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Wildland Urban Interface
Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) is the area where 
structures and other human development meet or 
intermingle with undeveloped wildland, forest or 
vegetative fuels.
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Poll Question:

Where does North Carolina rank nationally in relation to 
area (number of acres) in the wildland urban interface?
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Did you 
know?

● North Carolina ranks #1 in the nation for area (number 
of acres) in the Wildland Urban Interface.

● We also rank 4th for the number of housing units in the 
WUI. 
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Ecological Disturbance 

Tropical Storms / Hurricanes: Tropical System Helene 
Observations from a High Severity event
• Damage was not consistent overall
• Windward (southerly slopes) received a larger share of the 

damage.
• Apparent microburst or downburst areas were evident 

throughout the area.
• Areas of heavy damage were interspersed throughout areas 

with much lighter damage.
• Hardwood stands were affected to a larger extent than 

conifer stands
• Most damage was blowdown with top/stem breakage being 

lighter
• Mudslides and flooding were a small proportion of the overall 

timber damage.
Source: NCFS Forest Damage Appraisal, Hurricane Helene, September 2024
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Hurricane Helene

Source: NCFS Forest Damage Appraisal, Hurricane Helene, September 2024
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Hurricane Helene

Source: NCFS Forest Damage Appraisal, Hurricane Helene, September 2024
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Ecological Disturbance

Wildland Fires / Wildfires / Prescribed Fires
• Impact depends on the severity of the fire.
• High-severity fires involve high heat, which can scorch soil 

and tree roots, often resulting in substantial mortality of 
vegetation, changes to forest structure and impacts on 
wildlife habitat.

• Low severity fires burn close to the ground, “cleaning” and 
thinning the forest by removing thick and flammable 
vegetation from the forest floor and generally have minimal 
impact on overstory trees.
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Wildfires in NC

● One of the greatest threats to our critical forest resources
● From the 2015-2024 fiscal years, 270,859 acres of 

woodlands burned because of North Carolina wildfires.
● Nearly every wildfire, or its associated smoke, may impact 

homes, roads, farms or other developments.

Wildfire Summary from January 1 to June 4, 2025
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Resources to help with preparedness 
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Homes can withstand
When a house survives a forest fire virtually undamaged, that is often 
portrayed as a “miracle,” but in fact it’s almost always a direct result of the 
house’s construction and its immediate surroundings, Cohen said. “The key to 
reducing WUI home fire losses is to reduce home ignitability,” he wrote.
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Ignition-Resistant Homes

The majority of homes lost to wildfire 
are first ignited by embers and small 
flames. By reducing the susceptibility 
of the home and the area immediately 
around the home (also called the 
“home ignition zone”), the chances of 
a home surviving a wildfire are 
greatly increased.

Insurance Institute for Business and Home Safety 
Research Center  Ember Storm Test Highlights
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Home Ignition Zone
The home and the area 0-5’ from the furthest attached exterior point of the home; 
defined as a non-combustible area. Science tells us this is the most important 
zone to take immediate action on as it is the most vulnerable to embers. START 
WITH THE HOUSE ITSELF then move into the landscaping section of the 
Immediate Zone.
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In the Immediate Zone (0-5 feet)
• Clean roofs and gutters of dead leaves, debris and pine needles that could 

catch embers.
• Replace or repair any loose or missing shingles or roof tiles to prevent 

ember penetration.
• Reduce embers that could pass through vents in the eaves by installing 

1/8- inch metal mesh screening.
• Clean debris from exterior attic vents and install 1/8-inch metal mesh 

screening to reduce embers.
• Repair or replace damaged or loose window screens and any broken 

windows
• Screen or box-in areas below patios and decks with wire mesh to prevent 

debris and combustible materials from accumulating.
• Move any flammable material away from wall exteriors – mulch, 

flammable plants, leaves and needles, firewood piles – anything that can 
burn. Remove anything stored underneath decks or porches.
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Recent Events 

Source: WCNC (YouTube)

Revealed that small LP Gas Tanks under decks contributed to fire 
intensity. 
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Another example
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Let’s take a closer look.
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Home Ignition Zone 
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Intermediate & Extended 
Zones
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NC Fuels Removal Program
A program that 
reduces 
wildfire risk by 
removing 
roadside 
debris piled by 
residents in 
communities 
within North 
Carolina.
• 12 Sites 

Selected in 
2025 

Current Round 2025 

https://www.ncagr.gov/divisions/nc-forest-service/resist-wildfire-north-carolina/fuels-removal-program
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The national Firewise USA® recognition program provides a collaborative 
framework to help neighbors in a geographic area get organized, find 
direction, and take action to increase the ignition resistance of their homes 
and community and to reduce wildfire risks at the local level. Any community 
that meets a set of voluntary criteria on an annual basis and retains an “In 
Good Standing Status” may identify itself as being a Firewise® Site. 

