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The 2020 Fire Experience 
The costliest fire incident of 2020 was in California. Referred to as 
the 2020 Fire Siege, this wildfire burned from August through 
December and consisted of numerous complex fires and separate 
fires. No exact total dollar loss for the wildfire has been released, 
but a partial loss of at least $4.2 billion has been confirmed. This 
loss estimate could increase by several billion dollars over time. 

As the fires that formed this catastrophic event were burning, the 
COVID-19 pandemic was spreading throughout the globe, and the 
impact was felt by firefighters in California. However, the 
firefighters were able to adapt and follow health department 
guidelines and protocols in the areas of deployment. 

Per CalFire’s report 2020 Fire Siege: “At the end of 2020, we closed 
the book on, arguably, the worst fire year ever experienced on the 
west coast, and specifically in California. ... The 2020 Fire Siege 
claimed the lives of 28 civilians and three firefighters, destroyed 
9,248 structures, and consumed 4.2 million acres. California 
experienced its first ‘Gigafire’ with the August Complex consuming 
over one million acres alone. … Some of the communities impacted 
by the fires had been affected multiple times in the last twenty 
years.” 

While no one cause can be blamed for the fires that comprised the 
Siege, lightning played a large part. In mid-August, a severe 
lightning storm entered the area. The storm was largely dry but 
resulted in an estimated 15,000 lightning strikes. Due to the dry, 
windy conditions in the state, dozens of fires ignited and spread 
rapidly in multiple areas at the same time, challenging fire resources 
and mutual aid systems. At many of these fires, firefighters worked 
72- to 96-hour shifts. 

Firefighters and firefighting equipment, including fire apparatus, 
airplanes, and helicopters, responded from throughout California, the 

United States, and internationally to assist with firefighting efforts. 
At the same time, many large fires were burning in other West Coast 
states, causing a major shortage of firefighters. 

In addition to the destroyed structures, more than 1,000 other 
structures were damaged in the fire, affecting large parts of the 
infrastructure in the area. Air quality also threatened the health of 
civilians and firefighters due to the heavy smoke lying over the state 
and spreading as far as the East Coast. 

NFPA reports annually on large-loss fires and explosions that occurred 
in the United States in the previous year. These fires are defined as 
events that result in property damage of at least $10 million. In 2020, 
there were 28 such fires and explosions, resulting in an estimated  
$8.1 billion in direct property damage and losses. 

To compare losses over the past 10 years, we adjust them for 
inflation to 2011 dollars. When adjusted, the number of fires in 2020 
that would have been categorized as large-loss fires—that is, fires 
resulting in a loss of $10 million or more in 2010 dollars—drops to 
22 fires, with an adjusted loss of slightly more than $6.7 billion. 

In 2020, 10 fires, one more than the previous year, resulted in more 
than $20 million in property damage each. These fires resulted in a 
combined property loss of $7.8 billion, or 96.3 percent of the total 
loss in large-loss fires in 2020. 

Compared to the past 10 years, the 28 incidents in 2020 is the 
second-highest number of large-loss fires or explosions, the highest 
being 37 incidents in 2018.  

Over the past 10 years, 24 fires have occurred that each resulted in a 
loss of more than $100 million. Of these largest-loss fire events,  
15 were wildland/urban interface (WUI) fires, eight were structure 
fires, and one involved a US Navy submarine. These fires resulted in 
combined losses of over $31.4 billion. In 2020, there were three fires in 
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this category—a wildland fire, a Navy ship fire, and a large warehouse 
fire—which caused a combined loss of $7.5 billion. 

According to the 2020 US fire loss report published in the Fall issue 
of NFPA Journal, US fire departments responded to an estimated 
1,388,500 fires last year. These fires resulted in an estimated loss of 
$21.9 billion. Many of the fires were small or resulted in little or no 
reported property damage. Although the 28 large-loss fires in 2020 
accounted for only 0.002 percent of the estimated number of fires, 
they accounted for 36.8 percent of the total estimated dollar loss. In 
human terms, these 28 fires accounted for 31 deaths and at least 82 
injuries to firefighters, civilians, and Navy personnel. 

