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Many people assume…

•Wildfires occur only in western US

•Strong building codes solve the problems

•There’s nothing I can do

•Insurance will cover my losses

•My fire department will protect me
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Many think it can never 
happen to them
• I like to remind them of the Fall of 2016

• 28 significant (large) fires in WNC

• 12 Incident Management Teams deployed

• Over 3,000 personnel engaged in suppression efforts on 
a daily basis during the peak of the event.

• 60,000+ acres burned

• Estimated cost $52 million
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What about in Polk County?
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Recently?

Pallet Fire April 2020:

• 25 Acres

• NCFS Resources: 3 
SEATS, 1 Lead Plane, 1 
Helicopter, 1 Scout Plane, 
1  Dozer, 1 Task Force

• Polk Resources: All Fire 
departments in the 
county 20 apparatuses, 
and well over 50 
personnel  

• 5 Homes protected 

• 1 Business destroyed  
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Why Firewise?

•Wildfires can put dozens (even hundreds) of 
homes at risk simultaneously.

•Firefighters may not have the resources to 
protect each home.

•Residents can take action to increase their 
homes’ chances of surviving a wildfire.
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Basic Concept

Home Ignition Zone: The home in relation to 
its surroundings within 100 to 200 feet
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Home Ignition Zone

H
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Home Ignition Zone
Immediate Zone
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Immediate Zone includes both the home
and 0-5 feet out from the home.
• Remove dead vegetation, dried leaves, 

pine needles.

• Keep roofs and gutters clean from leaf 
litter.

• Cover attic and crawl-space vents with 
1/8” metal mesh screening.

• Trim back any over-hanging branches.

• Chimney capped with spark arrestor.

• Home hardening with non-flammable 
materials.
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Home Ignition Zone(Immediate 
Zone)
• Remove combustible 

materials from crawl-spaces, 
elevated decks/porches, and 
carports.

• Remove trees and shrubs 
and replace with succulents.

• Low growing and well spaced

• Replace mulch with 
hardscaping components, 
such as stone or gravel.
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Intermediate Zone – 5 to 30 feet

• Keep lawns and native grasses 
mowed to a height of 4”.

• Water plants, trees, and lawn to 
keep them green.

• Remove firewood piles and other 
fuel packages.

• Provide space for fire suppression 
equipment.
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Home Ignition Zone(Intermediate)

• Create fuel breaks with 
driveways, walkways, patios, etc.

• Remove ladder fuels.  Prune 
trees 6-10’ from ground.

• Trees/shrubs spaced a minimum 
of 18 feet.
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Extended Zone – extends 30 to 100 feet(200 feet 
on steep terrain)

• Dispose of heavy accumulations of ground debris. 

• Hold an annual chipper day.

• Trees 30-60’ from home should have at least 12 feet between the canopy tops.  60-100’ should 
have at least 6 feet between canopy tops.

• Driveways should be at least 12 feet wide, with 14.5 feet of vertical clearance.

• Addresses should be clearly marked with 4” reflective numbers, visible from both directions.



17

Home Ignition Zones



18

Firescaping concept

• All vegetation is potential fuel for a fire.

• There are no “fire-proof” plants.

• The type, amount, and placement of plants can have a 
dramatic affect on fire behavior.
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Firescaping Plant Choices
• Select plants with a low flammability rating for the areas closest to the 

home.

• Grow without accumulating large amounts of combustible dead branches, 
needles, or leaves.

• Open, loose branches with a low volume to total vegetation.

• Low sap or resin content.

• High moisture content.

• Grow slowly and need little maintenance, such as pruning.

• For grasses, short and grow close to the ground

• Ability to re-sprout following a fire.

• Plant a wide variety of plants to reduce insect and disease issues.
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Firewise Landscaping in North Carolina

https://www.ncfirewise.org/pdf/firewise_landscaping.pdf



21

Fire Performance Plant Selector

http://fire.sref.info/
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To initiate actions that will improve economic 
condition, enhance and preserve natural resources, and 

balance land and water management activities.

What is NFPA’s Firewise USA?

- Developed by the National Fire 
Protection Agency(NFPA)

- Teaches people how to live with 
wildfire

- Encourages working with neighbors 
to take action to prevent losses

- Educate communities on how to 
prepare for wildfires

- 1500 Firewise USA sites nationwide

- 38 Firewise USA sites in North 
Carolina
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Fires within communities 
surrounded by natural areas are 
the most dangerous and costliest 
fires in North America.  Growing 
at a staggering 4,000 acres per 
day, the Wildland Urban Interface 
(WUI) communities are rapidly 
becoming the nation’s single 
largest fire concern. 
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Work with Mountain Valleys RC&D 
to hold a Firewise Community 
Meeting

- We can come to a HOA annual meeting or any 
community meeting to discuss Firewise and 
answer any questions your community may 
have.

- Assist in connecting you with you NC Forest 
Service County Ranger.

- Exactly what we’re doing today.
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Must have eight (8) individual 
dwelling units within their 
identified boundary.

- Residence built for 1 
person, a family, or 
roommates for all types of 
housing.

- Includes mansions, tiny 
homes, apartment 
buildings, condominiums, 
etc.
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Form a board, community 
group, or committee which 
includes residents and 
identify your leader/spark 
plug.
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Request a Wildfire Risk 
Assessment from your NC 
Forest Service County 
Ranger.

Note: Assessments must be updated every 5 years.
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Create an Action Plan
- Using your specialized risk assessment, 

create an action plan
- Implement new landscaping 

recommendations
- Clean gutters
- Make home improvements
- Plan for a chipper day
- Continue to educate residents on wildfire 

risks
- Each resident complete a home risk 

assessment
- Develop an emergency evacuation plan
- Must be updated at least every 3 years.
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Organize an annual 
wildfire risk reduction 
educational outreach 
event for residents.

Firewise.org portal has ideas 
and suggestions for planning a 
successful outreach.
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Benefits to becoming a Firewise community

- Get a framework for action
- Learn about wildfire
- Gain peace of mind
- Community building
- Build citizen pride
- Get publicity
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Questions???
Ryan Searcy

Polk County Ranger

Ryan.Searcy@ncagr.gov

(828) 859-5149

Jen Haas

Mountain Valleys RC&D

jen.haas@mountainvalleysrcd.org

(828) 206-6159

mailto:Ryan.Searcy@ncagr.gov
mailto:jen.haas@mountainvalleysrcd.org

