III – Individual must have Class II approval authority, must have properly planned and
participated on at least three Class III burns which have been approved and must have
demonstrated good judgment, knowledge, and skills for Class II burns.
•

Size of area: >100 acres
Vegetation: non-volatile & restricted volatile fuels OR Medium Complexity Rating
Terrain: <= 25% slope

Class IV – Individual must have Class II approval authority, must have properly planned and
participated on at least three Class IV burns which have been approved and must have
demonstrated good judgment, knowledge, and skills for Class III burns.
•

Size of area: > 100 acres
Vegetation: volatile & non- volatile fuels OR High Complexity Rating
Terrain: <= 25% slope

Class V – Individual must have Class II approval authority, must have properly planned and
participated on at least three Class V burns which have been approved and must have
demonstrated good judgment, knowledge, and skills for Class V burns.
•

Size of Area: no restrictions
Vegetation: no restrictions
Terrain: no restrictions

F. At a minimum, 16 hours of awareness training must be accomplished by each employee to have
the minimal requirements needed to utilize prescribed burning as an alternative practice for
conservation planning. The 16 hours of training must include fire behavior, fire ecology, fire effects
on resources, safety, smoke management, and NRCS policy on prescribed burning. While the 16
hours will allow prescribed burning to be included in a conservation plan, it does not provide enough
training for prescribed burn planning. Participating on actual prescribed burns and understanding fire
behavior in various fuel types, weather, and the fire effects is the only way to ensure good planning.
(190-645-H, June 2022)
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645.1004 Technical application assistance
A. Only NRCS personnel with the required training and certification are authorized to assist with the
planning and application of prescribed burns. Extent of assistance is restricted by the individual's
JAA, certification level, or both.
B. For purposes of providing technical assistance to landowners, managers, and NRCS employees,
NRCS personnel with appropriate prescribed burn JAA may participate in the following activities
(1) Development and design of the prescribed burn plan
(2) Serve as an operations manager for the implementation and completion of the burn
(3) Serve as crew chief and make decisions, adjustments, and corrections necessary to ensure that
the fire meets the planned objectives and that all participants are safe
(4) Assist with ignition of the fire
(5) Provide assistance with suppression activities
(6) Take weather measurements
(7) Serve as spotters or flagmen
(8) Serve as prescribed burn boss only on official designated NRCS training burn when seeking
JAA for a higher-class burn. This is not the client’s designee.
C. Safety must always be the first consideration in prescribed burning. The landowner or cooperator
must be informed in writing that he or she may be liable for damages if the fire escapes or smoke
damage occurs. The landowner, manager, or other non-NRCS designee will be the fire boss or burn
boss on all burns. If unfavorable or unstable atmospheric, fuel, or logistical situations exist, the
NRCS employee must advise the fire boss or landowner to postpone the burn. If the landowner or
manager is unwilling to postpone the burn, NRCS personnel must document actions and leave the
area. If an emergency situation develops after the burn has commenced under prescribed parameters,
NRCS employees are to follow the direction of the designated fire boss and act responsibly to resolve
the situation.

645.1005 Planning prescribed burns
A. Burns planned with NRCS assistance must adhere to all Federal, State, and local laws regarding
outdoor burning, fire control, smoke management, and air quality. Adherence to the Clean Air Act
(42 U.S.C. 7401 - 7671q) is required for all prescribed burns. In States where designated agencies
have responsibility for burning activities, NRCS will work with them and through them to fully
utilize their expertise, personnel, and equipment. Where no agency has this responsibility, prescribed
burns will be planned cooperatively and cleared through such groups as rural fire departments, county
commissioners, law enforcement offices, adjacent landowners, Tribes, U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of
Land Management, and State forestry, wildlife, and natural resource agencies, as applicable.
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Figure J-11. Example of a map of a proposed planned burn.

