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 I. OBJECTIVES  
 

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

mitigation in Thomas 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 28
th
 2009 at the Thomas County Forestry Unit attended by 

the following core planning team; 

 

Will  Fell GFC CWPP Specialist 

Trent Ingram GFC Chief Ranger Thomas County 

Chris Jones Fire Chief Thomas County FD/EMA Director 

Bryan Croft Fire Chief Thomasville FD 

Robin Lawson Deputy Fire Chief Thomas Co FD 

Louis Rehberg Thomas County Commissioner 

 

 

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

was decided that we would identify and evaluate selected high risk communities and areas within 

the wildland urban interface. At the completion of this we would reconvene and discuss and 

evaluate the completed community wildfire risk assessments. It was further decided that we 

would provide for mitigation recommendations for the county as a whole. The chiefs of the fire 

departments in the county assessed WUI communities in their districts and the core team 

reconvened on July 16
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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 III. COMMUNITY BACKGROUND AND WILDFIRE HISTORY   
Background 

Thomas County is located deep in south central Georgia's plantation country, along the state's 

border with Florida. Once home to a fashionable winter resort for northerners, the county 

remains steeped in history and culture. 

In 1825 Thomas County was formed from portions of Irwin and Decatur counties and named for 

Jett Thomas, a hero of the War of 1812 (1812-15). Originally populated by Native Americans, 

who used the land for hunting and farming, the area was later dominated by numerous cotton 

plantations. Though the plantation economy thrived on cotton, other crops, including tobacco, 

pears, peaches, and for a time, rice, contributed to a healthy and diversified economy. Many of 

the area plantations are still operational as quail-hunting plantations, museums, or bed-and- 

breakfast inns, and are owned by the families who originally purchased the land. 

After the railroad expanded to Thomas County in 1861, wealthy and elite northerners, seeking a 

retreat from cold winters and the subsequent threat of illness, began flocking to genteel 

Thomasville, the county seat. They soon brought their counterparts, who enjoyed the traditional 

southern pastimes of hunting, fishing, and active socializing. Many of these northern visitors 

built massive Victorian structures, or "grand winter cottages," more than fifty of which are still 

standing either as bed-and-breakfasts or private residences. By the early 1900s, Thomasville's 

popularity as a resort began to wane, but its distinctive architecture and culture remain today. 

Thomas County's industrial endeavors have been just as successful as its tourist and agricultural 

enterprises. The county is home to the second largest farmer's market in the state and several 

Fortune 500 companies. According to the 2000 U.S. census, the population of Thomas County is 

42,737 (59 percent white, 38.9 percent black, and 1.7 percent Hispanic) and is disbursed over the 

548 square miles that make up the county. 

The county has two school districts. The Thomasville City School District comprises six schools 

and serves all students who reside within the city limits. The Thomas County School District is 

composed of seven schools and serves all students who live in the county outside the city limits 

of Thomasville. Southwest Georgia Technical College is located just inside the city limits of 

Thomasville and provides an alternate secondary-education option for students seeking 

vocational certification. 

Thomas County comes to life each April with its annual Rose Show and Festival. The city bursts 

with colorful blooms as passersby enjoy not only the Thomasville Rose Garden but the 

innumerable rose bushes that line streets and grace the lawns of homes, schools, and businesses 

alike. Christmas is also a special time in Thomas County. Downtown Thomasville hosts 

Victorian Christmas on the second Thursday and Friday of each December. Visitors step back in 

time as they stroll down the cobblestone streets and visit with locals in period costumes from 

Thomasville's heyday in the 1880s. 

