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I.   OBJECTIVES   
 

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

mitigation in Decatur 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.  COMMUNITY COLLABORATION   
 

The core team convened in December of 2008 to assess risks and develop the Community 

Wildfire Protection Plan. The group is comprised of representatives from local government, local 

fire authorities, and the state agency responsible for forest management. Below are the groups 

included in the task force: 

 

Decatur County Government 

Fire Rescue 

Emergency Management 

Board of County Commissioners 

City Of Bainbridge 

      Public Safety Department 

Georgia Forestry Commission 

 

It was decided to conduct community assessments on the basis of the individual fire districts 

along with selected communities within the county. The chiefs and captains of the twelve fire 

departments in the county assessed their districts and reconvened in February of 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 EXISTING SITUATION  
 

Community Background 

Decatur County is located in the southwest corner of the state, adjoining Baker, Grady, Miller, 

Mitchell, and Seminole counties. One of the largest counties in Georgia at 596.8 square miles, 

Decatur shares its southern boundary with the Florida state line. There are four incorporated 

cities in the county: Attapulgus, Bainbridge (the county seat), Brinson, and Climax (named after 

the fact that it is the highest point on the railroad between Savannah and the Chattahoochee 

River).  

Decatur County was created by an act of the state legislature on December 8, 1823, which carved 

all the area from Alabama to Grady County out of Early County. Later the western portion of the 

county was separated from Decatur to form Seminole County. Spanish explorers had visited the 

area as early as 1540, and settlements were founded shortly thereafter. Decatur County was 

named after Commodore Stephen Decatur, a War of 1812 (1812-15) naval hero who may be best 

remembered for his response to an 1816 toast: "Our country! In her intercourse with foreign 

nations may she always be in the right; but our country, right or wrong."  

According to the 2000 U.S. census, the population of Decatur County was 28,240 (57.1 percent 

white, 39.9 percent black, and 3.2 percent Hispanic).  

The governing body is a six-member board of commissioners who serve staggered four-year 

terms elected from individual districts. The chairman is elected by the board from among their 

own members. The day-to-day operations are supervised by a county administrator.   

Decatur County sits atop the Floridan aquifer and is bisected by the Flint River. Lake Seminole, 

created by a dam at the Florida line built by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, forms the 

southwestern boundary of the county. The lake is noted for bass fishing and is the site of an 

annual national tournament. Jack Wingate's lodge and marina on the lake was made famous in 

the first Mark Trail comic strip, drawn by cartoonist Ed Dodd.  

Bainbridge, the seat of Decatur County, is located in southwest Georgia approximately forty 

miles north of Tallahassee, Florida; sixty miles east of Dothan, Alabama; and sixty miles south 

of Albany, Georgia. U.S. Highway 84 and U.S. Highway 27 intersect in Bainbridge, which also 

boasts its own limited access highway.  

Bainbridge is located on the Flint River and is one of two "inland ports" in Georgia (the other is 

Columbus). Native Americans occupied the area for centuries, and a settlement called 

Pucknawhitla stood on the site of present-day Bainbridge in 1765, when Europeans arrived. The 

name was changed to Burgess Town, after a European trader who set up a trading post at the 

settlement, and then to Fort Hughes after a nearby camp. In 1824 the legislature decided the 

county seat should be named for Commodore William Bainbridge, commander of the ship 

commonly known as "Old Ironsides," the U.S.S. Constitution, in the War of 1812. Bainbridge is 

nicknamed "the Oak City" because of its many large oak trees.  

According to the 2000 U.S. census the population of Bainbridge is 11,722 (47.5 percent white, 

50.3 percent African American, and 2 percent Hispanic). The major employment sectors are 

carpet and fiber manufacturing, agribusiness, glass press manufacturing, health, and education. 

Bainbridge College, which serves one Florida county and eight Georgia counties, was 

established in 1970 and opened to students in 1973. Enrollment in 2003 was just over 2,400.  
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The historic district encompasses most of downtown Bainbridge and the surrounding streets of 

antebellum homes. At Bainbridge College there is a nature trail on which are located two historic 

sites: an old turpentine mill and two rough-hewn stones probably, but not certainly, of Native 

American origin. The Decatur County Historical Society maintains a museum in the old city 

hall/fire hall/jail building, which it shares with the Decatur County Council for the Arts. A 

gazebo on the city square hosts musical performances at Christmas and throughout the year.  

Recreational opportunities are abundant. National tennis tournaments and fishing tournaments 

are held in Bainbridge, and water sports facilities are available at the Earle May Boat Basin and 

nearby Seminole State Park. The boat basin also boasts a performing arts building, several 

baseball and softball fields, a beach, a petting zoo, a museum, and a riverwalk, with many 

landscaped holding ponds around surrounded by wooden walkways, lighting, and benches.  

During World War II (1941-45) an airport was built in Bainbridge to train pilots. Toward the end 

of the war, the facility became a camp for German prisoners of war. In the early 1960s 

Bainbridge State Hospital, a residential facility for the developmentally challenged, took over the 

property. Today, it is a low-security drug treatment facility.  

The Gilbert H. Gragg Library in Bainbridge is the headquarters for the Southwest Georgia 

Regional Library System, which serves Decatur, Miller, and Seminole counties. As of 2004 the 

library's collection included more than 163,000 volumes along with computers and audiovisual 

materials. Meeting facilities include satellite and computer resources as well. The Southwest 

Georgia Regional Library System won the National Award for Library Service in 2002.  

Bainbridge has a mayor and city council/city manager form of government. It is the hometown of 

Georgia's former secretary of state, Cathy Cox. 