B. A written prescribed burn plan, which thoroughly addresses and meets the minimum prescribed
burn conservation practice standard and specifications established by each State, is developed prior to
implementation. When NRCS does not develop the prescribed burn plan, documentation must be
provided prior to implementation showing the burn plan meets or exceeds NRCS standards.
C. Clients must be informed in writing of their potential liability. The client is responsible for
obtaining all permits and clearances as required by law and regulation. NRCS employees should
assist with obtaining necessary permits where applicable.
D. The national and State practice standards for prescribed burning are used to guide the overall
development of the detailed plan. Prior to burning, a detailed plan for the prescribed burn must be
prepared. See Appendix J-A for an example of a prescribed burn plan. Appendix J-B provides a
fillable burn plan form.
Required items to be addressed include, but are not limited to:
(i) Location and description of the burn area
(ii) Pre-burn vegetative cover
(iii) Resource management objectives
(iv) Required weather conditions for prescribed burn
(v) Notification checklist
(vi) Pre-burn preparation
(vii) Equipment checklist, personnel assignments, and needs/safety requirements
(viii) Firing sequence
(ix) Ignition method
(x) Basic smoke management practices to minimize smoke impacts
(xi) Approval signatures
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(xii) Postburn evaluation criteria
E. States have and can write supplemental guidance on the planning and application of prescribed
burning that may exceed national guidance. Such guidance may include practice specifications,
implementation requirements, statement of work, and technical notes that should be referenced in
States that have developed this guidance.

645.1006 Smoke Management
A. Smoke management has become one of the most challenging aspects of prescribed burning.
Effective smoke management mitigation is vital for the continued use of prescribed fire. Some States
may require a smoke permit and other requirements before, during, and after a burn. See table J-1 for
some basic smoke management practices.
B. Smoke releases airborne particulates into the atmosphere and affects visibility. However, burning
under favorable dispersal conditions will minimize the visibility problem (Martin et al. 1977).
Table J-1. Basic smoke management practices.
Basic Smoke Management
Practice

Benefit achieved with the BSMP

When the BSMP is Applied –
Before/During/After the Burn

Evaluate Smoke
Dispersion Conditions

Minimize smoke impacts

Before, During, After

Monitor Effects on Air
Quality

Be aware of where the smoke is going and degree it
impacts air quality

Before, During, After

Record- Keeping:
Maintain a Burn/Smoke
Journal

Retain information about the weather, burn and
smoke. If air quality problems occur, documentation
helps analyze and address air regulatory issues

Before, During, After

Communication – Public
Notification

Notify neighbors and those potentially impacted by
smoke, especially sensitive receptors

Before, During

Consider Emission
Reduction Techniques

Reducing emissions can reduce downwind impacts

Before, During

Share the Airshed –
Coordination of Area
Burning

Coordinate multiple burns in the area to manage
exposure of the public to smoke

Before, During, After

C. The 2011 USFS-NRCS guide to Basic Smoke Management Practices (BSMPs), Basic Smoke
Management Practices, describes six basic practices. While not all-inclusive, they are good starting
points for prescribed fire planning (O’Neill et al. 2011, Godwin, D., et.al., 2014). Figure J-12
illustrates smoke from a burn. Figure J-13 illustrates how smoke can have far reaching effects.
(1) Evaluate smoke dispersion conditions to minimize impacts
(i) Before, Burning – Develop a smoke management plan for your burn, using online models
such as the Simple Smoke Screening Tool (Florida Forest Service, fdacs.gov). Evaluate
weather conditions that will be most appropriate for meeting your smoke management
objectives. Analyze predicted weather conditions with regards to smoke movement and
potential impacts on smoke sensitive areas (SSAs).
(ii) During Burning – Actively monitor weather conditions and forecasts and compare them
to the predicted and observed on-site weather conditions and smoke dispersion.
(iii) After Burning – Continue to track weather conditions and forecasts to understand
possible effects of lingering smoke from smoldering fuels.
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(2) Monitor effects of fire on air quality.
Figure J-12. Smoke is a significant hazard that requires careful planning for burns.