In 2020, there were two more large-loss fires than there were in 
2019, and an increase of more than $6.2 billion in losses. The 
difference was caused by a number of major wildfires and a ship fire 
in 2020 that accounted for combined losses of $7.2 billion. In 2020, 
there were five more large-loss structure fires than in 2019, but the 
property loss associated with those fires was $562.7 million less than 
the annual property loss the year before. There were four fewer 
large-loss non-structure fire incidents in 2020 than in 2019, but the 
loss associated with the 2020 fires was $6.7 billion more. 

Where the Fires Occurred and How 
Of the 28 large-loss fires in 2020, 23 involved structures and resulted 
in a total property loss of $822.6 million, or 10 percent of the 
combined losses for all large-loss fires in 2020. The non-structural 
fires included three wildland/urban interface fires, which caused a 
combined loss of $4.2 billion, and one vehicle fire, which resulted in 
a loss of $3 billion. There was also one other fire involving a storage 
area outside of a structure, which led to a loss of $11 million. The 
non-structural fires had a combined loss of $7.2 billion, or 89.7 
percent of the total losses of all the large-loss fires in 2020. 

Of the 23 structure fires, nine occurred in structures under 
construction, six in storage properties, three in residential properties, 
two in industrial properties, and one each in a school, store, and 
police station.  

The nine structures under construction included eight apartment 
buildings (one with retail property) and one hotel. The combined loss 
for these fires was $294.4 million.  

The six storage facilities included four general warehouses, a cold 
storage warehouse, and a warehouse storing online sales products. 
These fires caused a combined loss of $387 million. 

The combined loss for the three fires in residential properties was 
$37 million. Two of the three fires involved apartment buildings and 
one fire involved several three-family homes.  

The industrial fires involved a manufacturing plant and a 
transformer. Their combined losses totaled $60 million. 

A village school fire resulted in a $20 million loss, a fire in a 
clothing store resulted in a loss of $12 million, and a fire in a police 
station resulted in a loss of $12 million. 

The combined losses for non-structural property fires were 
$7.2 billion. There were three wildland-urban interface fires, which 
caused a combined loss of $4.2 billion. A fire onboard a large 
military amphibious assault ship caused $3 billion of damages. Also, 
a fire outside of a structure used for agricultural supplies caused a 
loss of $11 million. 

In the second quarter of 2020 and into 2021, when much of the data 
gathering for this study occurred, the US, along with the rest of the 
world, was hit with the COVID-19 pandemic. Understanding that 
fire departments had their hands full with emergencies, we did not 
make additional follow-up requests and phone calls to fire 
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departments. As a result, less detailed information was available for 
the 2020 large-loss study. 

A cause was determined for 11 of the 23 structure fires. Five fires 
were deliberately set, including one during a period of unrest. Two 
were caused by improper disposal of smoking materials. Individual 
fires were caused by each of the following: mechanical failure of a 
machine, a part failure, unattended cooking, and heat too close to 
combustibles. The cause was reported for three of the non-structure 
fires. The ship fire was arson. One of the wildfires was caused by an 
electrical failure and sparks setting vegetation on fire and one was a 
rekindle of a previously extinguished fire. 

The cause of the fire was undetermined, unknown, or was not 
reported for 15 of the 28 large-loss fires in 2020. In several cases, 
the destruction was so extensive that investigators could not 
determine a definitive cause or could not rule out several 
possibilities. The other fires are either still under investigation or 
their causes have not yet been reported. 

The six arson/incendiary fires (five structure fires and the ship fire) 
caused a total of $3.1 billion in damage, or 38 percent of the total 
large-loss fire losses in 2020. The ship fire alone accounted for a  
$3 billion loss. 

The operating status of the property was reported for 20 of the 25 
fires, with 15 properties being open or operating to some extent or 
having workers on-site during the fire. Five were closed or 
unoccupied properties. Twelve fires broke out between 11 p.m. and  
7 a.m.—10 structures, the outside fire, and one wildland fire—and 
caused a total direct property loss of $54.3 million.  

 

 

Smoke Detection and Automatic Suppression 
Equipment 
Information about automatic fire or smoke detection equipment was 
reported for 15 of the 25 large-loss structure and vehicle fires. Of 
those fires, eight properties had detection equipment present; five of 
the eight systems operated as designed while the operation of the 
other three systems was unreported. The seven remaining properties 
had no automatic detection equipment installed. 

Information on automatic suppression equipment was reported for 
17 of the 25 structure and vehicle fires. Of those, eight properties had 
suppression systems and nine had none. One of the suppression 
systems operated, four did not operate, and no information was 
reported for the other three. In the four cases where the systems did 
not operate, two did not operate because the sprinkler systems were 
installed but not yet active due to construction and two systems were 
shut off prior to the fire.  

