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WHAT IS A FUEL BREAK? 
A strip or block of land on which the vegetation, 
debris and detritus have been reduced and/or 
modified to control or diminish the risk of the spread 
of fire crossing the strip or block of land. 

PURPOSE 
Control and reduce the risk of the spread of fire by 
treating, removing or modifying vegetation, debris and 
detritus. 

HOW IT HELPS THE LAND 
This practice can help by: 

• Providing protection from destructive wildfires 

• Reducing damages to residual forest stands 

• Prevention of accidental damage to 
neighboring properties during a prescribed 
burn. 

WHERE THE PRACTICE APPLIES 
This practice applies on all lands where protection 
from wildfire is needed. 

WHERE TO GET HELP 
For assistance with this practice, contact your local 
Natural Resources Conservation Service or your local 
Conservation District office. 

APPLYING THE PRACTICE 
Fuel breaks shall be located perpendicular to the 
prevailing wind on the windward side of the area to be 
protected.  The best locations for establishing fuel 
breaks are on ridge crests and valley bottoms. 

Fuel break strips or blocks will be of sufficient width 
and length to meet the intended purpose.  The width 
of the fuel break is dependent upon such factors as 
topography, slope and the type and height of 
fuels/vegetation present.  The width will typically vary 
due to site conditions.  

The minimum width of the fuel break shall be 66 feet. 
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The overstory shall be thinned sufficiently to separate 
the tree canopies and reduce the potential of a crown 
fire.   

Separation distances between tree crowns within the 
fuel break shall be 10 feet on slopes less than 10% 
and 20 feet on slopes greater than 10%.  Branches of 
the remaining trees shall be pruned to 8 to 10 feet in 
height. 

Separation distance between shrubs and small trees 
will be two times their height on 0-20% slopes and 
four times their height on slopes over 20%. 

Herbaceous vegetation shall be mowed and 
maintained at a height of less than 1 foot. 

Vegetation that serves as a link between grass, 
shrubs and tree crowns, also known as “ladder fuels” 
shall be reduced, removed or pruned to provide the 
required clearance.  The recommended separation of 
these ladder fuels will be three times the height of the 
shrub layer. 

Trees and shrubs removed for fuels reduction and 
separation will be cut no higher than 12” above the 
ground.  Prevent re-growth of cut stumps by applying 
herbicide, according to herbicide label directions. 

All cut, dead, or dying woody materials shall be 
removed, piled and burned, or chipped. 

Remove all standing dead or dying shrubs within the 
fuel break.   

All dead materials that are solid (not rotten) and not 
already embedded into the soil layer shall be 
removed. 

Reduce the leaf or needle layer through raking and 
removing, or prescribed burning. 

Remove all dead tree branches from live trees to a 
height of 15 feet. 

MAINTAINING TH E PRACTICE 
Treat or graze vegetation fuel breaks to avoid a build-
up of excess litter and to control noxious and invasive 
plants. 

Inspect all fuel breaks for woody materials such as 
dead limbs or blown down trees and remove or treat 
as necessary to maintain the desired level of fire 
spread risk. 

Inspect fuel breaks at frequencies to assure that the 
desired level of fire spread risk is maintained. 
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Fuel Break– Job Sheet 
 
 
Landowner_________________________Field number_______Designed by____________________Date__________ 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Layout 

Type of Vegetation Treated (cedar, pine, etc.): 

Fuel break width: 

Fuel break length: 

Percent slope: 

Separation distance between tree crowns: 

Separation distance between canopy layers: 

Separation distance between shrubs: 

Herbaceous vegetation height: 

Woody debris to be removed from site: 

Additional Specification and Notes  
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Fuel Break – Job Sheet 
 
If needed, an aerial view or a side view of the practice can be shown below. Other relevant information, complementary practices and 
measures, and additional specifications may be included. 
 
Scale 1"=________ ft. (NA indicates sketch not to scale: grid size=1/2" by 1/2") 
 
                        (Document Fuel Break location, protected area and prevailing wind direction on this sketch:   

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

             

 
 
 
 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all of its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national 
origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex (including gender identity and expression), marital status, familial status, parental status, 
religion, sexual orientation, political beliefs, genetic information, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual's income is derived from any 
public assistance program.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for 
communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice 
and TDD)."  To file a complaint of discrimination write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, 
D.C. 20250-9410 or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer. 
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