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SOUTHEAST 
(Revised February 2003) 

 
 
 

I.  INTRODUCTION 
 

The Southeast is a very large and diverse geographical area.  To understand the 
south, you have to realize that being a southerner is a cultural distinction as 
much as a geographic distinction.  Let’s start off with a few pearls of southern 
wisdom, so you can begin to relate to folks in the south. 

 
-That dog don’t hunt. 
-You can put a cat head in the oven, but that don’t make it a biscuit. 
-The fire is walking the dog. 
-It’s not the size of the dog in the fight; it’s the size of the fight in the dog. 
-Even a blind hog finds an acorn once in a while. 
-If you can’t run with the big dogs, stay on the porch. 

 
 The point is, fire problems in the southeast are almost always related to people.  

It varies considerably from state to state, but between 25% and 95% of wildland 
fires in the southeast are arson caused, with the average being 50 percent.  Add 
to this the fact that 95% of fires in the southeast potentially involve interface and 
it becomes clear that culture and population shifts are major components of 
southeastern wildland fire problems. 

 
In addition to being the 2nd largest geographic area, the southeast has by far the 
highest level of fire occurrence each year. The 5-year average annual 
occurrence from CY 1997 through CY 2001 is 38,412 fires for 982,229 acres in 
the Southeast. Even in a year such as 2000 when the Northern Rockies had 
such a tremendous level of fire activity, or 2002 in the Southwest and Rockies, 
the comparison is surprising to most of us. 
 
The Southern Area is comprised of 1 Forest Service Region, 3 US Fish and 
Wildlife Regions, 5 National Park Service Regions, as well as 13 states and 
Puerto Rico.  For further complexity, the Washington Office is within the 
Southeast and their personnel are dispatched through the Southern Area. 
 
 

 II. FIRE SEASON 
 

It is almost always fire season somewhere in the southeast.  During the last 15 to 
20 years, Incident Management Teams have been deployed in the southeast 
during every month of the year.  Peak deployment time fluctuates within the year 
by geographic sub-regions, but generally March to May and October and 
November are the most critical times. 
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A. Geographic Sub-Regions 
 

1.  Mountains 
 

The mountainous areas of the region normally experience the traditional 
“split” fire season often associated with the southeast.  Fire activity picks 
up in February and runs through May, depending on latitude and 
elevation.  The fall season is usually shorter with activity from October to 
early December, with the peak being around Halloween.    

 
2.  Piedmont 

 
The piedmont, or rolling hill county of the southeast has a more 
continuous fire season of February through June and September through 
December.  The Piedmont is characterized by more mixed hardwood/pine 
stands and pure pine stands, and this increases the potential fire season. 

 
3.  Coastal Plains 
 

The coastal plains have the longest fire season.  Team assignments are 
most likely from March to early July, but wildland fires and large fires do 
burn every month of the year.  Extended drought is the key factor in large 
fires occurring outside the normal fire seasons.  
 

B. Impacts of the Long Southeast Season 
 

1. Critical IMT Considerations during Early Spring Season in the Southeast 
 

a. Crews from outside the area may not have completed all training and 
orientation. 

 
b. Crews may be green and inexperienced.  This will often be their first 

fire of the year. 
 
c. Less resources are available.  Most other areas have not yet hired 

seasonals.  Home units in other geographical areas often won’t send 
folks because they are busy doing pre-season training. 

 
d. Many aviation assets are not on contract yet.  The Southern Area 

brings on the first air tankers in late February, but there are only 4 in 
the region.  Other area contracts have not started, and there are time 
and financial considerations to bring them on early. 

 
e. Late spring snows are not unusual in the mountains. 

 
2. Critical IMT Considerations during Late Fall Season in the Southeast. 

 
a. Resources are limited.  Many western crews are off for the season. 
 
b. Crew makeup is more mixed with agency regulars filling slots of 

vacated crewmembers. 
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c. Fatigue is a factor from a long summer fire season. 
 
d. Engines and equipment are more likely to break down after a long, 

hard fire season. 
 

