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The year 2020 was one many people wish never happened. Minnesota, like much of the U.S.,
experienced the first major pandemic in several decades. COVID-19 taxed many fire
departments’ resources. Just when people were adjusting to the pandemic, parts of the Twin
Cities metro area erupted in fires as a result of civil unrest following George Floyd’s death at the
hands of a Minneapolis police officer. It was a challenging year for so many, and the fire service
was not exempt.

Our 2020 Fire in Minnesota report was also impacted by obstacles in data collection at all levels.
Local department staffing challenges meant fewer folks at the firehouses to enter timely reports.
Well-deserved retirements and other changes within the SFMD data team resulted in staff taking
on new challenges and contributing in new ways. Even Federal Emergency Management Agency
and the U.S. Fire Administration ultimately delayed their reporting in response to issues with
their own eNFIRS online reporting system.

With such a late start and data developing well into 2021, by the time our team had settled on
the final numbers for 2020, it was determined that it was too late in the game to release our
usual fully fleshed-out report. 

While it will not be getting its own published document just yet, we do not want to diminish
what the data from 2020 means to the citizens and departments of Minnesota. A statement we
often hear in the fire service is: “Lest we forget.” We feel this is appropriate for 2020 as well. Lest
we forget the lives lost to fire. Lest we forget the businesses, homes and communities impacted
by the large fire loss during 2020. Lest we forget the impacts of COVID-19. More important 
than remembering is looking to the future and deciding how we can make changes 
so we never experience another 2020.
 

MESSAGE FROM STATE FIRE MARSHAL JIM SMITH
AND CHIEF DEPUTY AMANDA SWENSON
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2020 NOTABLE NUMBERS
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While you’ll find 2020 data sprinkled throughout the pages of this 2021
report, below are some of the headlines.

Fire deaths were up. The total number of incidents was up. Fire loss
numbers were up. There was destruction from civil unrest. Of course,
there was also a new reporting data point — COVID-19. 

There were 11,044 COVID-19 related responses by 323 fire departments
in 2020. In more than 8,000 of these incidents, the patient was suspected
of having COVID-19 and in almost 3,000 incidents COVD-19 was
confirmed. Our data shows that 31,759 firefighters were exposed to the
virus, suspected of having COVID-19, or confirmed COVID-19 patients.
There are about 21,000 firefighters in Minnesota, meaning that on
average every firefighter in the state was exposed about one-and-a-half
times to this deadly disease.

Historically, Minnesota experiences fewer fires, fire deaths and dollar
loss than the U.S. as a whole. That was not true in 2020. All of the major
fire loss indicators were higher than in recent years: number of fire
department responses, number of fires, number of building fires, fire
loss and fire deaths.

Indeed, 2020 was a difficult year for many of us, both in our communities
and in the fire service. We wish to thank you, the members of the fire
service, for rising to the challenge to contribute data in what was an
incredibly difficult year. 



2020 VS. 10 YEAR AVERAGE

The number of fire deaths in Minnesota increased 32 percent over 2019.

Minnesota departments reported an 18 percent increase in the total
number of fire department responses.
Cooking remains the leading cause of structure fires in Minnesota.
Dollar loss from all fires was also up 52 percent – an increase of more than
$144 million. 
A majority of incendiary fires (fires that are intentionally set) happened in
residential structures. Incendiary fires caused over $84 million in damage
in residential properties.

              o Total Deaths: 62 
              o Leading Cause: Smoking (8)
              o Smoke Alarms: In 54 percent of fire fatalities in buildings, smoke     
                 alarms were absent or not operating.               
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The number of fire deaths in Minnesota increased 8 percent over 2020.

Minnesota departments reported an 11 percent increase in the total
number of fire department responses.
Cooking remains the leading cause of structure fires in Minnesota.
Dollar loss from all fires was down 22 percent – a decrease of over $94
million. 
A majority of incendiary fires (fires that are intentionally set) happened
in residential structures. Incendiary fires caused over $8.2 million in
damage in residential properties.

               o  Total Deaths: 67
               o  Leading known Cause: Smoking (35 percent of known causes)
               o  Smoke Alarms were reported as present in only 11 out of 39 
                   structure fire fatalities.