 (Courtesy New Georgia Encyclopedia) 
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Existing Situation 

 

While Decatur County is a major agricultural county, 64% of the county is still woodland. Large 

tracts of timberland are South and Southwest of Bainbridge and major landowners include 

Coastal Lumber Co. and International Paper. International Paper owns 10,000 acres on both sides 

of the Flint River, with 5000 acres in planted pines less than 15 years old. Land here is rolling, 

with gullies and creeks. The county is intersected by U.S. Highways 84 & 27 but both roads 

cross the Flint River inside the city limits, so travel across river to forested areas is difficult at 

times. The rest of the county is flatter with forested land interspersed with cultivated fields.  The 

Silver Lake and Hog Farm Tracts, roughly 6,000 acres have been acquired by the state for 

wildlife management areas.  

 

Decatur County is protected by Decatur County Fire & Rescue with the central station located 

just northwest of Bainbridge, with 10 rural fire departments well spaced throughout the county. 

The city of Bainbridge is protected by the Bainbridge Public Safety Department with two fire 

stations located in Bainbridge. The Georgia Forestry Commission maintains a county protection 

unit located just west of Bainbridge to respond to wildland fires within the county. The city of 

Bainbridge is serviced with a modern pressurized water system with hydrants throughout the city 

and in the industrial area just west of the city.  

 

Over the past fifty years, Decatur County has averaged around 100 reported wildfires a year with 

over 60% of these occurring during January, February and March. These fires have burned an 

average of 626 acres a year over the same period, though generally there has been some decrease 

since the advent of burning permits the past 20 years. Still in the year 2004 the county lost over 

1100 acres to wildfire.  

 

The leading cause of fires in Decatur County has been debris burning accounting for over 50% of 

the fires and about 38% of the acres lost. The second leading cause of fires was incendiary or 

arson accounting for over 20% of the fires reported and 34% of the acres lost. 

 

Georgia Forestry Commission Wildfire Records show that in the past five years, 12 Homes have 

been lost or damaged by wildfire in Decatur County resulting in estimated losses of $35,300 

along with 11 outbuildings valued at $42,000. According to reports during this period 15 homes 

have been directly or indirectly threatened by these fires. Additionally 6 vehicles valued at 

$4,000 and 5 pieces of other mechanized equipment suffered damages estimated at $11,500. This 

is a substantial loss of non timber property attributed to wildfires in Decatur County.  
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IV.   COMMUNITY BASE MAP  
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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. 

(courtesy Fire Ecology and Wildfire Mitigation in Florida 2004)  
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The wildland fire risk assessments conducted in 2009 by the Decatur County Fire Departments 

and the Bainbridge Department of Public Safety returned an average score of 117, placing 

Decatur County in the ñhighò moderate range. The risk assessment instrument used to evaluate 

wildfire hazards to Decatur Countyôs WUI was the Woodland Community Wildfire Hazard Risk 

Assessment Checklist. 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 Decatur County: 

 

 

 Dead end roads with inadequate turn arounds 

 Narrow roads without drivable shoulders 

 Long, narrow, and poorly labeled driveways 

 Thick, highly flammable vegetation surrounding many homes 

 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 

 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 the several locations 

 Heavy fuel loading in forested areas 
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Summary of Decatur County Assessment Ratings 

 

 

 
Community/VFD District             Access Site        Bldg       Add       Total     Hazard Rating 

      Hazard Hazard Hazard score  

 

 

Riverview / Mt Pleasant VFD  9 66 18 35 128 Moderate Risk 

Mt Pleasant / Mt Pleasant VFD  8 28 20 19 75 Low Risk 

Cyrene / DCFR    17 50 20 20 107 Moderate Risk 

Elderendo / DCFR   21 54 25 41 141 Extreme Risk 

Pinehill / DCFR    21 54 25 41 141 Extreme Risk 

Cooktown / DCFR   21 47 20 40 128 Moderate Risk 

Booster Club / Recovery VFD  12 59 5 44 120 Moderate Risk 

Jinks Crossing / Recovery VFD  20 67 10 49 146 Extreme Risk 

Recovery / Recovery VFD   11 45 5 14 75 Low Risk 

Smith Landing / Kendrick VFD  22 59 35 60 174 Extreme Risk 

Piney Woods / Kendrick VFD  15 48 25 44 132 High Risk 

River Oaks / Kendrick VFD  14 40 5 52 111 Moderate Risk 

McCrayville / Attapulgus VFD  16 44 20 58 138 High Risk 

Attapulgus / Attapulgus VFD  4 27 15 36 82 Moderate Risk 

Climax / Climax VFD   8 31 24 16 79 Moderate Risk 

Bettsville Lndg Rd/Facevile VFD               11 47 10 42 110 Moderate Risk 

Slough Loop/Blackjack VFD  8 51 15 29 103 Moderate Risk 

Blackjack Comm/Blackjack VFD  10 29 0 41 80 Moderate Risk 

Meadowbrook SD/Hwy 97 South VFD 12 42 5 44 103 Moderate Risk 

Dollar SD/97 South VFD   8 72 1 54 144 Extreme Risk 

Brinson/Brinson VFD   21 47 20 40 128 Moderate Risk 

City of Bainbridge/Bainbridge PSD  7 28 24 10 69 Low Risk 

Dowdells/Fowlstown VFD  15 37 20 37 114 Moderate Risk 

Fowlstown/Fowlstown VFD  8 79 30 42 159 Extreme Risk 

 

 

Average         117 Moderate Risk 
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VI.   COMMUNITY HAZARDS MAPS  

 


