


Wildfire becomes an even 
greater challenge when they 
threaten homes and other 
structures. That zone where 
homes are built in or near the 
wildland becomes our reference 
to the Wildland-Urban Interface 
(WUI). 

A recent uptick in large wildfire 
incidents has exposed homes 
across the eastern seaboard. In 
the last year, wildfires in North 
and South Carolina, New Jersey, 
and Pennsylvania have burned 
thousands of acres of wildland 

and caused damage to homes 
built in the Wildland-Urban 
Interface (WUI). Fortunately, 
Maryland has escaped much of 
this calamity, but organized 
teams from Maryland fire 
departments have been called in 
to assist with recent wildfires in 
Pennsylvania. 

We ask that you take the time to 
read the articles in this issue and 
consider what the risks are in 
your community. Have 
developments expanded into 
areas previously only covered by 

forests? Has your department 
taken steps to train and equip 
responders for incidents in the 
Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI)? 
Have you communicated the 
risks to your community and 
asked them to take action to 
reduce the risk of structural 
damage during a wildfire 
incident? These questions, and 
more, should be addressed as 
our fire risk environment is 
constantly changing. 

David Lewis 
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Recent Wildland-Urban Interface (WUI) Fires 

Each year, we see news reports 
about large wildfire incidents 
across the Midwest and Western 
states. We ignore the risk in our 
area and consider wildfire not to 
be a risk on the eastern 
seaboard. However, recent 
incidents over the past year have 
proven our assumptions 
incorrect, as wildfires in several 
states have burned thousands of 
acres of wildland and threatened 
residents living within the 
Wildland-Urban Interface.  Here 
are some highlights of some of 
these incidents: 

North Carolina and South 
Carolina 

During the month of March 2025, 
several large wildland fires in the 
Carolinas consumed thousands 
of acres.  In North Carolina, the 
Deep Woods and Black Cove 
fires in the southern area of the 
state burned more than 6,000 
acres. In South Carolina, the 
Table Rock fire burned more than 
15,000 acres of wildland. The 
Covington Drive Compact fire, 
less than 5 miles from Myrtle 
Beach, consumed more than 
2,000 acres. At one point, 
firefighters were reported to be 
battling 175 wildfires across North 
and South Carolina. Evacuations 
were ordered in areas across the 
two states due to the risk of 
spreading into areas that included 
residential homes (the WUI).  
Significant rainfall in May has 
greatly reduced the risk of 

continued wildfire. Three months 
later, fire officials are just now 
declaring the fires in Horry 
County, South Carolina, as 
contained. Although some homes 
were damaged, residents were 
fortunate that no homes in South 
Carolina were destroyed by the 
fires in South Carolina.  North 
Carolina reported 11 homes 
destroyed at the Black Cove 
Complex fire. 

New Jersey 

In April 2025, New Jersey 
firefighters were called to support 
the New Jersey Forest Fire 
Service at the Jones Road 
Wildfire in Ocean County. It took 
until mid-May to declare these 
fires as fully contained.  The fires 
required that more than 5,000 
residents be ordered to evacuate 
due to the risk of fires spreading 
to their communities.  The fire is 
reported to have been the largest 
in New Jersey in the past 20 
years, consuming more than 
15,000 acres, destroying at least 

one building and multiple 
outbuildings and vehicles. 

Pennsylvania 

On April 24, 2025, two large 
wildfires were reported burning in 
areas of the Michaux State Forest 
in Cumberland and Franklin 
Counties in south-central 
Pennsylvania. The Thompson 
Hollow Fire burned more than 
2,000 acres, and the Hammonds 
Rock Fire burned more than 200 
acres.  Voluntary evacuation 
orders were issued for some 
residential areas near the fire. In 
addition to fire units from 
Pennsylvania, several fire 
departments from Frederick and 
Washington County, Maryland, 
responded with specially 
equipped forestry units and 
equipment. These fires were 
reported as contained on May 6. 
Since the fires occurred in heavily 
forested areas, no homes were 
reported as destroyed or 
damaged. 

David Lewis 



What Structural Firefighters Need to Understand about Wildland Firefighting 

Each firefighter in the State of 
Maryland is trained to the 
nationally recognized standards 
for structural firefighting (NFPA 
1010). The standard for 
Firefighter-I only includes a small 
segment on “ground cover fires”. 
This training should be 
considered only as minimal, and 
departments should seek 
additional training to plan, 
prepare, and operate on 
incidents within the Wildland-

Urban Interface (WUI). 