Page 4

2021 NOTABLE NUMBERS



TOTAL IMPACT



MINNESOTA FIRE CLOCK
These figures represent the collective incidents reported by 738

of Minnesota's 774 fire departments. 
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Frequency of Responses as Reported 

Fire Department Response Fire Reported

EMS/Rescue Run Reported Structure Fire Reported  Rural Structure Fire

Metro Structure Fire Arson Fire 

00:01:45 00:30:55

00:02:24 01:27:00 03:09:00

02:40:00 10:38:00

Fire Loss in Minnesota

$897,936/Day $37,414/Hour $624/Minute
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In 2021, 738 of the state’s 774 fire departments (95 percent of all
Minnesota’s fire departments) reported call data through the Minnesota
Fire Incident Reporting System (MFIRS), which collects information on
fires and related activities. More information about the fire department
participation begins on page 43.

The total number of fire incidents reported by participating Minnesota
fire departments in 2021 was 17,202  – a 10 percent increase over 2020.
The number of responses by the fire service increased by 11 percent in
2021 to over 362,000.

2021 REPORTED FIRE DEPARTMENT RESPONSES



Total dollar loss was down from 2020 by almost $79 million (19 percent). 
 Calls increased slightly in 2021 as did total fires which were up 10 percent
over 2020.

Overall Incident Comparisons
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2021 RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE FIRES
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Structure fires continue to occur most frequently in residential
properties, including houses, apartments, boarding houses, dormitories
and hotels/motels. In the last five years, an average of 4,914 fires have
occurred in residential structures. These figures indicate that each year,
one residential structure fire occurs for every 1,161 residents.

STRUCTURE FIRES BY PROPERTY TYPE



There were 33 fires with dollar losses of $1 million or more.
There were two fires with dollar losses of $5 million or more
($5.4 million manufacturing and $7.5 million grain elevator).
There was one fire with dollar loss over $9 million (live
stock/poultry storage).

NOTABLE FIRES

 

Residential fires accounted for 75 percent of all structure fires
and 63 percent of total dollar loss in 2021.

The average dollar loss per structure fire in 2021 was over
$49,000 per incident. The average dollar loss per residential
structure fire was over $43,000 per incident.
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2021 RESIDENTIAL STRUCTURE FIRES
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There were 94 sprinkler saves in Minnesota in 2021. That means about
once every four days, a fire is extinguished by an automatic fire sprinkler
system. These sprinkler activations saved 94 buildings from devastation,
minimized property loss, greatly reduced business interruption and
potentially saved lives.

The following chart shows where the 1,409 sprinkler saves occurred
between 2004-2021.

SPRINKLER SAVES

Sprinkler systems have been around since the late 1800s; they were
originally developed to protect manufacturing and industrial
occupancies. The first fire code in Minnesota to require apartment
sprinklers was adopted in 1989. The most common occupancy for
sprinkler saves in Minnesota is apartment buildings. In 2021 there were
48 sprinkler saves in apartment buildings. This is noteworthy as
apartments are one of the newest occupancies to have sprinklers. 

MINNESOTA SPRINKLER SAVES 2004-2021



Smoke alarms are highly effective at alerting people of dangerous
fire conditions, especially in residential occupancies where people
sleep. In 93 percent of the residential fires in 2021, smoke alarms
activated and alerted the occupants. Of concern, however, are the 67
residential fires where the occupants did not get alerted to
dangerous fire conditions. Those are shown as alarms that failed to
alert occupants – 2 percent – or alerted occupants, but the 
occupants failed to respond – 5 percent.
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RESIDENTIAL OCCUPANCY FIRES
WHERE SMOKE ALARMS ACTIVATED

SMOKE ALARM 
PERFORMANCE



RESIDENTIAL SMOKE 
ALARM EFFECTIVENESS
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ONE/TWO FAMILY DWELLING 
SMOKE ALARM EFFECTIVENESS

(All Residential Occupancies)



In 2021, 738 (95 percent) of Minnesota’s 774 fire departments reported
information for Fire in Minnesota. The total number of calls increased
about 11 percent from 2020. The dollar loss was nearly $328 million.

