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DEFINITION 

A permanent or temporary strip of bare or vege-
tated land planned to retard fire. 

PURPOSES 

This practice may be applied for one or both of 
the following purposes: 

1. To reduce the spread of wildfires; 

2. To contain prescribed burns. 

CONDITIONS WHERE PRACTICE 
APPLIES 

This practice may be applied on all land uses 
where protection against fire is required or where 
there will be a prescribed burn.  

CONSIDERATIONS 

Consider the availability of existing non-
flammable or fire-resistant barriers such as 
streams, lakes, ponds, rock cliffs, roads, wood-
land skid trails and landings, drainage ditches, 
railroads, utility rights-of-way, herbaceous field 
borders, or cultivated areas to serve as firebreaks.  

Consider planting bare ground firebreaks with 
low-growing annual or perennial herbaceous spe-
cies for erosion control and wildlife food.  Peri-
odic disking and interplanting of annuals can also 
be used to benefit wildlife, including native pol-
linators.  

Firebreaks should be located perpendicular to the 
wind and on the windward side of the area to be 
protected.  On rolling lands or in mountainous 
areas, attempt to locate firebreaks near ridge 
crests and valley bottoms.  Locate firebreaks on 
the contour, where practical, to minimize risk of 
soil erosion.   

For vegetated firebreaks, consider the amount of 
shading that may occur and select species appro-
priate for the conditions. 

Consider multiple uses such as travel lanes, rec-
reational trails, etc. when locating and designing 
permanent firebreaks. 

CRITERIA 

General Criteria  

Firebreaks may be temporary or permanent, and 
shall consist of fire-resistant vegetation, non-
flammable materials, bare ground, or a combina-
tion of these.  

Firebreaks shall be of sufficient width and length 
to contain the fire.  Code of Maryland regulations 
(COMAR 08.07.04.03) require that there be a 
natural or constructed firebreak, at least 10 feet 
wide and free of flammable materials, completely 
around any material intended to be burned.  

Firebreaks shall be located to minimize risk to 
the resources being protected.   

Erosion control measures shall be implemented 
as needed to prevent sediment from leaving the 
site.  

Comply with applicable federal, state, and local 
laws and regulations, during the installation, op-
eration and maintenance of this practice.  Where 
firebreaks will be used in association with a pre-
scribed burn, a burn plan shall be developed and 
submitted to, or obtained from, the Maryland 
Department of Natural Resources Forest Service, 
and all conditions of the plan shall be followed as 
required by law.  Additional regulations vary by 
county.  Contact local government officials for 
specific requirements for the locality of the burn. 

Conservation practice standards are reviewed periodically, and updated if needed.  To obtain the current version of this standard, 
contact the Natural Resources Conservation Service - Maryland or visit the electronic Field Office Technical Guide (eFOTG). 
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Vegetation 

Plant species selected for permanent vegetated 
firebreaks, or to reseed temporary firebreaks, 
shall be either native, or introduced and non-
invasive, and shall be capable of retarding fire.  
Only cool-season grasses and/or legumes shall be 
used.   

Plant types and species shall be selected based on 
their compatibility in growth rates, shade toler-
ance, and other characteristics.  Use of locally na-
tive plant species shall be encouraged. 

For most sites and other uses of the firebreak, 
grasses and/or legumes shall be specified in ac-
cordance with the conservation practice standard 
for Conservation Cover, Code 327.  When severe 
site conditions (e.g., critically eroding sites, fre-
quently used travel lanes) are present or antici-
pated, vegetation shall be selected from the con-
servation practice standard for Critical Area 
Planting, Code 342.   

Lime and fertilizer shall be applied if needed, at 
application rates based on soil test results.   

Types of Firebreaks  

Four types of firebreaks can be adapted to vari-
ous needs and conditions.  They are:  

1. Existing roads or forest trails;  

2. Plowed, disked, or bladed firebreaks; 

3. Burned firebreaks;  

4. Vegetated firebreaks.  

Burned and vegetated firebreaks are generally re-
stricted to pine woodlands in the Coastal Plain 
and on gentle slopes in the Piedmont.  

