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Key Findings 

In 2018, local fire departments in the U.S. responded to an estimated 5,282,000 incidents on roadway 
properties, including parking lots and driveways.  

Fourteen percent of the 36.7 million fire department responses in 2018 were to roadway properties. 

Two thirds (68 percent) of fire department roadway incidents were emergency medical services (EMS) 
calls or rescues.  

Eleven percent  of the calls were good intent calls, 8 percent were non-fire hazardous conditions, 6 
percent were service calls, and fires accounted for 5 percent. 

More than one-quarter (27 percent) of roadway incidents occurred on highways or divided highways. 

Fire department responses by roadway and incident type 

In 2018, local fire departments in the U.S. responded to an estimated 5,282,000 incidents on roadway 
properties, including parking lots and driveways. That translates to almost 14,500 per day. Of the 
36,746,500 fire department responses in 20181, 14 percent were to roadway properties.  

These estimates are derived from the U.S. Fire Administration’s National Fire Incident Reporting System 
(NFIRS) and NFPA’s 2018 fire experience survey. The incident type codes and definitions in this 
analysis are based on NFIRS. 

More than one-quarter (27 percent) occurred on highways or divided highways, roadways in which the 
traffic is fastest. Figure 1 shows that:  

• 24 percent occurred on residential streets, roads or driveways;  
• 21 percent were on unclassified streets;  
• 18 percent, were on streets or roads in commercial areas; and  
• 11 percent occurred on vehicle parking areas. 
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Two- thirds (68 percent) of fire department responses to roadway incidents were EMS or rescue incidents. 
Figure 2 also shows that:  

• 11 percent were good intent calls; 
• hazardous conditions without fire accounted for 8 percent of the total; 
• 6 percent were service calls; and  
• 5 percent were fires.  

Specific incident types for the categories above will be discussed in greater detail. The remaining incident 
type categories accounted for less than 2 percent of roadway incidents. 

Table 1 shows estimates and percentages for all categories and subcategories of these incidents. (For those 
familiar with NFIRS, incident types are taken to the digit level.) 

 
EMS incidents accounted for 3,040,000, or 85 percent of the 3,576,000 combined category of fire 
department EMS or rescue roadway incidents in 2018. These are discussed in greater detail below. Medical 
assistance or assisting an EMS crew accounted for 9 percent of the EMS or rescue incidents; 4 percent were 
unclassified rescue or EMS calls; and 1 percent were extrication or rescues. See Figure 3 for estimates of 
less frequent types of incidents in the broad EMS or rescue category.  
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EMS calls other than vehicle crashes with injuries were the most common specific type of roadway 
incident in 2018, accounting for 21 percent of all roadway incidents and 36 percent of EMS roadway 
incidents (excluding rescues. Vehicle crashes with injuries accounted for 20 percent of all roadway 
incidents and 36 percent of EMS roadway incidents. Motor vehicle crashes with no injuries accounted for 
14 percent of all roadway incidents and 22 percent of EMS roadway incidents. Motor vehicle/pedestrian 
crashes accounted for 2 percent of total roadway incidents and 3 percent of EMS roadway incidents.  
See Figure 4 and Table 2 for more details. 

 
Dispatched and cancelled en route incidents accounted for 39 percent of the 575,000 roadway good intent 
calls and 4 percent of all roadway incidents. Figure 5 shows that calls to the wrong location or calls in 
which no emergency was found accounted for 32 percent of the roadway good intent calls and 3 percent 
of all roadway incidents.  
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Electrical wiring or equipment problems accounted for almost half (47 percent) of the 407,000 non-fire 
hazardous conditions on roadways, and 4 percent of all roadway incidents. Power lines were down in 
more than two-thirds (69 percent) of these electrical wiring or equipment problems. For more information 
on non-fire electrical incidents, see NFPA’s 2020 report, Non-Fire Electrical Incidents.  

The 100,000 accidents or potential accidents accounted for one-quarter (24 percent) of the non-fire 
hazardous condition roadway incidents and  2percent of all roadway incidents. Eighty-four percent of 
accident or potential accidents involved general cleanup after vehicle accidents.  

Flammable or combustible gas or liquid spill or leak incidents accounted for 18 percent of the incidents in 
this category and 1 percent of total roadway incidents. See Figure 6 for estimates of less frequent non-fire 
hazardous conditions.  

 
Note:  Lighter colors show subsets of broader categories of incident types. 

