
 MANAGEMENT 
NOTE

No. 1
CONTROLLING THE BURN

A landowner carrying out a controlled burn is responsible for ensuring that adequate
people and equipment are on hand to assist with the control of the burn.  This information release
will provide suggestions on how to help ensure that the burn is carried out safely and legally by
pointing out some of the simple precautions that landowners should take.

Forest fire burning permits (Figure 1) are
required for all open fires (excluding the controlled
burning of abandoned buildings which falls under
the Fire Marshall's Office) conducted between
March 15th and December 1st on Prince Edward
Island.  After obtaining the permit, the landowner
must notify the local fire department of the time
and place for the proposed fire.  The landowner
must stay with the fire until it is out.  Failure to
have a valid burning permit can result in a fine of
two hundred dollars or more.  These permits are
available from your local Department of
Agriculture and Forestry District Office at
Wellington (854-7260), Charlottetown (Beech
Grove Road) (368-4800), or Southampton (961-
7296).  As the landowner must sign the permit, the
landowner must go to one of these offices to obtain
the burning permit.  Please telephone the office and
arrange for a Forest Service officer to be present
when you arrive so a permit can be issued.

Figure 1. A Burning Permit is required 
from March 15th to December 1st

GRASS FIRES:

Grass fires are the most common form of controlled burning which landowners carry out
on Prince Edward Island.  The majority of this burning is done in spring even though autumn
burning is normally safer.  Grass burning can be avoided by regular mowing.

Grass is a fine fuel. It dries rapidly on sunny or windy days and responds very quickly to
changes in wind or humidity.  A slowly burning grass fire can quickly become a raging wildfire
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 if the wind speed increases.  In recent years, one or more buildings have been lost to grass fires
because the necessary precautions were not taken in and around the buildings near the field to be
burned.  Ensure that you establish a safe zone around any building present by wetting down the
grass (Figure 2) and/or cutting it very short.  Station a person or persons with fire equipment near
the building in case a spark lands near it and starts a spot fire.  Ensure the doors and windows are
closed so sparks do not enter the building.

Figure 2.  Create a safe zone around buildings

Responses to grass fires which have gone out of control are a major problem for many
volunteer fire departments each spring.  While many people believe grass fires help the grass
grow, these fires in fact destroy part of organic matter which is essential for good soil fertility.  As
well as killing certain animals, they also destroy the early nests of birds and certain other wildlife.

The preferred time for spring grass burning is while snow still occupies the edges of the
field (Figure 3).  If this is not possible and the field is fairly large, a fire break should be ploughed
around the outside of the field (Figure 4). 

Figure 3.  The preferred time for spring grass burning is while snow 
still occupies the edges of fields.
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   Figure 4.  Ploughing a fire break around a large field

One of the most important factors in carrying out a safe grass burn is to select a cloudy
day with no wind.  This will help ensure that the fire spreads slowly enough so that it does not
escape by jumping the fire break or sending sparks outside the fire break.  As the relative humidity
normally increases in the early evening, this if often a good burning period.  Make sure that you
have sufficient people on hand to help with the fire.  Never start a grass fire on a windy day.  This
type of fuel can create high flames that can move faster than an adult can run!

PILED BRUSH BURNS:

The most important point to remember with brush burning is that the edges of the brush
piles should be as far as possible from the edge of the woods (Figure 5).  The area immediately
adjacent to the piles should be clear of burnable material and the pile should not be under a tree
canopy that will be exposed to heat from the fire.

Figure 5.  Separate brush piles from woodland   
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Piles should be kept small when the area being cleared is only the size of a house lot.  The
burning should be carried out in late fall when ground moisture and wildfire burning conditions
are generally most favourable for safe burning.  If a brush burn must be conducted in the spring, it
should be carried out when the snow is still on the edge of the clearing.  Failing that, the next best
time is on a day with a light misting rain after the green brush has dried sufficiently to ignite with
some dry material or cold diesel fuel.  Never use gasoline or any other highly flammable liquid to
start a fire.  Once the fire weather danger has reached the moderate level, brush pile burning in
clearcuts is not advisable as burning large piles of brush causes deep heat penetration into the
ground.  When this occurs over an area with stumps, fires can rekindle in the stump days after the
open fire appears to be out.  

In certain circumstances the owner may be forced to carry out a brush burn in a clearcut
after the fire weather index has reached the moderate level.  If this must be done, the landowner
should wait until sufficient rain has fallen to thoroughly wet the ground.  A water proof cover
spread over the pile will keep it dry during or after heavy rain.  The cover can then be removed to
do the burn.

