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Introduction to Hiking Safety Seminar 
FOREST FIRES 

 
BACKGROUND 
Colorado is experiencing a multi-year drought. 
Lightning usually causes natural fires in wilderness. However, most fires are caused by human 
activities. 
The USA experienced 60,575 wildfires in 2016, and 71,499 in 2017. Colorado had 967 wildfires last 
year. After California and Texas, Colorado ranks third among the most wildfire prone states. 
 
WILDERNESS FIRE REGULATIONS 
 Prior to a trip, check with the local Ranger District or Park Headquarters for the fire danger 
level. Call the recorded fire information line at 970-498-1030, for the Arapahoe Roosevelt National 
Forest. Signs indicating fire danger levels are used to quickly alert visitors about fire danger. Many 
of the Forest Service District offices and local fire departments will post fire danger signs at their 
office or along major road corridors. The following website will list fire danger levels for the 
Arapaho/Roosevelt National Forest and Colorado as a whole: 
http://gacc.nifc.gov/rmcc/dispatch_centers/r2ftc/. There are five standardized levels of fire 
danger ranging from Low to Extreme. Each level is an indication of intensity of expected fire 
behavior, potential spread and associated restrictions/activities.  
 Fire Restrictions help land management agencies reduce fire risk and prevent wildfires 
during periods of high to extreme fire danger. Fuel moistures and weather trends are evaluated to 
determine level of restrictions. County sheriff web sites can tell you if fire bans are in effect. 
Within the county system, fire bans are designated as levels 1, 2 and 3, (3 being the most 
dangerous) with a greater number of prohibited activities for each level. For example, a level one 
alert prohibits all open burning and backcountry campfires. 
 Please understand that fire restrictions may be different across county lines and land 
management agencies, ie. Boulder, Jefferson, Clear Creek, Gilpin counties may all be under varying 
restrictions at different times. The Forest Service may also set restrictions at a different time than 
county restrictions are set. This can be very confusing to the public, but it is also an essential part 
of trip planning and individuals are responsible for understanding current conditions.  
 Violations of these regulations is a Class B misdemeanor, punishable by a fine of not more 
than $5000 for an individual or $10,000 for an organization, or imprisonment for not more than six 
(6) months, or both. 
 
BACKCOUNTRY FIRE SAFETY 
            When you enter the wilderness, pay attention to any smoke you detect. See if you can 
locate its source and determine if it is under control. Be particularly concerned if you know a fire 
ban is in effect and you smell smoke. 
 Use a self-contained backpacking stove. Avoid alcohol stoves in fire season. Experienced 
backpackers go for years without a campfire, even in winter conditions. 
 Human caused fires are most often due to smoking, burning debris, toilet paper fires, 
campfires (from embers or a fire not completely extinguished) and motor vehicles parked on dry, 
grassy areas. Be very careful if you undertake any of these activities or find yourself in these 
conditions. 
 Weather and terrain both have a great effect upon mountain wildfires. Temperature, wind 
speed, relative humidity and precipitation all combine to shape/mold the speed and intensity of 
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wildfires. Topography dramatically influences fire direction. Fires are most likely to burn uphill. The 
steeper the slope, the faster the fire burns. A box canyon can create a chimney effect, which will 
draw a fire rapidly up the canyon. Fire on one side of a narrow canyon can quickly jump across to 
the other side. Fire will preheat surrounding fuels, which may cause higher intensity and faster 
moving fire behavior. 
 
ESCAPE ROUTES AND SAFETY ZONES 
 As you are entering and moving through an area, note the location of natural features such 
as rock areas, water, and meadows. Watch for constructed areas such as clearcuts, roads, trails 
and helispots. Observe the condition of the trail or escape route that may slow down your 
evacuation. Do not under estimate the fire behavior. Never try to outrun a fire. Do not choose 
escape routes that are steep and uphill. Avoid locations upslope or downwind from the fire; 
chimneys, saddles or narrow canyons and steep, uphill escape routes. Rocky slopes and higher 
locations, where there is less fuel, can be places of refuge. Beaver ponds and lakes can offer 
safety. In extreme cases, individuals have saved their lives by creating burned out areas of grass in 
which to take refuge. Observe the direction of the fire and attempt to be on its flank or, better yet, 
behind it. Blackened, burned-over areas are safer than untouched locations. 
 When you locate a fire, note it on your map and look for escape routes that take you away 
from the fire. 
   
HAZARDS 
 If a fire starts near you, you may be able to battle it in its early stages. Remove fuel sources. 
 Do not fight the fire if it places you or your group in danger. 
 Fires cause obvious injuries, such as burns, which should be given proper first aid/medical 
attention. In addition, super heated air can cause burns without the flames touching the body. If 
inhaled, this air can damage and burn lung tissue. Fire generated carbon monoxide can also cause 
rapid asphyxiation. Review symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning. Under both conditions, rapid 
evacuation of the injured is imperative. 
 
HOW TO PROPERLY EXTINGUISH A CAMPFIRE 

1. Never leave your campfire unattended. Even a small breeze could quickly cause the fire to 
spread. 

2. Drown the fire with water. Use a mix of water and dirt to put out the campfire. Make sure 
all embers, coals and sticks are wet. Move sticks – there may be embers underneath. 

3. Stir the campfire, add more water, dirt, and stir again. Continue adding and stirring until all 
material is cooled. 

4. Feel for heat with the back of your hand and holding your hand just above the materials. 
Do not bury your coals – they can smolder and spread outside the fire ring. 

  
 
Special thanks to the United States Forest Service for their valuable contributions made to this 
document. 
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