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See Smoke? Smell Smoke? Be in the Know.
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This publication helps the public understand why they might
see or smell smoke and how to find out where it’s coming
from by providing helpful tools and trusted sources for fire-
and smoke-related information.

Fires and their resulting smoke can come from several
sources. For instance, prescribed fires, which are carefully
planned to meet specific objectives, are used to reduce the
risk of wildfires, improve wildlife habitat, and achieve
various land management goals (Figure 1) (NCWFMS
2014; Johnson and Hale 2002). Fires may also be used to
dispose of debris piles after clearing land and to get rid of
residential yard waste. In addition to prescribed fires,
Florida also experiences wildfires, which, like prescribed
fires, can produce smoke that travels great distances
(Donovan et al. 2023; Bond et al. 2024). The purpose of
this publication is to help the public understand why they
might see or smell smoke, and to provide trusted resources
for learning more about smoke impacts in their area.

While living in Florida, it is common to see or smell smoke
from prescribed fires or wildfires. In places where
prescribed fires aren’t used regularly, the chance of a
wildfire increases. For example, research shows that in the
southeastern United States, wildfire risk stays low for only
two to three years after a prescribed fire (Addington et al.
2015). After that, the risk gets higher again. This explains
why it's important to have regular prescribed burns, even
if they produce some smoke. Prescribed fires can help
prevent bigger, more dangerous wildfires and keep
firefighters safe. Learning more about smoke and where it
comes from can help people anticipate its impacts and plan
outdoor activities.

How Is Smoke from Prescribed Fires
Different from Smoke from
Wildfires?

Both wildfires and prescribed fires create smoke, which
can affect air quality and people’s health (Liu et al. 2009;
Blades et al. 2014; Schweizer et al. 2019). Wildfires usually
produce much more smoke much more quickly than
prescribed fires (Haikerwal et al. 2015; Navarro et al.
2018; Jones et al. 2022). A Stanford University study found
that where prescribed fires had recently occurred, wildfire
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Figure 1. A prescribed fire being ignited in a
southeastern United States pine savanna by a trained
individual.

Credit: R. M. Crandall, UF/IFAS

damage dropped by 16% and smoke by 14% (Kelp et al.
2025). Prescribed fires are also different because they are
carefully planned by fire experts. These experts use tools
to predict where the smoke will go and try to reduce the
fire’s impact, especially in areas where people are sensitive
to smoke, such as schools or hospitals (Wade 2007; Jaffe et
al. 2020; Wagner et al. 2024). They make careful decisions
about when and how much to burn to help protect nearby
communities (Ryan et al. 2013; Kobziar et al. 2015).

Both prescribed fires and wildfires create smoke that can
seriously affect people’s health and safety. Smoke has tiny
particles and other harmful pollutants that can cause
breathing and heart problems, especially for people who
are more at risk (Williamson et al. 2016; Prunicki et al.
2019; Schweizer et al. 2019). This includes people with



asthma or other lung issues, young children, older adults,
and those with limited access to healthcare (Schweizer et
al. 2019). Smoke can also interfere with everyday life
(Olsen et al. 2014), making it harder to enjoy outdoor
activities, travel, or sightseeing (Liu et al. 2009; Schweizer
etal. 2019).

If Smoke Is in the Air, Where Is It
Coming From?

1. Prescribed Fires

Prescribed burning is a method for igniting planned fires
that help maintain the health of the land. In the
southeastern United States, many forests and grasslands
need fire to stay healthy (Florida Forest Service 2024).
Prescribed fires clear out dead plants, return nutrients to
the soil, and help native plants and animals survive. They
also reduce the chance of dangerous wildfires by removing
dry, built-up fuel (vegetation), such as dead leaves and
branches (Addington et al. 2015). Fires keep the land open
and sunny (Figure 2), which is beneficial for many animals,
including some that are endangered, such as gopher
tortoises. People also use fire to improve grazing land,
support healthy forests, and preserve traditions that have
been passed down for thousands of years (Fowler and
Konopik 2007).

Figure 2. A biodiverse pine savanna with an open
understory that has been maintained by frequent
fires (A); and a pine savanna that has not been
burned in many years and therefore has a lot of
older, dried fuels, increasing the likelihood it will
experience an intense wildfire (B).