Complete information on the presence of both detection and 
suppression equipment was reported for 15 of the 25 structure and 
vehicle fires. Six had neither system present, five had both detection 
and suppression equipment, three had just detection equipment, and 
one had just suppression equipment.  

What We Can Learn and Where We Get Our Data 
Adhering to the fire protection principles reflected in NFPA codes 
and standards is essential to reducing the occurrence of large-loss 
fires and explosions in the US. Proper construction, proper use of 
equipment, and proper procedures for chemical processes, storage, 
and housekeeping can help make fires and explosions less likely and 
help limit fire spread if one occurs. 

When fires do occur, proper design, maintenance, and operation of 
fire protection systems and features can keep those fires from 
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becoming large-loss fires. In the case of large-loss wildfires, NFPA 
has called on policymakers at all levels of government to act to 
prevent these disasters. The tenets of Outthink Wildfire™ include 
encouraging new building and rebuilding to follow the NFPA 
wildfire safety standards and for at-risk neighborhoods to work 
together using the guidance provided in the NFPA Firewise USA® 
recognition program. These standards and guides can help reduce the 
risk of wildfire to structures and their surroundings and can help 
limit fire spread and the resulting destruction if one occurs.  

NFPA identifies potential large-loss incidents by reviewing national 
and local news media, as well as fire service publications. In 
addition, a clipping service reads all the US daily newspapers and 
notifies NFPA’s Applied Research Division of major large-loss fires. 
The NFPA annual survey of the US fire experience is an additional 
data source, although not the primary one. Web searches have 
proven useful in several cases where fire department and government 
reports have been released and published. 

Once a fire has been identified, NFPA requests information about it 
from the applicable fire department or jurisdictional agency. We also 
contact federal agencies that have participated in investigations, as 
well as state fire marshals’ offices and military sources. The diversity 
and redundancy of these data sources enables NFPA to collect the 
most complete data available on large-loss fires.  

This report includes only fire incidents for which NFPA has official 
dollar-loss estimates; other fires with large losses might have 
occurred but are not included here because no official information 
has been reported to NFPA.  

Due to a lack of confirmed dollar loss, several 2020 fires that might 
have resulted in property loss greater than $10 million were not 
included. These include fires on a ship in Florida, a rental car parking 
lot, a mill in Maine, and an apartment under construction in Texas. 
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Table 1. Large-Loss Fires That Caused $20 Million or More  
in Damage: 2020 

 
 
State 

 
Type of Incident 

Dollar Loss 
(in Millions) 

   
California 2020 Siege, wildfires $4,200.0 
California Navy ship in for repair $3,000.0 
California Online sales warehouse $300.0 
Minnesota Hotel under construction $80.0 
Georgia Apartments under construction $61.0 
New Jersey Apartments under construction $51.9 
North Carolina Manufacturing, special equipment $50.0 
Ohio Apartments under construction $26.1 
Massachusetts Cold storage warehouse $25.0 
Alaska Village school building $20.0 
   
Total 10 fire incidents $7,814.0 

 
 

https://www.nfpa.org/outthinkwildfire
http://www.nfpa.org/research
mailto:research@nfpa.org
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Figure 1.
Large-Loss Fires, Unadjusted and Adjusted:

2011–2020
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Figure 2.
Direct Dollar Loss in Large-Loss Fires, Unadjusted and 

Adjusted: 2011–2020

Property Loss
(Unadjusted)

Property Loss (in
2011 Dollars)

Table 2. Large-Loss Fires That Caused $10 Million or More in 
Property Damage: 2011–2020 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3. Direct Dollar Loss in Large-Loss Fires, Unadjusted and 
Adjusted: 2011–2020 

 

Year 
Property Loss 
(Unadjusted) 

Property Loos 
in 2011 Dollars 

   
2011 $820 $756 
2012 $1,463 $1,322 
2013 $845 $794 
2014 $714 $630 
2015 $2,535 $2,267 
2016 $1,474 $1,275 
2017 $12,572 $11,146 
2018 $12,980 $11,170 
2019 $1,887 $1,548 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Year 
Number 
of Fires 

Number of 
Fires Causing 
$10 Million or 
More 
in 2011 Dollars 

Property 
Loss 
(Unadjusted) 

