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REDUCING WILDFIRE RISKS 
 
 
Town and parish councils are well placed to reduce local wildfire risk. Close to the 
landscape and familiar with how residents use green spaces, they can act early—before 
fire services are needed. 
 
Wildfires Described 
A wildfire is any unplanned, uncontrolled fire in the natural environment. It can start from human acƟvity (BBQs, 
cigareƩes, machinery, arson) or natural causes (lightning), and once ignited it spreads through vegetaƟon fuels such as 
dry grass, bracken, gorse, heather, shrubs, or trees. 
 
Wildfires vary in size—from small grassfires on road verges to large moorland fires covering hundreds of hectares—but 
they share the same core characterisƟcs:  

 uncontrolled spread,  
 natural fuels, and  
 dependence on weather condiƟons. 

 
Reducing Wildfire Risk at Town and Parish Level 
Wildfire risk is increasing across England as hoƩer, drier summers make grassland, scrub, hedgerows and woodland 
more flammable. Even relaƟvely small rural fires can now spread quickly and burn intensely, threatening landscapes, 
homes, farms and valued community assets. 
 
The following table idenƟfies the key data on UK wildfires since 2012. 
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2012 32.4oC at Cavendish 13,971 76 39,544 No data  
2013 34.1oC at Heathrow 11,263 60 38,273 No data  
2014 32.3oC at Gravesend 5,415 39 36,946 No data  
2015 36.7oC at Heathrow 5,421 56 35,699 No data  
2016 34.4oC at Gravesend 4,812 37 34,128 No data  
2017 34.5oC at Heathrow 7,943 62 32,524 No data  
2018 35.6oC at Felsham 22,362 83 32,002 3v Major upland fires (Saddleworth, Winter Hill) 
2019 38.7oC at Cambridge  16,912 104 31,995 No data Elevated spring fire acƟvity 
2020 37.8oC at Heathrow 13,753 51 31,912 No data  
2021 32.2oC at Heathrow 5,169 26 31,507 No data  
2022 40.3oC at Conningsby 23,215 109 31,034 ~70vi  
2023 33.5oC at Brogdale 10,100 35 30,723 No data  
2024 34.4oC at Cambridge 3,912 24 30,769 No data Lowest year in 2012–2025 record 
2025 34.8oC at Brogdale 43,629 100 30,601 No data Worst UK wildfire year on record 
2026 34.4oC at Gravesend 24,235 1,017vii - ~29viii To 17.08.26 with a prolonged heatwave and drought. 

 
Why Town and Parish Councils MaƩer 
Although wildfire response is led by the Fire and Rescue Service, town and parish councils can be the first line of 
prevenƟon. Their close knowledge of local land, footpaths, commons and community behaviour means they can take 
pracƟcal acƟon long before a fire starts. 
 
Town and parish councils already influence many of the condiƟons that affect how a wildfire behaves. They may 
manage verges, recreaƟon grounds, churchyards, allotments and small woodlands; empty public rubbish bins; oversee 
public events; communicate directly with residents; and work with farmers, landowners and volunteer groups. Used 
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well, these exisƟng responsibiliƟes and relaƟonships can reduce igniƟon risk and slow the spread of any fire that does 
occur. 
 
Legal Basis for Town and Parish Council Wildfire-Risk PrevenƟon 
Any town or parish council may adopt wildfire-risk prevenƟon measures using its established statutory powers to 
manage, maintain and regulate parish-owned or parish-managed land. Relevant powers may arise under the Local 
Government Act 1972, the Open Spaces Act 1906, the Commons Act 2006 and, where applicable, the General Power 
of Competence under the Localism Act 2011. 
 
These powers allow the Council to take reasonable and proporƟonate steps to protect public land, community assets 
and residents from environmental risks, including the increased wildfire risk associated with hoƩer, drier weather. 
 
What the Council may do 
 install signs and issue public guidance in high-risk areas; 
 restrict or discourage high-risk acƟviƟes, such as open fires and barbecues, on land it owns or manages; 
 organise voluntary patrols or local awareness acƟvity; 
 work with the Fire and Rescue Service, landowners and neighbouring authoriƟes; 
 use evidence and local knowledge to idenƟfy areas where preventaƟve acƟon is needed. 

 
A town or parish council has a general duty of care to manage its land safely. AdopƟng wildfire-prevenƟon measures: 
 reduces liability, not increases it 
 demonstrates reasonable, proporƟonate risk management 
 aligns with naƟonal resilience guidance 

There is no legal risk in adopƟng patrols, signage, or prevenƟon policies, provided they are sensible and 
non-enforcement-based. 
 