C. Hurricane Assignments 
 

With the exception of a couple team assignments in Hawaii and one in New 
Jersey, all the other 15 or 20 Incident Management Team assignments have 
occurred in the southeast.   The USDA is involved throughout the Federal 
Emergency Response Plan, and team assignments will continue to occur.  
Developing relationships and protocols between the Forest Service, FEMA 
and the US Army Corp of Engineers may result in fewer IM team 
deployments, however any hurricanes striking Puerto Rico or the US Virgin 
Islands, and any category 3 hurricane striking the mainland is likely to lead to 
a team assignment.  The normal Atlantic hurricane season is June 1 to 
November 30.  Historically, most team assignments have occurred during 
August through October.  
 

 
III. SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR IMTS 

 
As in any geographic area, there are some special considerations that the IMT 
needs to be cognizant of.  This list is not all-inclusive and will be supplemented 
during the agency administrator briefing, but the following are major points that a 
team should be aware of: 
 
A. Incident Commander 

 
1. Unified command and multiple jurisdictions - The proportion of federal 

land is much lower in the southeast as compared to the western US.  
Most team assignments will involve, as a minimum, lands under the 
jurisdiction of the state forestry agency.  In addition multiple city, county 
and volunteer fire department jurisdictions will probably be involved. 

 
2. Interface - As mentioned earlier, almost every fire in the southeast will 

involve some interface.  It may impact subdivisions of million dollar 
homes, or a string of shacks up a holler, but some homes WILL be 
nearby. 

 
3. Politics - The trouble with southern politics is finding where the real power 

lies.  A large landowner or chairman of the school board may have more 
power within the community than the mayor or chairperson of the board of 
county commissioners.  Hopefully, the local fire folks will help sort through 
the interwoven channels of power. 

 
4. Private timberlands - The southeast has become the timber “breadbasket” 

of the US.  Most of the timber companies do not conduct prescribed burns 
or other fuel treatment activities.  The large companies are usually well 
connected in the communities because of the jobs that they provide, and 
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they will exert considerable pressure on you to utilize direct attack and 
minimize their acres burned. 

 
5. Limited experience with IMT’s - Until the last 5 years, use of western 

incident teams was unheard of in the southeast.  Even now the 
assignment of a national IMT to other than federal lands has been limited 
to Florida, Kentucky, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Tennessee, and Texas.  
But the trend is changing.  An assignment may well be on state and 
private jurisdiction.  If this occurs, you can expect: 

 
a. Initially, no Delegation of Authority or a weak one. 
b. No WFSA.  If you want one, you’ll probably have to prepare it. 
c. An ever-changing situation with significant new initial attack fires daily. 

 
6. Costs - You will see a significant difference in suppression philosophy 

when working for a southeastern state as compared to federal agencies.  
The states have no suppression pot of money and they will be very cost 
conscious and expect you to be also. 

 
7. ICS - Most states in the southeast have adopted ICS, but are in varying 

stages of implementing it.  Many rural fire departments will know nothing 
of ICS. 

       
B. Planning Section Chief 

 
1. Limited maps - Because you will probably be dealing with intermixed 

ownerships and private lands, good maps will be hard to procure.  A good 
mapping software program may become a necessity.  

 
2. Need for aerial photos - In the coastal plains region of the southeast, a 

USGS topographical map may have a dozen 5-foot contour lines and 
nothing else.  Good aerial photos (particularly infrared) are critical for 
picking out changes in vegetation and wet area where equipment use is 
difficult. 

 
3. Potentially, no Delegation of Authority or WFSA. 

 
4. Commercial duplicating capability - You’ll usually be near a town of some 

size, and commercial duplication facilities may be available.    
 

