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WRITTEN AND PHOTOGRAPHED  

by Brady Beck

This behind-the-scenes photo 
essay reveals how quickly life 

resumes following a controlled burn 
at Sandhills Game Land 

A Real Good
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Fire is not inherently good or bad. If wildlife habitat, aesthetics, 
or forestry goals are met with the use of fire, either controlled or 
wild, we would consider it “good fire.” Over time, however, the 
use of fire on the Southern landscape has decreased. More homes, 
roads and other smoke sensitive areas make it more difficult for 
land managers to keep good fire in our Southern forests. 

Managing wildlife habitat with good fire can often be easier than 
convincing skeptics of the positive benefits of controlled fire. Images 
of the recent wildfires in California often come to mind. One of the 
major benefits of the use of controlled fire is the drastic reduction 
in the risk of catastrophic wildfires like those out west.

From the mountains to the coast, N.C. Wildlife Resources Com-
mission staff are using controlled burns to improve and maintain 
a variety of wildlife habitat. Healthy forests often require periodic 
fire. Commission biologists like myself work closely with all our 
conservation partners to make sure that the right acres are being 
burned at the right time of year to benefit the widest diversity of 
wildlife and plant communities. 

The benefits of a controlled burn are well-documented. But how 
quickly does land recover from a burn? To help answer that question, 
I set up a camera at the same spot at Sandhills Game Land to track 
the impact of a controlled burn and to document how life continues 
in the days, weeks and months that follow. 

Fire is part of Southern culture. Neighbors would 
often get together to help each other burn their woods and yards. 
Historical evidence suggests that much of the South, including regions 
like the Sandhills, burned every one to five years. 

As this sequence of photos from last 
April to November (presented chrono
logically top to bottom) demonstrates, 
life returns quickly after a controlled 
burn. Several conditions affect how 
quickly vegetation responds to fire, 
including the amount of sunlight hit
ting the forest floor, dominant plant 
species present and the amount of 
rain received.

How Do Savanna Plants  
Survive Fire?

See Nature’s Ways, page 43.

nature’s ways

PRESCRIBED BURNS BENEFIT WILDLIFE

 Click here to watch how—and why—the Commission  
uses prescribed fire.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s29i6cpNczk
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This composite image shows the pro
gression of plant growth after a fire. 
Beginning as quickly as the day of the 
burn, grasses and wildflowers break 
through the ash looking for sunlight. 
Controlled burns are timed to mimic 
the natural fire regime in an area.
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Before the Burn

Over time, fire fuels like dead grass, pine needles and oak leaves 
build up on the forest floor. This accumulation of fuels can have 
several negative consequences. Many plants like wiregrass, blue-
stem grasses, the fire lily and longleaf pine require bare mineral 
soil for their seeds to germinate. Increased fuel loads lead to hotter, 
potentially catastrophic wildfires. Wiregrass clumps droop close 
to the ground providing minimal wildlife habitat.

During the Burn

On the day of the burn, the fire crew has already checked to ensure 
the firelines are secure, submitted a burn plan to the N.C. Forest 
Service, performed final weather checks and notified neighbors of 
the time and location of the burn. Once the burn has been accom-
plished, the crew “mops up” any remaining hot spots or smoking 
stumps near the firelines to ensure the fire remains contained.

One Week After the Burn

In as little as a few days, fresh green growth is beginning to emerge. 
Wiregrass is one of the first plants to respond to the disturbance. 
This plant is superbly adapted to fire. It stores starch in under-
ground structures called rhizomes that allow for rapid regrowth 
after a fire. Ash from the burn can also act as a fertilizer in the 
normally nutrient poor, sandy soils of the Sandhills. Summer 
thunderstorms can provide much needed water at this point as well.
     
One Month After the Burn

Numerous wildflowers are beginning to bloom and will continue to 
do so into the fall. Grasses are starting to provide overhead cover to 
ground-dwelling critters like Bachman’s sparrow and Carolina pygmy 
rattlesnake. Fresh browse is returning to provide food for browsers 
like deer, and insects are returning to feed young wild turkey and 
birds like the red-cockaded woodpecker.
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Snags, or dead trees, are an important 
habitat for a wide variety of bird, mam
mal, reptile and insect habitat. Periodic 
fires may remove some of these trees 
from our forests (left), however, new 
ones are created with lightning strikes 
and insect or disease outbreaks.

All shapes and sizes of wildlife in the 
Southeast require periodic fire to main
tain and improve their habitat. Clock
wise from above: The Carolina pygmy 
rattlesnake warms itself under a clump 
of wiregrass after a recent burn. The fire 
lily requires some sort of periodic dis
turbance, like fire or mowing, to main
tain its preferred habitat. The Southern 
fox squirrel prefers moving through the 
open ground left by a recent fire. The 
redcockaded woodpecker benefits from 
increased insect availability after a fire.

Six Months After the Burn

Wiregrass and many other flowering plants and grasses have gone 
to seed. The bare mineral soil exposed by the fire allows for direct 
seed-to-soil contact for improved germination. The plants also have 
a much more upright form providing improved winter cover habitat. 

Brady Beck is the Southern Piedmont management biologist for the 
N.C. Wildlife Resources Commission.


