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Purpose

Identify those areas in Wisconsin with moderate
to high wildfire risk, and concentrations of
older people (age 60 and older in 2020).

5,693
TOTAL RESIDENTS IN
MODERATE/HIGH RISK AREAS

2,356
RESIDENTS, AGE 60 AND OLDER,
AT MODERATE/HIGH RISK

KEY POINTS

~40%
OF THOSE AT RISK ARE
AGE 60 AND OLDER

Wisconsin Findings (2020)

Population at risk: In 2020, 5,963 Wisconsin residents
lived in census blocks with moderate or high wildfire risk
(out of 5,893,452 total residents). These areas with wildfire
risk were found in 11 out of 72 counties (Fig. 1, Table 1).

Older adults are disproportionately affected: Nationwide,
older people tend to live in areas with more wildfire risk.
In Wisconsin, 2,356 of those living in risky places were age
60 or older in 2020, representing 39.5 percent of the at-risk
population—compared with 25.0 percent of the population
that was age 60 or older statewide.

Regional context: Among the 20 Northeast and Midwest
states, Wisconsin ranks 11th in the number of older
residents living in moderate to high wildfire risk areas.

Why It Matters

Older adults face greater challenges preparing for, evacuating from, and recovering
after wildfire than the general population. These challenges include reduced
mobility, health issues, limited access to technology, and limited social support.
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Figure 1.—Number of people age 60 and older who live in a moderate
or high risk wildfire area. Figure by Rozalyn Klass, University of
Wisconsin’s Applied Population Lab. (Source: Winkler et al. 2025).
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Table 1. Population and wildfire risk, summarized at the county level
(2020)!

Number Population Number 60 Percent

R A at risk 60 and and older older and

ARG el (all) older at risk at risk?
Burnett 16,526 3,879 6,599 1,406 8.5
Washburn 16,623 799 6,371 437 2.6
Douglas 44,295 634 12,239 297 0.7
Polk 44977 268 13,776 96 0.2
Dodge 89,385 148 23,929 49 0.1

'The remaining six counties with moderate to high wildfire risk had a
combined total of 71 people age 60 and older. (Source: Winkler et al. 2025).

2Percent older and at risk is the share of each county’s population that is
over age 60 and in moderate/high wildfire risk areas.

Geographic concentration: Wisconsin is a largely rural
and agricultural state, with wildfire risk concentrated in
forested northern and central regions (Fig. 2). Risk for all
ages is concentrated in these forested counties, especially
Burnett County, which includes globally rare pine barrens.
Pine barrens forest ecosystems are defined by pine-

dominated vegetation, sandy and acidic nutrient-poor soils,

and are dependent on fire.
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Figure 2.—Expanded view of four counties in northwest Wisconsin
showing Census blocks with moderate to high wildfire risk and
number of people age 60 and older living in those blocks. Figure
by Rozalyn Klass, University of Wisconsin’s Applied Population Lab.
(Source: Winkler et al. 2025).

METHODS AND CONSIDERATIONS

We linked age data from the decennial Census (2010
and 2020) with the U.S. Forest Service’s Wildfire Risk
to Communities dataset (30 m cells; risk to potential
homes) (Scott et al. 2024) at the level of Census
blocks (the smallest census geography). Using census
blocks and decennial age data yields finer, more
accurate alignment of age and wildfire risk than
coarser geographies. For each block, 30 m risk values
were averaged and classified as low, moderate, high,
or highest. These were overlaid with block-level

age distributions. Results were then aggregated to
firesheds, counties, and states. Aggregation helps
control for uncertainty in block-level information.
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