
Fire Pit Safety 

Risk: Burns 

Autumn.  The word invokes images of leaves changing color, of warm apple cider, and 
of sitting around a fire pit with friends and family, trying not to think about how you have 
to rake all those leaves. Unfortunately, injuries due to fire pits have been trending 
upward over the last several years.  Between 2006 and 2012, total injuries increased 
nearly threefold from 1,300 per year to 3,600 according to the Consumer Product Safety 
Commission.  Between 2011 and 2019, the U.S. averaged 4,107 cases of injuries 
caused by outdoor fire pits.  In 2020, injuries jumped 59% to a total of 6,551.  Maybe the 
pandemic caused more people to seek refuge around the fire pit.  Many of these 
individuals may not have been aware of the dangers of fire pits and the safety 
precautions that should be taken to avoid injury. 

The most common injury that can occur from misuse of a fire pit is a burn.  
Unfortunately, burn injuries can be one of the most agonizing and long-lasting injuries a 
person can receive.  Painful cosmetic laser procedures and skin grafts may need to be 
performed up to several years after the injury and still can leave the injured person with 
permanent scaring.  Young children under the age of five represent almost a quarter of 
the injuries seen with many burns occurring the next day by coals that are still hot.  Men 
are more likely to suffer a burn injury due to an outdoor fire pit. Not surprisingly, alcohol 
consumption played a role in many of the severe injuries.   

Preventing Burn Injuries 

It is important to know some of the best practices for fire pits use so that people can 
enjoy them while maintaining a safe environment for all.   

Proper positioning of a fire pit is essential to prevent the fire from spreading to a new 
spot.  The International Fire Code requires wood burning portable outdoor fire pits to be 
located at least 15 feet away from a structure or other combustible material.  A 
recreational fire (defined as not being in a store-bought outdoor fire pit) must be at least 
25 feet away from structures and combustible material. Hazards can exist both above 
and below as well. The area above the fire pit should be clear of any overhead hazards 
such as tree branches, overhead wires, or awnings. The area below the fire pit should 
be clear of combustible material.  Never place a fire pit directly on a wooden deck. 

Fires should not be lit on windy days or during droughts.  Methods of containing sparks 
and embers such as a screened cover should be present.  Always have an appropriate 
method of extinguishment, such as a garden hose or bucket of sand, at the ready.   

Anyone consuming alcohol should not be stoking the fire or walking near the fire pit. 



Keep children 10 feet away from the fire pit at all times.  Children must be supervised at 
all times the fire is burning and must be kept away from the pit until all the heat from the 
coals has dissipated.  A competent individual must be present at all times the fire is 
burning.  
 
 
Treating Burns 
 
Even when the best practices are followed, accidents can happen, and people can be 
hurt.  Minor to moderate burns should be treated by running cool, not cold, water on the 
burn for 3-5 minutes and then covered with a clean dry cloth.  Severe burns require 
going to the emergency room immediately.  Make sure that everyone knows to stop, 
drop, and roll if his or her clothes catch fire.   
 
 
Useful Resources: 
 
Smokey the Bear 
 
NFPA 
 
FEMA 
 
FEMA - Pictograph: Keep fire pits, propane tanks away from your home (fema.gov) 
 
Fire Safe Kid 
 
 

https://smokeybear.com/en/prevention-how-tos
https://www.nfpa.org/news-and-research/publications-and-media/blogs-landing-page/fire-break/blog-posts/2020/06/10/4-simple-steps-to-ensure-your-fire-pit-does-not-become-a-wildfire
https://www.fema.gov/
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/prevention/outreach/media/pictographs/pictograph56.html
https://www.firesafekid.org/family-fire-safety/outdoor-fire-safety/


 
 



 
 