Figure J-13. Smoke from prescribed burns can have large scale effects.
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(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

(i) Before Burning – Assess regional air quality conditions and forecasts using online
resources such as the National Weather Service Fire Weather, local air quality monitoring
sites, and EPA AirNow, AirNow.gov. If air quality is poor, consider postponing a burn
until air quality conditions improve and realize that your State forestry, fire, or air quality
agency may already conduct this assessment as part of their burn authorization process.
(ii) During/After Burning – Monitor smoke impacts on air quality, particularly near SSAs,
towns, highways and schools using resources such as field reconnaissance and
monitoring reports. Larger burns may access satellites, radar, and aircraft for additional
information to track smoke movement and air quality impacts.
Record basic smoke management practices, fire activity, and effects.
(i) Before Burning – Track and document observed weather and air quality conditions as
well as current forecasts.
(ii) During Burning – Record BSMPs used on the burn, ignition patterns, on-site weather,
fire behavior, smoke dispersion and impacts, size of area burned, fuels burned, and time
and date. These records can often be made on, or attached to, your prescribed burn plan.
(iii) After Burning – Suggest retaining records, observations and burn plans for five years
after the fire in case of an inquiry or an adverse air quality impact.
Communicate and notify authorities and affected public.
(i) Before Burning – Notify appropriate authorities, air quality regulators, highway patrol,
fire departments, neighbors, and citizens of affected SSAs of anticipated smoke and air
quality impacts. Develop contingency plans for potential undesirable impacts and notify
appropriate agencies of those plans.
(ii) During/After Burning – If travel corridors are, or might be, affected, provide signage
noting that a prescribed burn is occurring, and provide appropriate timely smoke impact
updates to authorities, highway patrol and fire departments during and after the burn. Pay
close attention to smoke impacts from smoldering fuels.
Utilize emission reduction techniques whenever possible.
(i) Before Burning – Consider available emission reduction techniques (ERTs) when
planning the burn. Possible ERTs include burning just prior to precipitation, limiting fuel
consumption, limiting the burn area, and varying ignition techniques (e.g., backfires
generally produce less smoke than head fires, but they also generate less plume rise). For
more information on ERTs see the NWCG Smoke Management Guide listed in table J-2.
(ii) During/After Burning – Document use of ERTs employed and observed effects.
Complete mop-up as quickly as possible and extinguish smoldering fuels if necessary, to
address any adverse impacts.
Collaborate with nearby burners to manage smoke emissions.
(i) Before Burning – Many burn authorization agencies determine regional emission loads as
part of their authorization process. However, individual landowners or burn managers
should collaborate to help avoid local adverse smoke impacts (Godwin et al. 2014).
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Table J-2. Resources for basic smoke management practices
Resource

Source

USFS-NRCS guide to Basic Smoke Management
Practices (BSMPs)
USFS Online Smoke Screening Tool
NWS Fire Weather Forecasts
NWS Fire and Smoke Mapping Resources
EPA AirNow! Air Quality Observations and Forecasts
USFS BlueSky Playground
NWCG Smoke Management Guide for Prescribed Fire
and Wildland Fire
USFS Intro to Prescribed Fire in Southern Ecosystems
NWCG Smoke Committee (SmoC)

Basic Smoke Management Practices
Florida Forest Service (fdacs.gov)
Fire Weather
Office of Satellite and Product Operations Hazard Mapping System (noaa.gov)
AirNow.gov
BlueSky Playground (airfire.org)
Smoke management guide for prescribed and
wildland fire: 2001 edition. | Treesearch
(usda.gov)
Introduction to prescribed fires in Southern
ecosystems | Treesearch (usda.gov)
Air Quality and Fire Issues - Wildland Fire
Lessons Learned Center (wildfirelessons.net)

Figure J-14. Coordinated planned burn.

