
6/4/2024

1

PRESCRIBED BURNING IN URBAN 
LANDSCAPES
Presented by: 

John McCabe, Forest Preserves of Cook County

Wisconsin Forestry Center
Prescribed Fire Webinar Series
June 5, 2024

President, Illinois Prescribed Fire Council

Lead Instructor, Chicago Wilderness Ecological 
Prescription Burn Crew Member Training

State of Illinois Certified Prescribed Burn 
Manager

HELLO!
John McCabe
Director of Resource Management
Forest Preserves of Cook County 
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5.1 million
Population of: 

Second-most populated 
county in the United States

69,500
Acres

11% 
land mass of Cook 
County

60 million 
annual visitors

The Forest Preserves of Cook 
County are one of the oldest 
and largest urban conservation 
districts in the United States. 

City of 
Chicago

AcresBURN STATISTICS

Average over the last 7 years: 

7,738 acres
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City of Chicago

The usual concerns are amplified 
in an urban environment
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MORE 
PEOPLE

MORE 
INFRASTRUCTURE

SMOKE SENSITIVE 
TARGETS

COMPLICATIONS OF 

BURNING IN URBAN AREAS

Smoke is our primary concern. 

High levels of development mean 
you’re never far from heavily 
populated areas that can be 
negatively impacted by smoke. 

Disadvantaged communities

Site selection may be limited 
based on burn parameters. 

There is little margin for 
error. 

Different ignition techniques 
(i.e. more strip burning) may 

be required to limit smoke 
output.

.
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S TRICT MOP-UP

Northwest
RM

Skokie RM

Salt Creek
RM

Palos RM

Tinley Creek RM

Contractor #1

Contractor
#2

Contractor #3
Contractor #4Contractor #5

Contractor
#6

Contractor #8

Contractor #7

Volunteers 
& Corps

Thorn Creek RM

John McCabe
Director of Resource Management

BURN COORDINATOR

Troy Showerman
Resource Project Manager

Izabella Redlinski 
Deputy Director

Izabella Redlinski 
Deputy Director

Chris Anchor
Senior Wildlife Biologist

Chris Anchor
Senior Wildlife Biologist

Nicholas Kuhn
Resource Operations Manager

Elliot Medina
Asst. Resource Operations Manager

Elliot Medina
Asst. Resource Operations Manager

Alice Brandon
Resource Management Administrator

Alice Brandon
Resource Management Administrator

Monica Mueller
Regional Ecologist, NW Zone

Monica Mueller
Regional Ecologist, NW Zone

Anna Braum
Regional Ecologist, NE Zone 

Anna Braum
Regional Ecologist, NE Zone 

Kristin Pink
Regional Ecologist, SW Zone 

Kristin Pink
Regional Ecologist, SW Zone 

Dan Spencer
Regional Ecologist, SE Zone 

Dan Spencer
Regional Ecologist, SE Zone 

Frederick Menigat
Resource Supervisor

Frederick Menigat
Resource Supervisor

RM General HeadquartersRM General Headquarters

Diana Krug
GIS Specialist
Diana Krug
GIS Specialist

FPCC Police

FPCC Maintenance

ALL other outside 
contacts

FPCC Police

FPCC Maintenance

ALL other outside 
contacts

ALSO CONTACTED: ALSO CONTACTED: 

Steven Ochab
Resource Supervisor
Steven Ochab

Resource Supervisor

Matt Skoflanc
Resource Supervisor

Matt Skoflanc
Resource Supervisor

Conservation CorpsConservation Corps

Craig Billington
Regional Ecologist, Central Zone 

Craig Billington
Regional Ecologist, Central Zone 

Rebecca Collings
Senior Resource Ecologist

Rebecca Collings
Senior Resource Ecologist

Contractor AContractor A

Crew 1Crew 1

Crew 2Crew 2

Contractor BContractor B

Crew 3Crew 3

Crew 4Crew 4

Contractor CContractor C

Crew 5Crew 5

Crew 6Crew 6

Contractor DContractor D

Crew 7Crew 7

Crew 8Crew 8

IN TERN AL  
C OOR DIN AT IO N

John Pellegrino
Asst. Resource Operations Manager

John Pellegrino
Asst. Resource Operations Manager

Daniel O’Rourke
Resource Supervisor
Daniel O’Rourke
Resource Supervisor

Marty Belchak
Resource Supervisor
Marty Belchak

Resource Supervisor

Kevin Neary
Resource Supervisor

Kevin Neary
Resource Supervisor
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STAFF

