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Wildfire a
The Wildla

By Ted Morlock 
As the trend towards rural development continues 
ross the U.S. into the 1990s, parks that share their 
undaries with privately owned lands need to look more 

osely at their wildland/urban interlace. The idea of hav· 
g a National Park "in your backyard" is so popular that 
altors and other developers often use it as a primary 
lling point. With each new home constructed along a 

ark's boundary two management problems escalate. 
he first is the potential for a structural or powerline fire ig· 
iting nearby vegetation within the park. The second is the 
tential for a wildfire exiting the park and destroying a 

ructure. These seem like opposite scenarios but in fact 
ey share one factor - the park boundary. Thus they 
quire a multi-faceted solution, which may involve many 
dividuals and agencies. During the winter of 1989-90, 
ape Hatteras National Seashore undertook an experi· 
ental program of boundary fuels management and pub­
 education to reduce hazard situations at the wild· 
nd/urban interface in the Buxton Woods area of 
atteras Island. 
Prior to initiation of the management program, fuel and 
getation maps were prepared for Buxton Woods, the 
rgest remaining maritime forest in North Carolina. A fire 
story study by Kent turner indicated ignitions at Cape 
atteras were primarily anthropogenic. Field survey data 

Effects of Severe Fire 
in Coastal Scrub 

Although National Seashores are not usually con­
ered to be "fire prone" parks, several east coast 
rrier islands have areas of high fuels. During 1987 
d 1988, the University of Georgia Cooperative Stud· 
 Unit investigated the historic impact of severe fire in 
astal scrub (or pocosin) and fresh water marsh com­
unities on adjoining live oak (Quercus virginiana) 
rest on Cumberland Island National Seashore. 
ven series of aerial photographs, taken between 
53 and 1988, were analyzed to determine the loca­
n of boundaries between plant community types 
fore and after fires. A sampling team established 
rmanent transects between scrub and forest com­
unities, and evaluated the basal area of woody vege· 
tion along gradients between scrub and better devel· 
ed oak forest. A green house bioassay of soil fertility 

so was conducted. 
The project found, that despite the highly flammable 
ture of the scrub and the history of repeated fires in 

e dense thickets, disturbance was not correlated to 
e areal extent of scrub or marsh communities. The 
rub and marsh boundaries expanded, rather, in 
sponse to periods of high precipitation; thus bound· 

ry changes were related to the coastal drought cycle. 
Scrub forest boundaries were relatively dynamic 
mpared to marsh/forest boundaries. In recent years, 

xtensive browsing by white-tailed deer has limited 
rvival of live oak sprouts after fires. If scrub commu­

ities expand into oak forest, it will ultimately be a result 
f herbivore impacts, and not of high intensity fires. The 
ata suggest wildfire plays a minor role in boundary 
ynamics among these communities, and that fire sup· 
ression should not be necessary to prevent loss of 
ak forest along the scrub boundary. Further reduction 
f the deer herd would, however, be very desirable. 
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n by Katherine Davidson and Susan Bratton indicated 
 Buxton Woods had burned several times within this 
tury and that successional loblolly pine (Pinus taeda) 
ds had greater loadings of fine fuels and were more 
ly to burn than laurel oak (Quercus /aurifolia) and 
ed hardwood stands. In some cases, new homes had 
n constructed in pine stands adjoining the extensive, 
 moderately flammable, pine and wetland areas within 
park. The simplest, and often only strategy, in such a 
ation is to provide a fuel break along the boundary. This 
 be accomplished either through mechanical manip· 
ion and removal of fuels using chain saws and other 
s, or through the use of prescribed fire. 
 Buxton Woods, the volume of pine litter and the proxi· 
 of homes to the park boundary discouraged the use 
re. Further, historic vegetation analysis indicated the 
ds had been dominated by live oak (Quercus virgini· 

) prior to the colonial era. Prescribed burning might 
bit desirable hardwood succession and might actually 
ntain more flammable pine forest types. The use of 
cribed burning also was limited by authorization diffi· 

ies, public aversion to burning near their properties, 
 shortages of fire protection personnel (both in the 
ning and execution phases) and equipment. Although 
e time consuming and less effective than prescribed 
ing, mechanical manipulation was thus effected along 
six-mile park boundary through the Woods. 
he actual treatment consisted of removal of all under· 
h (laddering fuels), trees less than 3" dbh and any 
d and down fuel concentrations for a 10' width along 
relatively level terrain of the boundary. Resulting slash 
 scattered in the park or hauled to a safe burning loca­
, to prevent hazardous fuel buildups along the treated 
. This initial treatment required 10 person days (1 pay 

od) and 50 hours chain saw useage per mile (using an 
rienced sawyer). Long-term management will require 
rson-days and 20 hours motorized brush cutter usege 
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Burning slash after fuels removal along the boundary be
developments. 
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terface 

ng the boundary for firefighting personnel and equip· 
nt. Providing high boundary discernment is a benefit 