C. Logistics Section Chief 
 

1. Cache vans - The distance to the regional fire cache in London, Kentucky 
can be significant.  To offset this impact on a new incident, a series of 
200-person cache vans are placed strategically around the region.  One 
will likely be in place or on the way when you arrive at an incident.  The 
distance to the cache can cause some problems, so plan ahead. 

 
2. Camps are the exception - Except for the most remote parts of the 

southeast, you’ll probably end up with a motel show versus a camp.  An 
extra facilities person serving as motel coordinator can be very valuable.  
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The decision to camp should be considered carefully, as humidity and 
heat index, along with mosquitoes can make it very difficult for crews to 
get good rest.  Almost every cost analysis ever done in the southeast 
shows that hotels are cheaper than camps. 

 
3. No national caterers or showers contractors - There is one caterer on a 

local contract in Tennessee, but not much else.  The national catering 
contract requirement for use if 600 meals are served does not apply east 
of the 100th meridian.   Some states have prison cook crews. 

 
4. State and local emergency management support - The emergency 

management organizations of states and counties is fairly well developed 
in much of the southeast.  These agencies have considerable authority to 
direct emergency responses.  This can often be very valuable in getting 
phone lines or facilities in a timely manner.  Don’t overlook what these 
folks can provide for you. 

 
5. Security - You’ll often be in situations where federal law enforcement 

officers have no jurisdiction.  If no agreements are in place with the locals, 
you and the Finance Section Chief will have to get creative.  Again, local 
emergency management folks can help. 

 
D. Finance Section Chief 

 
1. Compacts - The southeastern states utilize state-to-state fire assistance 

compacts quite often.  These will almost always be activated before 
federal assistance is ordered.  You’ll have to become familiar with what 
these entail.  In addition to the fire compacts, Emergency Management 
Assistance Compacts (EMAC) may be activated.  This is how state and 
local agencies share structural fire resources. 

 
2. Coop agreements - For sure, there will be an agreement between the 

local national forest and the state forestry agency, but there may be 
numerous other agreements in place.  Then you’ll find a location where 
nothing is in place in advance. 

 
3. FEMA Fire Management Assistance Grants - If your team has been 

called for a state fire, odds are that a FEMA grant will be involved.  This 
doesn’t change anything about how you do business except tracking 
costs.  Costs on an incident after a FEMA declaration must be tracked 
separately from costs prior to declaration, unless the declaration is 
retroactive, which occasionally happens.  FEMA suppression grants can 
be significantly complicated when resources are staged.  On the positive 
side, there will be a FS Principal Advisor assigned to the state that can 
help you through all of this. 

 
4. Federal Excess Property Program (FEPP) - The southeast has more 

excess property than the rest of the entire US.  Many of the volunteer fire 
department engines are FEPP.   Equipment rental agreements with 
departments using FEPP cannot charge for use of that property.  You can 
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however, pay them for the people and maintenance, as well as for items 
they have added to the property (i.e. tank, pump, etc). 

 
E. Safety Officer 

 
1. Crew Rest - Travel times getting crews and equipment to the southeast 

can be significant.  It is imperative that this be checked prior to assigning 
resources to the next shift after they arrive. 

 
2. Heat and Humidity - The humidity and heat in the southeast can sap 

crews as fast as anywhere in the country.  It’s not unusual for a hotshot 
crew on a first time assignment to the southeast in the summer to have 3 
or 4 members fall out (get “bear caught”) during their first shift, and even 
more likely with type 2 crews from out of area.  You must get on top of 
this immediately.  In addition, if you’re in a camp situation and the heat 
index remains in the mid to upper 70’s at night, the crews are not getting 
adequate rest.  A motel situation is called for.  

 
3. Local hazards - There are plenty of local hazards such as snakes and oil 

wells.  We’ll discuss these in more detail a little later. 
 
4. Arson - Many of the fires in the southeast are arson caused.  This can 

lead to unusually hazardous situation.  Fires are often re-set after they 
have been lined.  Several times in the past, fires have been set 
underneath crews working on a midlope line around the bottom of a fire. 