INTERNS
Mentor the next generation, involve underserved communities

STUDENTS
Mentor the next generation
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2022

2024

2015

2016

2017 2018

2023

Staff and Conservation Corps crews indicate their ongoing availability using a 
shared calendar. This allows crews to be constructed deployed more efficiently.

AVAILABILITY CALENDAR

VOLUNTEERS
Engage communities and create advocates
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Active total volunteers:  12,195
Rx burn certified: 176

Trained volunteers may 
participate on prescribed fires. 

Must have NWCG S130/190 or 
be regionally certified through the 
Chicago Wilderness Ecological 
Prescription Burn Crew Member 
training. 

VOLUNTEERS

Brush pile burns and other 
small-scale fires can help 
desensitize communities to the 
sight of fire. 

Demonstrates its usefulness in 
land management so the 
introduction of prescribed fire 
perhaps isn’t so startling. 

FIRE ON A 
SMALL SCALE

Deployment emails list burn 
bosses and contact 
information. 

Creates accountability and 
recognition.  
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CONTRACTORS

INTERGOVERNMENTAL 
TRAINING

Form relationships and understanding, create normalcy

25

26

27



6/4/2024

10

PRIORITIZATION (777 BURN UNITS)

today

tomorrow

partially 
completed

completed

cancelled 
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NOTIFICATIONS
Nobody likes surprises!

Even when not required by law, 
obtaining open burn permits from 
municipalities can be beneficial. 

• Serves as advanced notice

• Starts a conversation

• Just as a courtesy!

PERMITS
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Volunteers, staff, and other 
interested parties are kept 
informed of prescribed burn 
activities through a daily 
newsletter. 

Lists locations and 
procedures for helping out.

Keeping everyone is on 
the same page is key.

Site-based alerts are added to 
our main webpage and 
interactive map daily. 

New prescribed burn portal 
summarizes active prescribed 
burn locations and leads into 
information about why we burn.

Enable people to find as much 
information as possible on their 
own. Be transparent. 

ONLINE ALERTS
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Each burn site has a custom call 
sheet used to inform local police 
& fire departments, Department 
of Environmental Control, and 
smoke-sensitive groups.

Calls are made the morning of the 
burn. 

Updated constantly!

Stand-up signs are posted on 
roadways and trails ahead of 

the burn site.

Signs are posted on site before 
and after a burn.

This is an 
opportunity to 

educate!

SIGNAGE
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How do we prepare 
the public and local 
agencies to accept 
(and support!) 

prescribed fire in 
urban areas?

Engage people!

Use events to emphasize the 
importance of fire as a 
restoration tool

TALK ABOUT FIRE
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SHOW RESULTS
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Members of the public are 
often encountered on the fire 

line.

Take the time to inform and 
educate—usually they’re just 

curious! 

Let them take photos and go 
home with a positive 

experience.

FIRELINE 
CHATS

CHALLENGES

We produce annual burn 
summaries sharing progress and 
anecdotes.  

Tell stories & connect 

REPORTS
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Nonprofit  individuals, organizations, land managers and 

agencies who have an interest in ensuring the safety and 

effectiveness of prescribed fires in Illinois.

Established in 2009

illinoisprescribedfirecouncil.orgillinoisprescribedfirecouncil.org

I L L I N O I S  P R E S C R I B E D  
F I R E  C O U N C I L
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Cultivate public trust!

In 2022, Cook County voters 
approved a tax referendum to 
support the Forest Preserves.

Passed in every district with 69% 
of the vote across Cook County

PROOF OF 
CONCEPT

John McCabe
Director of Resource Management
Forest Preserves of Cook County
john.mccabe@cookcountyil.gov  
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