 

Public service incidents accounted for more than half (53 percent) of the 328,000 service calls on 
roadways and 3 percent of all roadway incidents. Public service assistance includes assistance to the 
police, other government agencies, invalids and the general public. 

Calls to assist persons in distress accounted for 15 percent of roadway service calls and 1 percent of all 
roadway incidents. Forty-three thousand (43,000) of the persons in distress were lockouts, including 
people who had locked their keys in their cars. Lockouts accounted for 82 percent of the persons in 
distress calls, 13 percent of service calls, and 1 percent of all roadway incidents.  
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http://www.nfpa.org/news-and-research/fire-statistics-and-reports/fire-statistics/non-fire-incidents/non-fire-electrical-incidents
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The 45,000 unclassified service calls accounted for 17 percent of roadway service calls and 1 percent of 
all roadway incidents. See Figure 7 for estimates of less common types of service calls.  

 
 

Half (50 percent) of the fires on roadways involved vehicles. Vehicle fires accounted for 3 percent of total 
roadway incidents. Outside rubbish fires accounted for 21 percent of roadway fires and 1 percent of 
roadway incidents. Brush, grass or forest fires accounted for 19 percent of roadway fires and 1percent of 
all roadway incidents.  

 
* An estimated 10,000 structure fires were contained trash or rubbish fires 
(NFIRS incident type code 118). Although in the structure fire category, it is likely 
that many of these were outside trash or rubbish fires. 

4 

5 

7 

8 

23 

51 

57 

173 

0 50 100 150 200

Cover assignment, standby or move
up

Unauthorized burning

Smoke or odor removal

Animal problem or rescue

Water problem

Person in distress, including lock-out

Unclassified service call

Public service assistance

In thousands

Figure 7. Service calls to roadway incidents in 2018
by incident type

1 

5 

7 

15 

53 

60 

141 

0 50 100 150

Cultivated vegetation fire

Unclassified type of fire

Special or non-structure, non-
vehicle property of value

Structure fire,* including mobile
property used as structure

Brush, grass or forest fire

Outside rubbish fire

Vehicle fire

In thousands

Figure 8. Fires in roadways in 2018
by incident type



Fire Department Responses to Roadways in 2018, 12/2021 6 NFPA Research, Quincy, MA 

Some roadway incidents may be handled with apparatus and personnel mostly on the road’s shoulder. In 
some cases, traffic may be blocked entirely. The 1,975,000 total motor vehicle crashes, including both 
EMS calls and hazardous material incidents accounted for more than one-third (37 percent) of roadway 
incidents. Most such incidents are likely to at least begin in traffic lanes. 

Related reports 

For details on firefighter fatalities resulting from being struck by road vehicles, including fire department 
apparatus, see  U.S. Firefighters Killed When Struck by Vehicles: 2000–2017. 

For data on fire department vehicle collisions and resulting firefighter injuries during emergencies in 
2018, United States Firefighter Injuries in 2018. 

For data on deaths in crashes involving fire apparatus, see Table 61 from the National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration (NHTSA’s) Traffic Safety Facts 

Methodology 

Estimates of roadway incidents were derived from the detailed information collected by the U.S. Fire 
Administration’s National Fire Incident Reporting System (NFIRS) and NFPA’s annual fire experience 
survey (FES).  

 
 

https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/News-and-Research/Fire-statistics-and-reports/Emergency-responders/osFFStruckByVenicles.ashx
https://www.nfpa.org/News-and-Research/Publications-and-media/NFPA-Journal/2019/November-December-2019/Features/FF-Injuries
https://cdan.nhtsa.gov/tsftables/tsfar.htm
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Table 1. Fire Department Responses to Roadway Incidents in 2018, by Incident Type 
 

Incident Type Incidents 
   
Emergency medical service (EMS) or rescue incident 3,576,000 (68%) 
EMS incident* 3,040,000 (58%) 
Medical assist or assist EMS crew 332,000 (6%) 
Unclassified rescue or EMS call 138,000 (3%) 
Extrication or rescue 38,000 (1%) 
Rescue or EMS standby 12,000 (0%) 
Lock in 9,000 (0%) 
Water or ice-related rescue 5,000 (0%) 
Search for lost person 1,000 (0%) 
Electrical rescue 1,000 (0%) 
   
Good intent call 575,000 (11%) 
Dispatched and cancelled en route 226,000 (4%) 
Wrong location, no emergency found 184,000 (3%) 
Unclassified good intent call 103,000 (2%) 
Steam or other gas mistaken for smoke 40,000 (1%) 
EMS call where party has been transported 11,000 (0%) 
HazMat or biological hazard investigation with nothing found 7,000 (0%) 
Controlled burning 2,000 (0%) 
Vicinity alarm 1,000 (0%) 

