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 I. OBJECTIVES  
The mission of the following report is to set clear priorities for the implementation of wildfire 

mitigation in McDuffie County. The plan includes prioritized recommendations for the 

appropriate types and methods of fuel reduction and structure ignitability reduction that will 

protect this community and its essential infrastructure. It also includes a plan for wildfire 

suppression. Specifically, the plan includes community-centered actions that will: 

 

¶ Educate citizens on wildfire, its risks, and ways to protect lives and properties, 

¶ Support fire rescue and suppression entities, 

¶ Focus on collaborative decision-making and citizen participation, 

¶ Develop and implement effective mitigation strategies, and 

¶ Develop and implement effective community ordinances and codes. 
 

 II. C OMMUNITY  COLLABORATION   

An initial meeting was held on May 11
th
 2009 attended by the following core planning team; 

Will  Fell GFC CWPP Specialist 

Hal Sharpe GFC Chief Ranger McDuffie Warren Counties 
Bruce Tanner Fire Chief McDuffie County Fire Department/EMA Director 

Don Norton McDuffie County Manager 

Rick Sewell Thomson Fire Chief 

Stephen Sewell Asst Fire Chief McDuffie County 

 

After an initial discussion of the processes and goals we hope to accomplish with this report, it 

was decided that we would assess general areas within the wildland urban interface in the two 

incorporated cities and the county. At the completion of this we would reconvene and discuss 

and evaluate the completed county wildfire risk assessment. It was further decided that we would 

provide for mitigation recommendations for McDuffie County. The chiefs of the various county 

fire departments completed the assessments and we reconvened on June 29
th
 2009 for the 

purpose of completing the following: 

Risk Assessment Assessed wildfire hazard risks and prioritized mitigation actions. 

Fuels Reduction Identified strategies for coordinating fuels treatment projects. 

Structure Ignitability  Identified strategies for reducing the ignitability of structures 

within the Wildland interface. 

Emergency Management Forged relationships among local government and fire districts and 

developed/refined a pre-suppression plan. 

Education and Outreach Developed strategies for increasing citizen awareness and action 

and to conduct homeowner and community leader workshops. 
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Background 

McDuffie County is located on the geological fall 

line in east central Georgia along the Savannah River 

basin, thirty-five miles west of Augusta. The county, 

carved from Warren and Columbia counties in late 

1870 by an act of the Georgia General Assembly, 

was named for George McDuffie, a native 

Georgian and distinguished lawyer, statesman, 

governor, and U.S. senator of South Carolina. 

Although relatively small (260 square miles) 

and postbellum in its formation, McDuffie County 

boasts a sizeable colonial and political heritage that predates 

the county's official inception by at least a century. 

 

Early History  

In 1767 royal governor James Wright granted to Quakers from Pennsylvania and North Carolina 

12,000 acres of land along the present northern boundaries of McDuffie County. Three years 

later, the town of Wrightsborough was formally established and named in honor of the governor. 

Wright intended the settlement to be a buffer zone between the Creek and Cherokee Indians and 

the growing settlement of St. Paul Parish (present-day Augusta). It suffered accordingly. Indian 

hostilities, the American Revolution (1775-83), and the expansion of slavery all threatened the 

physical and economic safety of the neutral Quaker township. By 1800 most of its original 

families had relocated to the Midwest. Wrightsborough existed as a settlement into the twentieth 

century, if in name only, as its remaining inhabitants gradually assimilated into the religious, 

social, and civic norms of the predominantly Scots-Irish region. 

 

Economy and Natural Resources 

Traveling through Wrightsborough in the colonial period, Quaker naturalist William Bartram 

observed that the terrain was "chiefly a plain of high forests, savannas, and cane swamps," and 

its soil "a deep, rich, dark mould, on a deep stratum of redish brown tenacious clay." In fact, the 

area that became McDuffie County boasted natural resources and a wealthy agricultural heritage 

that defined its economic and political life until fairly recently. Gold, discovered along the Little 

River in the early nineteenth century, provided one of the area's first industries. It was cotton, 

however, that created the bulk of McDuffie County's wealth during that century. The county's 

geographic location placed it among the most productive cotton land in the state, and slave 

culture and cotton production flourished. By 1880, 64 percent of the county's 9,449 residents 

were African American. 