Property 
Loss in 
2011 Dollars 

     
2011 23 20 $820 $756 
2012 26 19 $1,463 $1,322 
2013 21 16 $845 $794 
2014 26 23 $714 $630 
2015 27 20 $2,535 $2,267 
2016 25 19 $1,474 $1,275 
2017 24 20 $12,572 $11,146 
2018 37 27 $12,980 $11,170 
2019 26 19 $1,887 $1,548 
2020 28 22 $8,054 6,740 
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Large-Loss Incidents 
 
Under Construction, Minnesota 
Month, Time, and Dollar Loss: 
August, 4:20 a.m., $80,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a five-story; 22,000-square-foot (2,044-square-meter); 150-
unit hotel of unprotected wood-frame construction that was still under 
construction. The site was closed for the night. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There were no automatic detection and no automatic suppression 
systems present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire broke out in the interior of the building on the first level and 
burned undetected for some time before it broke out to the exterior 
and up the side of the building to the roof. The cause is under 
investigation. 

Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Arriving firefighters reported the structure was well involved with 
fire, so they initiated a defensive attack and reported the structure was 
fully involved within 10 minutes of arrival. Hose lines were deployed 
to protect a nearby apartment building that was also under 
construction. The estimated loss was $70 million to the structure and 
$10 million to the contents. 
 
 
Under Construction, Georgia 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
February, 12:19 p.m., $61,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a six-story; 750,000-square-foot (69,677-square-meter);  
200-unit apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction 
that was under construction. There were workers on-site at the time. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection equipment present. There was 
sprinkler system equipment installed (the type was not reported), but 
the system was not yet operational. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire broke out in an apartment on the fifth floor in a ceiling space. 
The cause could not be determined due to extensive fire damage. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
High winds rapidly spread the fire throughout the structure. 
Firefighters initiated an interior attack but were soon withdrawn to a 
defensive mode. The loss was estimated at $58 million to the structure 
and $3 million to the contents. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Special 
Properties, 9, 

32%

Storage, 7, 
25%

Wildfires, 3, 
11%

Residential, 3, 
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Figure 3. Large-Loss Fires by Property Use: 
2020
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Under Construction, New Jersey 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
January, 8:00 p.m., $51,897,304 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This fire was in a five-story, 174-unit apartment building of 
unprotected wood-frame construction that was still under 
construction. The ground floor area was not reported. The site was 
closed for the night.  
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported. 
 
Fire Development: 
No information was reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The fire destroyed or damaged five structures. The media reported at 
the time that there were high winds that spread the fire rapidly. 
Thirty-six fire departments responded to assist in fighting the fire. 
One firefighter was injured. 
 
 
Under Construction, Ohio 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 3:07 a.m., $26,100,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a four-story; 40,500-square-foot (3,763-square-meter); 91-
unit apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction that 
was still under construction. The site was closed for the night. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
Due to an ongoing investigation and possible legal actions, no 
information was reported. 
 
Fire Development: 
Due to an ongoing investigation and possible legal actions, no 
information was reported. 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  

Due to an ongoing investigation and possible legal actions, no 
information was reported. The estimated loss was $26 million to the 
structure and $100,000 to the contents. 
 
 
Under Construction, Washington 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
July, 5:40 p.m., $18,500,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a four-story; 200,000-square-foot (18,581-square-meter); 
120-unit apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction 
that was still under construction. It was not reported if anyone was on-
site when firefighters arrived.  
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection system and no automatic 
suppression equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The cause and origin were undetermined. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
On arrival, firefighters found heavy fire conditions and immediately 
went into a defensive attack. The fire spread rapidly, and with the 
extreme heat, firefighters and fire apparatus had to be relocated 
several times during the incident. Also, embers ignited a brush fire 
nearby and threatened several other structures. A nearby rail tank car 
began releasing gases, so portable monitors had to be used to cool the 
tank. Two firefighters received burn injuries.  
 
 
Under Construction, Virginia 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
February, 9:40 a.m., $16,794,490 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a five-story; 40,000-square-foot (3,716-square-meter); 
multi-property building containing both retail and 400 residential 
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units. It was still under construction and was about 50percent 
completed. There were workers on-site at the time of the fire. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection system or automatic suppression 
equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire broke out in a clogged rubbish chute between the second and 
third floors when improperly discarded smoking materials were tossed 
in and ignited the combustibles there. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
This fire was well involved on arrival of the first firefighters. During 
the fire, strong winds caused embers to ignite exposed properties, 
including single-family homes, townhouses, vehicles, and construction 
equipment. Damage was estimated at $12.8 million to the structure and 
$4 million to the contents. Two firefighters were injured. 
 
