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Defense of Villages, Farms and Other Rural Assets against Wildfires: 
 

Guidelines for Local Community and Municipality Authorities in the Balkan Region 
 

Part 2: Guidelines for Local Population 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Most wildfires in the Balkan region occur during normal summer weather. During moderate weather 
conditions most fires can be controlled by the personnel and equipment of the fire services. However, 
wildfires that break out on very hot, dry and windy days can spread rapidly and may be difficult or 
impossible for firefighters to control. These fires can burn large areas of forest and farmland, destroy 
homes and livestock, and sometimes injure or even kill people. In recent years you have seen that 
many forests, agricultural fields and villages in your vicinity have been damaged or destroyed by 
wildfires. For example, in Greece, in 2007, the fires resulted in many deaths and left thousands of 
people homeless and unemployed. Additionally, thousands of hectares of agricultural land, together 
with significant areas of human settlements and other cultural lands have been destroyed by wildfire 
events throughout the Balkan Region during the last years. 
 
During wildfires, firefighters are usually over occupied with slowing down and controlling the fire, 
however fire size and intensity could be such that fire suppression resources may not be sufficient to 
protect you and your home. Wildfires can start suddenly and you may not get any warning from the 
authorities because they may be overwhelmed with many fires occurring at the same time. Therefore 
it is your responsibility to be prepared to defend your property and the lives of your family. A properly 
prepared home is more likely to survive a wildfire, and the chances increase significantly if people with 
adequate knowledge in fire safety, including yourself, are there to protect your home. The knowledge 
of simple fire safety principles will help you to minimize the risk of getting caught by fire in your car or 
suffering from smoke inhalation or extreme heat. 
 
This guideline booklet helps you to take important and necessary preventive measures that can help 
you survive and protect your property from wildfires. 
 
Are your house and your family at risk? 
 
It is in your own interest to be prepared and protect your property, your family and neighbours until 
assistance arrives. It is important to make a plan for what you will do if a wildfire threatens your area. 
You should practice your plan regularly with your family. Your plan and your awareness could be the 
difference in saving your life and the lives of your loved ones. 
 
Please familiarize yourself with the following facts and questions. This will help you to understand the 
fire risk in your area: 
 

• Wildfire History – Where and how often in the past? Some places have a history of 
wildfires. The more often fires have occurred in the past, the higher the risk they will occur 
again. 



• Vegetation – How much? If you have a heavy coverage of tall grass, forest and flammable 
shrubs nearby, you are in high risk area. A low risk area would have less or no such fuels 

• Vegetation – How dry? The drier the vegetation, the greater the fire hazard. Vegetation dries 
out throughout summer, but also gains and loses moisture on a daily basis. Generally, air 
humidity and dead vegetation moisture content is the highest in the morning (low fire risk) 
while they are at their lowest in mid-afternoon (high fire risk) 

• Roads – How good? Areas with few, narrow roads could pose a problem during wildfires, 
because a simple barrier (e.g., a fallen tree) may block the escape or the ability of the 
firefighting forces to fight the fire or help you. 

 
Preparing your property 
 
How to keep your home and its surroundings safe from wildfires 
 
The fire season is the time of year when small fire ignitions are likely to cause wildfires. This happens 
usually during the summer when hot and dry weather conditions cure grass and other fine vegetation 
material. However, it is important to remember that fires can start at any time of the year when dry fuel 
is present.  
 
During the months that wildfires are more likely to occur, the risk of damage or loss of life from a 
wildfire can be reduced by maintaining buildings and surrounding property in a condition that will 
mitigate the impact of wildfires. Much of this work should be carried out in spring, before the wildfire 
season begins, in order to avoid doing all the work at once or leaving until it is too late. 
 