Fires occurred most frequently in residential properties. Residential
fires occurred nearly nine times as often as fires in the next most
reported type – storage properties. 

Fires in residential buildings accounted for 75 percent of all structure
fires, 63 percent of total dollar loss, and 97 percent of structure fire
deaths in 2021. These statistics continue to identify the home as the
most dangerous place to be. 

In the last 33 years, more than $6.2 billion in property was destroyed by
fire; more than $3.2 billion in damage occurred in residential
properties.
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SUMMARY



CAUSES
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The leading cause of structure fires in 2021 was cooking. Ninety-four
percent of those fires were contained cooking fires. 

The top three known factors in the remaining cooking fires were:
equipment unattended (28 percent), combustibles too close (7 percent),
and misuse of material or product (6 percent). There were four cooking-
related civilian fire deaths and 19 civilian injuries, as well as nine firefighter
injuries. Dollar loss from cooking fires in 2021 totaled $6,343,559.

STRUCTURE 
FIRE CAUSES

As in past years, the top known cause of fires continues to be cooking,
followed by careless burning and electrical fires.
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WHERE DO STRUCTURE FIRES START

Public Assembly Property

Residential Property Educational Property

Store/Office Property
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HEATING FIRES
There were 282 total heating fires in 2021. Ninety-six percent of all
2021 heating-related fires occurred in residential properties. The total
number of residential heating fires (270) decreased by 24 percent
over 2020 but dollar loss increased by 49 percent. 

Kitchen, 53%
Exterior Wall, 13%

Garage, 5%
Sleeping Area, 4%

Kitchen, 58%
Exterior Wall, 12%

Kitchen, 58%
Exterior Wall, 14%
Storage Area, 3%
Bath/Lavatory, 3%

Kitchen, 11%

Sales/Area, 6%
Storage Area, 6%

Exterior Wall, 11%

HEATING FIRES IN RESIDENTIAL PROPERTIES



Cooking caused the largest percentage of structure fires. Fires in
residential spaces represent 75 percent of all structure fires and 97
percent of fire deaths in structures. While careless smoking accounts for
less than 1 percent of structure fires, it caused 10 percent of known fire
fatalities. 

Nearly 10 percent of all reported structure fire causes were listed as “other
causes.” In order to focus on fire prevention efforts where the greatest
need exists, complete reporting is essential. Fire departments should
provide the maximum available information on MFIRS reports.

Minnesotans continue to be in the greatest danger from fire in their own
homes. Fire prevention efforts in the areas of cooking, heating and
appliances must continue to be a top priority. 
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SUMMARY

Residential

Educational

Public Assembly

Store & Office
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Since 1925, the week of Oct. 9 has
been designated Fire Prevention Week
in the United States in memory of the
Great Chicago Fire of Oct. 9, 1871. The
National Fire Protection Association
has sent a special fire-prevention
message to the public during Fire
Prevention Week. The SFMD urges
Minnesota fire departments to mark
that week by encouraging public
safety and leading fire prevention
efforts in their communities.

FIRE PREVENTION
WEEK



INCENDIARY
FIRES
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There were 1,015 identified incendiary fires in 2021, an 8 percent
decrease from 2020.

The term incendiary refers to any intentionally set fire. An arson fire is
an example of an incendiary fire, but not all incendiary fires are arson.
Incendiary fires may also include recreational fires intentionally set that
get out of control. The value of property destroyed by incendiary fires
in 2021 was more than $13.4 million.  

INCENDIARY FIRES BY
BUILDING TYPE

INCENDIARY STRUCTURE
AND VEHICLE FIRES
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INCENDIARY FIRE DAMAGE IN MINNESOTA 

In 2021, “incendiary” was listed as the cause of 12 percent of all
reported structure fires with known causes and 6 percent of all
reported vehicle fires in Minnesota.

Vehicle incendiary dollar loss represented 3 percent of total vehicle
fire dollar loss with an average dollar loss per incendiary vehicle fire
of $7,092.

Fire investigators agree that incendiary fires are under-reported. This
may be especially true with vehicle fires as they may not receive as
much attention as structure fires receive.

(in millions)
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SUMMARY
Incendiary fires decreased slightly in 2021. Incendiary fires were the
cause of 12 percent of the structure fires with known causes.