Structural firefighters responding 
to wildland incidents need to 
understand several key 
differences and safety 
considerations to operate 
effectively and safely. Here’s a 
concise overview of what they 
need to know: 

1. Fire Behavior 

· Wildland fires behave 
differently than structure 
fires—wind, slope, and fuel 
type can rapidly change fire 
intensity and direction. 

· Fire can spread rapidly in 
grass and brush, even faster 
than a firefighter can run. 

· Spotting (embers igniting new 
fires ahead of the main front) 
is common 

2. Situational Awareness 

· Always maintain escape 
routes and safety zones. 

· Stay oriented to topography, 
weather changes, and the 
fire's location—these factors 
are dynamic and critical. 

3. Incident Command System 
(ICS) 

· Wildland fires use a strict ICS 
structure (e.g., Divisions, 
Groups, Branches). 

· Be ready to integrate into 
larger multi-agency 
operations and follow unified 
command protocols. 

4. Protective Equipment and 
PPE 

· Structural gear (turnouts) is 
too heavy and heat-retaining 
for wildland work. 

· Use wildland-specific PPE: 
flame-resistant clothing, 
lightweight helmet, goggles, 
fire shelter, and gloves. 

5. Tools and Tactics 

· Be familiar with hand tools 
like Pulaskis, McLeods, and 
shovels. 

· Understand wildland tactics: 
creating fire lines, 
backburning, and structure 
triage/protection (e.g., 
clearing vegetation, using 
Class A foam). 

· Water supply may be 
limited—conserve water and 
understand dry firefighting 
tactics. 

6. Structure Triage and 
Defense 

· Know how to assess a 
structure's defensibility. 

· Learn structure protection 
tactics (e.g., foam lines, 
sprinkler systems, removing 
combustibles from around the 
building). 

7. Physical Fitness 

· Wildland firefighting is 
physically demanding—often 
requires hiking long distances 
with gear and working in hot, 
smoky environments. 

8. Communication and 
Navigation 

· Use radios with common 
wildland channels. 

· Be familiar with wildland 
terminology (e.g., anchor 
point, head, flank, heel, 
spotting). 

· Carry maps and compass/
GPS, especially in remote 
terrain. 

9. Wildland-Urban Interface 
(WUI) Challenges 

· Learn how to work in the WUI 
environment, where homes 
and vegetation meet—this is 
often the most dangerous 
area. 

· Balancing structure defense 
with wildland suppression is 
complex and must be 
prioritized based on 
conditions. 

David Lewis 







Health Concerns for WUI Responders 

The fire service has seen a rise 
in WUI incidents over the last 
number of years.  Previously this 
always referred to the incidents 
in the Mid-West and California 
specifically.   Now this type of 
incident has moved eastward, 
Florida, Maryland, New Jersey, 
and Pennsylvania.  With this 
comes health concerns to the 
WUI responders.   Wildland 
Firefighters have a few distinct 
challenges not faced by 
structural, oriented Firefighter.  . 

An analysis from the late 1990’s 
of mortality data for structural 
firefighters indicates heart-
related death rates similar to or 
slightly above population values 
which still exists today.  Data for 
wildland firefighters indicate 
higher cardiovascular risks for 
volunteers than for federal or 
state firefighters.  A possible 
reason for the difference is that 
Federal and many state 
agencies annually administer 
work capacity tests that 
encourage the maintenance of 
physical fitness. Few municipal 
and volunteer departments have 
mandatory annual testing of this 
type.  The following tests are 
required by the Department of 
Interior to be conducted annually 
for wildland firefighters:  

• Pack Test (Arduous 
Duty): Complete a 3-mile 
walk over level terrain in 45 
minutes or less while carrying 
a 45-pound pack.  

• Field Test (Moderate 
Duty): Complete a 2-mile 
walk over level terrain in 30 
minutes or less while carrying 
a 25-pound pack. 

• Walk Test (Light 
Duty): Complete a 1-mile 
walk over level terrain in 16 
minutes or less (no pack-

carrying requirement). 

The test emerged from a 
process that included a job task 
analysis, laboratory studies, and 
then extensive field trials.  Those 
structural firefighters that go with 
State Forestry on mutual aid are 
required to take the PT test.  
Even with testing, there is no 
guaranteed way to determine 
heart health and suitability for 
arduous duty in wildland and 
structural firefighting.  The 
following areas can reduce the 
risk of a cardiac event: 

• Maintain Physical 
Activity: Lack of physical 
activity as one of the major 
risk factors for cardiovascular 
disease   

• Weight Control; with a 
population that is overweight 
or obese, the United States is 
experiencing an epidemic of 
excess weight (CDC 2001). 

