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Overall Wildfire Activity Reported to the NICC 
 
In 2020, there were 58,950 wildfires that burned 10,122,336 acres. The number of fires 
reported were below both the five and ten-year national averages. Acres burned were well 
above both the five and ten-year national averages.  

 

Wildfire Activity Levels by Geographic Area 
 
Overall, the distribution of the number of wildfires in 2020 was similar to previous years, with 
the Southern Area and Eastern Area accounting for nearly half of the fires in the U.S.  In 
comparison to their annual averages from the prior 10 years, Southern Area and Alaska 
experienced below average number of fires. 
 
A large proportion of the burned acreage shifted to California in 2020, which accounted for 
38% of the nation’s total burned acres (in contrast, Alaska burned 53% of the total acres in 
2019). Acres burned was below prior year averages for Alaska, Eastern Area, and Southern 
Area. Northwest, Rocky Mountain, and Southwest Area had above average acres burned while 
Northern California and Southern California experienced a significant increase in comparison 
to previous years. 
 
The charts below depict fires and acres as a percentage of the national total. 
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The charts below show the 2020 fire activity for each Geographic Area as a percentage 
change from its annual average from the prior ten years.  
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Wildfires by Agency 
 
The distribution of wildfires by protection agency in 2020 was very similar to prior years.  About 
one-quarter of the nation’s fires occurred on federally protected lands, nearly evenly split 
between US Forest Service lands and the combined lands protected by the Department of 
Interior agencies.  The large majority of wildfires, however, ignited on private lands or other 
areas under state or local protection. 

 
 

Wildfire Acres by Agency 
 
Similar to prior years, state-protected lands accounted for about one-third of the total burned 
acreage in 2020.  Nearly half of the total burned acreage in 2020 occurred on US Forest 
Service land, whereas in 2019 the BLM accounted for most of the federal acres burned.   
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Lightning Fires and Acres by Geographic Area   

 

 
Human Caused Fires and Acres by Geographic Area 



 

18 

Wildfires and Acres Burned by Agency and GACC – 2020 and prior year 
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National Preparedness Levels 
 
In 2020, the national Preparedness Level (PL) was elevated and decreased accordingly:  
 

 After 153 days (from January 1) at PL 1, elevated to PL 2 on June 2 
 After 13 days at PL 2, elevated to PL 3 on June 15 
 After 50 days at PL 3, elevated to PL 4 on August 4 
 After 14 days at PL 4, elevated to PL 5 on August 18 
 After 45 days at PL 5, decreased to PL 4 on October 2 
 After 12 days at PL 4, decreased to PL 3 on October 14 
 After 16 days at PL 3, decreased to PL 2 on October 30 
 After 11 days at PL 2, decreased to PL 1 on November 10 
 For 52 days (through December 31), remained at PL 1  
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National Preparedness Level Summary 
 

 
                 

  Total Days at National Preparedness Levels      

Year 1 2 3 4 5  PL1&2 PL4&5 
1990 247 74 31 6 7  321 13 
1991 255 103 7 0 0  358 0 
1992 278 67 15 6 0  345 6 
1993 268 97 0 0 0  365 0 
1994 235 26 54 4 46  261 50 
1995 254 96 15 0 0  350 0 
1996 98 179 60 8 21  277 29 
1997 216 149 0 0 0  365 0 
1998 157 172 30 6 0  329 6 
1999 159 165 33 8 0  324 8 
2000 179 73 61 13 40  252 53 
2001 188 142 9 10 16  330 26 
2002 187 76 14 26 62  263 88 
2003 92 155 60 10 48  247 58 
2004 249 57 60 0 0  306 0 
2005 233 44 47 41 0  277 41 
2006 118 137 44 16 50  255 66 
2007 212 76 17 21 39  288 60 
2008 209 84 15 36 22  293 58 
2009 275 62 28 0 0  337 0 
2010 231 134 0 0 0  365 0 
2011 207 92 59 7 0  299 7 
2012 212 49 60 45 0  261 45 
2013 253 46 42 17 7  299 24 
2014 242 82 26 15 0  324 15 
2015 253 34 35 19 24  287 43 
2016 251 73 28 14 0  324 14 
2017 185 72 33 36 39  257 75 
2018 191 87 40 13 34  278 47 
2019 241 115 9 0 0  356 0 

2020 205 24 66 26 45  229 71 

          
5-year 

Average: 
300 36 

          
10-year 

Average: 
305 27 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