Places of interest include the many surviving plantations, particularly Pebble Hill. One of the 

country's oldest golf courses, the Glen Arven Country Club, was said to be a favorite spot of U.S. 

president Dwight Eisenhower, who also went quail hunting outside Thomasville. The Big Oak at 

the corner of Crawford and East Monroe streets in Thomasville is the largest oak tree east of the 

Mississippi River, with a limb span of 162 feet. The tree is more than 315 years old and has been 

a member of the National Live Oak Society since 1936. (Courtesy New Georgia Encyclopedia) 
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Wildfire History  

 
About 57% of Thomas County is still in woodland despite a large agricultural presence in the 

county. Much of this woodland is in large plantations managed for hunting and recreation or as 

woodlots on farms.  These woodlands are routinely burned every few years keeping wildland 

fuel levels down. Unfortunately much of what doesnôt get prescribed burned are wildlands in 

close proximity of residential areas or small outlying communities. With the exception of a few 

large blocks of plantation woodland in the southern portion of the county, there are homes 

scattered throughout the county. Along with several subdivisions and small communities, the risk 

from wildland urban interface is fairly substantial and general throughout the county. 

 

Over the past 52 years, Thomas County has averaged almost 76 reported wildland fires per year 

and 55% of these have occurred during the months of January, February, and March. These fires 

have burned an average of 478 acres annually. Of this annual acreage burned, 67% was lost 

during the above three months. Since the advent of the outdoor burning permit law about 30 

years ago, the numbers of fires have slightly decreased to an average of 65 per year while the 

average acreage burned has shown a more dramatic decrease to 268 acres annually. 

 

The leading causes of these fires, was debris burning causing 62% of the fires and 61% of the 

acres burned. More detailed records over the past ten years show that 59% of wildfire causes 

was from debris burning. The 2
nd

 leading cause was machine use (15%) and the 3
rd

 leading 

cause was incendiary (13%).  

 

 
 

Wildland Urban Interface (WUI) is described as the area where structures and other human improvements 

meet and intermingle with undeveloped wildland or vegetative fuels. 
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The table below indicates wildfire activity during the last complete fiscal year 2017, July 1, 2016 thru June 30, 2017. 

 

County = Thomas Cause  Fires   Acres  

Fires 

5 Yr 

Avg 

Acres 

5 Yr 

Avg  

Campfire Campfire 3 
 

9.96  1.00 2.13  

Children Children 1 
 

2.00  0.80 1.02  

Debris: Ag Fields, Pastures, 

Orchards, Etc 

Debris: Ag Fields, Pastures, Orchards, 

Etc 
4 

 

4.15  1.40 2.35  

Debris: Construction Land 

Clearing 

Debris: Construction Land Clearing 1 
 

0.66  0.40 0.16  

Debris: Escaped Prescribed 

Burn 

Debris: Escaped Prescribed Burn 22 
 

80.50  8.00 50.68  

Debris: Other Debris: Other 1 
 

174.40  0.40 35.15  

Debris: Residential, 

Leafpiles, Yard, Etc 

Debris: Residential, Leafpiles, Yard, Etc 7 
 

6.15  2.20 22.09  

Debris: Site Prep - Forestry 

Related 

Debris: Site Prep - Forestry Related 2   5.21  2.60 24.52  

Incendiary Incendiary 3   5.24  3.20 7.74  

Lightning Lightning 0   0.00  0.20 10.44  

Machine Use Machine Use 3 
 

4.72  2.20 1.65  

Miscellaneous: Power 

lines/Electric fences 

Miscellaneous: Power lines/Electric 

fences 
2 

 

1.05  1.20 1.62  

Miscellaneous: 

Structure/Vehicle Fires 

Miscellaneous: Structure/Vehicle Fires 1 
 

0.10  0.40 0.43  

Railroad Railroad 0   0.00  1.20 4.08  

Undetermined Undetermined 2 
 

28.77  1.00 6.67  

Totals for County: 

Thomas Year: 2017 
  52 

 

