Assessment of Wildlife and Vegetative Resources

Following the Big Turnaround Complex Fires of 2007
The following report was compiled from reports submitted by Biologists Aicher and Easton and Drew Wirwa.   
Red-cockaded woodpecker habitat 
within upland management compartments.

Compartment 15

· Most damage from tractor plow work suppression efforts in clusters 15A-B (20 trees) and 15F (3 trees). 

· Cavities in two clusters received moderate damage from fire but all were repairable.

· One RCW nest was lost to fire but pair successfully renested.

Compartment 14

· One artificial cavity was repaired after being burned.

· Most of the trees in both clusters had moderate to severe scorch to canopy.

 Compartment 13

· Four artificial cavities were repaired after being burned.

· Trees in one cluster had severe scorch to canopy while other clusters had moderate scorch.

Compartment 12

· One artificial cavity was repaired after being burned.

· Trees in one cluster had severe to extreme scorch to canopy due to heavier fuels while the other cluster had low to moderate scorch.

Compartment 11

· None of the artificial cavities damaged.

· Most of the trees in the cluster had moderate to severe canopy scorch; the area re-burned intensely after the burnout was completed.

Compartment 3

· Two artificial cavities were burned but were able to be repaired; one of the trees was severely burned at the base.

· The cluster that was burned out had moderate to severe scorch throughout.

Compartment 4

· Three artificial cavities were burned but were able to be repaired.

· The cluster that was burned out had severe scorch but most of the trees had some regrowth.

Compartment 5
· Four natural cavities were burned but the trees survived; one artificial cavity tree had damage to an old catface.

· Two clusters had moderate to severe scorch while the others had low to moderate scorch.

Compartment 6

· One artificial cavity was burned and repaired. 

· The cluster had moderate to severe scorch throughout.

Compartment 7

· One artificial cavity was burned and repaired.  Two natural cavities burned; one burned completely through and the bole broke at the cavity

· The cluster had moderate to severe scorch throughout.

Compartment 8

· None of the artificial cavities were damaged.  One natural cavity burned up to the cavity.

· One of the clusters had moderate to severe scorch while the other two had minor to moderate scorch.

Red-cockaded woodpecker habitat on the islands 
within the Okefenokee Swamp.

Two flights were taken by biologist Aicher to assess the red-cockaded woodpecker (RCW) habitat on the islands within the Okefenokee Wilderness.    The first on June 13 covered Number One, Mitchell, Blackjack, and Bugaboo Islands.  The second on June 25 covered Honey and Billy Islands.  The last time these islands burned was in 2005 except Honey Island burned in 2002 and Mitchell was burned in 2006.  
On these six islands, 42 RCW clusters exist with 22 being active in 2006.  Prior to the fires, the vegetation around high priority trees (presence of active or suitable cavities) was cut short to reduce the intensity of fire at the tree’s base.  Clusters within the Wilderness are monitored every two years but inserts, drilled starts, restrictor plates and banding are not used within these clusters.  If cavity trees are killed without other cavities available and/or suitable habitat is greatly reduced, discussions would follow on what actions should be taken within the wilderness area.
Due to the bark char, the white bands on the RCW trees were for the most part not visible during the flights.  The general condition of the trees on the islands was evaluated.   This will be followed up by an on the ground survey of select areas.  
Blackjack Island

Fire swept over the island on May 7.  This wind driven event pushed the fire southwesterly from Bugaboo Island.  The areas with more open canopy through the middle of the island, had 70-90% canopy scorch and bark char reached 30-40 ft.  The denser stands of trees on the south side of the island had little scorch.  Trees along the north edge of the island burned hot and may be lost.  
Although no white bands were observed due to the bark char, the majority of the trees in RCW areas had some green remaining in the canopy.  The amount of resin flowing down the tree will determine whether the cavity was damaged.  An on-the-ground survey in the near future will examine the specific trees more closely.
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Blackjack Lakes in foreground looking south towards Blackjack Island.
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East side of Blackjack Island looking south.
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East- middle of Blackjack Island looking south.
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West end of Blackjack Island
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Middle of Blackjack Island looking north.

Billys Island
Billys Island burned hot around the wetlands within the interior of the island and around the edges.  The higher parts of the island burned moderately hot causing some scorch.  Bark char reached heights of about 20ft.  No mortality of RCW trees is expected.  Trees were prepared around so it is not expected that fire burned around cavities. The fire moved slowly across the island on 11-13 May.
The north end of the island burned with low intensity.  The overstory was not damaged and the fire crept through the hammock.
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South helispot on Billys Island looking southwest.
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West side of Long Pond on Billys Island looking northwest.
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North helispot on Billys Island looking north.