645.1007 Prescribed Burning Laws
A. Prescribed fire is a land management conservation practice utilized by landowners and managers
in many parts of the United States. A primary concern for both the landowner, as well as NRCS
planners, is the liability associated with prescribed fire activities. It is important to have an
understanding of local and State laws that address liability related to prescribed burning on private
lands. There is a misconception that all fires are perceived as the type most often portrayed in the
media as “out of control” wildfires. Those who have experience with prescribed fire over time realize
that not all fire is an extreme wildfire. Fire behavior is a product of location, timing, fuels, weather,
and execution (Weir et.al. 2020).
B. Risk – Risk is defined as the likelihood of liability for or loss from exposure, to a potentially
harmful action or event. Risk can be characterized in three ways:
(1) probability of a loss
(2) degree of exposure to the loss
(3) magnitude of the possible loss (Weir et.al. 2020)
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C. Liability – Liability means the legal responsibility for one’s acts or omissions. Failure of a person
(e.g., landowner or burn boss) to meet those responsibilities leaves them vulnerable to the possibility
of a lawsuit. This varies by State (Weir et.al. 2020).
D. State Laws – Each State has its own laws and requirements for prescribed burning. Liability also
varies from State to State. Three types of laws cover prescribed burning liability for both smoke and
from damages due to escaped fire. These are:
(1) Strict Liability – Places the burden of restitution for damages from the fire on the burner,
regardless of any and all actions taken to avoid damages.
(2) Simple Negligence – Requires that the complainant seeking legal action must prove damages,
and that proximate cause of the damages was negligence by the burner. This is the most
common but has many variations in the language from State to State.
(3) Gross Negligence – Requires the complainant to show that the damage resulted from the
burner have a conscious and voluntary disregard for the need to use even reasonable care. In
most States where gross negligence applies, a burner must follow usually statutorily
prescribed fire standards and certification requirements to receive the benefit of a lesser
liability standard (Weir et.al. 2020).

645.1008 NRCS employee liability
A. Employees acting in accordance with all Federal, State, and local laws and within the scope of
their work accept no greater or less liability than that associated with the performance of any other
assigned duty. Any questions concerning liability should be referred to the appropriate State
conservationist.
B. The USDA Office of the General Counsel (OGC) reviewed NRCS involvement in prescribed fire
and provided this synopsis in January 2015:
“All federal employees, including State Conservationists, are immune from legal actions
brought under the theory of negligence as long as the federal employees at the time of the
incident were acting within the scope of their employment. This applies to both supervisors
and employees participating in the prescribed burn process as long as the employees are
carrying out their official duties regardless of whether the employees were negligent in
carrying out their duties. The U.S. government as a whole is liable for negligent acts or
omissions of federal employees committed within the employees’ scope of employment.
Even if employees who were acting within the scope of their employment were negligent, the
U.S. government may still be immune from liability through the doctrine of discretionary
function. This defense is available if the employees did not violate any mandatory statues,
regulations, or policies in carrying out their duties regardless of whether their conduct was
ultimately negligent,” (From report prepared by G. Johnson, with assistance from C. Stanley
and S. Brantley, 2015).
C. State office responsibility
The NRCS state office is responsible for providing adequate training and equipment for
employees involved in prescribed burning activities. States will develop JAA criteria and
ensure that employees act within their training and certification levels. States will ensure that
only qualified NRCS employees are used for reviews and spot checks of prescribed burning
activities, and that JAA criteria are reviewed and concurred in by an individual with the
appropriate level of JAA. Figure J-15 shows a group undergoing training.

(190-645-H, June 2022)
645-J.17

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook
Figure J-15. A prescribed burn training exercise.
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645.1010 Appendices
Appendix J-A. Burn Plan Example
Appendix J-B. Burn Plan fillable form

(190-645-H, June 2022)
645-J.21

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.1

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.2

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.3

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.4

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.5

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.6

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.7

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.8

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.9

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.10

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.11

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.12

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.13

Title 190 – National Range and Pasture Handbook

(190-645-H, June 2022)
Appendix-J-A.14