322.91  26.20 170.72 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Campfire&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Children&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Ag%20Fields,%20Pastures,%20Orchards,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Construction%20Land%20Clearing&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Escaped%20Prescribed%20Burn&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Other&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Residential,%20Leafpiles,%20Yard,%20Etc&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Debris:%20Site%20Prep%20-%20Forestry%20Related&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Incendiary&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Lightning&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Machine%20Use&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Power%20lines/Electric%20fences&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Miscellaneous:%20Structure/Vehicle%20Fires&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Railroad&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
https://intranet.gfc.state.ga.us/FireReports/2011-12-RPI/ListFireReportRecords.cfm?SelectCounty=Thomas&SelectCause=Undetermined&FiscalYear=Yes&SelectYear=2017
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The tables below show Thomas County wildfire activity during the last 10 years (FY 2007 thru FY 2016). 

The following pages have wildfire data and occurrence maps from the same 10 year period.  
 

  

Acreage Burned /Number of Fires  

For Thomas County  

For FY 2007-2016 

Year Acreage Burned Number of Fires 
 Average Size Statewide      

Average Size 

2007 237.54 103 2.31 18.64 

2008 121.42 44 2.76 4.56 

2009 225.34 36 6.26 3.90 

2010 89.79 20 4.49 3.93 

2011 639.48 111 5.76 17.56 

2012 106.22 38 2.76 5.08 

2013 36.91 20 1.85 4.53 

2014 21.77 11 1.98 5.02 

2015 207.09 19 10.90 4.42 

2016 264.92 29 9.14 6.29 

 

 

 

Number of Fires by Cause for Thomas County for FY 2007 to 2016  

Year Campfire Children  
Debris 

Burning  
Incendiary Lightning  

Machine 

Use 
Misc. Railroad Smoking 

2007 1 7 51 10 2 24 1 1 6 

2008 0 0 32 4 0 7 0 1 0 

2009 2 0 25 5 1 2 1 0 0 

2010 1 0 14 1 0 3 1 0 0 

2011 2 2 74 14 2 14 0 0 3 

2012 3 2 19 7 0 5 0 2 0 

2013 1 2 9 3 0 2 3 0 0 

2014 0 1 6 0 0 0 1 3 0 

2015 0 0 9 1 1 2 3 3 0 

2016 1 0 14 9 0 4 1 0 0 
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 IV. COUNTY  BASE MAPS  
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 V. COMMUNITY WILDFIRE RISK ASSESSMENT  

 
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 Hazards 

Firefighters in the wildland urban interface may encounter hazards other than the fire itself, 

such as hazardous materials, utility lines and poor access. 

  

 Hazardous Materials 

¶ Common chemicals used around the home may be a direct hazard to firefighters 

from flammability, explosion potential and/or vapors or off-gassing. Such 

chemicals include paint, varnish and other flammable liquids; fertilizer; pesticides; 

cleansers; aerosol cans, fireworks, batteries and ammunition. In addition, some 

common household products such as plastics may give off very toxic fumes when 

they burn. Stay OUT of the smoke from burning structures and any unknown 

sources such as trash piles.  
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 Illicit Activities  

¶ Marijuana plantations or drug production labs may be found in wildland urban 

interface areas. Extremely hazardous materials such as propane tanks and 

flammable/toxic chemicals may be encountered, as well as booby traps.  

 Propane tanks 

¶ Both large (household size) and small (gas grill size) liquefied propane gas (LPG) 

tanks can present hazards to firefighters, including explosion. See the "LPG Tank 

Hazards" discussion for details.  

 Utility lines 

¶ Utility lines may be located above and below ground and may be cut or damaged 

by tools or equipment. Don't spray water on utility lines or boxes.  

 Septic tanks and fields 

¶ Below-ground structures may not be readily apparent and may not support the 

weight of engines or other apparatus.  

 

 New construction materials 

¶ Many new construction materials have comparatively low melting points and may 

"off -gas" extremely hazardous vapors. Plastic decking materials that resemble 

wood are becoming more common and may begin softening and losing structural 

strength at 180° F, though they normally do not sustain combustion once direct 

flame is removed. However, if they continue to burn they exhibit the characteristics 

of flammable liquids.  