 
F. Information Officer 

 
1. Prevention teams - Use of prevention teams has become very common in 

the southeast.  You’ll need to coordinate with any in your area as soon as 
possible. 

 
2. Prescribed fire - Prescribed fire is well accepted in the southeast and a 

critical component of the fire program of most federal agencies, states, 
and many private landowners in the southeast.  You must ensure the 
messages you are putting out from the fire do not damage the local 
prescribed fire program. 

 
3. Media markets - The distribution of large cities throughout the south 

means you are never very far from a major media market. 
 

4. Politics - Our current President is from Texas.  He remains very interested 
in fire activity within that state.  His brother is the governor of Florida.  
That opens up a pretty direct line of communication to the White House.  

 
G. Operations Section Chief 
 

Last, but not least, is the Ops Chief.  We’ll touch on some general items, then 
jump to strategy and tactics. 
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1. Green Burns - During fire season everything green burns, and does so 
with relatively high live fuel moistures.  Many species such as Titi, 
Gallberry, Palmetto and Wax Myrtle in the coastal plains, and Mountain 
Laurel in the Piedmont and Mountains actually have an increase in 
chemical volatility during the spring and summer.    

 
2. Limited Air Resources - There are only a few tanker bases in the whole 

region.  Delivery times can be significant.  The region does possess two 
Portable Air Tanker bases that can be setup in many locations. These 
bases are moved around in tractor trailer vans.  It will usually take 48 
hours or longer to get the portable base delivered, set-up and operational. 

 
3. Helicopters- There is only one Type 1 helicopter based in the region.  

There are quite a few Type 2 ships along the gulf coast, but their 
availability is subject to offshore oil well demand.  A large number of type 
3 CWN ships are based in the region. 

 
4. Interface - As mentioned earlier, almost every fire will be near some type 

of interface. 
 

5. Volunteer departments - You could inherit a fire that has many volunteer 
departments involved.  Some may have jurisdiction, some may not.  Many 
will not have wildland PPE.  You’ll have a real challenge incorporating 
them into your operation and trying to address the safety issues while 
honoring their jurisdictional authority.     

 
6. Re-burn - Most southeastern fuels are subject to re-burn that can 

jeopardize lines.  In pine types, needle cast is common.  In mountain 
hardwoods, the wind can blow leaves into the lines, or in the fall 
additional leaf-fall will occur. 

 
7. Limited Crews- There are 4 Type 1 crews in the Southeast, but except for 

a couple months in the spring, no more than 2 are active at any given 
time.  Type II crews are limited also.  

 
8. Initial Attack - Expect delegations to give you Initial Attack.  You need to 

plan for initial attack contingent on fires and expect multiple sets.  
 

H. Specific Strategy And Tactics 
 

Except for the steepest portions of the mountainous southeast, mechanized 
equipment is the rule of the day.  Dozers and tractor/plow units are the most 
common suppression tools.  An increasing number of type 6 engines are also 
available throughout the southeast. 
 
1. Mountains 

 
a. Dozers will still be used when possible, generally along ridge tops.   
 
b. Handline is usually constructed directly along the flanks from the 

bottom to the top of a mountain.   
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c. In some cases, downhill line can be constructed much more easily in 

the hardwood leaf litter.  These lines should be indirect and downhill 
line construction guidelines followed. 

 
d. Strip mines are serious hazards to both equipment and handcrews in 

the Appalachian Mountains, particularly in southwest Virginia and 
eastern Kentucky.  

 
e. Burnout is often used. 
 
f. Helicopter and airtankers can be very effective in hardwood fuels if 

turnaround times are not too long. 
 
g. Many arson fires are set at the tops of mountains to back downhill for 

various reasons.  If you stop it, it may be re-set, so evaluate letting the 
fire move down behind the homes at the bottom before lining it. 

