Assessment of Fire Effects on Timber in Forest Management Compartments

Of the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge

[image: image2.jpg]



Compartment 1 - The southern 1/3 of the entire compartment was part of a burnout that occurred in late April.  The burnout occurred at an accelerated pace due to a major run to the southeast of the Big Turnaround Fire.  Although there was severe scorch in the upland pine stands, new growth is evident on almost all dominant trees.  Very little mortality was observed with most being in small diameter classes from 3-6 inch diameter.  Patch regeneration areas planted in recent years with longleaf pine looked fine.  Also, there is no visual evidence of pine beetle infestation so far.  Close monitoring of this area needs to continue.  No timber salvage operation is needed at this time.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Compartment 2 – Four Management Units (2-5) were affected by burnouts during the Big Turnaround Fire.  Management Unit 2 (Duck Island) had mostly moderate scorch levels with no measurable mortality.  Management Unit 3 (Indian Island) was the same as MU2.  Management Unit 4 (Kingfisher Landing) suffered moderate to severe scorch with negligible mortality.  Management Unit 5 north of Gum Slough had moderate scorch with the only mortality occurring in the area of oaks in the northeast corner of the unit.  No timber salvage operation is needed.    

Compartment 3 - Three Management Units (1, 3 & 5) were affected by burnout.  In MU 1, the western tip inside the Swamp’s Edge Break had moderate to severe scorch with negligible mortality.  The western tip of Management Unit 3, between Swamp Island Drive and Boathouse Rd., had moderate to severe scorch with negligible mortality.  No timber salvage operation is needed.  Management Unit 5 was burned using aerial ignition and had moderate to severe scorch with negligible mortality.  No timber salvage operation is needed.    

Compartment 4 - Three of the five Managements Units in this compartment were affected by burnouts.  The eastern half of Management Unit 1 on Chesser Island was burned out with ground ignition in late May.  Due to an ongoing timber sale, the fuels in all of MU 1 were low and scorch from the burnout was low to moderate.  The western half of MU 1 and all of MU2 (Chesser Island) along with MU 3 (Clay Point and Ridleys Island) were burned out using aerial and ground ignition in early June.  The northern tip of MU 2 on Chesser Island and MU 3 sustained moderate to severe scorch with negligible mortality.  There was a spot over into the hardwood hammock behind the Chesser Island Homestead which may cause some mortality in the smaller diameter hardwoods.  No timber salvage operation is needed.  Management Unit 4 (junction of Perimeter Rd. and Joe Cone Rd.) and Management Unit 5 (junction of Perimeter Rd. and Katie Rd.) were not affected by fire.

Compartment 5 - All five Management Units in Compartment 5 were affected by fire.  MU 4 had the eastern flank of the Bugaboo Scrub Fire move up onto it in early May.  Subsequent burnouts occurred in Management Units 1, 2, 3 & 5.  Care was taken in the application of fire in these areas producing mostly low to moderate scorch.  Mortality is negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed.

Compartment 6 - All three Management Units were affected by the Bugaboo Scrub Fire.  In MU 3 (Mims Island), the mature timbered area running north/south making up the main body of the island looked good with the most severe scorch being on the northern tip of Mims Island.  The western extension of the island is mostly young planted longleaf pine.  This area was hit hard by the fire but new growth in these young longleaf is evident.  MU 2 was the most severely burned of all the units with severe scorch throughout the unit.  Even so, new growth is evident and there should be negligible mortality.  MU 3 had moderate to severe scorch along Dog Fennel Rd. and Dog Fennel Island had severe scorch.  Mortality should be negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed.
Compartment 7 - Management Unit 1 was affected by ground ignition burnout on the south side of Doe Bed Rd.  Scorch levels were moderate to high in this area.  Management Unit 2 (east of Sweetwater Rd.) is an area of young planted longleaf pine and naturally seeded slash pine.  This area was hit hard by the Bugaboo Scrub Fire and has sustained moderate mortality especially in the slash pine.  The mature slash pine between Sweetwater Rd. and Buggs Neck Rd. had low to moderate scorch.  MU 3 (Buggs Neck) was hit hard by the fire with some moderate but mostly severe scorch.  The same levels of scorch occurred in Management Units 4 and 5 which is Fiddlers Island in its entirety.  In the longleaf experimental area on the eastern half of MU 5, mortality will be high in the naturally seeded slash pine.  The planted longleaf pine will sustain lower mortality rates.  Management Units 6 and 7 are narrow strips of upland along the eastern edge of Buck Island Rd., out to Council Rd. and down to the north edge of Cypress Creek.  Most of these uplands were burned out with ground ignition and sustained moderate to severe levels of scorch.  Mortality should be negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed.
Compartment 8 - Management Unit 5 (The Pocket south and east of Hwy. 177) was affected by the Bugaboo Scrub Fire and subsequent ground ignition burnouts.  In mid May, the Bugaboo Scrub Fire advanced onto the southern edge of MU 5 just south of refuge facilities.  Accelerated burnout along the south edge of Hwy. 177 ahead of the main fire resulted in severe scorch in the mature mixed pine and extreme scorch in the planted slash pine on the perpetual acres east of the fee kiosk.  Mortality in the perpetual acres will approach 100 %.  Timber salvage operations on these perpetual acres will occur through Rayonier, Inc. because they still retain management rights to the timber.
Compartment 9 - All three Management Units in this compartment were affected by both wildfire and ground ignition burnouts.  Some moderate scorch but mostly severe to extreme scorch covers the area.  MU 2, the middle unit of the compartment contained an extremely heavy understory of gallberry, palmetto, and titi and hurrah bush that during normal water levels burns very patchy.  During the current drought condition, this vertical layer of fuels exploded with extreme fire behavior.  Recent rains over the past month have raised the water levels in this MU such that any timber salvage operation would be impossible.  This area will need to be continually monitored for the onset of pine beetle attacks and mortality.
Compartment 10 - Management Units 1 and 2 in this compartment were affected by an aerial/ground ignition burnout that occurred in mid June.  Moderate levels of scorch were the rule with small patches of severe scorch mainly in MU 1.  Mortality should be negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed. 
Compartment 11 - Management Units 1-4 in this compartment were affected by the same aerial ignition operation that burned Compartment 10.  Management Units 1, 2 and 4 burned relatively cool with most scorch being in the moderate category.  The southern tip of MU 3 consists of a predominant pond pine overstory with a heavy fuel load in the understory.  Scorch levels in this area were severe and monitoring for pine beetles and mortality should continue into the near future.  Currently no timber salvage operation is needed.  
Compartment 12 - This entire compartment was burned over by the Big Turnaround Fire.  Scorch levels were mostly moderate with small areas of severe scorch.  Mortality should be negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed.  

