Drought, Fires Reach Crisis Level in North Carolina
Nov. 13, 2016 – Fires scorching 1,000s of acres in Western North Carolina, as a result of extreme drought and human carelessness, prompted Gov. Pat McCrory to declare a state of emergency Thursday for 25 western counties.  Despite valiant efforts of firefighters to control wildfires, tinder-dry conditions have so far outpaced government response.
The N.C. Forest Service issued a burning ban for all of Western North Carolina last week, after many fires broke out on federal lands, casting a pall of smoke over the region.  The ban canceled all burning permits in Henderson, Buncombe, Transylvania, Polk, Rutherford, and 20 other western counties.
The ban does not apply to cooking fires such as grills or outdoor cookers, or to fires within 100 feet of an occupied dwelling.  However, given the extremely dry conditions, residents should avoid any outdoor fires.
By late last week, about 20 wildfires had scorched about 17,000 acres, forcing evacuations in 5 counties: Graham, Swain, Clay, Macon and Rutherford.
“Fire experts with the N.C. Forest Service feel that, with the current drought situation and the number of fires burning on federal lands, it would be best to be proactive about preventing human-caused wildfires.  And I agree with them,” Agriculture Commissioner Steve Troxler said in a news release announcing the burning ban.
The state burning ban would have been more proactive if it had come earlier.  The drought gripping our region has been growing rapidly more severe since summer.  Since Sept. 1, only a little more than 1 inch of rain has fallen at Asheville Regional Airport, which is almost 7 inches below normal.  Since the beginning of the year, the rainfall deficit is almost 10 inches.
And, ominously, there is no substantial rainfall in the forecast.
The U.S. Forest Service was a bit quicker to respond than the state.  It issued an order on Oct. 28 that banned the use of open campfires, grills, and stoves outside of developed fee campgrounds.  But it was Thursday before the federal agency issued a total ban on all fires in Pisgah and Nantahala National Forests.
The fires burning across our mountains are part of a bigger picture of blazes breaking out across the Southeast, which are straining the resources of local and state agencies, despite more than 1,000 firefighters reported on the ground in Western North Carolina last week.
Most of the recent national publicity regarding North Carolina has been focused on the election and flooding in the eastern part of the state, due to Hurricane Matthew.  McCrory’s Thursday emergency proclamation for the mountain counties is a start toward helping local officials battling fires and the effects of the drought.  But it will take a lot more resources, as well as public awareness and cooperation, to get control over an emergency that’s growing at the speed of wildfire.
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