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Friendly Fire
Prescribed Burns Helps Ecosystem, Prevents Wildfires
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Like the phoenix rises from ashes, so do the towering longleaf pines and wispy wiregrass of
@z Sandhills. This region was shaped by consistent wildfires hundreds of years ago to be
at it is today.
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It is also why several entities, including
the local division of The Nature
Conservancy and the state Forest Service,
conduct prescribed burns each year. Not
only does fire help existing plant life
flourish, it clears excess debris from
properties to prevent larger, uncontrolled

wildfires.

“Public safety is our number one
objective,” said Sandhills Stewardship
Manager and Burn Boss Alan Teed.
“People don’t necessarily understand
that. They think there is a level of
recklessness that goes into (prescribed
burns). We all live here. We are all part of
the community. We're trying to be good

neighbors about it.”

A burn crew member monitors a prescribed burn.
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consistently ranked as one of the top five
counties in the state for the number of
wildfires. In 2025, there were 219 instances of wildfire in the county, burning 428 acres. That

averages to about 1.95 acres per fire — on par with the state average.

State Forest Service spokesperson Philip Jackson said the main reason is “careless debris

burning” — something completely avoidable.

Wildfires

Of the 219 fires in Moore County last year, 123 were from escaped backyard and debris
burning — often because the landowner or worker walked away from the fire. The other top
reasons for wildfire were 20 incidents of arson and 25 involving machinery like farm
equipment or lawnmowers that can spark a fire. Three fires last year were caused by

lightning.



Jackson emphasized the safety element required with any burning, saying that not walking
away from a live flame is key. He said it amazes him when reading through wildfire reports
and seeing the reasons. He shared one story where a person held a bonfire for New Year’s

Eve and then left it burning unattended to go watch festivities on TV. It took just a moment

— and a shifting breeze — for the fire to spread into the neighbor’s yard.
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Moore County experienced 219 wildfires in 2025, with most of them caused by escaped debris and backyard burning (data
courtesy of NC Forest Service).
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The counties experiencing higher rates of wildfire are mostly in the Sandhills region, but
they are often smaller because crews are able to knock them down quickly with personnel
and heavy equipment. The counties with the highest number of wildfires in 2025 were
Moore, Robeson, Richmond, Columbus and Harnett. Larger wildfires more often occur in

the mountains or on the coast, where it can be difficult for crews to navigate terrain.

But wildfires are not like prescribed burns, where controlled, slow moving flame is applied

across alandscape. Prescribed burns are meticulously planned and weather dependent.



That’s also why Jackson recommends anyone applying for burn permits and looking to clear
debris on their property reach out to their county ranger, who can answer if a certain day is

better or worse for burning.

Bringing the Fire

The burn season has looked a little different this year, given a roughly 42-day statewide burn
ban from the end of March through early May due to drought conditions. Prescribed fires
are traditionally conducted between January and early spring, but as Teed confirms, they

can happen any time of the year if the weather is right.

“We shut down a week or two before the burn ban came down the pipeline because I was
uncomfortable with the conditions,” Teed said. He has been in this position for about 12

years, working previously as a seasonal burn crew member in the area since 2016.

Sandhills Stewardship Manager and Burn Boss Alan Teed with The Nature Conservancy at the site of an April wildfire that
impacted part of the Calloway Forest Preserve just south of Moore County
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A lot of preparation goes into a site before applying prescribed fire, including establishing
fire breaks and walking the land for any safety concern issues like holes or dead trees. But
interpreting the weather is the most important. Elements like humidity, temperature and

wind speed can dictate a good or bad day for burning.

The amount of “fuel moisture” — debris like leaves and tree limbs on the forest floor — also
impacts a burn plan. A property that hasn’t seen fire in 50 years likely has more fuel on the

ground compared to a site that sees fire every three years.

Each burn plan is unique given a site’s conditions. For a typical burn, Teed said he sets up a
team with at least seven people, often requesting between 10 and 20 to ensure adequate
coverage. But he said there is a fine line between not enough and too many people on a

burn.

And despite days of planning, Teed doesn’t know if a prescribed burn is a go until about 6
a.m. the day of, receiving a spot forecast from the National Weather Service office in Raleigh.

That is his go/no go indicator. Scheduled burns fall through all the time.

“It’s a lot of hurrying up and waiting,” Teed said. “That’s the emphasis that TNC places on
safety. The forecast is so susceptible to change. I could look at the forecast the night before

and then turn around the next morning and it’s completely different.”

R

But when it’s a go, the crew dons their

safety gear, grabs their drip torches and
water, and heads out. A relatively new

tool TNC has started using is an aerial

ignition drone that drops small
incendiary balls that catch fire after about
30 seconds. Teed said it’s a great way to

mitigate risk to personnel.

A prescribed burn underway on Calloway Forest Preserve

. . L. that abuts private property. Sandhills Stewardship Manager
We can safely introduce fire inside of the and Burn Boss Alan Teed with The Nature Conservancy

burn unit without putting people in there, called the neighboring landowners supporters. A fire break,
or sandy trail, along the edge of the property helps prevent

the fire from spreading.

and it’s very precise too,” Teed said. “So

you actually program different variables COURTESY OF ALAN TEED



into it and you can manipulate the fire behavior based off of those variables. It’s really high-
tech and neat.”