The necessity for burning brush can often be avoided, particularly when relatively small
quantities are involved. When implementing the cut, salvage kindling and small diameter fuel
wood from tree tops and branches.  Slash the finer branches with several passes of the chain saw
so that they will decompose rapidly.  Utilize the brush to construct wildlife cover areas (refer to
the Department of Agriculture and Forestry's, Forestry Wildlife Manual).  Let the brush
decompose in an unused corner or chip it for mulch or composting.

CAMPFIRES:

Campfires should only be made on cleared land.  Vegetation extending into the area of the
campfire should be removed before starting the fire (this includes tree roots)(Figure 6).  The
digging of a fire pit is the best alternative.

Figure 6.  Construct a proper camp fire pit to ensure the fire will not spread
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Extreme caution should be used when fine fuel burning conditions are high as grass and
leaf litter only require a spark to ignite.  A campfire should not be constructed under overhanging
vegetation as the smoke plume contains heated air which will dry overhanging vegetation and
make it easier to ignite.  In addition, such fires may damage adjacent tree bark weakening the tree
and allowing entry of disease organisms.

LAND CLEARING:

Land clearing burns should be carried out in the fall when fire weather conditions provide
a series of days with the right burning conditions for a safe fire.  The landowner should pay
careful attention to the predicted weather.  Increases in wind speed or changes in wind direction
are usually the biggest problems in this kind of burn.  As the brush piles often have considerable
soil mixed in with the brush, these piles often burn for days.  At the very minimum, land clearing
operations should have 2 fully operational fire backpacks, a supply of extra water on hand to refill
the backpacks or directly extinguish hot spots, and a person to monitor for and control spot fires
off site.

Some landowners have moved away from this practice by utilizing the material to create
natural vegetation banks to help control wind and water erosion on their farm or property and to
help wildlife.  Where this is done, breaks should be left in the rows of material to allow off-road
fire trucks to move through these rows during a fire.

BLUEBERRY BURNS:
Landowners carrying out controlled burns to promote blueberry production should

carefully assess the fire conditions before starting their burn.  At the very minimum they should
have 2 fully operational backpacks, a supply of water on hand to extinguish hot spots, and extra
people to assist with monitoring and control.  If a fuel burner is used for pruning, a fire break
should be burned around the edge taking great care to ensure that the outside edge of the burned
strip is out before continuing the burn (Figure 7).  If concentric bands are burned from the outside
of the burn area towards the inside, the possibility of the fire escaping will be reduced.

Blueberry growers who wish to use fire to prune their vines should develop a fire control
plan for their fields.  This plan should include the placement of long lasting fire breaks to improve
the safety of the burning program.  Serious consideration should be given to the use of mowers so
that burning can be avoided.
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Figure 7.  When burning blueberry fields, burn from the outside of the area
 towards the inside

FIRE WEATHER INDEX:

The Fire Weather Index which is released by the P.E.I. Department of Agriculture and
Forestry provides an assessment of the burning conditions in the province.  Burning permits are
valid when the fire weather index is low.  They are never valid when the Fire Weather Index is
high or extreme.   When the fire weather index is moderate, burning is normally restricted (refer to
the burning permit for your site).

Before starting a controlled burn you should phone the weather office and obtain the wind
speed predictions.  If the wind speed is low and the prediction is for that to continue, then you
should phone the District Forestry Office and obtain the Fire Weather Index.  This information on
Fire Weather Index and the wind speed should allow you to make an informed decision on
whether or not it is safe to burn.

From March15th to December 1st, if the fire does get out of control, phone the emergency
forest fire response number:

1-800-237-5053 (toll free)

Outside of this period, advise the RCMP as they have contact numbers for Forestry Division fire
staff and equipment dispatch.

Advise the answering service at this number of the exact location of the fire so the forest
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fire truck can be sent without delay.  If it is a difficult site to locate, have someone waiting at the
road to direct the fire trucks or mark the entrance and advise the answering service of the type and
location of the marker.

BE NEIGHBOURLY:

Even when you do everything right for a safe, legal burn, the smoke from the burn often
crosses into adjacent properties.  You should advise your neighbours of your plans to burn so that
they can take precautions such as closing their windows, or taking in the laundry.  If you must
conduct a controlled burn and you live near someone with smoke allergies, it is very important
that you choose a day when the wind moves the smoke away from their location.  You should also
notify them so they can close their windows, turn off air exchangers, or take other preventative
actions in the event of a change in wind direction.

Last revised January 7, 1999
Text and Concept: Dan McAskill
Illustrations: Kate Poole
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