 
2. Piedmont 

 
a. Most fires in the Piedmont will be attacked direct with dozers or small 

tractor/plow units. 
 
b. Normal tactics are to anchor and go around the fire counterclockwise.  

 
 

c. In slow moving fires, frontal attack with dozers and burnout may be 
employed.  However, this tactic should only be used with input from 
local personnel and when mitigation of watchout situations is 
available. 

 
d. Indirect attack by burning out from roads and natural barriers is a very 

common method of controlling fires in this terrain. 
 

e. The fuels in pine plantation are more volatile and flanking attack with 
burnout is commonly employed.   

 
f. Helicopters and air tankers can be effective in supporting dozer and 

tractor plow operations. 
 
g. Engine attack can be effective on relatively small fires. 

 
3. Coastal Plains 

 
The coastal plains contain the most volatile fuels and consequently have 
the largest fires. 
 
a. Tractor/plow units are the tools of choice.  Again, most fires are 

attacked directly with a plowline established in a counterclockwise 
direction.    
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b. Because of thicker fuels tractor/plow units are commonly used in 
tandem. 

 
c. Use of engines for direct attack along roads is becoming more 

common. 
 
d. Indirect attack using burnout from roads and natural barriers is very 

common, particularly in areas where sensitive species are contained 
in the understory. 

 
e. In pine plantations, direct attack with tractor/plow units is the norm to 

minimize the damage to timber values. 
 
f. ATV’s with power torches are commonly used for burnouts. 
 
g. In the everglades region of South Florida, the pocossins of the 

Eastern Carolinas, and other swamp areas scattered around the 
region, you may encounter specialized LGP equipment. 

 
h. LGP Tractors are required for swamp work and they are available on 

a very limited basis from other coastal plain states.  When building 
line in swamp fuels, three or four dozers in tandem are often required. 

 
i. Helicopter support is critical due to volatility of fuels.  Medium and 

heavy helicopters are much more effective. 
 

j. Airtankers can be effective in light understory under pine stands, but 
may be ineffective in thick swamp fuels as the retardant cannot reach 
the ground. 

 
k. Large burnouts using Plastic sphere dispensers are common in 

coastal plains fuels.  Local units have lots of expertise in this area.   
 
 

IV. WEATHER PATTERNS 
 

The southeast is a very large geographic area and weather conditions can vary 
greatly across the region during fire season.  The two factors that most influence 
fire activity in the southeast are cold front passage and extended drought. 

 
A. Cold Front Passage 

 
Cold fronts are the primary weather factor driving the southeastern fire 
season during the spring and fall months.  During these times of the year, 
these cold fronts are often accompanied by very little or no rain.  High winds 
and shifting winds cause concern along with the drop in relative humidity 
behind the front.  Due to winds shifting in a clockwise direction before and 
after the frontal passage, direct attack on fires with tractor/plow units is 
usually done in a counterclockwise direction (right flank first). 
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B. Extended Drought 
 

Most of the southeast receives between 35 and 70 inches of precipitation a 
year.  Despite this relatively abundant moisture, drought is a serious 
contributor to high levels of fire activity.   The Keetch-Byrum Drought index 
(KBDI) is a key indicator of potentially severe fire behavior across the region.  
The KBDI is an indicator of moisture in the soil and runs from 0-800 with 0 
being saturated and 800 being desert-like conditions. Although the thresholds 
vary somewhat around the region, a KBDI of 450 or above usually indicates 
potential for increased fire activity.  When the KBDI reaches 600 or higher, 
conditions are set for catastrophic fire occurrence. 

 
C. Instability 

 
As in most parts of the country, most large fires in the southeast are 
associated with very unstable air.  Haines index is not used in the southeast.  
Instead, Dispersion index is the most common indicator of extreme 
conditions.  For most of the southeast, a Dispersion index of 55 or above 
indicates potential for large fires.  Mixing height is another good indicator, and 
mixing heights above 6500 feet are again indicators of potential for above 
normal activity.  There will be maybe 5 days a year in the southeast where 
the dispersion index reaches 95 or higher.  These days have potential for 
catastrophic fires with extremely long range spotting potential. 

