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MINIMIZE CAMPFIRE IMPACTS
)



Land managers are increasingly prohibiting campfires due to numerous associated impacts.  However, most of these impacts are entirely avoidable.  Do your part by adopting safe and low impact campfire practices, or consider not having a campfire.


Public land managers frequently cite a long list of resource impacts attributable to campfires: extensive off-site trampling of vegetation associated with firewood collection, large areas near campsites barren of all wood, axes and saws used to damage and fell trees and shrubs, including live trees and dead snags important to wildlife, large trashy fire pits overflowing with charcoal and ashes, and partially burned food or cooking oils that attract nuisance wildlife.  A research study of backcountry campsites in Great Smoky Mountains National Park found 2,377 damaged trees and 3,366 tree stumps.  Such impacts have prompted nearly half of National Park Service backcountry managers to prohibit campfires, and most prohibit the cutting of standing dead trees. If visitors learn to avoid these impacts by adopting the low impact campfire practices recommended under this principle perhaps these campfire prohibitions might one day be lifted! 

Choosing to Have A Campfire

Given the higher potential of campfires to cause lasting resource impacts, visitors should first ask themselves if they really need a campfire. The development of efficient, lightweight camp stoves for cooking has encouraged a shift away from the traditional campfire. Portable stoves are easy to use, fast, clean burning, reliably operate in almost any weather condition, and they avoid all campfire-related resource impacts. Most campers now use portable stoves for cooking food so campfires are more commonly built as a focus of social gatherings and sometimes for warmth or to dry wet clothing. Some advantages of using a candle lantern to light an evening gathering are that you will avoid breathing smoke all evening or getting holes in clothing or tents from flying embers.  

However, for some visitors, having a campfire is an important and traditional element of a high quality camping experience. Recognize that choosing to build a campfire involves additional responsibilities and skills to minimize their impact. Always check with land managers to see if and where campfires are permitted, and for campfire management guidance. Consider the following issues in making your decision and choose not to have a campfire when circumstances are unfavorable:
· Are campfires legal and safe to build at this location and time – note that campfires are unsafe and may be prohibited during times of higher fire danger, or are inadvisable during dry or windy conditions. 
· Is there an existing campfire site?  If not, do you have the knowledge to build and remove all traces of a campfire? 
· Is there an adequate supply of firewood or can you purchase firewood from a local source? High elevation, arctic, and desert environments do not generate sufficient firewood to support campfires. 
· Will you be able to safely manage the campfire and completely extinguish it before departing? 
· Do group members possess the skill to build a campfire that will leave no trace?

Campfire Types and Locations

The easiest and best option is to build a campfire in a legal pre-existing fire grate, ring, or rock fire pit. Consider that campfires commonly produce flying embers that can ruin tents or even set them on fire if close by. Except in emergencies, do not move or create a new fire site unless you remove all traces when done. There are many types of campfire options and low impact practices vary accordingly:  

Existing Fire Sites.  The best place to build a campfire is within an existing fire ring; chose the most permanent and/or safest location if there are multiple sites. Never use fire sites near rock outcrops, archaeological or historic sites, or trees and exposed roots. Don’t enlarge or add rocks fire rings as this will permanently blacken them. 

Fire Pans/Portable Gas Fires.  Metal fire pans elevated high enough to protect vegetation and soils provide another good low impact campfire option. Commercial fire pans, barbecue grills, and metal oil drain pans or trash can lids make effective fire pans. Elevate the pan on large rocks or line it with 4-5 inches of mineral soil so the heat will not scorch vegetation. A variety of portable propane campfires are also available, providing additional low impact campfire options. Locate your campfire in a resistant area that lacks vegetation and organic litter whenever possible to avoid the trampling impacts of your group. 

Beach/Gravel Fires. Some areas permit campfires to be built on non-vegetated sand or gravel beaches, preferably below the high tide or seasonal high water line.  When done, fully extinguish the fire and scatter all ashes and charcoal to remove all traces of your campfire. 

Pit Fires.  In areas with little to no vegetation, a campfire can be built in a shallow excavated pit. Avoid locations with organic soils, duff, or roots that can catch fire and smolder. Once the fire is thoroughly extinguished, scatter all ashes and charcoal, return the excavated material and fully naturalize the site to deter future use. 

Mound Fires.  This type of fire requires a more substantial amount of effort and a large source of mineral soil from an uprooted tree, or sand/gravel from a non-vegetated location.  Fill a large stuff sack turned inside out and deposit the material on a ground cloth or fire blanket placed in a resistant area, preferably with little to no vegetation and organic litter. Use sufficient material to create a flat-topped mound roughly two feet in diameter and about eight inches thick to insulate the ground (four inches for small fires built with twigs). When done, thoroughly extinguish the fire, scatter the ashes and charcoal, return the soil to its source, and thoroughly naturalize the site. 