• Cholesterol: High levels of 
serum cholesterol are 
associated with an increased 
risk of heart disease  

• Hypertension: High blood 
pressure increases the 
workload of the heart and its 

need for oxygen during 
exertion.  

WUI exposes wildland and 
structural responders to many 
types of hazards: carcinogens 
from smoke and exhaust.  The 
WUI event may have additional 
exposures crystalline silica from 
working in ash and soil, asbestos 
and radionuclides in certain 
geographical areas, heavy 
metals and sunlight.  The 
exposure can be from inhaling, 
ingesting and absorbing through 
the skin or other mucous 
membranes.  The WUI 
environment does not have 
SCBA utilized by the structural 
firefighter under normal 
operations. 

Reduce exposure to dermal 
hazards 

• Implement hygiene practices 
for yourself and your gear 
and equipment. 

• “Cold trail” only to the extent 
of what is needed to secure 
your area. 

• When possible, shower to 
remove residual soot/ash 
from the skin. 

• Wear clean clothing and 
when possible, wash your 
clothing, often. If unable to 
launder, exchange clothing 
when on incidents. Clean 
high-touch surfaces in 
vehicles and workplaces. 

• Protect your skin from sun 
exposure. Apply sunscreen to 



sun-exposed areas (following 
manufacturer’s instructions). 

• Reduce exposure to 
inhalation and ingestion 
hazards 

• Establish mop-up criteria that 
allow resources to secure 
their area based on fire 
behavior, fuels, and 
topography. 

• Rotate fire personnel in and 
out of areas with high 
unavoidable smoke exposure. 

• Use air resource advisors to 
monitor and address smoke 
concerns. 

• Locate Incident Command 
Posts (ICPs) the least smoke 
impact is practicable. 

The last area of concern is the 
behavioral health concern with 
WUI responders. 

Very similar to structural 
responders many studies have 
occurred in the past years. As 
mentioned earlier with the 

increase of these large WUI 
events and a shortage of 
wildland firefighters behavioral 
health concerns are going up. 

Studies have found that wildland 
firefighters reported rates of 
anxiety, depression, PTSD, and 
suicidal ideation at rates two to 
10 times that of the general 
population very similar to the 
structural firefighter. The 
Firefighter Behavioral Health 
Alliance found that firefighters 
are more likely to die by suicide 
than in the line of duty. 

 In one survey read 78.5% of 
wildland firefighters said they 
suffered from mental health 
issues they attributed to the 
stresses of fighting fire. Only a 
third of respondents felt they 
could seek mental health care 
during fire season.  This survey 
was from the Grassroots 
Wildland Firefighter. 

The National Wildlife 
Coordination Group is working 
very hard to get ahead of this 
discovery among wildland 
firefighters by: 

• Standardize processes for 
collecting and analyzing data 
on wildland firefighter mental 
health and wellness. 

• Use this data to inform 
development of NWCG 
wildland firefighter mental 
health and wellness 
guidance. 

• Provide a forum for all 
firefighters and managers to 
increase their knowledge of 
wildland firefighter mental 
health issues and contribute 
to improvements in this area. 

In closing with the WUI 
environment, structural 
firefighters will be on the line side 
by side with our wildland 
counterparts Though, challenges 
of each type of operation is 
relatively different the health and 
mental health related issues 
mirror one another. When 
working in this environment look 
at few differences to ensure the 
safety and health of staff...   

Dave Black 
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Nutrition and Hydration Strategies for Wildland Firefighters 

Wildland firefighters need to 
sustain strength, endurance, and 
agility for long durations, often 
working 12-16 hour shifts. 
Additional challenges include 
hazardous environments, 
prolonged heat exposure, 
moderate to high altitudes, and 
unfavorable sleeping conditions. 
Research has identified that 
exposure to wildland fire smoke 
increases the risk for 
cardiovascular and respiratory 
disease, immunosuppression, 
mesothelioma, bladder, and 
other associated cancers, as 
well as preterm births and 
decreased birth weights. Due to 
these unique conditions it is 
imperative that wildland 
firefighters maintain optimal 
nutrition and hydration on and off 
duty. 

To support the energy needs 
necessary to meet occupational 
demands, wildland firefighters 
may require at least 6,000 
calories per shift. Inadequate 
caloric intake may result in 
weight and muscle loss, a 
compromised immune system, 
impaired recovery time, and 
potential for injury of the 
individual and crew. It is 
important for wildland firefighters 
to weigh themselves every two 
weeks to ensure weight 
maintenance, increasing caloric 
intake if weight loss occurs. The 
best time to weigh is in the 

morning, before breakfast and 
after urination. Weight loss can 
indicate loss of muscle mass, 
indicating the need to add more 
protein and calories. 