 Pets and livestock 

¶ Pets and livestock may be left when residents evacuate and will likely be highly 

stressed, making them more inclined to bite and kick. Firefighters should not put 

themselves at risk to rescue pets or livestock.  

 Evacuation occurring 

¶ Firefighters may be taking structural protection actions while evacuations of 

residents are occurring. Be very cautious of people driving erratically. Distraught 

residents may refuse to leave their property, and firefighters may need to disengage 

from fighting fire to contact law enforcement officers for assistance. In most 

jurisdictions firefighters do not have the authority to force evacuations. Firefighters 

should not put themselves at risk trying to protect someone who will not evacuate!  

 Limited access 

¶ Narrow one-lane roads with no turn-around room, inadequate or poorly maintained 

bridges and culverts are frequently found in wildland urban interface areas. Access 

should be sized-up and an evacuation plan for all emergency personnel should be 

developed.  
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The wildland fire risk assessments conducted in 2009 by the Thomas County Fire Departments 

returned an average score of 79, placing Thomas County in the lower ñHighò hazard range. The 

risk assessment instrument used to evaluate wildfire hazards to Thomas Countyôs WUI was the 

Hazard and Wildfire Risk Assessment Scoresheet. The instrument takes into consideration 

accessibility, vegetation (based on fuel models), topography, roofing assembly, building 

construction, and availability of fire protection resources, placement of gas and electric utilities, 

and additional rating factors. The following factors contributed to the wildfire hazard score for 

Thomas County: 

 Dead end roads with inadequate turn arounds 

 Narrow roads without drivable shoulders 

 Long, narrow, and poorly labeled driveways 

 Minimal defensible space around structures 

 Homes with wooden siding and roofs with heavy accumulations of vegetative debris. 

 No pressurized or non-pressurized water systems available 

 Dry hydrants and drafting sources unusable. 

 Above ground utilities 

 Large, adjacent areas of forest or wildlands 

 Undeveloped lots comprising half the total lots in many rural communities. 

 High occurrence of wildfires in several locations 

 

 

Summary of Community Assessments 

 
 

 

Community 

 

 

Fire Dept 

Com- 
munity 
Access 

 

Site 
Hazard 

 

Bldg. 
Const. 

Fire 
Pro- 
tection 

 

Utili- 
ties 

 

Add. 
Factors 

 

Total 
Score 

 

Hazard 
Rating 

 
Moderate 

Willow Ridge Hwy 202 11 20 10 13 6 15 75 Risk 

Sandy Creek Hwy 202 9 20 10 13 6 20 78 High Risk 

Lake Riverside 
Forest Ridge / 
Black Berry 

Hwy 202 
 

Barnetts 

4 
 

16 

    20 
 

    35 

     10 
 

     10 

     13 

 
     22 

    4 

 
    6 

     28 
 

     20 

    79 
 

   109 

High Risk 
Very High 
Risk 

Janeôs Lane Barnetts 19 20 10 13 6 10 78 High Risk 
Place in the 
Woods 

 

Metcalf 
 

12 
 

20 
 

20 
 

13 
 

6 
 

20 
 

91 
 

High Risk 

 

Metcalf 
 

Metcalf 
 

4 
 

20 
 

10 
 

13 
 

4 
 

10 
 

61 
Moderate 
Risk 

 

Merriville 
 

Dillon 
 

4 
 

20 
 

10 
 

13 
 

4 
 

20 
 

71 
Moderate 
Risk 

 

Big Pond Lane 
 

Coolidge 
 

6 
 

17 
 

10 
 

0 
 

3 
 

5 
 

65 
Moderate 
Risk 

Lake Riverwind Meigs 12 20 10 8 6 30 86 High Risk 

Average 
       

79 High Risk 




