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Cultivating Caution

Field & Combine Fires
Salah Issa & Bill Fulton
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Introduction

Bill Fulton
Field Staff Instructor
Illinois Fire Service Institute
fulton54@illinois.edu

Salah Issa, Ph.D., ASP
Assistant Professor & Extension Specialist

University of Illinois Urbana -Champaign
salah01@illinois.edu  
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Objectives
ÅDescribe fire 
surveillance data for 
Illinois for combine 
and field fires

ÅFire safety 
prevention tips for 
combine and field 
fires.

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Agricultural Safety & Health Program
ÅNews clipping agricultural 
injury report

ÅCaptures unique cases

ǅGrain Entrapments

ǅFire Incidents

ÅFocused more on the 
severe cases (+ fatalities)

ÅOver 30 years of data.

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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2025 Fire incidents Summary
No less than 51 fire incidents occurred 
in agricultural operations in Illinois

24 
Barn Fires

ÅMany 
chickens

Å8 goats

Å6 horses

Å5 pigs

Å1 dog

ÅLots of Hay

4 
Machine 

Shed/Shop

Å1 Tractor

Å2 Mowers

ÅOther 
vehicles

ÅOther 
equipment

10 
Field Fires
Å420+ acres 

burned

ÅBrush, Corn, 
Wheat

ÅA Jeep

3 
Grain 

Facilities

Å2 Grain Bins

Å1 Conveyor 
Belt

10 
Vehicle 

Incidents
Å9 Combines

Å2 Tractor

Å1 Grain Cart

Å50+ acres 
farmland

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Combine / Tractor Fires
In 2025, a fire started in combine quickly spread 
to field. The farmer was unable to escape and 
died inside the cab of the combine.

Combine fire burned 15 acres of farmland and 
the nearby tractor and grain cart. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Combine / Tractor Fires
ÅUsually combines, 
4 of these cases were tractors

ÅOver last three years, causes were:

ǅ3 bad/hot bearings

ǅ2 Engine

ǅHydraulic leak

ǅIgnited field

ǅImplement / cropper

ǅArson

4

5

10

2023 2024 2025

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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>ɐɃǩȡɅǸ fȡɶǸɾ țǍɳɳǸɅ ǩǸǪǍʔɾǸṟ
VOverheated bearings or belts

VStatic electricity / exhaust sparks

V Leaks from fuel or hydraulic lines

VCrop residue accumulation

VElectrical issues 

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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When are more Combine 
ȒȡɶǸɾ ȓɐȡɅȓ ʌɐ țǍɳɳǸɅṟ

ÅLong periods without rain 
during harvest

ÅHot, dry, windy periods

ÅExcessive dirty crop materials

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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How do you need to prepare 
ȡȒ ʳɐʔɶ ǪɐɃǩȡɅǸ ǪǍʌǪțǸɾ ȒȡɶǸṟ
V Maintain two ten-pound Dry Chemical 

Extinguishers on the combine and a shovel

V Have a cell phone readily available

V Know your exact location 
including field entrance locations

V Call 911 even before trying to fight the fire

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618


White
FFFFFF

Dark Yellow
997700

Light Yellow
EECC66

Dark Red
994455

Light Red
EE99AA

Light Blue
6699CC

Dark Blue
004488

Black
000000

Wong, B (2011) Points of 
view: Color blindness, Nature 
Methods 8, 441

Yellow
F0E442

Orange
E69F00

Blue Green
009E73

Sky Blue
56B4E9

Vermillion
D55E00

Pale Violet
CC79A7

Blue
0072B2

Wong, B (2011) Points of 
view: Color blindness, Nature 
Methods 8, 441

W
o

n
g

, 
B

 (
2
0

1
1
) 

P
o

in
ts

 o
f 
v
ie

w
: 
C

o
lo

r 
b

lin
d

n
e

ss
,

N
a

tu
re

 M
e

th
o

d
s8

, 
4
4
1

P
rim

a
ry

S
e

co
n

d
a

ry
S

u
p

p
o

rtin
g

Illini Orange
FF5F05

Illini Blue
13294B

Storm
707372

9C9A9D

C8C6C7

Industrial
1D58A7

Arches
009FD4

Prairie
006230

Harvest
FCB316

Patina
007E8E

Berry
5C0E41

Earth
7D3E13

U
n

ive
rsity o

f Illin
o

is C
o
lo

rs

ğțǍʌ ʌțǸ fȡɶǸ ñǸɶʬȡǪǸ ɅǸǸǱɾ ʌɐ ɶǸǍȺȡʽǸṟ
ÅMany of the Combine fires are
based in the engine compartment

ÅModern Combines have 
much more polycarbonate 
sheeting than in the past

ÅIf the combine is on fire, 
probably there is a field fire as well 

ÅThe fire apparatus may not be able to get into the field

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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æɶǸʬǸɅʌȡɐɅ æɐȡɅʌɾṟ
ÅMaintenance is key

ÅGrease and oil bearings, chains, 
and other parts to manufacturer's 
recommendations

ÅCheck bearings with an 
infrared thermometer or 
thermal imaging camera

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Prevention Measures
ÅKeep equipment clean and free 
of loose organic debris.

ÅClean combines have less issues

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Field/Brush Fires
In 2024, a brush fire was started by an owner and 
spread to about 25 acres of land. An ember also 
caught a neighboring property ablaze.

In 2025, a wheat field burst into flames due to high 
winds and hot temperatures. Firefighters initially 
arrived to 5 acres of harvested wheat burning. By end of 
operation, 80 acres were burned, two firefighters were 
treated for heat exhaustion.

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Field/Brush Fires
Over last three years, causes were:

Å6 Out of control burn

Å2 Machine

ÅEmbers

ÅRekindle

ÅWeather

Å1 Oil Flare

Å1 Arson

7

16

10

2023 2024 2025
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Field Fire Characteristics
ÅWill move with the wind

ÅWill move with the amount of fuel

ÅMore than likely, they will form a point or head

ÅField fires can give off extreme radiant heat

ÅFlame length in harvested crops can reach 7 feet in length

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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Fires Characteristics
ÅFlame length in unharvested 
crops can exceed 16 feet

ÅField fires can spread 
moving uphill

ÅIn these cases, flame length 
can double or even triple

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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What should you do
ÅCall  911, get the Fire Department headed your way

ÅHave a disc or other tillage tool hooked up in advance. 
A fire break can be made well ahead of the fire

ÅGet any other equipment to the burned area 
well out of the way

Å"GFӐL LJQ LG LADD JA?@L F=PL LG L@= >AJ=ӄ
Fires move fast and can engulf you and the equipment

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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What should you do
Further more, a field fire is consuming 
a lot of fuel, using a lot of oxygen. 
It can consume the oxygen your 
tractor engine needs to run 
and stall the engine.

Consider keeping a water trailer or 
truck filled and ready during harvests 
when a high potential exists for fires.

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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What should you do

Kits are available to equip auger 
wagons with a water tank and 
pump in case of a field fire

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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What the Fire Department may do

ÅThey may deploy four-wheel drive apparatus to the point 
or head of the fire on the burned side of the fire

ÅIn some cases, they may determine to use a road, creek, 
or waterway as a stop point to contain the fire

ÅAn Incident Commander will be in charge of the operation

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618
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What the Fire Department may do
ÅCoordinate the 
use of your equipment 
with the Incident Commander

ÅYou may want to point out a close water 
supply in case additional water is needed

ÅThe Incident Commander (IC) is in charge, 
D=L @AE <G @AK BG:ӈ

https://www.nature.com/articles/nmeth.1618

