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Abstract 

 

Projections from NFPAôs annual fire department experience data reported in Michael Karterôs 

annual reports: Fire Loss in the United States, particularly the most recent report, are 

summarized in this analysis.  Reported fires and fire deaths have fallen since 1977, the first year 

of available data. The drop in population-based rates is even sharper.  In 2010, home structure 

fires accounted for 28% of the reported fires.  However, these incidents caused 85% of all 

civilian fire deaths.  Vehicle fires accounted for 16% of the reported fires and 10% of the 

civilian fire deaths.  Roughly half (48%) of the reported fires were outside or other non-

structure, non-vehicle fires.  In 2010, only 5% of all fire department responses were to fires 

while 66% were medical aid responses.  Since 1980, medical aid calls have more than tripled. 
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Except where otherwise noted, the statistics in this report were extracted from the annual reports, 

Fire Loss in the United States, by Michael J. Karter, Jr.  The 2010 report may be downloaded free 

of charge from www.nfpa.org/osds.  Copies can also be obtained from NFPAôs One-Stop Data 

Shop by calling (617) 984-7443 or emailing osds@nfpa.org. These statistics are projections based 

on the results of NFPAôs annual fire department survey.  Only fires reported to municipal fire 

departments are included.  Fires handled without fire department involvement, by private fire 

brigades or by state or federal firefighting authorities are not included in these statistics. 

 

Fire departments responded to 1,331,500 fires in 2010. 
U.S. municipal fire departments responded to an estimated 1,331,500 fires in 2010.  These 

fires killed 3,120 civilians (non-firefighters) and caused 17,720 reported civilian fire 

injuries.  Direct property damage was estimated at $11.6 billion dollars.  Seventy-two 

firefighters died while on duty or of injuries incurred while on duty.
1
  The 482,000 

structure fires accounted for 36% of all reported fires.   

 

Figure 1 and Table 1 show that reported fires fell 59% from 3,264,000 in 1977 to 

1,331,500 in 2010, the lowest point since the current data collection system began.  

Reported fires fell 1% from the previous record low of 1,348,500 in 2009. 

 
Figure 1. U.S. Fire Incident Trends 

(in Thousands)  1977-2010 

  

 

                                                 
1
 Rita F. Fahy, Paul R. LeBlanc, and Joseph L. Molis, Firefighter Fatalities in the United States ï 2010, 

Quincy, MA:  National Fire Protection Association, June 2011. 
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Rates of reported fires per 1,000 population fell even more sharply than total fires 

over the past three decades.   

According to the U.S. Census, the resident population of the US grew 40% from 1977 to 

2010.  Figure 2 shows that the rate of reported fires per 1,000 population fell 71% from 

14.8 in 1977 to 4.3 in 2010.   

 
Figure 2.  Trend in Reported Fire Rates per Thousand Population 

1977-2010 

 
 

Structure fires account for one-third of all reported fires but the majority of losses. 

Figure 3 shows a breakdown of fires by major property class.  The 482,000 reported 

structure fires caused 2,755 civilian fire deaths, 15,420 civilian fire injuries, and $9.7 

billion in direct property damage.  Structure fires accounted for 36% of the reported fires, 

88% of the civilian fire deaths, 87% of the civilian fire injuries, and 84% of the direct 

property loss.   
 

Figure 3.  Reported Fire Incidents by Major Property Class 
2010 
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Reported structure fires fell 56% from 1,098,000 in 1977.  From 2009 (480,500 structure 

fires) to 2010, they increased 0.3%.  Generally speaking, any fire in or on a structure is 

considered a structure fire, even if only the contents were involved and there was no 

structural damage.  

 

Home fires dominate the structure fire problem. 

Eighty percent (384,000) of the 482,000 structure fires occurred in residential properties, 

including homes, hotels, motels, rooming houses and dormitories; 77% (369,500) 

occurred in homes.  (NFPA uses the term ñhomeò to include one- and two-family homes, 

apartments and manufactured housing.)  Home structure fires fell 49% from the 723,500 

reported in 1977.  They increased 2% from the 362,500 reported in 2009.  Figure 4 shows 

that the trend line for structure fires overall resembles the trend for home fires.  However, 

the percentage of all structure fires that are home fires has risen slowly but steadily 

through the years, from 66% in 1977 to 77% in 2010.  
 

Figure 4.  All Structure Fires and Home Structure Fires by Year 
1977-2010 

 

 
 

Fifty-eight percent (279,000) of all reported structure fires occurred in one- and two-

family homes, including manufactured homes; 19% (90,500) occurred in apartments.  

NFPA produces a variety of reports about general and specific causes and circumstances 

of home fires.  A general overview, Home Structure Fires, by Marty Ahrens, is available 

at www.nfpa.org/osdsoccupancies.  The report is free to all visitors.  NFPA members 

may download more specific reports at no cost.   

 

Home structure fires caused 85% of the civilian fire deaths. 

In 2010, 2,640, or 85%, of the 3,120 civilian fire deaths resulted from home structure 

fires.  Only 21% of all reported fires occurred in one- or two-family homes but these fires 

caused 71% (2,200) of the fire deaths.  Apartment fires accounted for only 7% of all 

reported fires but caused 14% (440) of the deaths.  Figures 5-7 show breakdowns of 

civilian fire deaths, civilian fire injuries, and direct property damage by type of fire and 

property class.  Homes also account for the largest share of civilian fire injuries and direct 
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property damage.  For more information about the people killed or injured in home fires, 

see NFPAôs 2010 report, Characteristics of Home Fire Victims, by Jennifer D. Flynn. 

  

Although non-residential structure fires accounted for only 7% of all reported fires, Figure 

6 shows that these incidents caused 23% of the direct property damage.   

