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Grasslands are fire-prone areas with fine fuels and dry conditions that increase wildfire risks
to communities and livelihoods. For land managers, balancing community needs with
maintaining healthy ecosystems can be challenging. Effective fuel treatments in grasslands
are crucial for protecting lives, property, and natural resources while ensuring long-term

land health.

To help manage these risks, the Colorado State Forest Service, in collaboration with the
Southern Rockies Fire Science Network and the Great Plains Fire Exchange, developed this
online resource for wildfire management in grasslands.

This guide provides land managers, policymakers, and partners with essential information
on how fire behaves in grasslands and best practices for managing these landscapes.

Grasslands, already one of the most vulnerable ecosystems, face further threats from
changes in wildfire patterns, invasive species, and human activities, as well as impacts from
long-term weather patterns.
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Full information at

csfs.colostate.edu/
wildfire-mitigation/
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Links to website pages
under each header

AT A GLANCE « GRASS-DOMINATED LANDSCAPES - FIRE IN GRASS-DOMINATED LANDSCAPES « WEATHER AND SEASONAL EFFECTS

Grassland Types: Grasses, while diverse larger, denser, and take longer to burn, grass
and occasionally difficult to define, include fuels burn much faster—typically in just 5 to
three distinct types: shortgrass, mixed grass 15 seconds. This rapid burning makes grass
and tallgrass, and differ primarily in their fuels highly reactive to fire.

vegetation structure, composition (which
is mostly defined by particle size and fuel
moisture) and ecological characteristics.

Grasslands often have a mix of live and dead
vegetation, made up of both fine and coarse
fuels, and this can vary from year to year.
Even areas that seem to only have grass can
contain different types of fuels in various
conditions, making the fuel load dynamic and

Fuel loads are primarily composed of fine
fuels that consist of plant material less than %4
inch in diameter but may also include plant

material greater than 1 inch in diameter. unpredictable.

In general the main differences between

shortgrass, mixed grass and tallgrass lie in When critical fire weather conditions happen,
their vegetation height, composition and grass fuels can cause very intense fires. Grass
ecological adaptations to different climatic fuels are made up of small, lightweight parti-
and environmental conditions. cles that dry out quickly, making them highly

flammable. Weather: When grasses are fully
dried, they burn easily and are highly affected
by wind speed, wind direction, and humidity,
more so than other types of vegetation.

Fuel Types: Grasses are small, usually less
than % inch in diameter, and they quickly
react to changes in moisture and environmen-
tal conditions. Unlike forest fuels, which are

Shortgrass: 10-20"

3 sl
L YU AR T OO T e L

Mixed-grass: various
heights
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Tallgrass: several
feet

www.gpfirescience.org ® GPFireScience@gmail.com €3 @gpfirescience

GPFSE 2025-1

GPFireScience


https://www.firescience.gov/ords/prd/jf_jfsp/jf_jfsp/r/jfspublic/home
https://www.firescience.gov/ords/prd/jf_jfsp/jf_jfsp/r/jfspublic/home
https://csfs.colostate.edu/wildfire-mitigation/grasslands/
https://csfs.colostate.edu/wildfire-mitigation/grasslands/
https://csfs.colostate.edu/wildfire-mitigation/grasslands/
https://csfs.colostate.edu/
https://www.firescience.gov/ords/prd/jf_jfsp/jf_jfsp/r/jfspublic/home
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FUELS MANAGEMENT « HETEROGENEOUS LANDSCAPES « DEFENSIBLE SPACE

Effective fuel treatments change the amount and structure Fuel breaks

of fuels, reduce fire intensity, and create access points for are especially

firefighting efforts. By lowering fuel loads and breaking important in - _

up fuel continuity (both horizontally and vertically), these grasslands near

treatments help protect lives and property while reducing urban areas

the risk of extreme fires. or buildings. - -
They help

This online resource outlines approaches for effective slow down

treatments, management approaches, risk analysis and fast-moving

resources can be accessed here: grass fires by

* Mechanical ¢ Herbicides breaking up

* Grazing * Prescribed Fire the continuous

* Agricultural Burning vegetation. The main reason fuel break failure is lack of

¢ Irrigation Ditches maintenance. This is particularly true in grasslands, where

vegetation can quickly regrow after fuel treatments.

Case studies of grassland fires have been included to highlight Grassland Fire Podcast
the ecological and community impacts where grass fuels are the

main driver of fire. These examples show how dry conditions

and strong winds can cause intense fires that spread quickly

into nearby communities. Note that fires in these fuels types are

often intermixed with conifer or shrub fuels.

Studying past wildfires is important for understanding how
to reduce risks from different fuel types and landscapes. This
knowledge helps create better strategies to manage and lessen
the dangers these areas pose and helps to emphasize the
significance of grassland wildfire.

Use the interactive map and webpage to explore each case study.
EM FOREST PODCAST

Grassland fires are occurring more frequently in the

West, and with a year-round fire season, it’s more relevant
than ever to keep a close eye on our grassland fuels. In

this episode, Janae Coston-Malpas, Wildfire Resilience
Coordinator for the CSFS, shares new expertise on grassland
fuels management.

You'll hear how Colorado’s climate, winds and mountains all
shape grassland conditions in the wildland-urban interface.
We share guidance for land managers to approach grassland
fuels management and information for homeowners to

build familiarity with grasslands, home hardening and local

Interactive Ma community wildfire protection plans.
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https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1c28AEQKyF3WZPuZ5B6vSK1_flOAOwN8&ll=42.94712280756069%2C-101.21077343051707&z=3
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/viewer?mid=1c28AEQKyF3WZPuZ5B6vSK1_flOAOwN8&ll=42.94712280756069%2C-101.21077343051707&z=3
https://open.spotify.com/show/7mWiAMTMP9mUeY7BeojN3N
https://open.spotify.com/show/7mWiAMTMP9mUeY7BeojN3N
https://csfs.colostate.edu/wildfire-mitigation/grasslands/fuels/
https://www.firescience.gov/ords/prd/jf_jfsp/jf_jfsp/r/jfspublic/home