 
Your family should plan the preparation of the season of high wildfire risk 

 
 
Home fire safety check list 
 
OUTSIDE 
 
1. Layout / Construction 

• Be aware that ridge tops, canyons and areas between high points of a ridge pose higher risk 
in case of fire 

• Use ignition resistant construction materials for roofs (metal, tile, cement), gutters (metal), 
vents (cover vents with fine weaving metal mesh), exterior walls (cement, brick, reinforced 
concrete), windows (metal frame) and doors (metal based). Double-paned windows generally 
pose greater fire resistance. In addition, specialized fire resistant window shutters can be 
used although they are considered cost effective.  

• Cover the underside of eaves, balconies and above ground decks with fire resistant materials, 
such as cement board, or fire proof plasterboard. Fire resistant varnish or paint may be used 
for wooden surfaces. 



• Avoid using flammable materials e.g. tar paper under the roof, plastic furniture, wooden floor 
or wooden frame windows, particle boards, etc. 

• Store firewood away from the house, preferably protected so that it will not ignite in case of 
fire 

• Store liquid fuels in ventilated and protected enclosures, preferably in a separate cement shed 
no less than 5 meters from the house  

• Construct barbecue places with bricks, and clear vegetation in a 2 meter zone around it. 
Yellow grasses may catch on fire from sparks even at longer distances 

• Notify the power line company if trees and branches are growing less than 3 meters away 
from electric power lines. 

 
2. Roof and yard 

• Clear your roof and gutters from all dead fuels (leaves, needles etc.) 
• Remove anything overhanging your roof and keep trees and branches at least 5 meters from 

your chimney 
• Remove lower dead tree branches up to 3 meters from the ground and regularly cut back 

grass and shrubs 
• Maintain all plants by watering them regularly, and by removing dead branches, leaves and 

needles as needed. 
 

 
Remove living and dead vegetation and firewood storage 

nearby houses and outbuildings. 
 
3. Emergency Water Supply 

• Have a hose long enough to cover the perimeter of your property in order to extinguish fire 
embers, water vegetation around house and keep the roof moist if needed 

• Keep a water tank filled at all times 
• If your water comes from a well, an emergency generator would be extremely useful to 

operate the pump during a power failure. 
 



 
Collect rain water or water from wells and creeks in a storage tank or reservoir 

for the use in protecting your house and garden against wildfire. 
 
4. Accessibility 

• Identify at least two exit routes from your neighborhood 
• Make sure that your street name sign is clearly visible at each street intersection 
• Post the number of your house address so it is easily visible from the street, even at night 
• Clear flammable vegetation at least 3-4 meters from roads and driveways 
• Cut back overhanging tree branches above access roads 
• Make sure power lines are clean of trees and branches. If possible use insulated electric 

wires. 
 

 
Keep access roads and electric power lines free of overhanging trees 

and branches. Make sure that traffic signs and house numbers 
are posted and maintained properly. 

 
 
INSIDE 
 
1. Living Room 

• Install a metal screen in front of fireplace or wood stove 
• Store the ashes from your fireplace in a metal container and dispose of only when cold 
• Clean fireplace chimneys at least once a year. Cover chimney with fine weaving metal mesh  
• Fire resistant varnish or paint can be used for wood surfaces inside the house. 



 
2. Protective clothing 

• Maintain a supply of protective clothing that will be sufficient for all family members. Advisable 
choices include; thick, cotton clothes that cover from head to toe; leather boots with laces; 
leather work gloves; protective masks. 

 
3. Garage and farm buildings 

• Mount at least one dry powder fire extinguishers in the garage, check their condition regularly 
and learn how to use them 

• Have such tools as shovel, hoe, rake and bucket available for use in a wildfire emergency. A 
manual backpack pump, such as those used by firefighters, or even an agricultural sprayer, 
filled with water and ready to use, are also extremely useful 

• Store all combustibles away from ignition sources such as water heaters 
• Disconnect electrical tools and appliances when not in use. 
 
 

 
Your workshop or garage often contains electric appliances, heating systems 
and machines. Make sure that all technical infrastructures are safely installed. 

Have fire extinguishers and hand tools ready for use. 
 
Farm assets and fire protection 
 
Farm machinery and operations 
Good planning, maintenance and housekeeping are the keys to protecting your farm property and to 
preventing your farm machinery from igniting fires that could get out of control. 

