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SUMMARY OF TEXT & PURPOSE FOR THE POSITION STATEMENT 

 

It  is the posit ion  of the Flor ida Fish  and Wildlife Conserva t ion  Commission  

(FWC) tha t  ha rdwood con trol in  the fire-adapted na tu ra l communit ies of scrub, 

upland pine communit ies, and dry pra ir ie  often  is necessa ry to restore and manage 

hea lthy popula t ions of their  character ist ic plan ts and an imals.  Given  concerns by 

some stakeholder s, the FWC recogn ized the need to a r t icu la te these land 

management  concepts and to descr ibe how they play a  crucial role in  restor ing and 

main ta in ing na tu ra l communit ies.  In  th is document , ha rdwood con trol refers to the 

reduct ion  in  heigh t  or  density of ha rdwoods tha t  have encroached or  become 

overgrown  due to the exclusion of fire.  The FWC reta ins ha rdwoods a t  va rying 

densit ies in  these communit ies depending on  the goa ls for  a  proper ty and the needs 

of wildlife, and the FWC does not  typica lly con trol ha r dwoods in  matu re ha rdwood 

hammocks.  Hardwood con trol conserves fire-adapted upland na tu ra l communit ies 

by facilita t ing the retu rn  of fire, and promotes su itable habita t  condit ions for  many 

game and non -game wildlife character ist ic of these na tu ra l communit ies.  

Hardwood con trol helps the FWC to crea te a  mosa ic of habita t  condit ions to 

main ta in , to the grea test  exten t  possible, the fu ll complemen t  of species 

character ist ic of a  given  community.   

 

This posit ion  statem en t  is in tended to describe why the FW C som etim es 

conducts hardwood con trol; it  is not  in tended to provide specific guidance on  how an  

individual property shou ld be m anaged.  The m anagem en t  goals for natural 

com m unit ies on  a property depend on  the life h istory  requ irem en ts of the wildlife 

for wh ich  the property is m anaged . 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

The mission  of the FWC is to manage fish  and wildlife resources for  their  

long-term well-being and the benefit  of the people.  To accomplish th is mission , the 
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FWC’s management  ph ilosophy is to manage na tu ra l commun it ies to suppor t  

hea lthy popula t ions of the plan ts and an imals character ist ic of each  na tu ra l 

community.  The na tu ra l communit ies of scrub, upland pine communit ies , and dry 

pra ir ie a re among the most  imper iled in  Flor ida .  Much  of the acreage of these 

na tu ra l communit ies has been  conver ted to other  land uses, and one of the pr imary 

th rea ts to remain ing acreage is the lack of fire.  Restora t ion  act ions in  fire -

suppressed upland communit ies may include reducing the density or  heigh t  of 

encroach ing or  overgrown  t rees and sh rubs.  Although restora t ion  may involve 

management  of a  broad var iety of plan t  species, th is posit ion  sta temen t  specifica lly 

addresses ha rdwoods.   

 

Hardwood con trol ra ises concerns from user  groups.  There a re concerns 

abou t  whether  restored a reas have su fficient  mast  for  wildlife or  whether  ha rdwood 

reduct ion  a lters favor ite hun t ing loca t ions and changes movement  pa t terns of game. 

The reduct ion  of shade sometimes a ffects the en joyment  of specific act ivit ies.   

Other  individua ls a re concerned  tha t  ha rdwood reduct ion  nega t ively impacts 

wildlife popu la t ions or  the aesthet ic qualit ies of the proper ty. 

 

The FWC acknowledges tha t  ha rdwood reduct ion  may change how and where 

people recrea te. While the in it ial appearance of ha rdwood con trol may not  appea l to 

some people, these a ltera t ions provide long-term benefits by restor ing more 

represen ta t ive composit ions of the plan t  and an imal popu la t ion s associa ted with  

these fire-adapted communit ies.   