 
Under Construction, New Jersey 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
August, 9:32 a.m., $16,505,075 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a four-story; 14,666-square-foot, (1,363-square-meter); 88-
unit apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction that 
was still under construction. There were workers in the building at the 
time of the fire. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was an automatic detection system, but it is not known if 
alarms in the fire area were operational yet. There were two automatic 
suppression systems, a wet system on floors one through four and a 
dry system in the attic. However, neither system operated, as they 
were not yet fully installed. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire started in the attic space, but the cause was undetermined. 

Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The fire spread through the attic and then downward. One firefighter 
was injured. 
 
 
Under Construction, Arizona 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
June, 9:26 p.m., $13,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a four-story, 300-unit apartment building of unprotected 
wood-frame construction that was still under construction. The 
ground floor area was not reported. No information was reported on 
the operating status. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection system or automatic suppression 
equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
An incendiary device, reported as similar to a Molotov cocktail, was 
used to start a fire on the first floor. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The structure was approximately 40 percent completed at the time. 
 
 
Under Construction, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
September, 1:00 a.m., $11,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a four-story, 61-unit apartment building of unprotected 
wood-frame construction that was under construction. The ground 
floor area was not reported. The site was closed for the night. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection or automatic suppression equipment 
present. 
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Fire Development: 
This fire was determined to be arson. No additional information was 
reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
This building was three months from completion. The blaze spread to 
and damaged two other structures in the area. 
 
 
Storage, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
June, 5:26 a.m., $300,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story warehouse storing merchandise for an online 
shopping company. The facility was operating at the time. No 
additional information was reported. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
Due to an ongoing investigation, no information was reported. 
 
Fire Development: 
Due to an ongoing investigation, no information was reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Due to an ongoing investigation, no information was reported. 
 
 
Storage, Massachusetts 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
July, 4:00 p.m., $25,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story cold storage warehouse of unprotected ordinary 
construction. No information was reported on the ground floor area or 
operating status. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported. 
 

Fire Development: 
No information was reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The roof collapsed early in the fire, hampering access by firefighters.  
 
 
Storage, Kentucky 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, (time not reported), $17,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a warehouse. The type of warehouse or its contents was not 
reported. No additional information on the building size or operating 
status was reported. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported. 
 
Fire Development: 
No information was reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The loss was confirmed but no additional information was available 
as of this writing. 
 
 
Storage, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 4:12 a.m., $16,100,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story, 100,000-square-foot (9,290-square-meter) 
general storage warehouse of unprotected ordinary construction 
located on a wharf. The building was closed at the time of the fire. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no automatic detection system and no automatic 
suppression equipment present. 
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Fire Development: 
The fire originated in a first-floor interior storage area, but the cause 
was undetermined. The fire spread to a neighboring structure. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The loss was estimated at $13 million to the original structure and 
contents and $3.1 to the exposure property. 
 
 
Storage, Tennessee 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 1:05 p.m., $15,600,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story, 4,800-square-foot (446-square-meter) warehouse 
for which the contents were not reported. That facility was operating at 
the time. The type of construction was not reported. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There was no information reported.  
 
Fire Development: 
The fire broke out in a machinery room. The cause was undetermined. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Upon arrival, firefighters were notified that all the workers were out 
of the building. Firefighters entered the building to search for the 
location of the fire but were driven out by heat and smoke conditions. 
A defensive attack was initiated due to the building condition and fire 
load. The loss was estimated at $1.6 million to the structure and $14 
million to the contents.  
 
 
Storage, Illinois 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
December, 8:46 a.m., $13,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 

This was a one-story warehouse of unprotected ordinary construction. 
The ground floor area was not reported. The warehouse with mixed 
contents was operating with 50 employees in the building. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported on detection equipment. There was a wet-
pipe sprinkler system present, but it was not reported if it operated. 
 
Fire Development: 
No information was reported. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
One firefighter was injured. 
 
 
Outside, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 05:03 a.m., $11,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This fire involved a large outside storage area of 80,000-square-foot 
(7,432-square-meters) for produce. There were workers in the area. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
This was an outside area; no information on detection or suppression 
equipment was reported. 
 
