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June 24, 2004
Burn Safely, Burn Legally

Hillsborough County is an area where the Federal government has issued concerns about air quality.  Because of this, the Environmental Protection Commission (EPC) has instituted rules which affect open burning.


The agricultural status of the environmental horticulture business has created special conditions and responsibilities which allow limited burning opportunities for nurseries.

When you can burn…

There are specific rules you must follow to burn on your property.

First, you must obtain an authorization from the FL Division of Forestry.  You may call (863) 648-3163 for this authorization.  They will assign you a burn authorization number.


To obtain the burn authorization number you will need to provide them with a specific legal description of your property.  This is the township, range and section number which should appear on your tax assessment or bill.

Your burn authorization is for the specific day you call and the burn must occur between 9 a.m. and be out by 1 hour before sunset.  This time changes each day.  Consult the newspaper or a weather report for exact times.

What you can burn…

The rules are very specific and there is no latitude for deviation.  

You may burn polyethylene plastic.  This is the plastic in your blow molded pots, ground cloth, and greenhouse plastic.


You may burn dead, overgrown, or other plants with potting media attached.


Be careful not to burn polystyrene plastic.  This is the type plastic used in annual trays.  


You also may burn trimmings from plants and trees cut on your property.  Do not burn any green material from offsite.


Other allowed items to burn:  waste pesticide containers, ground cover (make sure it is polyethylene), and plastic string.


The pesticide containers must be Group I.  As always consult the label, if the label allows disposal by burning, then follow the guidelines precisely.  

All materials should be rinsed and free of soil, fertilizer and any other residual products.


Fire barrels for your labor during the winter do not require a burn permit.  However, they MUST only burn clean wood, charcoal or other accepted wood substitutes.
Other conditions…

The burning MUST be under constant supervision.  That means you or an appointed person must be at the fire site continuously.  You can’t supervise from the office.  Someone must be at the fire site the entire time.


Burning must be 1,000 feet from an occupied building and 100 feet from any public road.


Piles of material must not exceed 10 feet in diameter and five feet in height.  If you have more material to burn than you can put into a pile that size, feed the fire during the day or make two piles with sufficient distance between the two.  The number of piles is limited by your ability to control them.


Additionally, you must have a means of extinguishing the fire if necessary.  This can be a hose, sprayer full of water, etc.  Make sure you don’t stretch your abilities beyond reasonableness.   


Above all, keep in mind the ability to burn is always limited by excessive smoke, odor and the nuisance factor.  If you create a neighbor complaint, the Sheriff’s Dept. Environmental unit will respond and possibly the fire department.


It is common sense to pay attention to the wind, legal fire materials, and any other condition affecting the fire.  A good neighbor policy and common courtesy prevent complaints.


If you are in a municipality like Tampa, you must have a permit from that fire department even though you are agriculture.  You then must obtain a permit from EPC.

What you can’t burn…

Unless an item is specifically listed above, you can’t legally burn it in Hillsborough County.  If you have a question, call the Environmental Protection Commission Air Quality Department for clarification.  The number is 272-5530.

Items specifically prohibited from being burned are:  lumber, pallets, cardboard, polystyrene, office or household trash, wood crates, Styrofoam, and plastic soil bags.


Many pesticide and fertilizer container may be prohibited.  Check the label and follow the directions on the label.  If it requires triple rinsing, make sure you do that prior to burning.

If you have questions…

Don’t take a chance.  The fine for violations is steep.  


Consider alternatives to burning.  There are opportunities for recycling.  Your waste hauler should have information.  There also are Buy-Back and Drop-Off Collection Centers in the County.  Call the Solid Waste Dept. for information. 


Call someone if you are in doubt.  Here is a list of numbers:
Division of Forestry
(863) 648-3163

Environmental Protection

   Commission
(813) 272-5530

Solid Waste Dept.
(813) 272-5680

City of Tampa
(813) 348-1111

Finally, call TBWG if you need help of any kind.
