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Cover photo: A smoke column rises 
from the Little Black Fire which 
burned in the summer of 2009 on 
the Yukon Flats National Wildlife 
Refuge in northeast Alaska.  Chase 
Marshall, USFWS



time in the 10 years that the ITAP    
program has been working in the 
Republic of Georgia that the U.S. 
Ambassador has participated in 
program ceremonies. 

Tactically, the team used protocols 
and traditional burned area 
assessment methodologies common 
to U.S. wildland fire agencies. 
They fortunately found no high-
severity burn damage, no long term 
destruction to the soils, vegetation, 
or significant effect to the water 
quality of the burned area. Green 
shoots from grasses and forbs were 
sprouting throughout the burned 
area with an excellent potential for 
complete recovery and no expected 
long term degradation or loss in 
resource and ecological diversity. 
This analysis, however, allowed for 
the participants to witness first hand 
the recuperative capabilities of fire 
adapted ecosystems. 

The technical assistance provided 
the Georgian government has given 
them a start to the development of 
an ecologically sound foundation 
from which to develop and expand 
their wildland firefighting  program. 
The participants now have an 
understanding of the  basics of 
fire ecology and the importance 
that fire plays in their fire adapted 
ecosystems. 

Prescribed Fire Slows Wildfire

On July 29, 2009, gusty winds 
pushed a wildfire started by a non-
refuge escaped debris burn towards 
the Carolina Sandhills National 
Wildlife Refuge.  Firefighters had 
burned refuge lands adjacent to 
the private property earlier in the 
spring.  Prescribed fire is used as 
a tool to reduce the risk of wildfire 
to neighboring communities and to 
maintain healthy habitat for wildlife. 
When the wildfire burned onto 
refuge lands, due to the reduced 
fuels, the fire went out on its own. 

When firefighters first arrived, the 
fire was threatening a nearby home. 
Soon after, however, the situation 
changed significantly. “With the 
wind and the fuels that are typical to 
the area, the fire had the potential to 
be much larger,” said Mark Parker, 
Refuge Fire Management Officer. 
The fire was held at the refuge 
boundary to 6 acres on private   
lands and less than 0.10 acre on 
refuge lands.

In March, refuge firefighters 
prescribed burned the adjacent 
175 acres of longleaf pine. The 
refuge burns approximately 12,000 
acres annually as part of their fire 
management program. The South 
Carolina refuge offers one of the 

southeast’s premiere longleaf pine 
ecosystems and is home to more 
than 140 groups of the endangered 
red cockaded woodpecker.

Thinning Benefits Eagles

Beginning in July, the U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service gave one of 
the largest summer roosting areas 
for bald eagles occurring east of 
the Mississippi River some much 
needed attention in the form of 
thinning to boost habitat quality 
and to lessen the risk of losing the 
eagle roost to wildfire.  The affected 
area is forested and lies within the       
James River National Wildlife 
Refuge in Virginia.

The Service acquired the land in 
1991 after it had been managed 
for decades for commercial timber 
production. Since the area was last 
replanted, loblolly pine seedlings 
have densely regenerated, creating 
intense competition among the trees 
limiting growth and the overall 
health of the timber. This has 
resulted in compromised habitat for 
bald eagles.  Historically, over 100 
eagles have been observed roosting 
on the 4,200-acre refuge at one time. 
The concentration of vegetation also 

A fire scar in the Republic of 
Georgia dipicts the terrain and 
fuels for the area Service fire 
ecologists studied during their 
2009 trip to the eastern 
European Country.  
Tim Hepola, USFWS
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left the area vulnerable to wildfire. 
Unplanned fire in the timber would 
likely spread quickly and result in 
expensive suppression efforts with 
the potential for severe fire effects to 
the site.

Service employees with specialized 
training and experience in forestry 
undertook the task of planning 
a project to commercially thin 
450 acres of the refuge and to 
introduce prescribed burning to 
maintain an open understory. The 
plan was designed to meet both 
fire management and biological 
objectives while minimizing ground 
disturbance and impacts to cultural 
resources in the area. 

Following years of planning, the    
first step of the long-term project, 
which will ultimately restore 
and maintain ecological health 
of over 2,000 acres of forests at  
James River, began with thinning 
operations this summer with the 
wood being used for a variety of 
products such as pine saw logs, pine 
and hardwood pulp and chips, and 
pine pilings. The area will next be 
prescribed burned to remove all 
of the remaining debris. After the 
project is completed, a reduction in 

fire risk and a healthy stand of trees 
suitable for nesting and roosting   
will result.

In addition to eagles, songbirds, 
raptors and many other feathered 
creatures make their home in the 
upland hardwood forests, along the 
river and creeks, and near the tidal 
waters which make up the refuge.

Burning at Nevada Refuge

In early May, firefighters in Nevada 
conducted the first prescribed fire 
held at Ash Meadows National 
Wildlife Refuge in nearly 15 years. 
The project involved burning 62 
acres with the help of federal, state, 
and local partners.  The burn was 
successful at meeting resource 
objectives to reduce hazardous levels 
of vegetation and overall risk of fire 
to the area, while stimulating new 
plant growth. 

One of the largest benefits came 
from the establishment of a 
new partnership with the local 
volunteer fire department and 
nearby community.  Use of the local 
volunteer fire department provides a 
critical link to the community about 
fire management on the refuge.

“Effective partnerships with 

volunteer fire departments help 
to educate the public on the use 
of fire to enhance wildlife habitat 
and to reduce the risk of wildfire to 
our local communities,” said Glenn 
Gibson, U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, 
Nevada Zone Fire Management 
Officer. “This project laid a good 
foundation for future burning          
on the refuge.”

For the burn, Amargosa Valley 
Volunteer Fire Department, along 
with the Nevada Department of 
Forestry, Lake Mead National Park, 
Bureau of Land Management’s Las 
Vegas District, Humboldt- Toiyabe 
National Forest, and the Nevada 
Interagency Helitack Crew, assisted 
Service firefighters to burn and 
secure the project area. 

The refuge, located in southern 
Nevada, has over 23,000 acres of 
spring-fed wetlands and alkaline 
desert uplands which provide habitat 
for at least 24 plants and animals 
found nowhere else in the world. 
This concentration of indigenous life 
distinguishes the refuge as having 
a greater concentration of endemic 
life than any other local area in 
the United States and the second 
greatest in all of North America. 
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Pulp wood piles, pole timber, 
and chip logs surround a Tiger 

Cat knuckle boom loader during 
thinning work at James River 

National Wildlife Refuge in 
Virginia. Gerald Vickers, USFWS
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