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Panel 14
WILDFIRE TERMINOLOGY

Aerial Fuels: All live and dead vegetation in the forest canopy or above surface fuels, including tree branches,
twigs and cones, snags, moss, and high brush.

Backfire: A fire set along the inner edge of a fireline to consume the fuel in the path of a wildfire and/or
change the direction of force of the fire's convection column.

Blow-up: A sudden increase in fire intensity or rate of spread strong enough to prevent direct control or to
upset control plans. Blow-ups are often accompanied by violent convection and may have other characteristics
of a fire storm.

Brush: A collective term that refers to stands of vegetation dominated by shrubby, woody plants, or low
growing trees, usually of a type undesirable for livestock or timber management.

Brush Fire: A fire burning in vegetation that is predominantly shrubs, brush and scrub growth.

Burn Out: Setting fire inside a control line to widen it or consume fuel between the edge of the fire and the
control line.

Cold Trailing: A method of controlling a partly dead fire edge by carefully inspecting and feeling with the hand
for heat to detect any fire, digging out every live spot, and trenching any live edge.

Contain a fire: A fuel break around the fire has been completed. This break may include natural barriers or
manually and/or mechanically constructed line.

Control a fire: The complete extinguishment of a fire, including spot fires. Fireline has been strengthened so
that flare-ups from within the perimeter of the fire will not break through this line.

Control Line: All built or natural fire barriers and treated fire edge used to control a fire.
Creeping Fire: Fire burning with a low flame and spreading slowly.

Crown Fire (Crowning): The movement of fire through the crowns of trees or shrubs more or less
independently of the surface fire.

Direct Attack: Any treatment of burning fuel, such as by wetting, smothering, or chemically quenching the fire
or by physically separating burning from unburned fuel.

Drip Torch: Hand-held device for igniting fires by dripping flaming liquid fuel on the materials to be burned;
consists of a fuel fount, burner arm, and igniter. Fuel used is generally a mixture of diesel and gasoline.

Drop Zone: Target area for air tankers, helitankers, and cargo dropping.

Duff: The layer of decomposing organic materials lying below the litter layer of freshly fallen twigs, needles,
and leaves and immediately above the mineral soil.

Entrapment: A situation where personnel are unexpectedly caught in a fire behavior-related, life-threatening
position where planned escape routes or safety zones are absent, inadequate, or compromised.

Escaped Fire: A fire which has exceeded or is expected to exceed initial attack capabilities or prescription.

Fire Break: A natural or constructed barrier used to stop or check fires that may occur, or to provide a control
line from which to work.

Fire Crew: An organized group of firefighters under the leadership of a crew leader or other designated
official.

Fire Front: The part of a fire within which continuous flaming combustion is taking place. Unless otherwise
specified the fire front is assumed to be the leading edge of the fire perimeter. In ground fires, the fire front
may be mainly smoldering combustion.

Fire Intensity: A general term relating to the heat energy released by a fire.
Fire Line: A linear fire barrier that is scraped or dug to mineral soil.

Fire Shelter: An aluminized tent offering protection by means of reflecting radiant heat and providing a
volume of breathable air in a fire entrapment situation. Fire shelters should only be used in life-threatening
situations, as a last resort.

Fire Storm: Violent convection caused by a large continuous area of intense fire. Often characterized by
destructively violent surface indrafts, near and beyond the perimeter, and sometimes by tornado-like whirls.

Fire Whirl: Spinning vortex column of ascending hot air and gases rising from a fire and carrying aloft smoke,
debris, and flame. Fire whirls range in size from less than one foot to more than 500 feet in diameter. Large fire
whirls have the intensity of a small tornado.

Flaming Front: The zone of a moving fire where the combustion is primarily flaming. Behind this flaming zone
combustion is primarily glowing. Light fuels typically have a shallow flaming front, whereas heavy fuels have a
deeper front. Also called fire front.

Flare-up: Any sudden acceleration of fire spread or intensification of a fire. Unlike a blow-up, a flare-up lasts a
relatively short time and does not radically change control plans.

Flash Fuels: Fuels such as grass, leaves, draped pine needles, fern, tree moss and some kinds of slash, that
ignite readily and are consumed rapidly when dry. Also called fine fuels.