 
Figure 5.  Civilian Fire Deaths by Major Property Class 

2010 

 

 
Vehicle fires caused 10% of fire deaths and civilian fire injuries 

During 2010, the 215,500 reported vehicle fires caused an estimated 310 civilian deaths, 

1,590 civilian injuries, and $1.4 billion in direct property loss.  Vehicle fires accounted 

for 16% of the reported fires, 10% of the civilian fire deaths and 9% of civilian fire 

injuries, and 12% of the total direct property damage.   

 

The estimate of 310 vehicle fire deaths was more than three times the 90 civilian deaths 

reported in non-residential structure fires.  Vehicle fires fell 58% from 508,000 in 1977.  

From 2009 to 2010, highway vehicle
2
 fires fell 3%, while non-highway vehicle fires 

increased 9%.  Vehicle fires have been hitting consecutive new lows since 2002.   

 

NFPAôs 2010 report, U.S. Vehicle Fire Trends and Patterns, by Marty Ahrens, provides 

more information about highway vehicle fires and a breakdown of all vehicle fires by 

type of vehicle.    

                                                 
2
 Highway vehicles include cars, trucks and other vehicles intended for roadway use.  Non-highway 

vehicles include vehicles for water, air or rail transportation, as well as construction, lawn, garden and 

agricultural vehicles.  
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Figure 6.  Reported Civilian Fire Injuries by Major Property Class 
2010 

 

 

Figure 7.  Direct Property Damage by Major Property Class 
2010 

 

 

 

Civilian fire deaths increased slightly from 2009. 
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Figure 8.  All Civilian Fire Deaths and Home Fire Deaths by Year 

1977-2010 

 

 
 

Figure 9 shows that the fire death rate per million population fell 71% from 34.4 in 1977 to 

10.1 in 2010.  From 2009 to 2010, the rate increased 3%.    
 

Figure 9.  Trend in Civilian Fire Death Rates per Million Population, 1977-2010 
 

 
 

The highest fire death rates were seen in the rural South. 
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population).   Larger Midwestern cities had death rates that were higher than comparably 

sized cities in other regions. 

 

Half of the reported fires were reported as ñoutside or other.ò 
Figure 3 showed that 48% (634,000) of the 1,331,500 total reported fires were outside fires 

or fires other than structure or vehicle fires.  These fires caused 55, or 2%, of the civilian 

deaths and 710, or 4%, of the civilian injuries.  These fires fell 2% from the 649,000 

reported in 2009.  

 

Outside and other fires reported in 2010 included:   

 72,500 outside fires involving property of value;  

 304,000 brush, grass, or wildland fires; (fires handled by state or federal agencies 

are not included) 

 173,000 outside rubbish fires; and  

 84,500 other fires including outside spills or leaks with ensuing fires, outside gas 

or vapor combustion explosions with no after-fire, and unclassified or unknown-

type fires.   

 

Although real property damage was lower than in 1977, the average adjusted loss 

per structure fire was higher. 

Figure 10 shows that direct property damage from fire (excluding the events of 

September 11, 2001), as reported, has generally been rising despite a 26% drop from 

2008 to 2010.  When adjusted for inflation, however, total fire damages were 31% lower 

in 2010 than in 1977.  Figure 11 shows that the adjusted loss per structure fire was 50% 

higher in 2010 than it was in 1977.  

 
Figure 10.  Direct Property Damage Trend:  1977-2010 

(Excluding the Events of September 11, 2001) 
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Figure 11. Average Direct Loss per Structure Fire:  1977-2010 
(Excluding the Events of September 11, 2001) 

 

 

 

Fire department responses have more than doubled since 1980.  

During 2010, U.S. fire departments responded to a total of 28,205,000 calls, 2.6 times the 

10,819,000 responses in 1980.  Figure 12 shows that medical aid calls have more than 

tripled since 1980.  Mutual aid calls increased more than four times although the share of 

mutual aid incidents remains small, increasing from 3% in 1980 to 4% in 2010.   

 
Figure 12. Fire Department Responses by Incident Type in 1980, 1990, 2000, and 2010 
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Two-thirds of fire department responses were medical aid calls. 

During 2010, U.S. fire departments responded to 18,522,000 medical aid calls involving 

emergency medical services (EMS), medical assistance, and non-fire rescue.  Figure 13 

shows that these incidents accounted for 66% of fire department responses.  In 2007-

2009, the majority of U.S. fire departments provided at least some EMS services.  Forty-

four percent of the departments provided EMS only and 15% provided advanced life 

support (ALS) in addition.  The percentage of departments providing any EMS, and more 

specifically both EMS and ALS, increased with the size of the population protected.
3
   

 
Figure 13.  Fire Department Responses by Incident Type 

2010 

 
 

Fires account for a larger  percentage of fire department responses in small 

communities. 

Figure 14 shows fire incidents accounted for 16% of the responses by departments 

protecting populations under 2,500.  The percentage of fire calls fell as population grew, 

dropping to 4% in localities with populations between 25,000 and 49,999 and to 3% for 

the most populated jurisdictions.  These statistics are for 2009 and 2010 combined.  

 

Even in the smallest departments, medical aid accounted for an average of half of all fire 

department responses.  In communities with populations of at least 50,000, at least two-

thirds of the responses were for medical aid.   

 

Mutual aid responses also accounted for larger percentages of the incidents in localities 

with smaller populations.  Fourteen percent of the responses in communities with 

populations under 2,500 were mutual aid.  The percentage dropped to 1-2% for 

departments with populations of 50,000 or more. 
 

  

                                                 
3
 Michael J. Karter, Jr. and Gary P. Stein. U.S. Fire Department Profile Through 2009, Quincy, MA:  

NFPA, 2010, p. 28. 
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