Compartment 13 - All four management units in this compartment were affected by the Big Turnaround Fire.  The fire came onto MU4 (Greasy Branch area) and swept westward through MU 3, 2 & 1.  Overall scorch was at the moderate to severe levels.  Mortality should be negligible and no timber salvage operation is needed.

Compartment 14 - This compartment was affected by the Big Turnaround Fire but also ground ignition burnout.  As the main fire made its way southwest through the compartment, scorch levels reached severe to, in some areas, extreme especially along the compartment’s southern boundary.  Monitoring for pine beetle infestation and mortality will need to continue for the near future.  Currently no timber salvage operation is needed.
Compartment 15 - All four management units in this compartment were affected by the Big Turnaround Fire.  As a ground ignition burnout continued around Seldom Seen Point, fire behavior became extreme in the transitional fuels on the east side of the Swamps Edge Break.  Fire spotted over the SEB and move westward through the compartment spilling over onto Rayonier lands to the west.   Although fire behavior in the compartment as a whole was moderate to severe, new growth continues to increase with recent rainfall over the past month.  During fire suppression activities in the middle of May, numerous firelines were plowed side by side over a 38 acre area that contained active red cockaded woodpecker clusters.  This action created extensive lateral root damage on the pine overstory.  Repair of these lines is currently underway but this area will need to be monitored for pine beetle infestation and mortality.  Currently no timber salvage operation is needed.

Compartment 16 - All four management units in the compartment were affected by ground ignition burnouts ahead of the Bugaboo Scrub Fire.  Scorch levels were moderate to severe with small areas in MU 1 and 4 reaching extreme levels.  These areas will need to be monitored for pine beetle infestation and mortality.  Currently, no timber salvage operation is needed.

Summary:

Almost every acre of refuge upland was affected by the Big Turnaround Complex of wildfires and numerous burnouts.  We will lose pine timber but most of that pine timber will be in the wetland areas of our upland acres.  These wetlands do not burn under normal prescribed fire parameters and normal water levels.  In drought cycles like the current one, these wetland areas explode with extreme fire behavior that clears out the dense understory and thins out the pine/hardwood overstory.  
Longleaf pine is truly a fire adapted species.  Throughout all of Okefenokee’s upland pine stands, there are man-made and natural patch regeneration areas with various age classes of young longleaf pine in them.  These young longleaf have survived with very little mortality due to their fire adaptive characteristics.  Okefenokee’s mature pine stands have also survived with little mortality due to prudent use of prescribed fire.  
There have been numerous trips to the field both in the air and on the ground and also discussions with Retired Forester/FMO Ron Phernetton, Acting FMO Russ Langford, Refuge Biologist Sara Aicher, Assistant Biologist Dean Easton and others.  The collective recommendation is to continue to monitor Okefenokee’s Forest Management Compartments for pine beetle infestations and mortality especially in those areas with severe to extreme scorch.  Because of the age of the mature pine stands (70 – 100 yrs.) and their importance to refuge red cockaded woodpecker populations, timber salvage will be used only if we begin to see evidence of wide spread pine beetle infestations and mortality. 
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