
Native Health in the Bemidji Area

Wildfires
How do wildfires impact health? 
Wildfires affect human health in various severe ways.2 The greatest 
consequences on health occur through breathing in smoke, which 
contains particulate matter and harmful gasses. The smoke primarily 
affects the lungs but also strains other systems, including the heart 
and the eyes. Certain people are more likely to be severely impacted 
by wildfires, including the young and elderly; people with lower 
socioeconomic status; pregnant women; individuals with pre-existing 
conditions (especially those with respiratory or cardiovascular problems); 
and smokers. People who have chronic respiratory problems may 
experience more breathing difficulties and those without previous 
respiratory issues may experience new symptoms.2 Other impacts of 
wildfires include an increased risk of injury. In addition to burns caused 
by direct contact with fire, there may be increases in car crashes as 
roadways near fires become smoky, and drivers have difficulty seeing. 
There is also an increased risk of electrocution due to downed power 
lines.2 A study found that non-unintentional injury mortality was 5% 
higher on days with high air pollution resulting from brushfires.2

In addition to physical health effects, wildfires may have profound mental 
health impacts. Wildfires can destroy homes, communities, and ways 
of life. Depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
have been noted in survivors of wildfires. The destruction of culturally-
important landmarks by fire has also been linked with mental health 
problems.2 

Finally, the environment is broadly impacted by wildfires. The byproducts 
of burning vegetation lead to contamination of water and soil. Fires also 
remove plants which had previously kept top soils intact, thereby causing 
erosion and a higher chance of flooding.2,3 

How many wildfires occur in the three-state area?
From 2010-2019, there were 14,473 wildfires in Minnesota, while Wisconsin 
had 8,810 and Michigan had 4,403 (Figures 1 and 2). While there were 
approximately 1.6 times more fires in Minnesota than Wisconsin about 13 
times as many acres burned in Minnesota (Figures 1 and 3). Most large 
wildfires in North America occur in the western U.S. and Canadian provinces. 
However, their impact can still be felt in the Bemidji Area. Smoke can drift 
thousands of miles, to the extent that Texas can be affected by fires in 
Canada.4 As displayed in Map 1 from September 9, 2017, although there were 
no wildfires reported in the Bemidji Area, much of the Area was impacted 
by moderate or heavy smoke coming from far-away fires.

Fires and American Indian/
Alaska Native Communities
Before the arrival of Europeans, 
Indigenous people in North America 
used fire as a tool to manage 
environmental resources. Native 
people deliberately used controlled 
burns to regenerate specific plants, 
create favorable habitat for game, 
and prevent dangerous wildfires 
resulting from a buildup of flammable 
material. Since the 1900s Western 
conservationists’ policies erroneously 
promoted the idea that fire prevention 
is vital for land management. 
Recently, scientists have recognized 
the importance of fire to landscapes, 
supporting Indigenous traditional 
ecological knowledge and practices. 
Implementing controlled burns can 
present challenges such as unplanned 
spread leading to property destruction 
and adverse health effects.1 

Federal agencies, which have a large 
role in the management of wildfires, 
have a responsibility to American 
Indian/Alaska Native communities 
through the federal trust responsibility. 
This includes consultation with Tribal 
governments, partnering with Tribes 
in controlled burns, and developing 
appropriate emergency management 
plans for cases in which wildfires occur. 

The Great Lakes Inter-Tribal Epidemiology Center (GLITEC)’s Native Health in the Bemidji Area fact sheet series presents data 
on various health-related topics for communities in the Bemidji Indian Health Service Area (Michigan, Minnesota, Wisconsin, 
and Chicago). GLITEC welcomes discussion with Bemidji Area communities’ health staff in the use of this fact sheet to 
support assessment, planning, and evaluation functions. Please contact us to discuss how we may support your community.



Figure 1. Cumulative Number of Wildfires and Acres 
Burned, Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, 
2010-2019

Data Notes: Number of wildfires and number of acres burned were retrieved from the National Interagency Fire Center (NIFC) website http://www.nifc.gov/fireInfo/fireInfo_
statistics.html 
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Figure 2. Number of Wildfires in Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, 2010-2019

Figure 3. Number of Acres Burned in Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin, 2010-2019
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Map 1. Smoke and Fires in the United States 
and Canada, September 9, 2017