Credit: R. M. Crandall, UF/IFAS

An excellent resource for determining where prescribed
fires are located is WhyPrescribedFire.org. This user-
friendly website features a map with points indicating
where fires are currently burning (Figure 3). At the top of
the main page, select “Burn Maps” and there will be a drop-
down menu for Florida and Georgia. Select Florida, then
either sign in to the system or cancel the pop-up. This will
open a map of “active burn authorizations.” These are all
planned fires that have received outdoor burn
authorizations from the Florida Forest Service, based in
part on National Weather Service weather predictions. The
legend at the top-right of the map shows outdoor burn
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authorizations color-coded by fire type: yellow for active
pile burns and green for active broadcast burns.

e  Pile burns are relatively small in size and are used to
burn a pile of vegetation or land-clearing debris. Click
on specific points to open a pop-up showing the
number of piles burning at that particular location.
More piles often mean more smoke.

o Broadcast burns, also known as prescribed fires, are
planned fires intentionally burned across a
predetermined area. Click on a point for a pop-up
showing the number of acres burning in a particular
area. More acres often mean more smoke.

Explore the WhyPrescribedFire.org website to learn more
about prescribed fire. It's important to note that this site
only provides information about prescribed fires and pile
burns, not wildfires.

In Florida, prescribed fires can occur year-round, but they
are most common from December to August. If there is
smoke in the air, but there is nothing on the
WhyPrescribedFire.org burn map, then there could be an
active wildfire in the region.
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Figure 3. An example of a map from
WhyPrescribedFire.org showing a portion of north
Florida. In the upper right corner, the legend shows
whether each point on the map is a pile or broadcast
(i.e., prescribed) burn. Click on individual points to
get more information. Note that the website will
prompt you to sign in, but this is not necessary to
access the map.

Credit: Tall Timbers Research Station

2. Wildfires

Florida’s peak wildfire season is from April to June, but
fires can occur at any time, depending on weather
conditions, such as during a drought (Fill and Crandall
2020). Many wildfires in Florida are started by lightning,
especially during spring and summer storms (Fill et al.
2019). Unfortunately, some fires are also accidentally or
intentionally set by people. The worst wildfires, the ones
that spread fast and create the most smoke, usually happen
in places that haven’t used prescribed fire as a
management tool. When areas go too long without fire, dry


https://whyprescribedfire.org/
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plants and dead leaves build up, making it easier for
wildfires to spread quickly and become more dangerous.

To see if there is a wildfire in your region, visit the Florida
Forest Service’s Fire Response Viewer at
ffs.firesponse.com/public. This website features a public
map that displays active wildfires where the Florida Forest
Service (FFS) has personnel responding to contain the fire
(Figure 4). This map is created and maintained by the
Florida Forest Service dispatch centers located in each of
the state's districts. For an interactive map of these
districts, go to fdacs.gov/Forest-Wildfire and navigate to
the Field Office Locations and Contacts page. These
dispatch centers receive phone calls for suspected
wildfires in the area. Keep in mind that this website only
shows fires managed by the Florida Forest Service. It does
not include information on other federal, county,
municipal, or local fire response agencies, such as local fire
departments, the USDA Forest Service, and the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service.

The Fire Response Viewer has a legend in the lower left
corner, showing whether the fire has been recently
reported (green), is under active investigation (red), is
contained (brown), or is controlled (black). It’s important
to remember that first responders handling a wildfire call
prioritize public safety, which sometimes means that
updating the map with an active wildfire for public
awareness isn’t the immediate priority. Therefore, there
may be an active wildfire in the region that is not yet
indicated on the map.

In wildland fire management, the terms “controlled” and
“contained” refer to different stages in managing a fire:

¢ Contained—A fire is considered contained when
firefighters have built a barrier, referred to as a
control line, around the fire’s perimeter to stop it
from spreading. However, flames may still be burning
inside that area.

e  Controlled—A fire is considered controlled when it is
not only contained but also no longer poses a threat of
escaping the established control lines. Controlled is a
more advanced and secure stage than contained,
indicating that firefighters are confident it won’t start
spreading again.