 

It  is the posit ion  of the FWC tha t  ha rdwood con trol in  the fire-adapted 

na tu ra l communit ies of scrub, upland pine communit ies, and dry pra ir ie often  is 

necessa ry to restore and manage popu la t ions of their  character ist ic plan ts and 

an imals.  The FWC manages ha rdwoods to crea te a  mosa ic of habita t  condit ions, 

and the exten t  of ha rdwood con trol on  a  proper ty depends on  the exist ing habita t  

condit ion , the management  object ives of the proper ty, and the life h istory 

requ iremen ts of differen t  wildlife species.  Hardwood con trol conserves fire-adapted 

na tu ra l communit ies by a llowing the rein troduct ion  of fire and benefits many 

wildlife species character ist ic of these communit ies.  

 

CONSERVATION OF NATURAL COMMUNITIES 

 

Natura l communit ies h istor ica lly main ta ined by fire, such  as scrub, upland 

pine communit ies, and dry pra ir ie, a re cu rren t ly among the most  imper iled in  

Flor ida , with  fire exclusion  an  impor tan t  con tr ibu t ing factor  (FWC 2005).  The 

amoun t  of scrub has declined drast ica lly since pre-European  set t lemen t  due to land 

conversion  for  housing and agr icu ltu re.  For  example, est imates indica te a  loss of 

85% of scrub and sandh ill on  the Lake Wales Ridge in  Sou th Cen tra l Flor ida  and 

over  95% of scrub in  Palm Beach  Coun ty (Ferna ld 1989, Turner  et  a l. 2006).  An  
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est imated 97% of upland longlea f pine communit ies have been  lost  within  the 

Sou theastern  United Sta tes since European set t lemen t , and less than  0.2% of the 

or igina l exten t  is in  good enough condit ion  to suppor t  the full diversity of 

character ist ic plan ts and an imals (Frost  2006).  Sandh ill, for  example, is a  h igh ly 

th rea tened type of upland pine community tha t  occurs on  well-dra ined sandy 

r idges.  In  Flor ida , on ly 8% of the or igina l acreage of sandh ill communit ies remain s 

(Flor ida  Na tu ral Areas Inven tory 2009).  Dry pra ir ie is un ique to cen tra l pen insu la r  

Flor ida , having on ly h istor ica lly occurred in  the Okeechobee, Osceola  and Desoto 

pla ins (Orzell and Br idges 1999).  It  is est imated tha t  grea ter  than  80% of dry 

pra ir ie has been  lost  (Flor ida  Na tu ral Areas Inven tory 2009).   

 

Restor ing the remain ing a reas of these na t ura l communit ies requ ires the 

rein troduct ion  of fire.  Flor ida ’s na tu ra l communit ies have exper ienced a  long 

h istory of ligh tn ing-caused fires, and many of the plan ts and an imals character ist ic 

of these communit ies evolved to depend on  per iodic fires to ma in ta in  su itable 

habita t  condit ions (Campbell and Chr istman  1982, Abrahamson  1984a , 

Abrahamson  1984b, Myers 1990, Menges 2007).  In  the absence of fire, shade-

toleran t  ha rdwoods will over take many na tu ra l communit ies and u lt imately tu rn  

them in to ha rdwood forests th rough  the process of plan t  succession  (Peron i and 

Abrahamson  1986, Myers 1990, Menges and Hawkes 1998, Menges 2007).     

 

Many of the lands in  Flor ida  a re comprised of fire-suppressed na tu ra l 

communit ies tha t  a re in  the la ter  stages of plan t  succession .  Th is is due to 

landscape a ltera t ions, such as roads, bu ildings and agr icultu re, wh ich  resu lted in  

reduced fire frequency or  the exclusion  of fire (Peron i and Abrahamson  1986, 

Duncan and Schmalzer  2004, Whitney et  a l. 2004).  Fires tha t  h istor ica lly swept  

across the landscape now a re con ta ined by these a ltera t ions or  a re suppressed to 

protect  human  proper ty.   