In 2021, 34 percent of all incendiary structure fires and 29 percent of
all incendiary losses were in residential property.

In the past 33 years, incendiary fires caused 94 deaths and more
than $524 million in property loss.

Incendiary fires must continue to be addressed through such efforts
as the Arson Reward Program and the Youth Firesetter Intervention
and Prevention Programs.

ARSON TIP LINE

An extraordinary reward of $2,000 to $5,000 for information or
assistance that leads to the arrest of person(s) on a charge of arson.
An information reward of up to $2,000 for information in a
meritorious situation with no requirement that the information lead
to an arrest. 
A lesser reward for useful information which could prevent an
incendiary fire or aid in catching a person who set one. There is no
requirement that the information lead to an arrest.

Do you have a tip or information about a possible arson fire? Call the
Arson Hotline at 800-723-2020. Rewards are possible for information
leading to the identification of whomever is responsible for the fire. 

Rewards are as follows:



CASUALTIES
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In 2021, 67 civilians lost their lives in Minnesota fires, an 8 percent
increase over 2020. 

In 50 percent of residential fires, it was not possible to determine
whether a smoke alarm was present or operating. 

CIVILIAN DEATHS IN 2021

30+ YEARS OF
MINNESOTA FIRE DEATHS
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30-PLUS YEARS OF FIRE
DEATH HISTORY

As Minnesota’s population has grown from 3.8 million in 1970 to over
5.7 million in 2021, fire deaths have generally decreased. During the
1980s, fire deaths in Minnesota dropped 19 percent from the levels of
the 1970s. The 1990's showed a further decrease of 25 percent from the
levels of the 1980s. The 2000’s had a decrease of 21 percent from the
1990s. 

Much of this decline in the fire death trend can be attributed to fire
service advancements. Since the mid '70s, the promotion of fire
protection technology (smoke alarms, sprinkler systems, etc.) has
become widespread in Minnesota.

The state has also mandated new inspection and code enforcement
programs targeting hotels, motels, schools, and heath and day care
facilities.
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CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS
SINCE 1990
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FIRE DEATHS AND
SMOKE ALARM PERFORMANCE

Being trapped above fire.
Re-entered the building.
Clothing caught fire (not while escaping).
Injury.

Of the 11 fire fatalities where smoke alarms were present, only five were
reported as having alerted the occupants.  The factors contributing to the
fatalities include:

 It is unknown why one individual did not get out.    
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2021 CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS BY AGE

Civilian Fire Deaths
The number of people killed in fires in 2021 who were ages
40 and over increased in 2021.

2021 CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS BY MONTH
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2021 CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS
BY DAY OF THE WEEK

CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS 
WHERE AND WHY?

Fifty-six percent of all 2021 fire deaths occurred where people generally
feel safest – in their homes.

1-2 Family Dwelling

29 Fatalities

Vehicle

15 Fatalities

Outdoors

15 Fatalities

Multi-Family Dwelling

9 Fatalities

In 2021, careless smoking was the leading cause of known fatal fires.
Alcohol or drug use was a factor in 43 percent of careless smoking
deaths and in 42 percent of all fire deaths. 
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2021 KNOWN CAUSES OF
CIVILIAN FIRE DEATHS
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2021 Fire Deaths (list)
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In the past 32 years there have been 1,647 fire deaths in Minnesota.
(See distribution by county on the next page.) According to the 2020
US census data, approximately 45 percent of our state population
lived in greater Minnesota, where the per capita fire death rate was
1.69 deaths per 100,000 people. The per capita fire death rate for
the metro area in 2021 was .76 deaths per 100,000, while the rate
for the state as a whole was 1.17 per 100,000 people. That is above
the national average per capita fire death rate, which was 1.15
per 100,000 in 2020. There are three Minnesota counties 
that have remained fatality free for the past 32
years: Traverse, Stevens and Murray.
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FIREFIGHTER DEATHS
There were two line of duty fire deaths in Minnesota in 2021. (Source:
Minnesota Fire Service Foundation).  We honor those who have fallen and
remember them with pride and gratitude for their dedicated service in
protecting their fellow citizens. 
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In 2021, there were 339 firefighter injuries reported – an increase of 13
percent from 2020. Of these injuries, 135 (40 percent) were fire-related.
Sixty-eight percent of these fire-related injuries occurred while firefighters
were fighting residential structure fires (93). Of known causes, “Exposure to
Hazard” was the most common (33.4 percent) with overexertion as the
next highest at 25.6 percent. 