3. Burning of Yard Waste

Smoke from burning yard waste, like leaves and branches,
usually contributes much less to the smoke in the air and is
not likely to affect the regional air quality. This is because
yard waste piles should be much smaller than the piles
created from land-clearing debris. However, it's important
to recognize that if maps don’t show prescribed fires or
wildfires in the area, the smoke might be coming from a
nearby neighbor. If you plan to burn yard waste, first
familiarize yourself with safety requirements and any
applicable local regulations, or burn bans, as they are
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commonly known. For more information, visit the Florida
Forest Service website at fdacs.gov/Forest-Wildfire and
navigate to the “Burn Yard Waste Safely” page.

uuuuu

Figure 4. Example map from the Florida Forest
Service's Fire Response Viewer. The legend in the
lower left corner indicates details for each fire. At the
top center, select “Authorizations” to see fires that
have been authorized by the Florida Forest Service.
These fires could be pile burns or prescribed burns.
Credit: Florida Forest Service

Smoke and Air Quality

If smoke is in the air, it's a good idea to check the air
quality in the area before going outside, especially if
asthma or smoke sensitivity is a concern. This information
can be found on many smartphone apps or online. Some
weather apps include air quality information, and
specialized apps are also available for this purpose. One
simple way to check air quality is with the AQI from the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), at epa.gov/air-
quality. The AQI shows how clean or polluted the air is
each day by measuring things like smoke, ozone, and other
gases. Another resource to check the AQI is AirNow.gov or
the AirNow mobile app. AirNow also features a tool that
combines air quality data from multiple sensors to create
an interactive map specifically related to fires.

Because of its unique geography, Florida rarely has poor
air quality. It's a peninsula, which means it’s surrounded
by water. This helps keep the air moving because of sea
and land breezes that blow in and out from the water
almost every day (Box 1; Blanchard and Lopez 1985; Bao
et al. 2023). Big lakes like Lake George in north-central
Florida and Lake Okeechobee in south-central Florida also
create lake breezes, which help move air around and push
smoke away (Arritt 1993). This natural airflow makes it
difficult for smoke to remain in one place for long, so the
air usually remains clean and healthy to breathe (Dabberdt
etal. 2004).
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Box 1. Sea and Land Breezes

Sea Breezes Occur During the Day.

The land heats up faster than the ocean, so warm air
rises over the land. Cool ocean air rushes in to take its
place. That creates a sea breeze blowing from the ocean
to the land.

Land Breezes Occur at Night.

Now the land cools down, but the ocean stays warmer.
Warm air rises over the ocean, and cooler land air rushes
out to sea. This results in a land breeze blowing from
land to ocean.

Why Does This Matter?

Prescribed burners in Florida use these predictable wind
patterns to control where smoke will go. It helps keep
roads clear of smoke and protects air quality.

One other thing to consider is that smoke can travel a long
distance. Depending on the size of the wildfire, it is
possible to receive smoke from across the country.
According to the Smoke-Ready Toolbox for Wildfires at
epa.gov/Air-Research, the smoke from wildfires can travel
really far, sometimes hundreds of miles, and can make the
air unhealthy to breathe even in places far away from the
fire (Figure 5). This toolbox offers excellent resources for
communities to learn how to prepare for and respond to
smoke events, including strategies to reduce exposure
during these events.

Figure 5. Smoke can sometimes travel great distances
and linger for hours or even days after a fire.
Credit: R. M. Crandall, UF/IFAS
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Learn More

The Florida Forest Service, at fdacs.gov/Divisions-Offices,
and Florida’s Water Management Districts, at
FloridaDEP.gov, update the public on social media for both
prescribed fires and wildfires. Learn more about
prescribed fire in Florida on UF/IFAS Extension Polk
County’s fun and educational “Naturally Florida” podcast at
podcasts.apple.com or wherever you get your podcasts! It’s
the episode from November 23, 2021, Florida on Fire:
Prescribed Fire in the Sunshine State. This episode is now
supplemented with an episode learning guide, which can
be found at sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu (search for “prescribed fire in
the sunshine state pdf”). Also, learn more in the
Ask.IFAS.ufl.edu publication “Where There’s Fire, There’s
Smoke: Air Quality and Prescribed Burning in Florida,”or
visit the Southern Fire Exchange,
SouthernFireExchange.org, for more fact sheets about fire
and smoke in the southeast.
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