Limits of the Council’s role 
These measures are preventaƟve, advisory and non-enforcement based. The Council does not take on the statutory 
funcƟons of the Fire and Rescue Service, the police, or the district authority. It does not create criminal offences or 
issue penalƟes unless a lawful byelaw or Public Space ProtecƟon Order is in place. 
 
Council representaƟves and volunteers must not enter private land without permission, physically enforce restricƟons 
or intervene in acƟve fire situaƟons beyond reporƟng them to the emergency services. 
 
Policy purpose 
The adopted policy will form part of the town or parish council’s Wildfire-PrevenƟon and Community Resilience Policy. 
It will clarify the lawful scope of town or parish-level acƟon and demonstrate reasonable, evidence-based and 
responsible stewardship of town or parish land. 
 
PracƟcal PrevenƟon Measures 
EffecƟve wildfire prevenƟon does not require large budgets. It depends on focused, pracƟcal measures such as: 

 targeted vegetaƟon management on parish-managed land; 
 clear signage in high-risk areas; 
 safe management of public events, bonfires and parish land use; 
 Ɵmely communicaƟon during hot, dry or windy weather; 
 discouraging open fires, disposable barbecues, and promoƟng safe cigareƩe disposal; 
 managing any parks or woods the council owns to prevent build-up of potenƟally flammable materials; 
 Ensure public rubbish bins are regularly empƟed to prevent them overflowing with flammable materials;  
 supporƟng landowners to maintain firebreaks and reduce fuel build-up. 

 
Taken together, these acƟons help build a local culture of wildfire awareness and strengthen resilience across the whole 
town or parish. Town and parish councils cannot eliminate wildfire risk, but through pracƟcal land management, strong 
partnerships and clear public messaging, they can make communiƟes far less vulnerable to a growing climate-driven 
threat. 
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Review and ReporƟng 
The wildfire prevenƟon policy should be reviewed annually or aŌer any significant wildfire incident. Patrol findings, risk 
areas, and public feedback will inform updates to signage, land management, and communicaƟon. 
 
Patrol AcƟons 
When a patrol idenƟfies a risk, they should: 
 
Engage politely 

 Explain wildfire risk and parish policy. 
 Ask residents to exƟnguish BBQs or fires immediately. 
 Provide water or sand if needed. 

 
Report hazards 

 NoƟfy the parish clerk of repeated issues. 
 Report serious risks to the Fire & Rescue Service via 999 if a fire is acƟve or spreading. 
 Use 101 for non-emergency fire-seƫng behaviour. 

 
Remove hazards 
Where safe and legal: 

 Remove glass boƩles, liƩer, or flammable debris. 
 Close access to high-risk areas temporarily (with signage). 

 
Partnership Working 
Wildfires do not respect manmade boundaries.  Therefore, the town or parish Council should collaborate with: 

 the local Fire & Rescue Service 
 district and county councils (and unitary authoriƟes) 
 landowners and farmers 
 wildlife and conservaƟon organisaƟons 
 neighbouring parishes 

 
This Guidance is brought to you by the Future Flood Resilience Group and the Vale of White Horse District Council 
Climate Action Fund. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

DISCLAIMER 
This guidance note is for general informaƟon and educaƟon only. It is not legal, financial, medical or professional advice, and should not replace 
consultaƟon with a qualified professional. Although the informaƟon was checked at publicaƟon, the author(s) and organisaƟon do not guarantee 
its completeness, accuracy or reliability. Use of this material is at your own risk, and the author(s) and organisaƟon accept no liability for any loss 
or damage arising from its use. 
 

 
i  Met Office 
ii  Global Wildfire InformaƟon System (GWIS), UK annual staƟsƟcs. 
iii  European Commission Joint Research Centre, Global Wildfire InformaƟon System (GWIS), UK annual staƟsƟcs. 
iv   FIRE1101: Staff in post employed by fire and rescue authoriƟes by headcount.  2026 figures have not yet been published. 
v  SOURCE: ResearchGate: LiƩle Marlow wildfire destroyed a residenƟal property and 2 industrial units. 
vi  SOURCE: The Guardian: About 70 houses were destroyed across the UK during the excepƟonal wildfire day of 19 July; 18 were in 

Wennington, London 
vii  England & Wales only as no data available yet for Scotland and Northern Ireland. 
viii  SOURCE: The Guardian: Six homes were reported destroyed/affected by the Stourbridge wildfire on 13 August; addiƟonal homes were 

destroyed or damaged in other fires that day, so the final figure is higher 