FIREFIGHTER INJURIES

2021 FIREFIGHTER INJURIES BY CAUSE
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FIREWORKS INJURIES
AND PROPERTY LOSS

SFMD has gathered information about fireworks injuries and property
damage since 1989. Minnesota hospitals voluntarily report injuries
treated in their emergency departments during the period from June 25
through July 15 each year.

Property damage information is taken from the Minnesota Fire Incident
Reporting System. From 1989 through 2001, $1.6 million in property
damage resulting from fireworks use was reported, averaging more
than $123,000 annually. The total property damage due to fireworks use
from 2002 through 2004 was over $3 million. In 2021 alone, fireworks
were responsible for over $2.7 million in losses.

Property damage reported over the last 10 years totaled more than 
$6.5 million.

FIREWORKS INCIDENT DOLLAR LOSS

2014 totals includes $1.3 million vehicle storage fire in Zumbrota.
2020 totals include two high-dollar building fires of $400,000 and
$380,000.
2021 totals include three high-dollar building fires of more than $400,000.
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Fireworks injuries most commonly occur to males between 20 and 29
years old, with burns being the most common type of  reported injury .
Burn injuries include those to the extremities, eyes and face. It is
impossible to know how many people were injured and did not seek
medical attention.

 FIREWORKS INJURIES BY AGE

Fireworks injury reporting was down substantially in 2021. This may
have been the result of a change in the reporting process as we
transition from paper to electronic submissions. 

There was one injury that listed age as "unknown" or "0" in 2011, one
injury in 2015, one injury in 2016, one injury in 2017, two injuries in
2018, one injury in 2019, and one in 2020.

There was one fire death from fireworks in 2015, and another in
 2021.  There were four additional fireworks injuries in 2021 
occurring outside the June 22-July 15 timeframe.

+



Historically, Minnesotans have been at greatest risk of fire death and
injury in their own homes. In 2021, 57 percent of fire deaths and 67
percent of civilian injuries occurred in residential settings. Ninety-seven
percent of fire deaths in structures were in residential property. The
presence or absence of working smoke alarms is often a factor in fire
fatalities. In 63 percent of fire deaths occurring in dwellings, smoke
alarms, were reported as either “not present” or unable to determine if
the alarms were working at the time of the fire. 

Careless smoking was the leading cause of fire deaths in 2021 with seven
fire deaths. Alcohol or drug use was an impairing factor in 31 percent of
all fire deaths. 

Overall, fire deaths have decreased over the past 30 years in Minnesota,
even as the population has grown. However, many preventable tragedies
continue to occur. Prevention and education efforts, particularly those
targeting vulnerable populations, are essential to reduce losses from fire.
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Summary



PARTICIPATION



The Minnesota State Fire Marshal Division appreciates the efforts of the
fire departments that submitted data via the Minnesota Fire Incident
Reporting System (MFIRS) in 2021. 

This information is essential if we are to understand and effectively
combat the fire problem in Minnesota. At the local level, this data
provides information to help focus prevention efforts on challenging
areas; it also assists with budget planning for staffing and equipment. 

Fire data is requested on a weekly basis by the media, the public, the
fire service and the fire protection community. It is used to support
legislative initiatives and to guide public fire safety campaigns. 

Information about reporting departments is listed on the following
pages. In 67 of Minnesota’s 87 counties last year, 100 percent of the fire
departments reported via the MFIRS system.

In some instances, the protection district of the reporting fire
department goes beyond its county boundary, but the incident is
recorded within the department’s home county. The fire rate equals one
fire per number of persons indicated. For example, in Aitkin County in
2021, there was one fire for every 171 people.
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Minnesota Fire Incident
Reporting System
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RUNS, DOLLAR LOSS AND
DEATHS BY COUNTY
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FIRE DEPARTMENT REPORTING
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