 
D. Lightning and Thunderstorms 

 
Lightning fires are a factor in the coastal plains parts of the region, but rarely 
start significant numbers of fires in the other parts of the region.  Lightning is 
however, a very serious safety issue, particularly in Florida and along the Gulf 
Coast. There are more lightning strikes in Florida each year and more 
fatalities from lightning than in any other state.  If you are in the Deep South 
during lightning season it must be addressed with crews from a safety 
standpoint.  Out-flow winds and micro-bursts are ever present concerns with 
thunderstorms in the southeast.  Wind shifts from thunderstorms can be 
particularly critical in flat lands. 

 
E. Sea Breezes and Land Breezes 

 
Sea breezes and land breezes are important influences on fire behavior 
along the coastal areas of the region.  They are most prominent during 
warmer months, and can influence fires as far as 50 to 75 miles away from 
the coast.  The influence is however, more pronounced closer to the 
coastline.  Most fire weather forecasts in the southeast will provide 
predictions on the timing and distance inland of the sea breeze effect. 

 
F. Bermuda High 

 
The southeast from Mississippi to North Carolina is commonly affected in the 
summer by the Bermuda High.  This occurs when strong high pressure sets 
up over Bermuda and stays in place for days or weeks.  This leads to 
unseasonably warm temperatures and relatively dry air.  The flow around the 
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high does usually bring in enough moisture from the Gulf Coast to trigger 
lightning throughout the area.  Although the air is fairly stable, which helps 
retard rapid fire growth, visibility is usually very limited and fire detection is 
very difficult, allowing fires to reach considerable size before initial attack. 

 
G. Hurricanes and Tropical Storms 

 
Tropical storms of any magnitude have implications on fires in the southeast.  
It is not unusual for coastal regions to receive the lion’s share of rainfall, 
which almost always leads to flooding.  What is often forgotten is that on the 
edge of these systems, strong subsidence is occurring.  Think of a hurricane 
as a doughnut.  The rain falls in the “hole”, but subsidence occurs in the 
doughnut itself.  This subsidence can significantly contribute to fire problems 
with a drastically lower relative humidity and/or downslope winds.  The 
downward sinking air compresses and warms, elevating temperatures, 
lowering relative humidities, often with clear blue “tropical” skies.  So while 
remembering that some areas impacted by tropical storms are dealing with 
an overabundance of water, that isn’t the case on the edges and beyond.  
These systems promote drier conditions outside their rain shield.  Sometimes 
the dry impact of these storms is a considerable distance from the storm 
itself, depending on the size and strength of the given system.  In a real life 
example, RHs were running in the mid 40’s daily in eastern Kentucky when 
the center of a tropical system tracked along the North Carolina coast.  Skies 
cleared, temperatures went up, RHs went down into the low 20’s and fire 
activity picked up a great deal. 
 

 
V. SOCIAL/ECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS 

 
One factor outweighs all others when addressing social/economics concerns in 
the Southeast, land ownership.  Most of the fires in the southeast occur on 
private lands.  Federal ownership is fairly limited as is State ownership.  Incident 
Teams must be aware that they have a high likelihood of dealing fires on other 
than federal ownership.  This is significant when considering incident costs.  Most 
southeastern states have very limited fire suppression budgets.  There are no 
special pots of suppression dollars.  The states fight their fires within their 
constrained budget.  FEMA Fire Management Assistance grants help, but most 
states are severely impacted by costs of large fires.  This means you, as an IMT 
will be expected to cut costs to the bare bones.  Each order should be scrutinized 
by the team and IC before being placed.  If the state has assigned a 
representative or Unified Incident Commander, this person should be consulted 
before placing any order for large ticket items.  This whole topic will require in 
depth discussion during your agency administrator briefing and in the delegation 
of authority. 
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 VI. SAFETY CONSIDERATIONS 
 

The southeast has several unique safety considerations. 
 