Existing Roads or Forest Trails - Existing roads 
or forest trails can be effective firebreaks if prop-
erly maintained.  Abandoned roads or trails shall 
be renovated, and erosion shall be controlled.   

Debris and other flammable materials shall be 
removed prior to the critical fire season, and 
mineral soil shall be exposed where needed.  

Plowed, Disked or Bladed Firebreaks - Plowed, 
disked, or bladed firebreaks shall be constructed 
to expose mineral soil.  Depending upon the ter-
rain and character of vegetation to be removed; 
fireline plows, heavy bush and bog disks, or farm 
equipment shall be utilized.  

Firebreak width shall be determined on a site-
specific basis.  The firebreak shall be 10 feet 
minimum.  Bare ground firebreaks shall be 
disked prior to the fire season.  Temporary fire-
breaks shall be plowed immediately before burn-
ing, then seeded after the burn.  

Burned Firebreaks - Plow or disk two parallel 
strips, each at least 5 feet wide and a minimum of 
20 feet apart.  

Remove woody debris and flammable materials 
from the area between the strips, leaving any 
sound healthy trees, then burn the area between 
the two strips.  

Vegetated Firebreaks – Vegetated breaks shall 
be a minimum of 10 feet wide adjoining forest-
land, and at least 50 feet wide within forests to 
allow sufficient sunlight for grass and legumes to 
grow successfully and form a sod.   

The land shall be prepared and seeded with an 
adapted grass and/or an adapted legume.  Use 
cool-season forages only.  

Note:  Specific cost-sharing programs or other 
funding sources may impose criteria in addition 
to, or more restrictive than, those specified in this 
standard. 

PLANS AND SPECIFICATIONS 

Plans and specifications for applying this practice 
shall be prepared for each site and recorded using 
approved specification sheets, job sheets, techni-
cal notes, and narrative statements in the conser-
vation plan, burn plan, or other acceptable docu-
mentation.  

Where prescribed burning is planned, a written 
burn plan shall be either obtained from the local 
Maryland Department of Natural Resources 
(DNR) forester, or developed and submitted to 
the Maryland DNR Forest Service for approval 
of the plan and issuance of a permit (if needed) 
prior to the burn.   
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OPERATION AND MAINTENANCE 

Requirements for Operation and Maintenance of 
this practice shall be prepared for each site and 
recorded using approved specification sheets, job 
sheets, technical notes, and narrative statements 
in the conservation plan, burn plan, or other ac-
ceptable documentation.  

At a minimum, the following components shall 
be addressed: 

1. Inspect firebreaks at least annually, and re-
work bare ground firebreaks as necessary to 
keep them clear of flammable vegetation.  

2. Mow, disk, or graze vegetative firebreaks to 
avoid a build-up of excess litter and to con-
trol weeds.  When possible, do not conduct 
vegetation management and maintenance ac-
tivities during the nesting season (April 15 – 
August 15).    

3. Inspect all firebreaks for woody materials 
such as dead limbs or downed trees, and re-
move them from the firebreak.  

4. Repair erosion control measures as necessary 
to ensure proper function.  

5. Control access by vehicles or people to pre-
vent damage.  Stabilize bare ground fire-
breaks that are no longer needed.  

SUPPORTING DATA AND 
DOCUMENTATION 

The following is a list of the minimum data and 
documentation to be recorded in the case file: 

1. Field location and extent of the management 
unit in acres.  Also note the location of the 
management unit on the conservation plan 
map; 

2. Assistance notes documenting the purpose of 
the practice, dates of site visits, discussions 
with the client, decisions made, and by 
whom;  

3. Documentation of the management practice 
applied including the type of practice, 
amount, date completed, and location. 

4. Completed copy of the appropriate forest 
management plan, Job Sheet(s), or other 
management specifications, as appropriate.   
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