th some disadvantages. It may increase use by 
achers and ATVs. It may inhibit movement of some 
all animals. If not done carefully and with forethought it 
y be aesthetically repulsive and cause homeowners 

d park visitors to object. 
In conjunction with fuels management, a complex. 
ugh potentially more effective program, was under· 
en to educate and involve the neighboring community. 
luding homeowners, local fire departments, and devel­
ers. In the eastern U.S., many homeowners are una­
re of the dangers of fuels build-up and do not perce1ve 

ldfire as a threat to a second home "at the beach". Fur· 
r, those that do recognize the danger do not consider it 
ir responsibility to take preventive measures. They 

sume the fire departments and government agencies 
ll suppress fires and conduct any necessary fuels 
uction. The education program therefore attempted to 
ke the public recognize that the responsibility of fire 
tection is not the Park Service's exclusively, and that 1n 

 event of a major wildfire, available fire protection per· 
nnel and equipment might be Insufficient to save their 
mes. Through meetings with officials (fire ch1efs. county 
nning board members, county fire marshalls. etc.), dis· 
ssions with school authorities (to develop programs for 
dents), and instructional handouts for homeowners. 
 concept of fuels management as a community respon· 
1ity began to spread in the Buxton Woods area. A fire 
hnician personally met with homeowners to explain 
w they could help protect their res1dences, and pre· 
nted traimng videos to the local fire department. 
he fuel management program for Buxton Woods 

countered a perception of forestry that clashed with 
temporary fire management concepts. especially 
he county planning level. Since maritime forest is a 
eatened habitat in North Carolina, the trend has 
mile if done annually. The resulting fuel break provides 
imal protection against anything more inense than 
-moving ground fire, but greatly inreases access 

been to push for open space areas, with limited vege­
tation removal. Although this type of land use planning 

Continued on page 19 
tween Cape Hatteras National Seashore and nearby 



v
o
p
s
o
v
t

is derived from an interest in protecting the uniqueness 
of the maritime forest, it is self defeating from a fire 
prevention standpoint. The resources it strives to pro­
tect will be destroyed in the event of a wildfire. At Cape 
Hatteras a 170 unit subdivision. which is located imme­
diately adjacent to the park boundary, is being devel­
oped under a county ord1nance wh1ch prohibits 
removal of any vegetation beyond 30 percent of the lot 
area (roughly the amount necessary to build the struc­
ture. no more). The justification for this code is protec­
tion of the freshwater aquifer from excessive runoff. 
This same subdivision is being built under building 
codes which reqUire "low visual impact", highly flamm­
able, natural building materials. Hazard fuels were not 
considered when the ordinances were developed, so 
the design of the subdivisions considers only the 
impact of the new housing on the natural ecosystems 
and does not consider potential impact of adjoining 
wildlands on the housing. Future plans should consider 
both elements, thereby avoiding conflicts between 
human communities and park resource management 
programs. 

Evaluation of the wildland/urban interface at Buxton 
Woods suggests that further research and managerial 
experimentation on maintaining fuel breaks is desir­
able. Use of fire resistant vegetation or vegetation con­
ersion to low fuel plant communities, for example, are 
ptions which have rarely been employed in national 
arks. This approach can encourage natural succes­
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ion of native fire resistant vegetation, such as live oak, 
r their use in landscaping applications. This may be a 
ery valuable option around residences and park his­
oric structures where removal of vegetation using 

2
B

o

r mechanical means or prescribed burning may 
desirable. This treatment may also be viewed, by 
ty planning boards and other officials, as a suit­
compromise in situations where runoff and water­
 protection are primary considerations. Vegeta­
conversion or establishment of fuel breaks of 
uate width to protect structures and develop­
s exterior to the parks may, however. effect wildlife 
ments or habitat use. More information is needed 
timal strateg1es for boundary management. 

rks interested in obtaining information or training 
rials on the wildland/urban interface should con­
NPFA (National Fire Protection Association). Bat­
arch Park, Quincy, MA 02269. 

ailable publications are: Protecting Your Home 
 Wildfire, a handout booklet for distribution to 
owners; Wildland Fire Management Briefings; 
ire Strikes Home, Newsletter; Wildfire Strikes 
, Annual Report; and People and Fire at the 
nd/urban interface (a sourcebook). 
ntact; Bill Baden (wildland/urban interface spe­
t) 617-770-3000, ext. 7484. 
ailable videos are: Wildland Fire Strikes Home, 
sses the 1985 fire season, the worst in history for 
ildland/urban interface; Wildland Fires Satellite 
dcast, looks at the 1987 wildfire season, details 
 to protect your home and methods for building 
gency cooperation. 
ntact: Manuscriptions, 28 South Main St., Suite 
56, Randolph, MA 02368 - also available through 
IFC by spring, t990. 
Morlock is a Research Technician, Institute of Ecol­

gy, University of Georgia, CPSU, Athens, GA. 


