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FIRE HISTORY SUMMARY
Cape Hatteras National Seashore
February 1985

The following analysis is taken from a five-year summary prepared in
1968 for 1963-68. - -

ANALYSIS:

A. By far, most of the fires during the past five years fall into
Class A and B categories. There were only three Class C fires and
none larger than C over the five-year period. The average number of
fires per year during the last five years is seven, and there was
littie deviation from the average in any one year.

B. The pattern of fire occurrence indicates that there is no welil-
defined fire season, since fires occurred at all times of the year;
however, the water table is usually at its lowest during the spring
and summer months, which coincidentally is the period of greatest
visitation.

C. Smoking by transients is the greatest cause of fires, bearing
out the conclusions under Section B, above, that the incidence of fire
can usually be related to the amount of visitor use.

D. Total acreages burned are small and cost of suppression reasonably
Tow. This indicates early detection and quick response by Protection
personnel. Origin of fires has been concentrated in public use areas
which probably improves the probabiiity of quick discovery and suppres-
sion action.

E. Visitors reported most of the fires, as would be expected in a
long, narrow park, andiagain indicating the relationship between fire
occurrence and numbers of visitors.

It appears that there are no significant trends in the incidence of

wild fires, the number of acres burned, or the cost of suppression.

The vegetative cover on the islands increases in density each year, which
provides more fuels for wild fire. It can be anticipated that the

fire potential will increase each year for some time to come."”

That summary still generally describes the situation today, perhaps
including their prediction that fire potential would increase as vege-
tation density increases.”

Fire data was summarized for the period 1963 to 1984. The data for
1963 to 1968 came from the above-mentioned summary. Data for 1969 to
1974 came from yearly fire logs. Data from 1975 to 1984 came from
yearly fire logs, supplemented by a complete set of individual fire
reports. Several fires to which park personnel responded, outside park
boundaries, were not included.
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The 22-year period contained a total of 186 fires, for an average of
8.4 fires per year. There were a total of 77 Class A fires, 83 Class B
fires, and 10 Class £ fires with 16 fires of unknown size. On an
average year, there are 3.5 Class A fires, 3.8 Class B fires, and

0.45 Class C fires. The largest fire was 50 acres (9/27/83). Only
five fires have been larger than nine acres. (Since 19683 size of five
Class C fires between 1963 and 1967 is unknown.) Average acres per
fire is 3.02; average burned acres per year equals 23.33.

Ninety percent of the fires during the 22-year period occurred during
March through October; 48% occurred in June, July and August, the

heavy visitation months. As stated in the 1968 summary, there is no
clearly distinct fire season, but there is a strong link between high
visitation periods and fire occurrence. The most active fire season,
for planning purposes, should be viewed as March through October. High
risk periods occur June through August. Note, however, that our largest
fires, generally caused by power Tines, can occur at any season.

Between 1984 and 1974, there were 83 fires, supported by individual

fire reports, for which cause of fire can be stated with some confidence.
Seventeen of these were listed as "unknown." Known causes, in descending
order, are smoking - 16; power line - 14; campfires (cooking or warming) -
11; fireworks - 10; welding on tanks or bridges - 3; lightning - 3; and
other, miscellaneous - 9. For known causes of Class C fires, three
were caused by power 1lines, and one by an illegal campfire.

There have been three reported lightning ignitions. Two of these were
on the same day, and both self-extinguished in the rain. (One of these
two was actually lightning striking a transformer.) The total acreage
for these was less than 0.25 burned. The third reported 1ightning
strike is suspect; a fisherman felt a tremor, 1ike a Tightning strike,
and then noted a dune grass fire. Lightning is not a significant factor
(barely a factor at all) in our fire history.

In summary, our fire history shows a number (around seven) of small
fires per year (usually less than one acre), started by human source,
generally camp or cooking fires, fireworks, or cigarettes.. These are
punctuated by Tess frequent, but usually Targer, fires caused by power
1ines or exploded transformers. That more damage is not done by our
visitor-caused fires is probably due to visitors overwhelming use of
beach or dune grass areas, as opposed to woods or shrub thickets. One
potential problem area bearing watching is Frisco campground, near
Buxton Woods, with a high incidence of escaped campfires. Restrictions,
or closer monitoring, may be needed when periods of high visitation
overlap with periods of high burning index.

Summary data and map should be updated yearly by resource management
office. Supporting fire records are maintained by Chief Ranger.
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TYPE

1963

£ sets of
incendiary
origin

Forest fire
Marsh fire

3 small fires
Grass fire
(small)

IIBI!

1964

Several small
fires and one
large one

Grass fire
Grass fire

Grass fire

Marsh fire
(small)

January 1963 - December 1964

Superintendent's Monthiy Reports

ACRES

300 acres

13 acres

about two
acres of brush,
grass and marsh

20 acres

3 acres

Reported Fires

AREA/DATE

March 28, 1963
Bodie {sland

May &4, 1963
Roanoke Island

Near Hatteras
June, 1963

July, 1963
Buxton area

August, 1963
Near Buxton

September, 1963

Near Avon

January, 1964
Cape Hatteras
Lighthouse

January, 1964
Bodie lsland

February, 1964
Bodie Island

July, 1964

Near Village of Salvo

July, 1964

Salvo Campground

July, 1964
Bodie Island

CAUSE

Pieces of hot metal
from welding a rail-
ing on the Cape
Hatteras lLighthouse

7

Short circuit in
electrical power
line

?

Lightning



Reported Fires

March 1954 - December 1956

Superintendent's Monthly Reports

TYPE ACRES

1955

2 forest fires 7

Controlled

burning

ligh 7.67 acres
outside Park

1956

ngn 2.08 acres

grass outside NPS
lands

Marsh fire 7

gh 9.15 acres

outside Park

AREA/DATE

May 10 & 2Ist, 1955
Frisco

November 9, 1955
Pea lsland

November 18, 1955

ad jacent tand
south of Avon

May 28, 1956
Hatteras section

November 28, 1956

marsh behind Burrus®

garage at Buxton

December 25, 1956
location unknown

CAUSE

Careless burning
of trash

Smoker --
hunter caused

Burning vehicle

Due to Naval
Facility officer
burning debris

Deliberately set
by local resident
to burn off the
marsh for hunting
purposes )