Fire Development: 
The cause and origin of the fire were listed as undetermined. This was 
a large outside storage area that contained pallets and plastic totes for 
produce. On arrival, firefighters observed wood pallets burning and 
fire spreading into an estimated 80,000-square-foot (7,432-square-
meter) area with plastic bins. The fire was also burning toward a 
warehouse, but firefighters kept the fire from spreading. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Two firefighters were injured. 
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Wildland/Urban Interface, California 
Date, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss: 
August, 2:23 p.m., at least $4,200,000,000 
 
Setting: 
This was a series of wildland/urban interface fires known collectively 
as the 2020 Fire Siege. 
 
Climate: 
There were red-flag conditions, high and dry winds, low humidity, 
and a long dry spell in the area, as well as drought conditions. Many 
of the fires occurred during a dry thunderstorm. 
 
Fire Origin and Path: 
No one cause was listed, as many of the fires were caused by 
lightning, while others were caused by electrical failures and other 
scenarios. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
These fires burned over 4.2 million acres (1.7 million hectares) and 
destroyed over 10,000 structures. There were 28 civilian deaths as 
well as three firefighter deaths. 
 
 
Wildland/Urban Interface, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
October, 6:47 a.m., $10,133,000 
 
Setting: 
This was a wildland/urban interface fire known as the Silverado Fire. 
 
Climate: 
This started on a hot, red-flag warning day with high winds, low 
humidity, and drought conditions. 
 
Fire Origin and Path: 
This fire began when an unknown type of electrical failure caused 
embers to fall and ignite dry vegetation. The fuels included native 
grass, chaparral, buckwheat, and scrub brush. 
 

Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
During this fire, 30,000 people were evacuated and another 30,000 
sheltered in place. The fire burned 12,466 acres (5,044 hectares), 
destroyed three homes, and damaged another nine. Two firefighters 
were seriously burned during this fire.  
 
 
Wildland/Urban Interface, Florida 
Date, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss: 
May, 2:00 p.m., $10,000,000 
 
Setting:  
This was a wildland/urban interface fire known as the South Walton Fire. 
 
Climate: 
It was a high fire danger weather day with moderate drought 
conditions, winds gusting to 30 mph (48 kph), and relative humidity 
below 20 percent. 
 
Fire Origin and Path: 
A resident who was burning construction material in a barrel 
extinguished the fire and left the area, but the fire reignited and wind 
spread the fire to a wooded area.  
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The fire burned 343 acres (138 hectares), destroyed 34 homes, and 
damaged 25 others. An arrest was made for illegal burning. 
 
 
Residential, Massachusetts 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 3:30 a.m., $14,855,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a three-story; 880-square-foot (82-square-meter); three-unit 
apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction. The 
structure was occupied at the time. 
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Fire Protection Systems: 
There was partial coverage of smoke alarms present, but it was not 
reported if they operated. There was no automatic suppression 
equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire broke out on a second-story rear porch of this three-family 
home in a congested neighborhood. The fire burned into the kitchen 
before being discovered. The fire spread to several nearby homes and 
properties of similar size and construction. The cause was listed as 
improperly discarded smoking materials. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Firefighters had limited access to the rear of the buildings. The loss 
was estimated at $14.7 million to the structures and $155,000 to the 
contents. Five firefighters were injured. 
 
 
Residential, Illinois 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
December, 7:48 a.m., $11,200,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a three-story, 30-unit apartment building of wood-frame 
construction. The ground floor area was not reported. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There were smoke alarms present and they operated. There was no 
automatic suppression equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire started when unattended cooking material on the stove in a 
first-floor apartment ignited. No information was reported on the 
fire’s spread. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Twenty-two fire departments responded. The loss was estimated at 
$10 million to the structure and $1.2 million to the contents. Two 
firefighters were injured. 

Residential, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
February, 3:02 a.m., $11,106,939 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a two-story; 38,000-square-foot (3,530-square-meter); 38-
unit apartment building of unprotected wood-frame construction. The 
building was occupied. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There were smoke alarms present and they operated and alerted 
residents. There was no automatic suppression equipment present. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire was deliberately set on a mattress in a first-floor bedroom. 
The fire spread rapidly through the apartment and then spread 
throughout the building. An arrest was made. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Arriving firefighters initiated an interior attack but, shortly after, a 
portion of the roof collapsed and the firefighters transitioned to a 
defensive attack. One firefighter was injured during the roof collapse. 
 