While agrarian culture has changed radically since 1950, historical and natural resources 

continue to define twenty-first-century McDuffie County. Recreation and tourism are prominent 

factors in the contemporary economic and cultural life of the county, as are the kaolin and timber 

industries. 

III. C OMMUNITY BACKGROUND & WILDFIRE HISTORY  
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People and Places 

The county's political tradition reflects its agrarian roots. Inheriting the passion, political 

philosophy, and agrarian advocacy of George McDuffie and nearby political heroes Robert 

Toombs and Alexander Stephens, U.S. senator Thomas E. Watson is remembered as McDuffie 

County's most prominent statesman. Born in 1856, the "Sage of Hickory Hill" or "Sage of 

McDuffie County" earned fame at the bar and became an eloquent national advocate for the 

embattled farmer and common man during the New South period. Other notable McDuffie 

County statesmen and jurists include Augustus Wright and Randall Evans Jr., a judge for 

Georgia's court of appeals. 

Heritage tourism is fueled by the county's abundant 

historical sites, which include Hickory Hill (Watson's 

home in Thomson), the Wrightsboro Historic District, 

Wrightsboro Church, and the Rock House. 

Wrightsboro Church, dating to 1810, stands on the 

site of the old Quaker meetinghouse. Near the 

Wrightsboro community is the Rock House, a stone 

farmhouse built in 1785. The Rock House is thought 

to be the oldest dwelling in Georgia with its original 

architecture intact. 

McDuffie County Courthouse in Thomson 

According to the 2000 U.S. census, McDuffie County's population is 21,231 (60.8 percent white, 

37.5 percent black, and 1.3 percent Hispanic). There are two incorporated cities in the county, 

Thomson and Dearing. Thomson, with a population of 6,828, was incorporated in 1854 and 

established as the county seat in 1870. Dearing, with a population of 441, was named for 

William Dearing, a board member of the Georgia Railroad and Banking Company. The town 

was incorporated in 1910. 

Fans of blues music make annual pilgrimages to the Blind 

Willie McTell Blues Festival, which honors the Thomson native 

"Blind Willie" McTell. Outdoor sports, including hunting and 

fishing, attract professional competition and revolve around 

nearby Clarks Hill Lake and its bordering wildlife management 

areas. Two local equestrian events, the Belle Meade Hunt and 

the Pine Top Horse Trials, bring to the county international 

exposure. 

(Courtesy New Georgia Encyclopedia) 
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Wildfire History  

 
McDuffie County, straddling the fall line just west of the rapidly developing Augusta 

Metropolitan area, is still largely rural in character outside of Thomson. The county as a whole 

remains 58% forested. The southern portion of the county, roughly south of Hwy 278, is part of 

the upper coastal plain and supports some agriculture along with timber and kaolin mining. The 

northern half of the county located in the fall line sand hills and piedmont region is still largely 

forested and is seeing residential development spreading out from the traditional population 

centers. This is particularly true along the reaches of Clarks Hill Lake with many miles of 

shoreline within the northeast quadrant of the county and on the sand hills east of Thomson as 

the Augusta metro area spills west. 

 

The main population center and county seat, Thomson sits near the center of the county while the 

only other incorporated town, Dearing lies to the east. There are several other small communities 

scattered throughout the county. Like many counties in this area, McDuffie has become 

increasingly popular to residents from Augusta seeking rural refuge along Interstate 20 building 

homes among the wildlands, many unfamiliar with the inherent risks of wildfire. 