 

The absence of fire changes the character ist ic st ructu re of fire -adapted 

na tu ra l communit ies.  Fire-main ta ined scrub typica lly has a  sh rubby, open  

st ructu re tha t  provides su itable habita t  for  scrub-adapted plan ts and an imals 

(Campbell and Chr istman  1982, Woolfenden  and Fitzpa tr ick 1984, Menges and 

Hawkes 1998).  Scrub communit ies con ta in  h igh  concen tra t ions of un ique and 

imper iled species (Aust in  et  a l. 1987, Turner  et  a l. 2006).  For  example, the Lake 

Wales Ridge harbors 29 species classified as federa lly Endangered or  Threa tened 

and more than  80 species of a r th ropods un ique to scrub and sandh ill (M. Deyrup, 

unpublished da ta , Turner  et  a l. 2006).  However , much  of the scrub tha t  remains 

today is dense and overgrown  due to fire exclusion , providing poor  habita t  for  many 

of these unique and imper iled species.   

 

 Sandh ill and other  upland pine communit ies depend on  frequen t  fires to 

main ta in  the r ela t ively open  pine stands and diverse groundcover  on which  many 
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na t ive species depend (Frost  2006, Means 2006).  When  fire is excluded from these 

communit ies, encroach ing hardwoods even tua lly shade ou t  the groundcover  

vegeta t ion  necessa ry to ca rry fire an d crea te a  closed-canopy forest  unsu itable for  

many character ist ic wildlife species (Myers 1990 , Frost  2006, Means 2006).  Over  

the long term, lack of fire ult imately prevents successfu l pine recruitmen t  because 

ha rdwood compet it ion  can  reduce the growth  a nd su rviva l of pine seedlings (Lohrey 

and Kossu th  1990).  In  addit ion, fire exposes a  minera l soil bed, wh ich  promotes 

successfu l recru itmen t  of longlea f pine seedlings (Brockway et  a l. 2006).  Pines a re 

the character ist ic dominan t  t rees in  upland pine com munit ies, provide habita t  for  

character ist ic wildlife, and supply flammable needles tha t  help to ca rry the fires 

tha t  main ta in  these communit ies . 

 

 Frequen t  fires h istor ica lly main ta ined dry pra ir ie’s character ist ic st ructu re, 

including a  rela t ively t reeless landscape with  a  diverse herbaceous ground cover  

and low sh rub heigh t  (Harper  1921, Orzell and Br idges 1999).  Loss of fire on  dry 

pra ir ie resu lts in  oak and pine encroachment , excessive sh rub growth  and loss of 

ground cover  (Orzell and Br idges 1999).  These changes in  vegeta t ion  st ructu re 

impact  character ist ic wildlife such  as ground -nest ing birds (Fitzgera ld and Tanner  

1992).   

 

Because encroach ing hardwoods shade ou t  understory vegeta t ion , some fire-

suppressed lands lack ground fuels or  other  condit ions necessa ry to ca rry fire.  

Consequen t ly, chemica l or  mechanica l t rea tmen t  may be necessa ry in it ia lly to 

con trol ha rdwoods and restore fuels on  the ground.   Hardwood con trol a ids in  

preserving the fire-adapted na tu ral communit ies found in  Flor ida  by a llowing the 

rein troduct ion  of fire. 

 

BENEFITS TO WILDLIFE 

 

Wildlife can  on ly exist  where a ll of their  life h istory requ iremen ts a re met .  

Many of Flor ida ’s na t ive upland ter rest r ia l an imals, including many game species, 

depend on  per iodic fires to main ta in  condit ions tha t  meet  a ll or  pa r t  of their  life 

h istory requ iremen ts.  In  la ter  stages of succession , ha rdwoods grow to a  heigh t  and 

density tha t  a ffect  the ability of fire-adapted upland na tu ra l communit ies to 

suppor t  the abundance and diversity of wildlife character ist ic of each  community. 

Reducing the density or  heigh t  of ha rdwoods can  qu ickly increase habita t  su itability 

for  many character ist ic plan ts and an imals (Provench er  et  a l. 2002, Means 2006, 

Slapcinsky et  a l. 2010). 

