
WILDFIRE RISK & 
FINANCING IN MONTANA

R I S K S  A N D  C O S T S  T O  T H E  S TAT E  A N D  I T S  PA R T N E R S



KEY POINTS

1. History of Wildfires in Montana
70% of acres burned in Montana history since 2000

2. State and Federal Suppression Costs
$2.3 billion on fire suppression in the last 20 years, 75% federal, 25% state

3. State and Federal Mitigation Projects
The Forest Service has spent $80 million on mitigation in the last 10 years
HB 883 materially increased DNRC mitigation 

4. Wildland Urban Interface (WUI)
  Acreage doubled in last 30 years while percent of homes within has remained steady 
5. Residential Properties by Year Built and Wildfire Hazard Potential 

Areas where fire may be difficult to control. The majority of homes are in low hazard areas, 
but in the high hazard areas the homes are on average higher value



WHY STUDY WILDFIRE 
RISK?

• Wildfire costs continue to be a large and 
unpredictable financial obligation 

• Ranked as high risk in many national tools

• Identify threats to the state's finances related to 
wildfires

• Track costs over time as policy and technology 
changes

• A statewide perspective for lawmakers 

https://www.verisk.com/49da07/siteassets/media/campaigns/gated/underwriting/fireline-state-risk-report/montana.pdf


INSURANCE RISK

• Surplus lines insurance is a policy type 
available when consumers can't get 
regular insurance because of high risk. 
Not subject to same rate and policy 
review

• Revenue on 2.75% of the net 
premiums sold has tripled since 2018

• Avg Montana regular homeowner 
policy around $1508 in 2023, an 
increase of 46% relative to 2018

-Source: National Association of 
Insurance Commissioners (NAIC)

https://helenair.com/news/state-regional/business/wildfire-insurance-homeowner-market-reduction-cancelation/article_c35972c8-f6b3-5474-ab4d-cc2089a14be5.html#tncms-source=login


HISTORY OF WILDFIRES 
IN MONTANA



MODEL PAGE: 
HISTORY OF WILDFIRES IN MONTANA

• Historic Fire Perimeters 
• Of the last 238 years of 

recorded fire the top ten fire 
years account for more than ¾ 
of acres burned.

• Biggest year 1910, followed by 
2017

• Average fire size has decreased 
likely due in part by increased 
reporting of smaller fires

https://data-nifc.opendata.arcgis.com/
https://ftpgeoinfo.msl.mt.gov/Data/Spatial/MSDI/Cadastral/


Of the 11.7 million recorded acres burned in the last 138 years 70% have burned since 2000.
Roughly half of the acres burned prior to 2000 were in 1910.

1886-1999 2000-2023



STATE & FEDERAL 
SUPPRESSION COSTS



MONTANA WILDFIRE STATE SPECIAL REVENUE
FIRE SUPPRESSION ACCOUNT (Volatility Tool)

HB 883

HB 354Fire Suppression Account
Seeded with $40 million



RESPONSIBILITY FOR FIRE SUPPRESSION 

FED  33,531,688 35.64%

LOCAL 55,465,605 58.95%

STATE 5,089,481 5.41%

TOTAL ACRES 94,086,774 



WILDFIRE SUPPRESSION RESPONSIBILITY DIAGRAM
WHO PAYS? WHO FIGHTS?

P R I VAT E  L A N D
( 5 9 . 0 % )

S TAT E  L A N D
( 5 . 4 % )

F E D E R A L  L A N D
( 3 5 . 6 % )

Federal Responsibility

If DNRC assists, they will 
be reimbursed

Local Firefighters Protect 
Structures

If fire not controlled, DNRC 
assists to protect land

Local efforts not reimbursed

DNRC Protects Land



MODEL PAGE: 
SUPPRESSION COST AND ACRES BURNED

• Historic Fire Perimeters 
paired with state and 
federal cost data

• Montana has spent 
$500 million on 
wildland fire 
suppression between 
2002-2023

• Most  Expensive year: 
2017 $64.3 million

• Average year $30.0 
million

• More small fires, likely 
due to better reporting

https://data-nifc.opendata.arcgis.com/
https://www.wildfire.gov/application/famweb-data-warehouse


STATE AND FEDERAL 
MITIGATION 

PROJECTS



MODEL PAGE: 
STATE AND FEDERAL MITIGATION PROJECTS

• 10 years of Forest Service 
mitigation projects

• $80 million and 680,000 
acres treated

• Recent DNRC projects
• Finding: HB 883 materially 

increased the state mitigation 
effort and in 2024 brought up 
to par with the Forest Service

https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/datasets.php?xmlKeyword=hazardous
https://mtdnrc.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/3bb088b6ca604b3f8e5b5db085d13a01


WILDLAND URBAN 
INTERFACE 

(WUI)



MODEL PAGE: 
WILDLAND URBAN INTERFACE

• USGS definition of WUI
• Density of housing and 

vegetation, census blocks
• Often conflated with risk
• Nationally 9.4% of land area and 

32% of homes in WUI
• In Montana only 1.5% of land is in 

the WUI and 63% of homes
• Proportion similar since 1990

Not the best metric of risk for Montana

https://www.sciencebase.gov/catalog/item/617bfb43d34ea58c3c70038f


RESIDENTIAL 
PROPERTIES BY 

YEAR BUILT 
& 

RISK POTENTIAL



MODEL PAGE: 
WILDFIRE HAZARD POTENTIAL

• Current wildfire hazard potential 
(WHP), by year built

• Not for risk of individual homes

• Where fires may be difficult to 
control by burn probability, 
terrain, vegetation

• Properties in high and medium- 
high hazard zones tend to be 
higher value

• The majority of properties are in 
lower hazard zones 







FORECASTS:
Two Methodologies



PROJECTION 1: 
STATE SUPPRESSION COST PER ACRE



PROJECTION 2: 
STATE SUPPRESSION COST



PROJECTION 2: 
STATE SUPPRESSION COST



FINDINGS
1. History of Wildfires in Montana

70% of acres burned in Montana history have been since 2000

2. State and Federal Suppression Costs
$2.3 billion on fires, 25% state, 75% federal

3. Mitigation and Priority Areas 
The Forest Service has spent $80 million on Mitigation in the last 10 years
HB 883 materially increased DNRC mitigation

4. Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) 
WUI acreage has doubled over past 30 years but proportion of houses within have stayed level

5. Residential Properties by Year Built and Wildfire Hazard Potential 
Homes built in high risk areas are on average higher value



IMPLICATIONS

Short  Term Chal lenges
• Insurance market – increasing cost, or loss of 

availability 
• Risk of elevated suppression costs

Long Term Chal lenges
• Development trends – population growth and high 

value residences



SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The Legislature May Wish To Consider:

• Deeper Analysis of Fire Costs

• Analysis of Mitigation Benefits and Costs

• Wildfire Mitigation by Additional Agencies

• Insurance Rates and Availability



DATA  S O U R C E S

https://wildfirerisk.org/download/
https://www.sciencebase.gov/catalog/item/617bfb43d34ea58c3c70038f
https://data-nifc.opendata.arcgis.com/
https://ftpgeoinfo.msl.mt.gov/Data/Spatial/MSDI/Cadastral/
https://www.wildfire.gov/application/famweb-data-warehouse
https://mtdnrc.maps.arcgis.com/apps/dashboards/3bb088b6ca604b3f8e5b5db085d13a01
https://data.fs.usda.gov/geodata/edw/datasets.php?xmlKeyword=hazardous


Questions?
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