• Fit suitable fire extinguishers on machinery 
• Check that all machinery is free of mechanical defects that could start a fire and has an 

approved exhaust system and spark arrester 
• Clean all machinery regularly to ensure belly pans and spaces around motors are free of oil, 

dust, grease, grass and straw 
• Fires can start when driving through or near flammable vegetation as a result of hot exhaust, 

moving machine parts or when stones or wire are struck by tractor blades. Machinery 
operators need to be aware of what is happening outside the cab and always check behind 
them for possible ignitions 

• Keep paddocks around farm buildings and yards well grazed or mown to reduce the fire 
hazard 

• Bale and stack hay when it’s dry, not damp, to prevent spontaneous ignition 
• Do welding and angle grinding only in clear areas. Wet down the surrounding area and have 

fire extinguishing equipment nearby. These activities should not be carried out in high fire 
danger weather. 

 
 



 
 

 
Repair your agricultural tractors and machines and a piece of land cleared 
from vegetation. Be careful using welding equipment and avoid smoking. 

 
Wildfire Emergency 
 
When a forest fire is approaching your house or the village, warnings and information may be given by 
different means: 

• Mobile loudspeaker systems on police and emergency vehicles, especially in housing 
developments 

• Local radio stations, especially public ones, and local and regional television stations 
• In person, door-to-door, or by phone in the case of farms and isolated houses 
• Other systems may be brought in such as warning sirens. Modern information system will 

send SMS messages to the subscribers. 
 



 
Listen to radio and TV broadcasts for getting information about 

wildfires in your vicinity. Call the police and the fire service if you 
have detected a fire, or if you need information about a fire. 

 
 
Preparing a structure for wildfire 
 
In a wildfire situation, a house or similar structure can provide adequate shelter from sparks, embers, 
radiant heat, hot gases and flames. Such a building might eventually burn after some time, but it can 
protect you during the most critical time until the severe fire danger passes. 
 
If there are warnings about fires in the area and you decide to remain in your property 
 
The following actions should only be taken by adults who can tackle the fire: 
 

• Place water hoses so that you can reach any part of the house 
• Preferably use pumps powered by combustion engines 
• Protect yourself with long-sleeved cotton clothing, closed shoes and a mask to prevent smoke 

inhalation. Scarves or handkerchiefs could be used as an alternative but they offer minimum 
protection 

• Remove any flammable objects from outside the house 
• Fill the bath and sinks with water and soak towels for extinguishing small fires 
• If time permits, clear fine vegetation from directly around the house using rakes and hoes, etc. 
• Remain outside as long as possible in order to extinguish small fires starting from falling 

embers. 
 



 
Small flying embers from bush and forest fires are an important cause of house fires. 

They will not ignite your garden and house if the flammable materials are removed before the fire. 
Burning embers can be extinguished easily when landing on your garden or house roof. 

 
If the fire is approaching very close to your house 
 

• Go into the house with the whole family. It is important to stay together as a group 
• Stay inside the house if the fire has already reached it or is moving very quickly nearby. In 

these cases, if the authorities do not give you other instructions, it is always safer to remain 
inside the house 

• Close all doors and windows, close window shutters 
• Shut off gas, gasoil and other fuel stopcocks and turn off the electric power 
• Thoroughly wet all areas threatened by the flames 
• Watch for and extinguish any fire spots, especially on the roof, ceiling, window shields and 

verandas or timber decks. 
 
 

 
Stone houses in the middle of villages offer a good protection against wildfires. 

When a wildfire is approaching give first priority to bring elderly people, 
children and disabled people to a safe building. 