 

Many imper iled species even tua lly disappear  from fire-adapted communit ies 

when  they become overgrown  with  ha rdwoods.  Overgrown  scrub is poor  habita t  for  

Flor ida  scrub-jays, gopher  tor toises, and Flor ida  mice (Woolfenden  and Fitzpa tr ick 

1984, Layne 1992, FWC 2007).  Fire-suppression  in  sandh ills can  crea te a  dense 
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ha rdwood midstory, decreasing the habita t  su itability  for  imper iled wildlife species 

including the gopher  tor toise, eastern  indigo snake, red-cockaded woodpecker , the 

Sou theastern  American  kestrel, and Sherman’s fox squ ir rel (Un ited Sta tes Fish  and 

Wildlife Service [USFWS] 1981, Kan tola  1992, Stys 1993, Provencher  et  a l. 2002, 

USFWS 2003, Whitney et  a l. 2004, Means 2006, FWC 2007). Overgrown dry pra irie 

cannot  suppor t  Flor ida  grasshopper  sparrows (Delany et  a l. 1985, Delany 1996, 

USFWS 1999b) and Audubon’s crested ca racara  (USFWS 1989).  Some species 

designa ted by the FWC as Species of Grea test  Conserva t ion  Need a lso decline as 

the habita t  becomes overgrown .  Examples include red-headed woodpecker , 

Bachman’s sparrow, and brown-headed nu tha tch  (Provench er  et  a l. 2002).   

 

 Con trol of ha rdwoods retu rns sun ligh t  to the ground and a llows growth  of 

forbs and grasses.  Increases in  the quan t ity of grasses and forbs provide seeds and 

cover  for  ground-dwelling birds, and the increase in  the herbaceous understory 

provides su itable nest ing, brood-rea r ing and summer  foraging habita t  for  qua il and 

tu rkey (Rosene 1969, Hurst  and Str inger  1975, Williams 1991, Por ter  1992, Yarrow 

and Yarrow 1999).  The flush  of fresh  growth  following a  fire typica lly increases 

in sect  popu la t ions (Kerstyn  and St iling 1999, Campbell et  a l. 2007), which  a re a 

cr it ica l seasona l componen t  of tu rkey pou lt  and qua il diets (Williams 1991, Yarrow 

and Yarrow 1999). 

 

Rein troducing fire increases the quality and pa la tability of forage available 

for  wildlife and reduces the heigh t  of sh rubs and some t rees, br inging th is 

nu tr it ious browse back with in  reach  of deer  (Lay 1957, Lay 1967, Lewis and 

Harshbarger  1976, Crawford 1984).  Protein con ten t  in  na t ive plan ts increases in  

recen t ly bu rned sites (Lay 1957, Th ill et  a l. 1987), and deer  may spend more t ime 

foraging in  these a reas (Lay 1967, Main  and Richardson  2002).  Protein  is a  cr it ica l 

dieta ry componen t  for  recru itmen t  and an t ler  development  in  deer  (Verme and 

Ullrey 1984).   

 

Hardwood con trol does not  a lways reduce tota l mast  product ion .  The shor t , 

sh rubby oaks character ist ic of Flor ida ’s dry uplands resprou t  rapidly from root  

systems a fter  fire and produce acorns as sh rubs (J ohnson and Landers 1978, 

DeGange et  a l. 1989, Abrah amson  and Layne 2002a , Whitney et  a l. 2004).  In  scrub, 

tota l mast  product ion  (acorns plus pa lmet to berr ies) can  be h ighest  when  the oaks 

a re sh rubby (Har low et  a l. 1980, Brooks and Abbot t  1985).  Main ta in ing a  mosa ic of 

differen t  sh rub heigh ts domina ted by in termedia te-sized oaks (approximately th ree 

to seven  feet  ta ll) may maximize acorn  yields in  scrub; fu r ther , s ome scrub oak 

species may actua lly produce fewer  acorns per  individua l beyond 10 feet  ta ll 