26

NFPA.ORG |  © National Fire Protection Association.  All rights reserved.

Steps for applying and maintaining 
Firewise USA® Recognition 

1. Organize Your Efforts
A. Identify a Committee. Form a committee that is 

comprised of residents and other stakeholders.

2. Create a Plan
A. Request a Community Assessment (NC Forest Service)

i. Must be updated every 5 years
B. Create a Site Action Plan

i. Must be updated every 3 years
C. Upload Action Plan to Firewise USA® Portal
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Steps for applying and maintaining 
Firewise USA® Recognition (cont.)

3.   Implement Your Plan
A. Host an Annual Outreach/Risk Reduction Action Event
B. Work with Neighbors on Projects in your Site Action Plan
C. Begin Tracking Investments in the Firewise USA® Portal
D. Collect Information for Completed Risk Reduction Actions

4.   Tell the Story of Wildfire Risk Reduction in your Site
A. Report the Actions and Efforts in your Community
B. Submit your Application for Approval or Renewal
*All actions are reported in the Firewise USA® Portal
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Firewise USA™ Site Criteria
Minimum Number of Dwelling Units:

8
Maximum Number of Dwelling Units:

2,500
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Invest a minimum of 
$34.79* or 1 hour of time

per dwelling unit, 

annually
(*based on the National Hourly Volunteer Rate, which is adjusted in April of 

each year)
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Benefits of the Firewise USA® Program

For Homeowners
• Increased Home Safety
• Reduced Risk of Damage
• Potential Discounts in some 

States (Currently: CA, CO, 
TX, AZ, OR, NM, UT, WY, 
MT, & ID)

• Peace of Mind

For Communities
• Community Preparedness
• Enhanced Wildfire Resilience
• Improved Firefighter Safety
• Stronger Community Bonds
• Access to Funding and 

Resources
• Positive Publicity and 

Recognition
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Tree Farmers and Landowners can help!
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Hannah Thompson-Welch

Wildfire Mitigation Specialist

hannah.thompson@ncagr.gov

(919) 210-7037
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Prescribed Fire in North Carolina 
…& Beyond

34

Prescribed Fire

The planned use
of fire under predetermined

weather and fuel parameters to obtain
specific management objectives.
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Diagram by Peter Bull
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Costs & Trends Survey

Prescribed Fire Herbicide Mechanical 
Site Prep
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Poll Question: 
How many acres do you think are prescribed burned in NC annually?
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Nationally in 2020….
•9.4 million ac
•84% on state & 
private lands
•16% on federal lands

In the Southeast…
•Usually 65-75% of 
the entire nation
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Prescribed Fire on Your Land

Options to burn:
• Hire a contractor or state forestry agency
• Collaborate with an agency or non-profit 
• Do it yourself

– Recommendation: Become a Certified Burn 
Manager in your state, if available 

• Join a Prescribed Burn Association
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Rogue Valley Prescribed Burn Association members share equipment.
Credit: Chris Adlam © Oregon State University
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Prescribed Burn Associations
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Hurricane Considerations
Before responding to 
wildfires and planning 
prescribed fires, fire 
managers should anticipate 
how changes caused by 
tropical storms and 
hurricanes will affect:

• fire behavior,
• smoke,
• hazards to personnel,
• and access to the fire.

Figure 1. Hurricane Michael drastically transformed forests in northwest 
Florida, significantly altering fuels and potential fire behavior.
Credit: David Godwin, UF/IFAS
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Questions?
Hannah Thompson-Welch
Wildfire Mitigation Specialist
hannah.thompson@ncagr.gov
(919) 210-7037

Jennifer Fawcett
Extension Specialist
jennifer_fawcett@ncsu.edu
(919) 515-8288
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