 



Evacuation 
 
Major considerations during evacuation: 
 

• Walk in the opposite direction of the fire until you reach a safe place designated by the 
authorities, which may be a clearing, parking place or near the sea  

• If you use a car, avoid panic, drive as calmly as possible and be prepared for panicky 
behaviour from other drivers. Be extra careful when there is smoke, as emergency vehicles 
and cars of other evacuating people may appear suddenly in your view. Turn on the 
headlights and the rear fog light. Use the car’s air-condition and set it to recirculation of 
internal air 

• First evacuate children, people with disabilities, the elderly and people with breathing 
difficulties and anxiety problems  

• Allow free passage for emergency vehicles so they can operate 
• Help the emergency services to enter your home and premises 
• Always follow the advice above, but also seriously consider the instructions of the authorities 
• However, do not leave your property if you judge that you house (stone made etc.) is safe 

enough and/or you will have to pass close or through flames to evacuate. 
 

 
Early decision – safe evacuation 

 

 
Late decision often results in chaos and uncoordinated or incomplete evacuation 

 



Wildfire Survival 
 
Sometimes there may be no chance to escape easily an approaching wildfire. In the case of being 
directly threatened by wildfire, injuries can be minimized or avoided and possible death averted by 
adhering to certain fundamental principles and procedures. There are four simple concepts that one 
must try to adhere to at all times:  
 

• Select an area with little or no vegetation fuel and keep as close as possible to the ground 
preferable in a gully or depression 

• Protect yourself from heat by sheltering behind solid objects such as boulders, rock outcrops, 
large downed logs, trees etc. 

• Protect your airways from heat at all costs and try to minimize smoke exposure with a 
handkerchief, scarf or similar 

• Try to remain as calm as possible. 
 
How to protect yourself from fire in open country 

• Walk in the opposite direction of the fire and try to get to an area that has already been burnt 
or is clear of vegetation 

• Do not run through flames unless you are able to see the ground on the other side and they 
are low enough for you to safely cross (breaks may occur where there is less fuel) 

• Use a scarf or handkerchief and cover your face to avoid inhaling smoke 
• Avoid slopes and narrow valleys and do not take shelter inside wells or caves  
• If you are near the sea or a river, keep close to the water, and if necessary get into it. 
 

 
If a wildfire approaches – immediately leave the forest or bushland. 

A beach or a place free of vegetation is safe. 
 

 
If you and your family is trapped by a wildfire: 

Look for a non-flammable place such as a river or underneath a stone bridge. 



 
How to protect yourself if fire catches you by surprise in your car 
 

• Stop in a protected place with as little vegetation around as possible. If possible pull to the 
side of road on the opposite side of the approaching flames 

• Close doors and windows and switch off the car’s ventilation 
• If you have an air-conditioning system in your car, switch it on to keep the interior of the car as 

cool as possible. Make sure you have set it to recirculation of the interior air to avoid that 
smoke enters your car 

• Turn on the headlights so that your car can be seen more easily in the smoke 
• Sound horn to attract the attention of emergency services. 

 

 
If your car is trapped by fire and smoke: 

Make sure that you can be seen and heard by the fire and rescue service. 
 
 
Protection from fire smoke pollution 
 
Even if the flames are not a direct threat, smoke from a wildfire can be highly hazardous. If there is 
smoke from wildfire: 

• If you do not have a smoke mask, breath through a handkerchief to help filter smoke 
• Stay inside with windows and doors shut and use wet towels to prevent smoke insertion from 

outside through the openings 
• Use the recycle or recirculation mode on the air conditioner in your home or car, so that no 

smoke can enter from outside 
• Avoid cooking and vacuuming. They can increase pollutants indoors 
• People with health problems should be especially careful, avoid intense physical activity and 

should use handkerchiefs for breathing all the time 
• Consult your doctor if you have chest pain, chest tightness, shortness of breath, or severe 

fatigue. This is important for people with chronic lung or heart disease and for people who 
have been previously diagnosed with such diseases. Smoke can “unmask” or produce 
symptoms of illness  

• Keep airways moist by drinking lots of water. Breathe through a warm, wet washcloth to help 
relieve dryness. 

 
 



 
Keep the windows and doors closed when wildfire smoke is covering your area. 
Prepare breathing protection and call your doctor and ambulance if you feel pain 

and suffer breathing problem. 
 
 