   
Hazardous condition without fire 407,000 (8%) 
Electrical wiring or equipment problem 191,000 (4%) 
Accident or potential accident 100,000 (2%) 
Flammable or combustible gas or liquid spill or leak 75,000 (1%) 
Unclassified hazardous condition 34,000 (1%) 
Chemical, radioactive or biological hazard, release or condition 8,000 (0%) 
Attempted burning or illegal action 1,000 (0%) 

   
Service call 328,000 (6%) 
Public service assistance 173,000 (3%) 
Unclassified service call 57,000 (1%) 
Person in distress, including lock-out 51,000 (1%) 
Water problem 23,000 (0%) 
Animal problem or rescue 8,000 (0%) 
Smoke or odor removal 7,000 (0%) 
Unauthorized burning 5,000 (0%) 
Cover assignment, standby or move up 4,000 (0%) 

  



Fire Department Responses to Roadways in 2018, 12/2021 8 NFPA Research, Quincy, MA 

Table 1. Fire Department Responses to Roadway Incidents in 2018, by Incident Type, (Continued) 
 

Incident Type Incidents 
   
Fire 282,000 (5%) 
Vehicle fire 141,000 (3%) 
Outside rubbish fire 60,000 (1%) 
Brush, grass or forest fire 53,000 (1%) 
Structure fire, including mobile property used as structure** 15,000 (0%) 
Special outside fire 7,000 (0%) 
Cultivated vegetation fire 1,000 (0%) 
Unclassified type of fire 5,000 (0%) 

   
False alarm 54,000 (1%) 
Malicious false alarm, report or bomb scare 38,000 (1%) 
System malfunction or unintentional activation 8,000 (0%) 
Unclassified false alarm 7,000 (0%) 

   
Special incident type 19,000 (0%) 
Unclassified special type of incident  14,000 (0%) 
Citizen complaint 5,000 (0%) 

   
Severe weather or natural disaster 31,000 (1%) 

   
Overpressure, rupture or explosion 9,000 (0%) 
Unclassified overpressure rupture, explosion or overheat 4,000 (0%) 
Excessive heat or scorch burn with no ignition 3,000 (0%) 
Explosion without fire 2,000 (0%) 
Overpressure rupture for air or gas other than steam 1,000 (0%) 

   
Total 5,282,000 (100%) 

 
 
∗ See Table 2 for a breakdown of EMS incidents on roadways. 
**An estimated 10,000 structure fires were contained trash or rubbish fires (NFIRS incident type code 118). 
Although in the structure fire category, it is likely that many of these were outside trash or rubbish fires. 
 
Note: Incidents are rounded to the nearest thousand. Percentages were calculated from unrounded estimates. 
Sums may not equal totals due to rounding. 
 
Source: NFIRS and NFPA Fire Experience Survey. 
 

  



Fire Department Responses to Roadways in 2018, 12/2021 9 NFPA Research, Quincy, MA 

Table 2. Fire Department Responses to EMS Roadway Incidents in 2018, by Incident Type 

Incident Type Incidents 

Percent of all 
roadway 
incidents 

Percent of 
EMS or 
Rescue 
Incident 
Category 

Percent of 
EMS 
incidents 

     
EMS call, excluding vehicle crash with injury 1,097,000  (21%) (31%) (36%) 
Vehicle crash with injuries 1,081,000  (20%) (30%) (36%) 
Motor vehicle crash with no injuries 729,000  (14%) (20%) (24%) 
Motor vehicle/pedestrian crash (MV Ped) 81,000  (2%) (2%) (3%) 
Unclassified emergency medical service 52,000  (1%) (1%) (2%) 

     
Total 3,040,000  (58%) (85%) (100%) 

     
Total incidents  5,282,000  3,576,000 3,040,000  

 
 
Note: Incidents are rounded to the nearest thousand. Percentages were calculated from unrounded estimates. Sums 
may not equal totals due to rounding. 
 
Source NFIRS and NFPA Fire Experience Survey 
 
 
 

 
1 Ben Evarts, Fire Loss in the United States during 2018, (Quincy, MA:  National Fire Protection Association, 2019)  

https://www.nfpa.org/-/media/Files/News-and-Research/Fire-statistics-and-reports/US-Fire-Problem/Old-FL-LL-and-Cat/FireLoss2019.ashx