The state Forest Service also tries to implement prescribed burns as often as they can.

Jackson emphasized that prescribed burns are useful preventive safety measures.

“We can consume fuel in a prescribed, well managed, low intensity manner, rather than a

wildfire getting established, burning hot and getting difficult to control,” Jackson said.

Each year, between 12,000 and 17,000 acres are burned in the Sandhills. Much of that
property is in the Sandhills Game Lands, property owned by The Nature Conservancy and
parks like the Walthour-Moss Foundation preserve, a nonprofit-held area open primarily

for equestrian use.

Teed said TNC tries to burn about 2,500 acres a year in the Sandhills, but with the drought,
he’s not sure they will hit that mark this year. So far, the group has burned between 1,200

and 1,500 acres.

“There are a bunch of different variables that go into burning, but when you get to the level
of drought that we are at, the trees can become stressed,” Teed said. “And if you introduce
another disturbance into the ecosystem like fire, that stress can compound and lead to

undesirable mortality.”

Along with wildfire prevention, prescribed burns can enhance the native landscape of the
Sandhills and can be used for site preparation for farmers, because it can improve pasture

forage and add nutrients to the soil.

‘Green Up’

Prescribed fires are important for several ecological reasons, including maintaining longleaf
savannas where sunlight can filter between the pines to reach the forest floor. Pine savannas
are unique habitats that a variety of life depend upon, from the pine barren treefrogs and

threatened red-cockaded woodpeckers to wiregrass and the rare pyxie moss.

“If you burn it in the growing season, the following year it has a more viable seed crop,” Teed
said of wiregrass. Fire also helps promote self propagation and clears areas of nonnative

species that may choke out native plants.



The time period after fire is prescribed is called “green up,” when the plant life is

rejuvenated.

The Nature Conservancy maintains the
Calloway Forest Preserve, just south of
Moore County off N.C. 211, with
prescribed fire. Teed said the roughly
3,000 acres of forest are burned on a

two-year schedule.

On a tour through the preserve, Teed
pointed out red-cockaded woodpecker
cavities and the occasional wildflower.
One woodpecker family is nestled into a
low cavity, with babies heard chirping as

a parent swooped between nearby pines.

“This is one of my favorite places on
Earth,” Teed said.

The back of the property features older
growth forest with light streaming
between the pines. That area was burned
last year, Teed said, noting the seed-

laden wiregrass.

Burning the preserve on a schedule
proved fruitful in more ways than one

this past April, when a recently burned

The threatened red-cockaded woodpecker lives in old
growth longleaf pines, like those at Calloway Forest
Preserve.
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section of the property helped stop a wildfire that popped up nearby.

Fighting Fire with Fire

Teed, driving along one of the sandy trails, showed the “burn unit” that stopped the fire’s

spread. It had been burned one month earlier and was in its early stages of green up.



“You hear a lot of stories about areas that have been managed with prescribed burning or
like wildfires from previous years slowing the progression of wildfires. But this is the first
time where I've truly seen a freshly burned unit stopping a wildfire, which I think is really

freaking cool.”

To the left is the previously burned area of Calloway that stopped a wildfire’s spread in April. It’s in early phases of green
up, where the plant life comes back. To the right is the area scorched by the wildfire, still darkened with burn marks.
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The wildfire covered about 8 acres, with four of them on TNC property. The fire occurred

near a railroad line parallel to N.C. 211. The cause of the fire is undetermined at this time.

Teed said the temperature was about 9o that day with a low relative humidity that allowed
the fire to run hot and fast. The winds were out of the southwest, blowing the fire toward
the previously burned unit. He pointed out the scorch marks on the pines showing where

flames touched, and the orange leaves and needles of the canopy where smoke lingered.

“So you saw big scary flames, but the fire wasn’t progressing past the burn unit, which was

really a relief because there are houses and private property downwind,” Teed said.

The fire was identified quickly because a neighbor spotted the smoke. Teed noted smoke

management is an important part of prescribed burning — along with public outreach.

“One of the reasons why this (fire) was identified very early on as an emerging incident is
because our neighbors called me,” Teed said. “We really invest in the community, and one of
the ways I do that, especially with how rampant the developmentis, I try to pick days where

I am able to utilize the wind to steer smoke away from smoke-sensitive areas.”



Smoke above the tree canopy during a prescribed burn
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The state Forest Service took command of the fire, but additional crews helped knock down

the fire, including TNC and the NC Wildlife Resources Commission.

“It just shows that it is a very close knit community and that we try to show up for each
other,” Teed said.

Walking along the fire break, he pointed out the greenery already showing in the area that
experienced the wildfire, saying the area needed to be burned.

“It’s a win because the (previous) burn helped significantly in the suppression but this area
needed fire,” Teed said. “The fire might have killed some trees, but in the grand scheme of

things, it’s only going to benefit this area.”
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