(Abrahamson  and Layne 2002b).  While acorns a re a  pr efer red deer  food, they 

represen t  ju st  one seasona l componen t  of a  deer’s diet , and overgrown  na tu ra l 

communit ies provide less year -round forage for  deer  (Har low et  a l. 1980, Brooks and 

Abbot t  1985, FWC 2008). 
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Although  many character ist ic wildlife species benefit  from habita t  

main ta ined with  frequen t  fire, some species requ ire pa tches of differen t  

successiona l stages to meet  some of their  life h istory requ iremen ts.  For  example, 

wide-ranging species such  as black bear  and pan ther  require a  mosa ic of differ en t  

successiona l stages in  some scrub and upland pine loca t ions .  Pa tches of ta ller , 

th icker  vegeta t ion  provide den secur ity and foraging oppor tunit ies  for  bears and 

pan thers (Stra tman  and Pelton  2007, Benson  et  a l. 2008), and it  is desirable to have 

such  pa tches sca t tered th rough  the landscape in  a reas impor tan t  for  pan ther  

conserva t ion  and in a reas with  imper iled black bear  popu la t ions .       

 

SCOPE OF HARDWOOD REDUCTION ON FWC LANDS 

 

The FWC’s approach  to restora t ion  and management  of na tu ra l communit ies  

in  Flor ida  typica lly focuses on  main ta ining or  enhancing habita t  diversity.  The 

FWC manages public lands consisten t  with  its mission , the management  plans 

established for  each  a rea , and the pu rposes of acqu isit ion .  The FWC a lso provides 

wildlife habita t  management  recommenda t ions to other  public land managing 

agencies and pr iva te landowners to promote the restora t ion  of fire -adapted na tu ra l 

communit ies.  The management  concepts discussed in  th is document  a re embodied 

in  the FWC’s sta tewide management  pla ns for  species such  as wh ite-ta iled deer , 

red-cockaded woodpecker , and gopher  tor toise (FWC 2003, FWC 2007, FWC 2008) 

as well a s federa l recovery plans and management  gu idelines for  th rea tened and 

endangered species such  as Flor ida  scrub-jays, red-cockaded woodpeckers, Flor ida  

grasshopper  sparrows, and the Flor ida  popula t ion  of Audubon’s crested ca racara  

(USFWS 1989, USFWS 1999a , USFWS 1999b, USFWS 2003). 

 

The FWC restores and main ta ins fire-adapted upland communit ies 

th roughou t  Flor ida on  lands tha t  it  man ages.  Often  th is requires reducing the 

heigh t  or  density of some hardwoods using mechan ica l or  chemica l means. Although  

restora t ion  may requ ire con trol of ha rdwoods, the FWC recogn izes tha t  ha rdwoods 

increase plan t  diversity and provide cover  and forage for  wildlife.  Depending on the 

goa ls for  an individua l a rea , the FWC may recommend reta in ing hardwoods in  

va rying densit ies or  may recommend plan t ing hardwoods in  a reas lacking habita t  

diversity and mast  product ion .  By crea t ing a  mosa ic of habita t  condit ions, the FWC 

str ives to main ta in , to the grea test  exten t  possible, the fu ll complemen t  of species 

character ist ic of a  given  community.   

 

The FWC does not  typica lly conduct  ha rdwood con trol in  matu re ha rdwood 

communit ies.  Matu re ha rdwood forests a re dist inct  na tu ra l communit ies tha t  

enhance habita t  diversity for  wildlife and provide aesthet ic appea l to the landscape.    
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Many of Flor ida ’s upland na tu ra l communit ies have evolved over  t ime to 

depend upon  fire.  Restor ing fire to these communit ies and providing habita t  

condit ions suitable for  character ist ic wildlife may requ ire reducing the density or  

heigh t  of ha rdwoods.  The FWC suppor ts the restora t ion  and main tenance of these 

communit ies to a  condit ion  tha t  perpetua tes them and their  character ist ic species.   
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