A. Snags 
 

All geographic sections of the country have problems with snags, but 
nowhere is it more serious and widespread than the southeast.  Several 
events have led to huge numbers of snags throughout the region.  Severe ice 
storms in Arkansas and neighboring states in 2000 have left behind huge 
areas of blowdown and broken off trees.  Southern pine beetle has been 
steadily increasing throughout the southeast and in many states almost all 
the pine stands are affected.  Gypsy moth has spread from the northeast into 
Virginia, Kentucky and Tennessee and in many areas there are thousands of 
acres of hardwood snags.   
 
Local expertise is critical in recognizing and identifying snags in the 
southeast, particularly in the hardwoods.  During the fall fire season in the 
mountains, the hardwood leaves will fall off and every tree will look the same.  
Intense scrutiny and vigilance is needed to find and avoid snags during this 
time of the year. 

 
B. Heat and Humidity 

 
Unlike the dry heat of the west, the southeast has very humid heat, 
particularly in the summer.  The combination of heat and humidity can sap a 
crew before anyone realizes it.  Heat index is a good indicator of the level of 
concern you should have.  When heat indexes are above 95 you should be 
particularly cautious. 
 
Crews have to learn to work at a slower pace and it may take several days to 
get sensitized to the heat/humidity combination.  In Florida in 1998 with 
temperatures above 100 degrees and humidity in the 40-80% range, even 
Type I crews were losing 3 to 4 crew members per day the first few shifts due 
to heat exhaustion.   Drinking enough water is difficult and must really be a 
focus item. 

 
C. Critters 

 
You’ll receive a briefing when you arrive about the local critters to be 
concerned about.  The southeast is not lacking for things that can bite you.  
Some of the more widespread are: 

 
1. mosquitoes 
2. ticks 
3. yellow flies 
4. horse flies 
5. chiggers 
6. black widow spider 
7. alligators 
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8. poisonous snakes – rattlesnakes, cottonmouths, copperheads, coral 
snakes. 

 
D. People 

 
Almost any fire you go to in the southeast will have people nearby.  This fact 
alone can lead to dozens of other complications and safety concerns.  Major 
highways and heavy traffic are likely even in “rural” areas.  Narrow, curvy 
mountain roads are likely also.  Throw in a mix of coal trucks, fog most 
mornings and a public that is so used to smoke they don’t slow down, and 
you can have very dangerous conditions routinely. 

 
E. Arson 

 
Most of the fires in the southeast are human caused, and a large percentage 
result from arson.  The percentage of arson fires can range from 25% in a 
state like Florida which gets lots of lightning fires, to 95% in a state like 
Kentucky with almost no “natural” ignitions.  Arson can add a serious threat to 
firefighters when they are working underneath a fire or between the fire and 
homes or roads.  On several occasions over the years, firefighters have been 
working on one fire only to have a second lit underneath them.  Firefighters 
and line overhead must be aware of this risk when selecting safety zones and 
escape routes. 

 
 

VII. POLITICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
 

Where is the President from?  Texas 
 
Where was President Clinton from? Arkansas 
 
Who is governor of Florida? Jeb Bush, President’s brother 
 
These three facts alone can cause you plenty of political concern in the 
southeast.  Throw in another few names like, Al Gore (Tennessee), Trent Lott 
(Mississippi), Janet Reno (Florida) and you soon realize that anywhere you go in 
the south will have some big political names. 
 
The southeast is also home of the most active state forestry agencies with fire  
prevention and prescribed fire.  You need to find out about these programs 
where you are assigned and make sure you are consistent with their message. 
 
There are many more political subdivisions in the southeast than in most western 
areas.  Every wide spot in the road will be a community with some elected 
official. 
 