Gathering Firewood

Many avoidable campfire-associated impacts are related to firewood collection. Campgrounds and backcountry campsites often develop a barren, “camped-out” appearance because all available dead wood within reach is missing, and because many trees and shrubs have been cut down or damaged by axes, hatchets, or saws. New infestations of invasive tree-killing insects and diseases often occur in camping areas because visitors have brought infected firewood from home. A few simple low impact practices will allow you to prevent these impacts: 

Gather Only Small Pieces of Dead and Downed Wood.  Live wood does not burn and dead wood from live or dead trees are home to birds and insects, so leave them intact. Cutting or breaking branches off of standing or fallen trees creates an aesthetically displeasing “human browse line” that detracts from an area's natural appearance. The “best practice” for firewood collection is to collect only dead and downed wood you can easily break by hand in areas with a plentiful wood supply. As a general rule of thumb, collect wood from the ground that is smaller in diameter than your wrist and sufficiently dry to easily snap by hand or underfoot.  Larger diameter wood provides important habitat for forest insects, a critical source of food for birds and wildlife. If you can’t find plentiful firewood then purchase firewood locally, consider appropriate alternative campfire fuels (see below), or don’t have a campfire.

Leave Woods Tools at Home.  The felling and damage of trees and shrubs from axes, hatchets, and saws are perhaps the most significant ecological and aesthetic impacts related to campfires. These impacts can be entirely avoided by not using these woods tools when camping, as recommended by most public land managers. They are more appropriate for conservation projects, like trail maintenance. On campsites, such tools are invariably used to wound, damage, or fell trees, allowing subsequent rot and invasion by insects or diseases that weaken and kill trees. By enabling the burning of large-diameter wood, these tools contribute to unnecessarily large and unsightly campfires that produce substantial amounts of ash, charcoal, and partially burned wood that quickly fill fire rings. Leaving woods tools at home protects live trees and dead snags that are important to wildlife.  It also lightens your pack or camping gear and enhances the safety of your group.

Don’t Move Firewood.  Collect or purchase wood where you burn it. Transporting firewood long distances for camping or woodstove/fireplace burning increasingly risks introducing invasive insects and diseases moved with the wood. Many public land managers now prohibit campers from transporting wood. Many point out that new infestations of non-native tree-killing insects and diseases are often first found in their campgrounds. The specific insects and diseases of concern vary by region but some have already killed millions of trees over thousands of acres.  You can help stop the spread of these invasive insects by buying wood at the campground or bringing alternative campfire fuels. Even wood that looks clean can have tiny insects or eggs in the loose bark, or microscopic fungi spores that will escape to start a new and deadly infestation. 

Consider Alternative Campfire Fuels.  In addition to charcoal, an increasing diversity of campfire logs made from recycled compressed sawdust and wood products are available for campfires.  These products avoid the risk of transporting insects and diseases and have a number of advantages for campers.  They produce very little smoke, emit no flying embers to damage clothing or tents or start wildfires, and are cleaner burning with fewer particulates, less carbon monoxide, and no petro-chemicals or noxious fumes. They also have twice the density of cordwood, providing long burn times.

Managing Your Campfire 

Regardless of the type of campfire you have, there are some simple practices that will help you have a safe and low-impact campfire:  

Burn Only Wood.  Carry out rather than burn any type of trash, cooking oils, and left-over food, which create unsightly fire rings and can produce noxious fumes or smells that attract wildlife like skunks and bears. Studies have found an array of unnatural chemicals and residues in campfire ashes, including dangerous heavy metals and poisons that pollute the environment. Wildlife biologists report that bears frequently visit campsite fire rings first and invariably find some interesting smell or item of food or trash to eat there. 

Keep Campfires Small and Safe. Conserve the area’s firewood supply by collecting a limited amount, building a small campfire, and burning it for a shorter period of time. Large fires waste scarce wood and are more apt to damage nearby trees, kill tree roots, generate bothersome smoke and flying embers, become unsafe when windy, and produce larger quantities of ash and charcoal. Campfires must be located away from flammable ground litter like tree leaves and needles, dry vegetation, overhanging branches, tents, or other gear. Never leave a campfire unattended, even for a few minutes – many forest fires have started from unattended campfires. If needed, bring a fire starter to help start your campfire – never use gas. 

Burn All Wood to Ash and Extinguish with Water.  Small-diameter firewood burns easily and completely to ash, reducing the accumulation of large mounds of charcoal in campfire rings. Charcoal can also be reduced by not adding new fuel to a fire near the end of its use and by tending it, tossing in all the burned ends of wood. Allow all wood and coals to burn to white ash before putting it out when you have the time and its safe (people present, little wind, no nearby flammable materials). To extinguish a campfire, saturate all areas of the fire site with plenty of water, stir the remains, add more water, and stir again. Feel all materials with your hands to ensure they are cool and dead out. Make sure that no coals, roots, or duff are burning and never bury your coals - they can smolder for days and erupt into flames when no one’s around. 

 Leave a Clean Campfire Site.  On developed or established campsites where campfires are legal, leave a clean fire ring for the campers that follow by removing and packing out any trash and widely scattering the ashes and charcoal in areas away from campsites. Large campfire sites with rock borders can be reconstructed with no more than a three foot diameter, scattering any unnecessary rocks. Leave leftover firewood in one neat stack.  When dispersed camping, your objective is to “Leave No Trace” of your campfire, ensuring a completely natural appearance. Return soils to their original location, widely scatter all cold ashes, charcoal, and firewood, and naturalize the site to remove all evidence of the campfire.
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