 
Manufacturing/Industry, North Carolina 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
May, 2:10 p.m., $50,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story, 5,000-square-foot (465-square-meter) 
manufacturing plant of fire-proof construction. The facility was 
operating at the time. 
 
Fire Protection Systems 
There were smoke alarms throughout the plant and they operated. There 
was also a foam suppression system that operated and controlled the fire.  
 
Fire Development: 
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The fire broke out in an industrial testing vault inside the structure. A 
piece of equipment being tested had a catastrophic mechanical failure 
and heat from friction ignited lubricating oil and the equipment. The 
fire was contained to the test bunker and specialized equipment. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The loss was estimated at $35 million to the structure and $15 million 
to the contents, including the specialized equipment. 
 
 
Manufacturing/Industry, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
April, 11:56 a.m., $10,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This fire involved a large electrical transformer and a switching room. 
No additional information was reported. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported on the presence of automatic detection 
or automatic suppression equipment. 
 
Fire Development: 
It is believed that water entered the unit and came into contact with 
the bus bar, causing a short circuit, explosion, and fire. The unit 
contained 500 gallons of oil, which was ignited. The fire also spread 
to a nearby switch room. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Homes in the immediate area were evacuated, but none of the 
properties were damaged. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vehicle, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
July, 8:30 a.m., $3,000,000,000 
 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was an 844-foot-long (257-meter) by 105-foot-wide (32-meter) 
United States Navy amphibious assault ship known as the Bonhomme 
Richard that was in port for renovations and overhaul. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported on detection equipment. There was a 
suppression system onboard that was shut down during ongoing 
repairs. 
 
Fire Development: 
An incendiary fire was set on a lower storage deck that contained 
maintenance supplies. High winds off the bay spread the fire up the 
elevators to the upper decks and throughout the ship. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
At the time the fire broke out, there were approximately 160 Navy 
personnel on board the ship. Several sailors attempted to fight the fire 
while a call was made to the fire department. The base federal fire 
department responded, as did the nearby city fire department. During 
the four-day battle to extinguish the fire on board the 22-year-old 
ship, fireboats assisted in fighting the fire and a helicopter made water 
drops to assist. Several small explosions also occurred during the fire. 
There were 63 injuries reported to both civilians and military 
firefighters. The ship was decommissioned and dismantled months 
later. 
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Educational, Alaska 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
February, 11:13 p.m., $20,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a two-story, 60,000-square-foot (5,574 square-meter) 
middle/high school of unprotected wood-frame construction. There 
were maintenance workers in the building when the fire broke out. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There were smoke alarms and a suppression system present, but the 
type, coverage, and activation details were not reported for either. 
 
Fire Development: 
The fire began when a heating unit for thawing pipes under the 
wooden substructure ignited the structural components. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The fire destroyed most of the building. 
 
 
Store/Office, California 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
February, 5:51 a.m., $12,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a one-story, 26,895-square-foot (2,499-square-meter) 
clothing donation and sales center of unprotected ordinary 
construction. The building was closed for the night at the time. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
No information was reported on the presence of detection or 
suppression equipment. 
 
Fire Development: 
The cause and origin are listed as undetermined. Due to the 
destruction and unsafe conditions in the building, investigators were 
unable to enter after the fire. 
 
 

Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
The loss was estimated as $10 million to the structure and $2 million 
to the contents. 
 
 
Institutional, Minnesota 
Month, Time of Alarm, Dollar Loss:  
July, 6:21 a.m., $12,000,000 
 
Property Characteristics and Operating Status: 
This was a three-story, 55,823-square-foot (5,186-square-meter) police 
station. The construction type was not reported, and it was not clear if 
the building and officers were being evacuated due to civil unrest. 
 
Fire Protection Systems: 
There were smoke alarms present and they operated. Also, there was a 
wet pipe sprinkler system present, but no information was reported on 
its operation. 
 
Fire Development: 
During civil unrest in the city, an incendiary device was thrown into 
the lobby of the police station with the intent to burn the building 
down. 
 
Contributing Factors and Other Details:  
Civil unrest in the area caused a significant delay in response to the 
fire. The arsonist was identified and arrested. He and four co-
conspirators pled guilty in court.