 

McDuffie County is well protected by a countywide fire department with six stations distributed 

throughout the county. The Georgia Forestry Commission maintains a unit with wildland fire 

suppression capability located west of Thomson on Hwy 278 with good access to most of the 

county. 

 

While there are modern pressurized water systems available in the two incorporated cities and 

much of the area adjacent to Thomson, there is still a significant area outside these regions 

lacking ready access to hydrants and dependable water sources. 

 

Over the past 50 years, McDuffie County has averaged about 39 reported wildland fires per year 

with a pronounced peak during the months of February, March and April. These fires have 

burned an average of 179 acres annually. Of this annual acreage burned, 64% was lost during the 

above three months. Since the advent of the outdoor burning permit law about 30 years ago, the 

average numbers of fires and acreage burned have decreased. During the last 10 years, FY 2009-

FY 2018, the county has averaged 31 wildfires and 73 acres burned on average annually. 

 

The leading causes of these fires over the past 10 years, was debris burning causing 35% of the 

fires and 28% of the acres burned. More detailed records over the past ten years show that well 

over half of these debris fires originated from escapes from household or residential debris 

burning. Also of concern are incendiary (arson) caused fires accounting for almost 12% of the 

fires and 14% of the acreage burned during these years.  

 

Georgia Forestry Commission Wildfire Records show that in the past six years, FY2014-

FY2019, 5 homes have been lost or damaged by wildfire in McDuffie County resulting in 

estimated losses of $32,900, along with 9 outbuildings valued at $31,100. According to reports 

during this period 27 homes have been directly or indirectly threatened by these fires. 

Additionally 3 vehicles valued at $4,000 and 7 pieces of other mechanized equipment suffered 

damages estimated at $29,200. Crop damage was totaled for $1000 in losses. This is a 

significant loss of non-timber property attributed to wildfires in McDuffie County. 
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 Wildfire data during the last complete fiscal year, July 1, 2018 ï June 30, 2019. 

 

County = McDuffie Cause  Fires   Acres  

Fires 

5 Yr 

Avg 

Acres 

5 Yr 

Avg  

Campfire Campfire 0   0.00  1.00 6.90  

Children Children 0   0.00  0.40 0.30  

Debris: Ag Fields, Pastures, 

Orchards, Etc 

Debris: Ag Fields, Pastures, 

Orchards, Etc 
0   0.00  0.20 0.06  

Debris: Construction Land 

Clearing 

Debris: Construction Land 

Clearing 
1   1.00  1.40 4.57  

Debris: Escaped Prescribed 

Burn 

Debris: Escaped Prescribed Burn 3 
 

6.35  1.20 1.60  

Debris: Household Garbage Debris: Household Garbage 0   0.00  0.60 0.80  

Debris: Other Debris: Other 0   0.00  0.20 0.80  

Debris: Residential, Leafpiles, 

Yard, Etc 

Debris: Residential, Leafpiles, 

Yard, Etc 
1   1.00  3.20 3.69  

Debris: Site Prep - Forestry 

Related 

Debris: Site Prep - Forestry 

Related 
0   0.00  1.40 3.50  

Incendiary Incendiary 0   0.00  1.40 6.56  

Lightning Lightning 0   0.00  0.40 0.88  

Machine Use Machine Use 0   0.00  0.60 0.02  

Miscellaneous: Other Miscellaneous: Other 0   0.00  0.40 0.20  

Miscellaneous: Power 

lines/Electric fences 

Miscellaneous: Power 

lines/Electric fences 
2   4.18  2.20 3.31  

Miscellaneous: Spontaneous 

Heating/Combustion 

Miscellaneous: Spontaneous 

Heating/Combustion 
1 

 

0.25  0.20 0.05  

Miscellaneous: 