Wildland firefighters are at a high 
risk for dehydration due to 
excessive fluid and electrolytes 
lost during long shifts in hot, 
unfavorable conditions. 
Firefighters can lose up to 40 
ounces of sweat during 30 
minutes of fire suppression 
activity. Research supports that 
during fire suppression activities 
wildland firefighters need to drink 
a minimum of one quart (32 
ounces) of fluid each hour of 
work to maintain blood volume 
and cool the body through 

sweat. To maintain adequate 
hydration, it is important to pre-

hydrate by drinking 16-32 
ounces of fluids on the drive to 
work. During fire ground 
operations, drink 8-10 ounces of 
cool water every 15-20 minutes 
as able. 

Wildland firefighters often 
consume an early breakfast and 
late dinner, leaving an extended 
period of time between meals 
when energy expenditure is 
significant. A “Go Bag” is 
recommended to provide 
nourishment and hydration to 
maintain mental and physical 
endurance between meals. 
Include non-perishable foods 
that are high in protein and 
carbs, as well as hydration, and 
rehydration products. Ideas for 
items to include are: homemade 
trail mix with nuts/seeds and 
dried fruit, Fig Newton bars, 
protein bars, dried fruit, dry 
whole grain cereal (can buy 
individual boxes or separate into 
individual bags), applesauce, 
individual packs of tuna or 
chicken with crackers, peanut 
butter crackers, pretzels, water, 
sports drinks containing sugar, 
and Oral Rehydration Solution 
packets. 

Summarized by MFF/EMT 
Rhonda Cohen MS, RDN, 

LDN, CSN 





Wildfires are a common 
occurrence in Maryland. In an 
average year, the Maryland 
Forest Service responds to an 
average of 123 wildfires that burn 
more than 1,780 acres of forest, 
brush, and grasses. Fire 
departments respond to over 
5,000 wildfire incidents per year. 

THE  WUI A wildfire is an even 
greater challenge when it 
threatens homes and other 
structures. The number of homes 
built in the WUI in Maryland has 
increased dramatically in recent 
years. 

While some wildfires in Maryland 
can burn hundreds or even 
thousands of acres, most  
burning less than 10 acres. Even 

these smaller wildfires can 
threaten lives, homes, other 
structures, and our natural 
resources. Each year hundreds 
of homes and structures are 
threatened, and dozens 
damaged or destroyed by 
wildfires. 

Wildfires occur in every month in 
Maryland, but peak in the spring 
and fall. During these seasons 
the leaves are off the deciduous 
trees, allowing sunlight and wind 
to reach the forest floor and dry 
the forest fuels. The relative 
humidity of the air is also drier 
and, combined with a breeze, 
creates the conditions for 
wildfires to spread rapidly. 

The only natural cause of 
wildfires is lightning, and this 
accounts for only 4% of the 
wildfire ignitions in Maryland. 
Humans started the rest. 
Maryland’s leading cause of 
wildfires is improper debris or 
outdoor burning followed by 
arson. The other causes include: 
equipment use, children playing 
with fire, smoking, campfires, 
railroads, and other 
miscellaneous ignitions from 
sources such as downed power 
lines, discarded ashes, and 
fireworks. 

For fire suppression the 
Maryland DNR Forest Service 
(MFS) has 4 administrative 
regions that are the responsibility 
of 2 Fire Mangers (Eastern and 
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Southern) and (Central and 
Western).  The two regional fire 
managers’ report to the State 
Fire Supervisor.  

The Maryland Forest Service has 
fire suppression equipment 
stationed across the State at 
different DNR facilities. The MFS 
heavy equipment fleet consists of 
16 Fireline bulldozers/transports 
and one Marsh Master. All the 
bulldozers are either John Deere 
450 or 650 with either a fire plow 
or winch. MFS has three Type-4 
Engines and six Heavy Type-6 

Engines. The base fleet consists 
of numerous standard Type-6 
Engines (brush trucks) and Type-

7 engines (pick up with 100gal 
tank) 

US Fish and Wildlife Service - 
Mid Atlantic Fire Management 
Zone – Blackwater. 

USFW Blackwater has a mutual 
aid with directly with Dorchester 
County and will support other 
County and Municipalities if 
requested through MEMA  

One Type II Fireline Dozer, Two 
Type -6 Engines, Two Marsh 
Masters, One soft track – 200 gal 

In closing the State Forestry 
Service and the U.S. Fish & 
Wildlife Services are here be 
partners in this new WUI 
environment.  Volunteer and 
Career services should start 
becoming more educated on 
WUI operating procedures to 
utilize this asset across the state. 

Dave Black 
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