To understand the political considerations of the southeast, you also need to 
understand the culture.   Most southerners are private, religious individuals.  
They consider hunting, fishing, and burning the woods to be birthrights.  Most are 
quiet and observant.  They’ll sit there and watch you screw up if you don’t ask 
first. 
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VIII. COOPERATORS 
 

Most of the fire suppression resources in the southeast are state and local.  All 
the states have strong forestry fire suppression organizations, and there are 
literally hundreds of different paid and volunteer fire departments that have some 
jurisdiction in the wildlands.  Most state forestry employees in the southeast will 
not be red-carded.  They card personnel who routinely take federal assignments, 
but do not normally card their own suppression crews.  But be aware they do 
meet their state standards and they do have jurisdiction within their state, even 
without a red card.  
 
State-to-State Fire Assistance Compacts are frequently used in the Southeast.  
These compacts allow rapid movement of state forestry resources across state 
borders.  These agreements are outside the normal federal mobilization system.  
Compact resources cannot be used on federal fires.  They can however, be used 
on the state portion of joint federal/state fires.  
 
Currently, the Department of Interior has in place International Agreements with 
the Mexican Federal Government and all 7 Mexican states along the border for 
US Federal fire agencies to provide Initial Attack fire responses 10 miles into 
Mexico.  For the Southern Area, this is from South Padre Island to Laredo, 
Texas.  The US Fish and Wildlife Service currently have most of the jurisdiction 
in this area.  This presents other political and safety concerns for personnel and 
equipment responding in to these areas and how they are covered liability wise.  

 
 

IX. EXTERNAL FACTORS 
 

A. Equipment Availability 
 
 Most fires in the southeast will be fought with heavy equipment.  Low Ground 

Pressure (LGP) tractors are absolutely necessary in some swampy areas and 
these are very limited.  Only a few states in the south will have these 
available and the supply can be tapped out in a hurry. 

 
 Heavy helicopters are also very limited in the southeast.  And even though 

there are considerable numbers of Type II ships along the gulf coast, many of 
these can be tied up with off-shore oil jobs during parts of the year. 

 
B. Environmental Groups 
 
 Because of density of population in the southeast, you’re likely to have 

national environmental groups or local groups very concerned with your fire 
and how you fight it. 

 
C. Hotel Availability 
 
 Using hotels as opposed to a fire camp can often be the safest and cheapest 

alternative, and some hotels are almost always available in fire areas.  These 
are, however, businesses that cater to their long term customers, not your 
emergency needs.  If you’re using hotels in the spring, expect to lose all or 
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many of your rooms for graduations.  If you are near a university town in the 
fall, home football games can put you and all your folks on the streets.  
Anticipate ahead and don’t get caught off guard. 

 
 

X. INTERAGENCY ISSUES 
 

The biggest interagency concerns revolve around state budgets and cost share 
agreements.  Your local federal agency (usually FS) can provide advice on these 
topics.  With changes in the Stafford Act, FEMA Fire Management Assistance 
Grants are more likely than in previous years.  The southern area will assign a 
principal advisor to work with FEMA and this person can help you understand the 
roles and responsibilities in these cases.  It’s important for you to understand up 
front what costs are reimbursable, what are not and how FEMA wants costs 
tracked.  Many of the states will be new at this also, so you’ll have to work 
through it together. 
 
The federal agencies and state forestry agencies have a tremendous record of 
working together and cooperating with each other.  Most federal agencies also 
have strong relationships with local fire departments.  Check for agreements 
ahead of time and be sure that you are doing everything possible to preserve 
these relationships. 
 
 

XI. SUMMARY 
 

The southeast offers plenty of challenges for fire suppression operations.  The 
almost year-round season and the sheer number of people living in the southeast 
keep things hopping.  Ya’ll come on down and visit next time the fires get to 
walking the dog.  We’ll greet you with some good old southern hospitality and 
maybe even some grits or green boiled peanuts. 

 
 

 
  