Honey Island
Honey Island was burned on May 10.  The northern 2/3 of the island where the majority of the RCW trees are located had little to no scorch.  In addition, the west end of the island had little scorch.  Patches around the south helispot burned hot along with stand on the edge of the island.  The majority of the RCW trees are expected to be undamaged by the fires.
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Honey Island looking southwest.
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Honey Island middle.
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Near south helispot on Honey Island looking east.
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Near south helispot on Honey Island looking west.
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West end of Honey Island looking west
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West end of Honey Island looking east
Mitchell Island

The majority of Mitchell Island appeared to have a low intensity burn with less than 30% crown scorch.  Bark char reached heights of 10-20 ft.  Two white bands were observed on trees near the helispot.  No tree mortality or cavity damage is expected. 
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Middle of Mitchell Island
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West of Helispot.  (3388303.65   4381140.73) (30.6231  -82.2401)

Bugaboo Island
The wet zone crossing the island burned hotter than the rest of the island.  There was little scorch throughout the rest of the island.  No damage to RCW trees is expected on this island.

[image: image17.jpg]



Bugaboo Island from helispot looking northeast.
(3403281.02    378646.05)   (30.7580  -82.2679)

Number One Island
The east edge of the island including a few trees west of the helispot burned more intensely with some scorch. The main part of the island looked unharmed by the fires.  The RCW trees on this island are all inactive and it does not appear that they were damaged.
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Number One Island Helispot looking north.

(3390246.87   384142.61)    (30.6409  -82.2090)

Number One Island Helispot 

Recently occupied wading bird colony nesting sites 

Gum Slough colony site was examined by air on July 27 by Biologist Aicher.  The colony site appeared not to have burned.  The fire approached this area on April 29 and moved slowly around this area.  Backfiring occurred south of Gum Slough.  Large trees still remain along the waterway for future use by colonial nesters.  This site was not active in 2007.

Biologist Easton flew on 29 June to check for signs of nesting activity north of Cravens Hammock and north of the Pocket.  Neither area appeared to have been active this year; Cravens colony site was mostly dry and no nest structures were seen and the site north of the Pocket had some water but no nest structures were seen.  Neither site had been impacted by fire.

Breeding birds

Breeding bird surveys were not conducted this spring due to the fires.  Numbers would probably have been reduced due to the drought and human activity in the area.  With increased water levels, flush of new growth, and high insect populations, breeding birds should return to the area at normal levels.
Sandhill cranes

The Florida Sandhill Cranes would have been present during the time when the fires were moving over the landscape.  Nesting would have been occurring in the open prairies.  Reproduction for the year may have been reduced due to nest/young mortality from burning.  The fires burned patches of the prairies – spotting into these areas and/or creeping through the vegetation.  The benefit of the fires to this species is the structural changes in the vegetation.  Scrub shrub habitat burned on the edges of the prairies creating more available habitat for foraging and nesting next year.  Also, the re-growth of the marsh vegetation in burned areas provides good foraging areas.  Three pairs of sandhill cranes were observed in Sapling Prairie during one flight by Ranger Gillette.
Ivory-billed woodpecker habitat

Although no ivory-billed woodpeckers have been identified at Okefenokee NWR during recent surveys, the 2007 fires have not eliminated appropriate habitat for this species.  The historic Minnies Island Hammock at the south tip of the island was unharmed by the fires.  However, the hardwood wetlands in the northwest portion of the swamp were altered significantly.  The majority of the trees have fallen where the fire crept through the duff and burned around the base of the trees.  What type of habitat will replace this community is unknown.  The fire keeps moving slowly through this habitat and thus, the final extent of change is yet to be seen.  However, the ivory-billed woodpecker takes advantage of the insect populations that come in after a fire.  Therefore, if present, this bird species would not be confined to traditional habitats within the next several years and could be seen throughout the swamp.
Black bears

The fires direct impact on the black bear could not be assessed due to the logistics of covering the burned area.  During the active fire period, fire fighters and staff saw numerous bears moving around the edges of the swamp.  As wind-driven fire moved rapidly across certain areas of the swamp, some bears most likely were caught in its path; however, most areas burned with variable intensities creating a mosaic of vegetative structure.  With this variability, bears will be able to find enough food to get them through the next year.  Reproduction may be down during the coming winter due to less food being available.  Black bears in the area are known to prefer black gum fruits.  When these are not available, bears tend to move onto the uplands to forage on acorns.  With the reduction of the mature hardwoods in the northwest portion of the swamp, black gum fruits may be scarce this coming fall and more bears may be expected within the oak hammocks around the swamp.  A greater harvest of black bears may occur this fall.  The fires will cause high productivity of other important foods such as various berries over the next two years.  The northwest portion of the swamp will be monitored as to what replaces the hardwoods. 