Structure/Vehicle Fires 

Miscellaneous: Structure/Vehicle 

Fires 
1   0.75  1.40 0.62  

Miscellaneous: Woodstove 

Ashes 

Miscellaneous: Woodstove Ashes 0   0.00  0.60 0.49  

Smoking Smoking 0   0.00  0.40 0.08  

Undetermined Undetermined 1   1.00  4.20 5.52  

Totals for County: McDuffie 

Year: 2019 
  10   14.53  21.40 39.95 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Campfire&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Children&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Household%20Garbage&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Other&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Incendiary&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Lightning&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Machine%20Use&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Other&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Spontaneous%20Heating/Combustion&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Spontaneous%20Heating/Combustion&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Woodstove%20Ashes&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Woodstove%20Ashes&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Smoking&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=McDuffie&SelectCause=Undetermined&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2019
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Acreage Burned /Number of Fires  

For McDuffie County  

For FY 2009-2018 

Year Acreage Burned 
Number of 

Fires 

Average       

Size 

Statewide 

Average Size 

2009 72.07 23 5.66 3.90 

2010 69.86 28 7.01 3.93 

2011 85.42 46 7.61 17.56 

2012 112.54 41 6.74 5.08 

2013 50.43 46 14.37 4.53 

2014 153.58 34 11.94 5.02 

2015 38.10 27 7.03 4.42 

2016 52.26 20 3.90 6.29 

2017 40.09 37 4.15 11.60 

2018 54.79 13 8.61 5.25 

 

 

 

Acreage Burned /Number of Fires by Fire Cause  

For McDuffie County  

For FY 2009-2018 

Fire Cause Acreage Burned Number of Fires 

Campfire 36.94 8 

Children 1.86 6 

Debris Burning 196.16 109 

Incendiary 98.54 36 

Lightning 58.31 12 

MachineUse 95.85 32 

Miscellaneous 84.40 54 

Railroad 0.00 0 

Smoking 75.48 21 

Undetermined 54.20 35 

Total 701.74 313 
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 IV. COMMUNITY BASE MAPS  
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The Wildland-Urban Interface 

 
There are many definitions of the Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI), however from a fire 

management perspective it is commonly defined as an area where structures and other human 

development meet or intermingles with undeveloped wildland or vegetative fuels. As fire is 

dependent on a certain set of conditions, the National Wildfire Coordinating Group has defined 

the wildland-urban interface as a set of conditions that exists in or near areas of wildland fuels, 

regardless of ownership. This set of conditions includes type of vegetation, building 

construction, accessibility, lot size, topography and other factors such as weather and humidity. 

When these conditions are present in certain combinations, they make some communities more 

vulnerable to wildfire damage than others. This ñset of conditionsò method is perhaps the best 

way to define wildland-urban interface areas when planning for wildfire prevention, mitigation, 

and protection activities. 

 
There are three major categories of wildland-urban interface. Depending on the set of conditions 

present, any of these areas may be at risk from wildfire. A wildfire risk assessment can determine 

the level of risk. 

 
1. ñBoundaryò wildland-urban interface is characterized by areas of development where 

homes, especially new subdivisions, press against public and private wildlands, such as private 

or commercial forest land or public forests or parks. This is the classic type of wildland-urban 

interface, with a clearly defined boundary between the suburban fringe and the rural countryside. 

 
2. ñIntermixò wildland-urban interface areas are places where improved property and/or 

structures are scattered and interspersed in wildland areas. These may be isolated rural homes or 

an area that is just beginning to go through the transition from rural to urban land use. 

 
3. ñIslandò wildland-urban interface, also called occluded interface, are areas of wildland 

within predominately urban or suburban areas. As cities or subdivisions grow, islands of 

undeveloped land may remain, creating remnant forests. Sometimes these remnants exist as 

parks, or as land that cannot be developed due to site limitations, such as wetlands. 

 
 

 

Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) is described as the area 

where structures and other human improvements meet and 

intermingle with undeveloped wildland or vegetative fuels.   

V. COMMUNITY WILDFIRE RISK ASSESSMENT 