Fuel: Combustible material. Includes, vegetation, such as grass, leaves, ground litter, plants, shrubs and trees,
that feed a fire. (See Surface Fuels.)

Fuel Reduction: Manipulation, including combustion, or removal of fuels to reduce the likelihood of ignition
and/or to lessen potential damage and resistance to control.

Hand Line: A fireline built with hand tools.

Heavy Fuels: Fuels of large diameter such as snags, logs, large limb wood, that ignite and are consumed more
slowly than flash fuels.

Helitack: The use of helicopters to transport crews, equipment, and fire retardants or suppressants to the fire
line during the initial stages of a fire.

Helitack Crew: A group of firefighters trained in the technical and logistical use of helicopters for fire
suppression.

Hotshot Crew: A highly trained fire crew used mainly to build fireline by hand.
Hotspot: A particular active part of a fire.

Hotspotting: Reducing or stopping the spread of fire at points of particularly rapid rate of spread or special
threat, generally the first step in prompt control, with emphasis on first priorities.

Initial Attack: The actions taken by the first resources to arrive at a wildfire to protect lives and property, and
prevent further extension of the fire.

Jump Spot: Selected landing area for smokejumpers.
Jump Suit: Approved protective suit worn by smokejumpers.
Mineral Soil: Soil layers below the predominantly organic horizons; soil with little combustible material.

Mop-up: To make a fire safe or reduce residual smoke after the fire has been controlled by extinguishing or
removing burning material along or near the control line, felling snags, or moving logs so they won't roll
downhill.

Paracargo: Anything dropped, or intended for dropping, from an aircraft by parachute, by other retarding
devices, or by free fall.

Pulaski: A combination chopping and trenching tool, which combines a single-bitted axe-blade with a narrow
adze-like trenching blade fitted to a straight handle. Useful for grubbing or trenching in duff and matted roots.
Well-balanced for chopping.

Rate of Spread: The relative activity of a fire in extending its horizontal dimensions. It is expressed as a rate of
increase of the total perimeter of the fire, as rate of forward spread of the fire front, or as rate of increase in
area, depending on the intended use of the information. Usually it is expressed in chains or acres per hour for
a specific period in the fire's history.

Reburn: The burning of an area that has been previously burned but that contains flammable fuel that ignites
when burning conditions are more favorable; an area that has reburned.

Relative Humidity (Rh): The ratio of the amount of moisture in the air, to the maximum amount of moisture
that air would contain if it were saturated. The ratio of the actual vapor pressure to the saturated vapor
pressure.

Retardant: A substance or chemical agent which reduced the flammability of combustibles.

Safety Zone: An area cleared of flammable materials used for escape in the event the line is outflanked or in
case a spot fire causes fuels outside the control line to render the line unsafe.

Slash: Debris left after logging, pruning, thinning or brush cutting; includes logs, chips, bark, branches, stumps
and broken understory trees or brush.

Slop-over: A fire edge that crosses a control line or natural barrier intended to contain the fire.
Smokejumper: A firefighter who travels to fires by aircraft and parachute.

Smoldering Fire: A fire burning without flame and barely spreading.

Snag: A standing dead tree or part of a dead tree from which at least the smaller branches have fallen.
Spot Fire: A fire ignited outside the perimeter of the main fire by flying sparks or embers.

Spotter: In smokejumping, the person responsible for selecting drop targets and supervising all aspects of
dropping smokejumpers.

Spotting: Behavior of a fire producing sparks or embers that are carried by the wind and start new fires
beyond the zone of direct ignition by the main fire.

Suppressant: An agent, such as water or foam, used to extinguish the flaming and glowing phases of
combustion when direction applied to burning fuels.

Suppression: All the work of extinguishing or containing a fire, beginning with its discovery.

Surface Fuels: Loose surface litter on the soil surface, normally consisting of fallen leaves or needles, twigs,
bark, cones, and small branches that have not yet decayed enough to lose their identity; also grasses, forbs,
low and medium shrubs, tree seedlings, heavier branchwood, downed logs, and stumps interspersed with or
partially replacing the litter.

Torching: The ignition and flare-up of a tree or small group of trees, usually from bottom to top.
Underburn: A fire that consumes surface fuels but not trees or shrubs.

Wildland Fire: Any nonstructure fire, other than prescribed fire, that occurs in the wildland.
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