Amphibian and reptile habitat 

Alligators

The swamp’s population of alligators has been reduced due to the drought.  Alligators move to the deeper pools of water as water level drops.  Due to the shortage of food, smaller alligators are cannibalized.   Large concentrations of alligators were observed in Billys Lake and Suwannee Canal.   The rebound of alligators will be a delayed response as adequate food supplies become available again.  The fires would not have an impact on the alligators unless changes in the chemistry of the water affects reproduction or the health of the alligators.

Other Amphibians and reptiles

(See attached report)
Fisheries

The fisheries were most likely reduced in numbers due to the drought.  They were confined to the pools of water remaining that were also shared by numerous alligators.  The lakes that held water and supported a fisheries were Billys Lake, Big Water (?), Double Lakes, Gannet Lake, Buzzards Roost and Monkey Lakes, Ohio Lake, Bluff Lake, Durdin Lake (?), Blackjack Lakes, and Suwannee Canal.  The majority of the waterways did not have standing water prior to June 2.  An electrofishing survey will be conducted in November  2007 – January 2008 by GA DNR and USFWS Fisheries Assistance Office, Panama City.  Water quality after the fires will be examined.
Unique Vegetation Communities
Chesser Island Hammock

Despite attempts to keep fire from burning the Chesser Island Hammock, fire entered the hammock on 3 June and burned about 80%.  This hammock has had a long history of human occupancy.  Its history has restricted fire creating a unique vegetation assemblage and structure.  This area will be monitored as plants re-establish themselves.  The historic plant list for the hammock will be compared to what plants survived or become established.
Minnies Island Hammock

Minnies Island burned on 22-23 May.  Again, there were young slash pines that were killed by the fire on the northern 2/3 of the island.  The hammock at the southern tip of the island appeared not burned.  This hammock has been mentioned in several accounts of the swamp and it is one of the locations where ivory-billed woodpeckers were regularly seen in the past.  The surrounding landscape has changed since that time with numerous fires sweeping over the area.
Old Growth Cypress

The two locations where old growth cypress still remains are east of Dinner Pond and east of the boat trail entering Grand Prairie.  These two areas had fire approach them and move at least partially through the understory.  There are scorched spots within these areas; however, the majority of the large cypress remains standing and appear to be unharmed from an aerial view.  

In the northwest portion of the swamp and other areas where hardwoods are falling over, large cypress remains standing.  These trees could provide a seed source for replanting the area if water levels are appropriate.  This would be a natural stand replacement process.

Number One Island Old Growth

Number One Island is a place where logging did not occur in the early 1900’s.  Therefore, there is a layer of old growth longleaf and slash that towers over a secondary forest.  The old pines have been aged at 200-350 years old.  Although numerous fires have passed over this island in recent years, the canopy has not been affected.  This is also true after this year’s fires.  These trees have always had a built up mound around their base indicating wetter conditions and/or the burning of the duff layer between the trees at some point in the past.
Conclusion

Direct fire damages to red-cockaded woodpecker cavity entrances occurred and were immediately corrected by refuge staff to ensure continued use of the cavities.  No other fire damages to the wildlife resources are identified that need immediate attention.  Changes have occurred to the landscape and the response to these changes will be identified through future monitoring of the resources.

Fire suppression actions that needed immediate repair occurred in Compartment 15 where “tator raking” was conducted in a 110 year old stand of longleaf pine.  Active red-cockaded woodpecker cavities are present in this stand.  Roots were cut through that put survival of these trees in jeopardy.  An attempt to increase survivability of these trees is currently taking place by using a contractor to turn the ditches in and level the disturbed area. 

Fire suppression activities also have been identified as impeding movements of amphibians and reptiles.  The leveling of berms and other piles of debris will help in correcting this problem.  In addition, restoring the hydrologic gradients associated with wetlands of the area will ensure continued use by amphibians and reptiles during critical life stages.
